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Chapter 1

Rene tilted his head to one side as the security guard crossed in front of him. Lifting his pistol up but keeping it close to his body, he lazily rested the rear sights on the back of the guard’s head.

He wasn’t much further than ten yards away. The shot would be easy.

Boring.

Tracking the guard as he made his circuit, Rene had to fight against the impulse to pull the trigger.

Pull it. Pull it. Pull it.

Drop the hammer, feel the boom, watch the blood, paint the room.

Spray and splatter, foreplay with gray matter.

Grinding his teeth, Rene eased his finger off the trigger and onto the trigger guard. His inner demon demanded its payment.

And Rene denied it.

It’d receive its due soon enough. Until then, it’d have to deal with the wait.

Easing out of the darkened corner he’d been hiding in, Rene flitted across the grass and into an adjoining courtyard.

Silent as a caress, Rene glided to the far side door and listened for a moment. The soft hum of electricity beyond the door was all he could discern through it.

Opening the door smoothly, as if it were nothing out of the ordinary, Rene stepped into the room.

Confidence would often disorient people long enough to subdue anyone nearby. A door opened swiftly or slowly was more likely to alert someone.

Kill them. Spill them. Drain them dry.

The voice was a soft mutter in the back of his head. Rene was glad for that small mercy right now.

As of late, it’d grown louder than he could ever remember previously. Even when his emotions had run high.

It made him feel like time was catching up with him. It’d started with his body slowing down. Now his mind was starting to slip.

His steel-reinforced control was slowly eroding with each day he grew older.

A sad and ugly realization was forming in the back of his mind. One that grew obvious in the darkest bits of the night.

And it was that he would lose control soon. Lose control, go on a rampage, and have to be put down like a crazed animal.

Crazed? No, no, no.

Animal? Yes.

Beast we are, Rene; at least, so far for today.

It only took a single moment for Rene to realize the room was empty. He had a sense for these things.

Really they were just senses, trained to the point of what some people would call ESP. It’d practically become a requirement for his line of work.

Closing the door behind him, he dismissed the interior with a thought. The room’s decorations didn’t matter a whit to him.

Pressing a gloved hand to the switch, he slid it into the off position and then moved deeper into the manor.

His target was a man only a year older than Rene himself. The forty-three-year-old had fled to Mexico with his secretary. Along with all the money in the joint account he shared with his wife of twenty years.

It’d only taken a week for the wife to sell enough belongings to meet Rene’s price.

The contract was beneath him, but it would pay the bill.

Except it wasn’t a material bill that concerned him right now. It was the butcher’s bill coming due on his soul that did. The need to kill someone.

Rene was a murderer, and he couldn’t escape that. But he could at least make it into a trade and then only eliminate those who deserved it.

Or at least those who deserved it in his eyes.

Time to pay, we collect today. A feast for me, a priest for he.

As the guttural voice petered off in his mind, Rene looked up around a spiral staircase.

“No more rhyming tonight, or I’ll make you wait,” Rene whispered to himself.

Please forgive, we jest, we kid. A game it was, heaven forbid.

Rene thumbed the safety on his pistol, contemplating leaving the house entirely and refunding the woman her money.

Fine! Fine.

Moving up the stairs without a sound, Rene kept himself ready. There had been little information the wife could provide him, other than an address. Worse, he’d had no time to prepare. Not the way he usually would.

The Monster that sat inside his head would only allow him free reign for so long. And that meant rushing this job to get it done.

Then he heard a sound he often heard on contracts like this. Especially if he ended up camping out in the location for a while.

Soft, rhythmic bed creaking and flesh hitting flesh. It came from somewhere ahead of him. In what he could only assume was a bedroom.

Well, he took his secretary, so yeah. Better make it worthwhile. I mean, did you see the picture of her?

Damn. You should hire a secretary.

Rene could only agree. He was a murderer, sure, but he still enjoyed women.

And sex.

Slipping his pistol into the holster under his dark clothing, Rene pressed up against a wall and crept along it. Baseboards could and would creak. In his personal experience, walls tended to have less of this problem. Not always, but less.

He’d have to wait until they finished and make it clean. He’d been paid for the husband, not the entertainment.

Why not both?

Two-for-one special.

Rene ignored the voice. He’d been doing that his whole life.

After the husband was bled dry, the voice would leave him be. For a time at least. Rene only had to wait for the secretary to sleep before he could finish the husband.

Finding the door by sound alone, Rene put his back to the wall to wait for a bit.

Old guy like this won’t take long. Not like you’d know. You got laid, what, sixteen days ago? I think I’d forget what a woman felt like at that point.

That or his suck-retary will get bored.

Rene flexed his muscles slowly as he settled into position. His knees had an ache in winter now that he couldn’t quite get rid of. It was a shame the Monster needed regular payments, otherwise he’d take the entire fall and following winter off.

Long gone were the days of running around in the government’s employ year after year. But now, he was apparently cashing the checks his body had written for that period in his life.

No sooner than he’d gotten comfortable, he heard a groan from beyond the door and the soft thump of a body falling on to the sheets.

A higher pitched voice asked a question in a complaining tone.

The man responded with a murmur and there was no further discussion.

Minute man, minute man, can you come any faster?

Five minutes after that, Rene felt safe enough to work the door open.

Letting his eyes take stock of the room as he entered, he left the door ajar. A rapid exit was worth more than the security a flimsy closed door would provide.

Lying asleep on the left side of the bed was a beautiful woman of perhaps twenty. Nude and only partially covered in the sheets.

Beside her was the overweight husband.

Rene ignored all other details beyond that. They wouldn’t do him any good and would only prove to be a problem later on.

He reached into a pouch on his side and lifted out a dark black case.

Gently opening it, he retrieved the preloaded hypodermic syringe inside. Removing the cover on the needle, he repositioned himself.

Holding his hand above the woman’s mouth, he guided the needle up under the carotid artery of her throat. If he did it right, she’d be out in seconds.

Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, KILL! KiLl hEr NoW!

Feeling his mind shudder with the desire to jam the needle through her eye into her brain, Rene stood still. Battling internally with the Monster he was, he fought to preserve the woman’s life against his own desires.

She didn’t deserve to die for sleeping with a married man. One who would drop her as soon as she lost her youth.

Instead of winning the battle with himself, it felt like he was starting to lose.

The Monster would win and the woman would die.

Pressing his hand down suddenly against the woman’s mouth and nose, he jabbed the needle into her neck. It didn’t feel as precise as he wanted, but it felt like a better answer than what had been coming.

He depressed the plunger with his thumb as soon as it entered her, filling her with strong sedatives.

Her eyes flicked open and met his and glazed over after a few seconds. Then they closed once more and she was dead to the world.

She’d be unconscious till morning, but alive.

Removing the needle with a shaking hand, he recapped it, and slipped it back into the case. Then he put the case in his pouch. He’d dispose of everything later, when it was safe.

Now, mine, me. Feast. Blood. Take. Take! TAKE!

Unable to contain himself any further, he put a knee on the woman’s stomach and, with his left hand on her bare chest, leaned over her.

With his right hand, he unclipped his Glauca B1, flipped it open, and buried it in the man’s throat. Savagely ripping the blade from one side to the other, Rene felt his own eyes go wide and his body shudder at the sudden act.

Blood pumped in an arterial spray timed to the man’s heartbeat. Rene lifted his hand and slammed the blade home into the man’s larynx, then dragged it down across the side.

Spasming, the man reached up and tried to grab at his torn-out throat.

It was done. But not over.

Lifting his left leg up, Rene brought his knee down into the unconscious woman’s shoulder as he smashed his left hand into the dying man’s head.

The hilt of the blade crashed into the temple of the dead man, who wasn’t quite done dying. When he didn’t fall still with the first hit, Rene struck him again.

The man dropped back into the bed and moved no more, even as his blood sprayed across the room with every beat of his heart.

Panting, Rene crawled off the woman.

“Sorry,” he said lamely to the woman he’d used as a platform.

The pressure on his mind had eased with the kill, and he could practically taste the sweet smell of the man’s blood in the air.

He enjoyed it.

He knew it was wrong. Knew he’d just killed a man for money. And enjoyed it.

He didn’t care.

He felt more remorse for bruising the woman than killing the man. More remorse for the poor fool who’d be paid less than ten dollars to clean up this mess.

After wiping his blade off on the sheets, he folded it back up and slipped it into its holster.

Then he turned from the scene, exited the room, and closed the door behind him. A minute later, he’d made it back to the garden corner he had hidden in earlier.

Once the guard passed him again, he’d be off.

Back to his dingy hotel room.

Then a plane ride back to a house he hired someone to decorate and clean because he didn’t have the time. To sleep in a bed that was too large for him alone.

To maybe buy a prostitute, read a book, or play a video game.

And just wait for the need to kill to rise again.

Paralysis struck him.

His entire body seized up and he lost control. His mind clawed at his muscles, demanding them to move, as a light began to build around him.

Then the faint light became a blazing spotlight all at once.

Illuminated like a beacon, he knew it wouldn’t be long before someone saw him.

“What… the… fuck…” Rene ground out between clenched teeth.

Then the guard was there, a pistol raised in Rene’s direction.

The guard shouted something at him. He couldn’t quite make it out as the light was putting out a lot of noise as well.

It wasn’t loud enough to drown out the sound of a single gunshot though.

Rene felt the large caliber round burst through his chest and blow out the back of his spine.

The light around him flickered, then became something else.

Rene now stood in a room of interlocking stones at the center of a blazing purple circle. Around him stood men and women in vibrantly colored robes.

Candles dotted the walls and gave the room a creepy old-timey feel.

Then Rene was free to move.

At which point, he promptly fell flat on his face and died.

***

Rene’s eyes opened unto a world of darkness. Stretching out in every direction, there was nothing.

In fact, Rene had no eyes. When he tried to inspect himself, he found he was nothing. No feet, torso, hands, nothing.

Case in point, he felt nothing.

Not even the Monster behind his eyes.

Laughter rang throughout the void. Roaring, guffawing, laughter.

“Damn, now that was absolutely hilarious,” a disembodied voice said.

Rene couldn’t reply since he had no mouth.

“Ah, yeah, sorry. Here.”

Then Rene had a body again. The same body, in fact. Complete with the hole in the chest and an exploded heart.

“There ya go. Anyway. That was pretty funny. The look on the summoners’ faces when you did that lovely face plant. Ah, shit. That’ll keep me laughing for ages.”

A younger man appeared before Rene. He sat in a throne ten feet away.

He looked to be in his twenties, with dark hair. A trim goatee adorned his chin, and his eyes were a chilling blue. He was fit, but not athletic. Dressed well, but not expensively.

Lying in his lap was a furry creature. Red fur with a dark red tail. It didn’t look too big, but dominated nearly the entirety of his lap. Most of its body was made up of said tail, and its eyes had a strange quality.

They looked black and fathomless.

Shadowed.

“So on the scale of heart attack to being run over by a run-away llama, that was clearly an eleven,” the man on the throne said.

“Who are you?” Rene asked, his mind not quite catching up.

“Me? Hm. That’s a good question. You can call me… ah, whatever. You can name me.”

“Name you?”

“Why not? I’m not worshiped in the world you’re in. Not for a very long time at least. My name would mean nothing.”

“Aren’t you Death?”

“Goodness, no,” said the man with a laugh, as he rubbed a thumb and forefinger across the head of the creature in his lap. “Though she’s a friend of mine. Very close friend.”

“What if I wanted to call you Goat Fucker?” Rene asked, his hands trying to discreetly check for his equipment. There was something unusual about the man that implied more experience than his youthful appearance would suggest.

“Goat Fucker works, I suppose, though I don’t particularly find it appealing. And don’t bother looking for anything. It’s all gone. Not that it’d matter– I mean, did you forget that you’re dead?” The man laughed. “Splat. Right in front of them.”

“So… are you a messenger then?”

The man sighed and shook his head.

“Such a rigid mind. While you’re working through that part, I’m going to pretend we skipped ahead to the next part of the conversation.”

“There’s a next part?”

“Of course there is. I mean, unless you want to die and move on?”

“Not particularly. Truth be told though… my life wasn’t worth much; I can’t imagine my afterlife would be any better.”

“I know. You’re honestly scum of the earth. But hey, you didn’t pick the hand you were dealt, and you played it as well as you could. Not to mention, your demise was amusing and not of your own choice. So, yeah.”

Standing up, the man set the furry critter on the throne and then moved over to stand in front of Rene.

Comparing their heights, Rene thought the man could only be about five foot ten. Maybe five nine. Rene was an even six feet, which made measuring others easier.

“So, here’s the deal. And believe me, this is a deal, contract, agreement, whatever you want to call it.”

Rene cocked his head to one side, listening.

“First, I’m going to stick you into a pregnant woman, and have you be reborn. In this world, since you were summoned here. As part of this rebirth, I’ll be removing that little bit of you that… well, was fucked up. You’ll no longer enjoy killing people. You’ll even feel these wonderful things called remorse and regret. Shocking.”

The man held up a finger as if to clarify that part was complete.

Blue text began to appear out of thin air in front of Rene. It was writing down what the man had just said.

“Second, you will retain all memories of your past life at the time of your birth. This is to make sure you remember all this and the deal you’ve struck. No point in sending you back if you can’t even remember why you’re going back.”

The blue text began another bullet point with the most recent addition as the man held up a second finger.

“Payment?” Rene asked.

“Err, what? I don’t follow,” the man admitted, two fingers in the air, watching Rene.

“You can’t read my mind?” Rene was still trying to get an idea of what he was dealing with, and any information was good.

“I could if I wanted to. I choose not to. Now, you asked about payment?”

“No contract is ever one-sided. What am I paying you in? Since I have a soul, I’ll not be bartering that,” Rene said.

The man started to laugh again, smiling wide at Rene.

“You’re a real treat. Payment. Payment is to be made in good deeds. Consider this,” the man said with a flick of his left hand, “your bank account.”

Floating in mid-air at the upper right part of Rene’s view was a bar. It looked quite similar to a loading bar. Except vertical.

The top part of it was blue and the bottom red.

“Every action you take will shift that little marker in the middle. Actions that are good? Moves it up and into the blue. I expect that blue bar to be full. For you to live a life worth living and enjoy it. And help others enjoy life.

“Actions that are bad? Well, that’s when you move into the red there. If you get to the bottom of the red…”

The man stopped and let both of his hands drop to his sides as he stared deep into Rene.

“I’ll pull your soul out of you personally and use it for a cum rag when I’m done skull-fucking your corpse,” the man said with a smile.

Rene shuddered involuntarily. Little had ever actually created fear in him, yet the cold assurance of that statement did.

The promise of it.

“I understand,” Rene said.

“Good! Should you adhere to the contract, there won’t be a problem. Now, off wi—”

Chirping from the throne interrupted the godlike man.

“Huh? But—”

Before he could finish his statement, the furry creature interrupted him with continued chattering.

The back and forth continued for nearly a full minute, with the man trying to interject only to be chittered down by the furry creature.

Eventually, the man turned to Rene and shook his head.

“Pfft. Fine. One more thing to add, it seems.” The man smiled and held up a third finger.

“Going to change things up here a bit. Should you find yourself in trouble, all your previous abilities, training, and learning will return to you as if you had never forgotten them. This includes all things you’ve already forgotten up to this point. I think it’s a little much, but I’ve been overruled.”

A single chirp from the throne punctuated that statement.

“Yeah, yeah. One word of caution, by the way. Should this happen, it’ll be fairly obvious and you’ll be… different. Let’s just leave it a surprise what’ll happen. I will give you this in advance against that though. It’ll probably help. Maybe.”

In the bottom left area of Rene’s view, a screen came into being. Oddly enough, it seemed to be a written log of everything they’d been discussing.

Like it was subtitled.

Though the man had no name attached to his lines. It was blank.

“It’s like a video game,” Rene blurted out before he could think about it.

“That it is! You were from a modern world, after all, so yeah– video game. Alright, off with you. Try not to have too much fun.”

“Wait, what about the Monster? The one in my head.”

“There was no Monster. You knew that from the very beginning. There was only ever you. Don’t worry, though, you are a much better person now. Try not to rip your mom apart on the way out. She’s a nice lady and that’s a low-tech world and all.”

And then Rene was born.

Again.


Chapter 2

Rene let his eyes rove over the walls and decorations that were spread throughout the office. Simple tapestries and strange odds and ends, for the most part. A single portrait on a far wall of someone in a headmaster’s attire. Other than that, it looked like any other office you could expect. Desk, chairs, cabinets.

Only feudal.

Rene flexed his muscles and tried to keep himself from stiffening up in the chair. He’d lived as a normal person since being reborn, but he’d never fully let go of his previous life. At least, all the things that didn’t require other people.

Tilting his head to one side, he heard the faint footfalls of someone coming up the corridor behind him.

They wore soft-soled shoes, and had an unhurried gait, heavy and uneven.

It can only be the interviewer or a house-maid.

Rene straightened himself in the chair and laid his hands calmly in his lap.

The latch clicked as the door swung open behind him.

“Ah, Mr. Anatolis. Thank you for waiting,” came an elderly-sounding voice from behind him.

Rene made no response. He didn’t like leaving the man behind him unchallenged, but there was nothing else he could do as the current young man he was.

There was also no need for him to respond to the statement. There had been no question and that seemed more a comment than an invitation to speak.

There was a soft tut from the interviewer as he passed by Rene’s chair to sit down behind the desk.

Rene looked him over quickly and dismissed him just as swiftly. Older, authoritative, more girth than he should have, with far more lines around his mouth than his eyes.

There was nothing there that meant any harm to Rene.

Picking up the paper that had been laid out on the man’s desk, the interviewer read it over slowly.

“You’re the only son of Master Anatolis,” the interviewer said suddenly, looking at Rene over the top of the page.

Anatolis wasn’t a common name, but it wasn’t unique either.

“I am,” Rene confirmed. Most conversations came to this point eventually. His father was an extremely successful money lender. So successful that he had more wealth than much of the nobility who looked down on him for his lack of noble blood.

“Your marks are top notch as well,” the older gentleman murmured.

“My father pays the entry fee, I earn the education,” Rene said smoothly. It’d been a long-standing agreement he had with his father.

All Rene needed was the opportunity to demonstrate his intelligence.

The interviewer grunted at that statement and then laid the paper down.

“Eighteen years old, no clubs, no activities, no job, no stated plans. This isn’t just an education you’ll be getting if you’re accepted here, but the expectation to be a member of the alumni,” said the man.

“Of course,” Rene said easily. He’d expected to be sold that bill of goods and had counted on it. He imagined the man was quite excited about pulling in the Anatolis family.

Rene waited, with nothing else to say.

He didn’t owe this man anything and, honestly, this was more out of politeness for custom than anything else. Supposedly, everyone had to have an entrance interview and would be judged accordingly.

Turning Rene down would be a career ender for this man and everyone he knew or loved, Rene imagined. Even if the interview went as poorly as possible and culminated with Rene emptying his bowels on the man’s desk.

Rene wasn’t concerned however.

He’d go here or elsewhere. It wasn’t as if there was a shortage of schools that wanted money. Countless universities would be more than willing to take in Rene, along with his money and his father’s support.

And knowing his father, Rene had no doubt what the outcome would be. He was fair but strict with his debtors. Kind to his friends and family.

A terror of a monster to his enemies. Rejecting Rene would put them cleanly into that last category for his father.

As if sensing his thoughts, the interviewer cleared his throat and looked back to the paper.

“And why have you chosen our prestigious Laetus University?”

“My family lives in Laetus. It’s the closest to home. I treasure my family. My friends. I’d be able to live at home while attending. It also met my father’s requirements,” Rene explained.

It was all the truth, too. He really did feel that way about his parents and his little sister. The friends he’d made here and grown up with.

This life had been nothing but a blessing for his wounded soul. Something he’d never experienced before and had previously considered to be little more than a silly dream.

In the beginning, he’d wondered if this had been a poor choice. Being trapped in a baby’s body and then a child’s, all with an older man’s intellect and life experience.

He’d chosen to not draw attention to himself. To instead perform to the average as closely as he could, even if he was beyond the curve. Making it seem like he was neither gifted nor behind.

Why give up his secrets for nothing but a pat on the head? That was a fool’s choice.

A prideful choice of a short sighted individual.

That direction had only changed when it came time to getting grades that would matter for university. Only then did he alter his stance and shoot for the best possible. He wanted to get into Laetus University without a question or a concern.

Everyone attributed it to him studying so hard as well, thankfully. Which was something anyone could do.

“I… see.” The man picked up his quill and scratched something onto the paper.

Rene kept silent and waited. The only thing that would disqualify him was how he answered.

The man’s face puckered up as he read through the rest of his paperwork.

“I’ll just… move this along. Do you have any questions for me?” the interviewer asked. He stamped the bottom of the paper and slid it into a folder.

“No.” Rene blinked and then stood up.

“Welcome to Laetus University, young Anatolis,” said the man, extending his hand across the desk.

Rene nodded his head and accepted the hand in a brief shake. Then he turned on his heel, opened the door, and left the office. He’d never bothered to learn the man’s name, and it didn’t matter.

There were few realities in the world. One universal truth was that money opened doors and eliminated obstacles.

Problems weren’t the same for those who had money as they were for those who didn’t.

That was just how the world was.

Right now, though, Rene had a lunch date with his sister and a few of her friends. There was nothing else on his agenda for the day, and he enjoyed spending time with his sister.

By next week, he’d be spending most of his time here at the University, which meant he wouldn’t see her very often. So he needed to see her more now before that happened.

Rene managed to leave the administration building without incident or having to talk to anyone. He’d had a lingering fear that someone would attempt to stop him to talk to him about his father and their business.

Walking without haste, he left the area where many of the universities and schools made their presence. His destination was where most of the middle to upper class merchant families lived in Laetus. A home his family kept there despite everything that’d changed.

It just happened to be the home he had grown up in as well. Wealth hadn’t changed their family so far and they tried not to display their affluence as some might. Keeping their “ancestral home,” as his father called it, was part of that.

A feeling Rene hadn’t experienced since coming to this world swept over him.

His skin itched, his palms cooled, and his feet tingled.

Someone was watching him. Tracking him.

Rene bumped into someone as if he hadn’t been paying attention and apologized. Dropping his satchel in the process. Casting a surreptitious eye down the street, he caught sight of what he believed was his pursuer.

Both of his pursuers.

One happened to be his sister with her friends.

Watching him.

They were probably trying to arrive after he did or perhaps play a prank on him.

Neither option would be out of character for his sister. She could be as shifting as the wind at times.

He dismissed her group as the concern immediately.

What he felt was a threat on his person or his life.

There.

Rene spotted someone who was far more likely to be the problem. A man who looked ill at ease in his own clothing, standing near a shop window, drew Rene’s attention.

The man fidgeted with the collar of a clean, smart-looking shirt. As if he’d never worn such a stiff collar before. A slight bulge at the man’s hip indicated a weapon of some sort. More than likely a small club or a dagger.

Laetus’ guards wouldn’t disguise themselves as such. Which meant private security or someone who didn’t belong here at all.

In either case, it’d be best for Rene to break contact and move off. Away from his sister and her friends.

Standing up, he slung his satchel back over his shoulder and adjusted it for a moment. Getting it to sit right on his person, he took off at an easy pace. He continued down the street as if he hadn’t noticed the man or that anything was wrong at all.

When a small group of people passed behind him, Rene ducked his shoulder and sprinted down an alley he was crossing at the same moment.

Rather than turning right and moving in the same direction he’d been traveling, he kept straight. Running down the alley in a perpendicular fashion to his last-known approach.

Unfortunately for Rene, someone had done their homework on him. They knew his schedule.

And knowing that, they’d mapped out his route, knew his time-table, and had even taken the time to have people stationed accordingly in the alleyways between that location and where he’d be.

Even as he identified the ambush, saw the blow that would be coming, and how to dodge, deflect the attack, or even subdue his enemy, he was physically incapable of doing so.

He was a gangly teen who hadn’t put any effort into his reaction speed, strength, or agility. All the training and combat reflexes he’d given himself in his previous life were old. Rusty.

Unmaintained.

Damn. I got lazy.

That was the last thought Rene had before the blackjack cracked against his temple and sent him into the void.

***

Consciousness returned slowly to Rene.

On top of that, he felt like he’d been out for a while.

Or so he guessed, since his hands felt like he’d slept on them and his feet were throbbing. In addition, his head felt like it’d been stuffed with cotton.

Poisoned. Sedated. Bound and tied.

People who don’t know how to tie someone up without hurting them.

Novices.

Cracking open an eye, he saw little of the room he was in. It was dimly lit and reeked of mildew with no windows and only a single door. There was no sound of anything other than his own breathing. It was a simple room that had the appearance of a stone cell.

Near water.

Cold stones without any heat.

Underground, then?

Realizing he was alone in the room, Rene opened both eyes. Working quickly, he cataloged anything else that was useful or notable about the room.

Which was nothing.

Testing his bindings as he lay on his side, he felt no slack in either his wrists or ankles.

Grunting, he began a mental checklist of his condition and gave himself the full once-over.

Left-hand ring finger was probably broken. Right thumb jammed. Left wrist felt like it had a hairline fracture, but it could be the bindings. Bruised ribs on the front of his torso. Probably from being dumped on a horse, if he had to guess.

There was no need to urinate or empty his bowels.

His clothes were different, and his possessions were long gone.

I’ve been kidnapped, haven’t I?

A sharp chime sounded from nowhere and everywhere.

The box in the bottom left, which he normally avoided as much as possible, flashed twice.

Before he could even think of reading the log to try and get some answers, it flashed a third time and went black.

Right in the middle of his view was an icon. An hourglass, and it was turning itself end over end as it filled and emptied.

Then it vanished, and a flash of light blinded him.

When it cleared, he was fairly surprised.

In the top left, he could see what looked like three different colored bars and a portrait of himself. A younger, ganglier, and not as tall yet, version of his older self.

The alignment bar, predominantly blue, remained in the same place it had always been.

The bottom left box, which had served to help him eavesdrop and gave him subtitles to the world at large, returned.

There were new messages in it now. Unfortunately, everything previously there had been removed. There was no record for him to read about what had happened to him while he’d been unconscious.

Grimacing, Rene read the new messages.

Failsafe conditions- met

Contract- activated

Effect- immediate

Duration- unlimited

System activated.

Reloading…

System reloaded.

Ready.

A message box popped up directly in front of him once he got to the last message. Below it, there was a green “Yes” and a red “No”. He had the distinct impression he’d need to select one or the other.

Would you like to view your character sheet before you begin?

Yes/No

Rene opened his mouth and then closed it. Then he let out a slow breath.

“Yes?” he said, not entirely sure if he wanted to or not.

	Level:
	01



	Race:
	Human
	Experience:
	00%

	Alignment:
	Good
	Reputation:
	0

	Bounty:
	0
	Fame:
	0



	Attributes-



	Agility:
	18
	Charisma:
	4

	Endurance:
	12
	Intelligence:
	29

	Luck:
	11
	Perception:
	17

	Strength:
	12
	-
	-



Status: Lightly wounded, thirsty, hungry.

What a chance meeting! Seasons it’s been, and you thought me fin. I return anew, a yearn to burn, and much bone to hew. Blood to drink, and bodies to… eh, fuck it. Let’s kill some shit.

“Be quiet, I’m busy,” Rene muttered, trying to mask the shock he felt.

He hadn’t heard that voice in his mind since the moment he’d arrived on this world. The rasping, muttering, hissing, screaming voice that’d dominated his previous life. Something he’d considered gone and had done his best to forget it ever existed.

And it was back.

Don’t be so rude at our reuniting, I find it immeasurably joyous and whole-heartedly exciting.

Rene let out a shuddering breath and shook his head.

Not happening, not happening. Not happening. He said he fixed me. Fixed it.

Fixed you.

He did! He did, alas he did. But hence I’ve come, despite being unbid.

Taking a deep breath, Rene pushed hard at the voice. Pushed and shoved and heaved at it. Slowly, it gave way. Its muttering and rambling grew softer by the second as Rene exerted his control over the Monster.

When it was finally silent, he closed his eyes, and lay there against the cold stones. Trying not to lose his control. To not let himself slip back into the madness.

Opening his eyes, he looked at the log.

Unfortunately, he found exactly what he didn’t want there.

Even the voice in his head was subtitled and listed out for everything it said. Except it didn’t say Monster or anything like that.

The name next to it was his own.

I really am the Monster, and the Monster is me.

Blanking his thoughts, Rene tried to re-set his mind. He needed to be in control of it to figure out what he could do.

And to know what he could do, he needed to re-evaluate his situation.

Slowly, he started working his mind through the problem.

His bindings were tight, the room sealed, and he felt tired. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything he could do to change any of it at the moment.

At the back of his mind during all of this, it felt like hundreds of thousands of doors were opening. One after the other, all the things he’d learned in his life of murder and death.

It all came back. As if none of it had ever left. As if every lesson were seconds fresh and new.

Every single training he’d ever had. From hand-to-hand combat, knife fighting, shooting, sniping, poisons, and assassinations, to building a working insurgency cell to overthrow a foreign government.

He lost track of time, staring at the door in front of him as his mind sorted through itself. Reliving things he’d long since forgotten and trying to figure out what would help him.

It wasn’t until the door of his cell slammed open that he was shaken from his thoughts. His mind tumbling away rapidly from the heights where it had been.


Chapter 3

“Ah, the little brat’s awake,” a shadowed man said from the doorway.

Another silhouette passed in front of the first one to come over to Rene.

He couldn’t quite make out details as the light from the hallway was doing a fair job of blinding him. He’d been in the dark too long for any type of light to do him much good.

“Behave. Don’t do anything stupid,” hissed the man. Reaching behind Rene, the man cut his bonds and then turned and walked back out without another word for Rene. “Feed him, give him water, and a pot to shit in.”

The first grumbled and did as instructed, setting down a plank in front of Rene. A loaf of bread and a canteen of water were dropped unceremoniously on the wood.

Rene said nothing, acting the part of a fear-stricken young man and waited for the man to leave.

The man threw a metal pot that clanged and bounced across the stones to settle in the corner before exiting the room.

Standing smoothly, Rene immediately went to the door as stealthily as he could and checked the handle, the lock, and the hinges. He needed to know what he was working with.

Each was rusty and seemed brittle to Rene. Not old, just not cared for. The hardware had fallen victim to the moisture and inattention that seemed to plague wherever he was.

This wasn’t made to be a cell. It was converted. Look there, the hinges are simple pins. We could have them out in under ten minutes with that canteen. Well, if we flatten it and turn it into a pry bar.

“Well aren’t you accommodating today?” Rene fingered the hinges and found them to be exactly as the voice had said.

Course. We’re without the need to feed, to slake our thirst of blood, the ache to taste the red flood.

“Still crazy, though,” Rene muttered, pressing an eye to the keyhole. It was a silly thing to do, but he might see something.

Says the guy talking to himself. Didn’t you hear the god? I am you, you are me. We are we.

“Then stop rhyming. It’s annoying,” Rene sighed and crept back to the loaf of bread. He hadn’t seen anything other than a hallway, but he didn’t want to give the impression to his keepers that he was mobile.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (2)

Rene stopped moving and stared at the message that had popped up in the corner of his screen.

Video game indeed.

“Right?” Rene whispered. Moving again, he began walking in circles around the room.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (3)

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (4)

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (5)

Pausing again, Rene mentally focused on the word “sneaking.” A window popped up in front of him, reminding him of his previous life when the Internet first came about. When pop-ups would flood your screen without warning.

Sneak: The ability to escape detection.

“Huh. Do I have a skill list?” Rene asked aloud.

No sooner than he finished asking, a single line window popped up.

Sneak: 5

“So, I guess this is what he meant.”

Apparently.

Rene sat down in front of the board and picked up the loaf of bread. Pulling off a chunk, he focused on the colored bars in the top left of his vision.

Health: 100/100

Energy: 100/100

Stamina: 100/100

Frowning, he looked at the three icons below that as he chewed up the mouthful of bread.

Lightly Wounded

Hungry

Thirsty

Swallowing, he lifted the canteen and washed the bread down. Both the Hungry and Thirsty icons fell off. Focusing on the Lightly Wounded icon by itself, he concentrated on it.

After a second, a window popped up.

Lightly Wounded: Currently suffering from minor injuries. This condition will clear in 2 hours and 37 minutes.

Spiffy.

Yes.

Handy and dandy and ever splendid, it seems we’ll be quite easily mended.

A strange and odd change, to be sure. From human to video game, a fantasy pure.

Rene glared at the ground in angry contemplation. He hated hearing the Monster, but it wasn’t wrong.

He’d played video games in his youth. They’d help curb his mind at times. From what he could tell, this seemed like it was lining up more with one of the old style RPG’s than anything else.

Like something out of a bad TV show.

“Inventory?” Rene asked aloud.

An inventory screen opened in front of him. Next to that, was an avatar of himself.

Young, handsome, straight brown hair that nearly reached his shoulders and sea-green eyes.

Every small box of his inventory was empty and the clothes on the avatar were listed as “rags.”

Picking up the bread, he pushed it into one of the boxes. It vanished from his hand and appeared in the window instead.

Picking up the water, he did the same thing and got the same result. Both the bread and water were now in the inventory pane.

Rene highlighted them with a thought.

Bread: Consume to restore Health, Energy, Mana, and Stamina. Four more uses.

Water: Consume to restore Health, Energy, Mana, and Stamina. Four more uses.

Rene briefly considered taking the piss pot and adding it to his inventory but decided against it.

Going through his options, he was left with few that offered him much of anything worthwhile. His best bet was to work on the door.

He walked over to the chamber-pot, picked it up and flipped it over. Wrinkling his nose, he inspected it as carefully as he could, while touching it as little as possible.

Chamber Pot: Use to provide status boost: Relieved.

Rene put it on the ground and pressed on it with his unshod feet. The metal creaked and buckled, folding in on itself.

Rene grimaced at the noise, but figured it was worth it. Picking up the crumpled metal, he started to work it into a flat piece of steel, no wider than two of his fingers and as long as his forearm. Bending, folding, and snapping pieces off as he went.

When he reached the size he wanted, he began to work the front end of the ugly chunk of metal back and forth across the bricks.

Ten minutes later, he held up the nasty-looking thing with a sigh.

“Only as good as your tools…”

Your skill in Crafting(General) has increased (1)

Your skill in Crafting(General) has increased (2)

Your skill in Crafting(General) has increased (3)

Your skill in Analyze has increased (1)

You’ve created a Long-Handled Shiv.

Item Name: Long-Handled Shiv

Description: Forged from a chamber pot, this crude weapon could kill. Especially if you used it to cut your food with.

Damage: 3-10

Functions-

None.

Attributes-

None.

Pushing the disgusting thing into a slot between the bricks in the floor, he leaned on it heavily one way and then pulled it back the other. Stressing the metal.

With a pop, the back two thirds of the shiv broke off.

Your skill in Crafting(General) has increased (4)

You’ve created a Shiv.

Picking up the other piece, he folded it over once and then flattened it against the bricks.

He’d use this for his pry bar to slide the pins loose from the hinges and prepare his trap.

Moving to the door, he pressed the rear of the shiv into the bottom of the pin, and then slipped the pry bar into the top.

With a single shove, the pin came out cleanly. Catching it before it could hit the floor, Rene flicked it into his inventory screen.

Moving down along the door, Rene popped the other two pins free without an issue and flicked them into his window as well.

The torch. Put out the light, so we might put out their sight. In the dark we thrive, our shiv into the mark’s eye.

“Do you have to rhyme?” Rene asked, as he pulled the long, odd-looking torch from the wall. He considered snuffing it against the ground before simply shoving it into his inventory.

We enjoy the sound of a rhyme, for it was once a game. We played it to pass the time, when we were punished by the Dame.

Rene froze in place at the thought that dredged up. Locked in a cupboard for hours with nothing but his thoughts. So quiet, alone in the dark.

Shaking himself free of the quagmire of those long-dead memories, he moved to the door.

He pressed his back to the stones and felt his mind slither into a corner. It coiled itself up and prepared his body for the inevitable strike.

It’d be swift and sure.

Soon we’ll dirty our hands once more. To stain our clean soul forevermore. What of the god? That nasty man. Would he condone this, such a bloody plan?

Rene pressed his lips into a grim line and ignored the voice. Mostly because it was right. His plan was straight forward. Murder whoever came to check on him and get out.

Was killing a kidnapper good or evil?

Letting his mind turn that thought over and over, he retreated into his head. His thoughts slowly turned inward as he remained poised to strike.

Your skill in Meditation has increased (1)

Your skill in Meditation has increased (2)

Your skill in Meditation has increased (3)

Your skill in Meditation has increased (4)

Snapping out of his reverie, he could hear someone on the other side of the door.

For all intents and purposes, the door would appear as if nothing was wrong. Until you pushed on it to open it. At which point, Rene hoped it would fall inward, into the cell.

All he needed was a second.

The door creaked and the handle turned. The interlocking brackets of the hinge kept the door in place for a second before the whole thing tumbled forward away from Rene’s guest.

Following the door in, having been leaning against it to push it open, was a man in dark clothing.

Tumbling to his knees, the man dropped a platter that clattered to one side.

Rene leapt forward toward the man’s back. He slammed his knee into the base of the man’s skull and lifted his chin up with a jerk. Rene felt no resistance, his knee having rung the man’s bell quite firmly.

With his right hand, he drove the shiv home into the man’s throat and ripped it to the side, leaving a jagged fleshy mess of his neck that was anything but clean.

Your skill in Daggers has increased (1)

Your skill in Hand-to-Hand has increased (1)

You’ve developed the Throat Slash ability.

Your skill in Throat Slash has increased (1)

His Glauca wouldn’t have been this messy.

The body dropped to the ground and a torrential red flood spread out quickly.

No appetite to whet, no driving need. I’ll take the regret, you handle the deed.

That is my job as it ever was, my duty and desire to support the cause.

Escape. Retreat. Plan.

Rene couldn’t disagree or hesitate now. He needed to be done with this place. He needed to break contact, regroup, and redeploy.

Exactly like the Monster said.

Looking down at the man becoming a corpse, Rene considered checking his pockets for the keys.

A small glowing window popped up before Rene, startling him.

Inside of that window looked like a small inventory square. And in it was everything the man had on him.

Including his clothes.

Not really sure about that. Would we just steal his clothes without undressing him?

Rene tapped the “loot all” button in the corner and then opened his inventory. Everything had been transferred into it.

Leaving a naked dying man on the ground.

Standing up, Rene looked at the platter the man had been carrying. Food and water, much like what he’d been given earlier.

He picked up both items and pushed them into his inventory. Then the platter afterward, as he peered into the hallway beyond the doorway.

They’d have heard that, when the door fell flat.

“Yes. Yes. What would a young nobleman do? Ah.” Rene slid to the wall and pressed up against it again. Cupping a hand around his mouth, he called into the hallway.

“Help! The door broke and he’s been injured! Help!” Sinking low in his crouch, Rene felt the tension in his lower body.

“What happened?” called a voice back to him.

“Help!” Rene responded unhelpfully.

“I swear I don’t know what you’re yelling about but I’ll—what the fuck?” Hurried footsteps filled Rene’s cell as the man came closer.

Reaching the naked corpse, the newcomer bent down to check him.

In that moment, Rene launched himself at the man, his knee catching him in the jaw. Blown to the side with the force of the attack, the man’s head bounced off the door frame with a clunk before he collapsed, as if boneless.

Your skill in Hand-to-Hand has increased (2)

As he landed atop the man, Rene considered letting him live.

An enemy left behind is destiny pressed and signed. Kill him.

Rene grunted; he couldn’t disagree. Anyone left alive would only be a problem for him down the road.

Pressing the shiv to the man’s throat, he made a quick slit from one side to the other. To make sure there was no waking to this situation, which he felt would be a small mercy for the man, Rene lifted the man’s head and bashed it into the stones.

Your skill in Daggers has increased (2)

Your skill in Hand-to-Hand has increased (3)

Another loot window flashed before him, and Rene emptied it exactly the same as he had the previous one.

“Hope that god isn’t watching.” Rene crouched low and entered the hallway.

Covering his eyes partially with one hand to shield his vision, he approached the only light he could see ahead of him.

He pulled the oddly long torch off the wall as he passed and pushed it into his inventory, dropping this area into darkness as well.

He moved ahead until he reached the end of the corridor. It split into a T-intersection to the left and the right. Peering around one way and then the other, he found nothing except more doors and torches.

I wonder if the torches are long so they burn for longer?

Like candles.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (6)

Rene couldn’t feel any of his senses screaming out to him at the moment.

His instincts. The only thing that’d kept him alive, through more encounters than he wanted to remember. The primal beast that lived in his mind was needed for times like this.

Entering the intersection, he ghosted to the left and moved towards the doors. The one on the left ran parallel to his cell, which meant it was probably another cell. The door on the right was on a separate wall.

Probably the exit.

Checking the handle with a light touch, he found it unlocked. Further down this hallway was a door on the right.

Pursing his lips in thought, Rene eventually decided to clear the building. There was no telling where he was and at this point, he could use any and every resource. Things taken from rapidly cooling bodies would be ideal as they were likely to help him gather intelligence at the same time.

A two-for-one sale only for today; so come on down to the jail without delay.

Swinging the door open with ease, he kept it smooth and flowing. He couldn’t feel anyone in there, even before the door fully opened.

It felt empty.

Your skill in Awareness has increased (1)

Although he could feel something behind the door at the end of this hall. Or someone.

A tickling sensation at the back of his neck told him so.

He took the torch as he moved down this new hall quickly. There was no reason to leave light for anyone.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (7)

Your skill in Awareness has increased (2)

When he reached the next room, he could feel someone inside. In fact, he didn’t need his senses to know they were there.

The inhabitant was rather obvious. Rene heard soft sobs and quiet sniffles.

Rene felt his heart lurch at the thought that it could be his sister. As a breath caught in his lungs, he fumbled with his inventory and pulled out a key ring which he’d looted from one of the kidnappers.

Sticking each key in and giving it a twist, he tried to open the door. One of the keys eventually worked and the lock popped open. Then the door creaked inward.

Light from the cell spilled into the darkened hallway, blinding Rene.

“Stay back! I’ll k-kill myself. You’ll not sully me,” came the brave and shaking voice.

Unable to see clearly with the torch light blinding him, Rene squinted into the cell.

Sitting in the corner was a young woman. Rene knew immediately it wasn’t his sister.

Wrong build and body type, not the same hair, voice isn’t hers. It’s not her.

Turning away from the cell, Rene glided back down the other way. He entered the intersecting hallway again, moved to the other side, and then performed the same function for the third cell.

This one was empty, however, and it looked like it hadn’t been used recently.

Last was a door which could only lead out. There were no other exits that he could determine, and no other doors.

Thankfully, the woman in the other cell hadn’t left it. He didn’t really want to deal with her. He didn’t want to have to reckon with whoever she was, why she was here, or any responsibility for her.

Pressing his ear to the only door left, he listened.

He heard not a sound.

He set his eye to the keyhole and peeked through.

Darkness, with nothing visible to the naked eye.

Opening the door and entering the room, he shut it behind himself as quietly as he could manage. Looking around, he found that this place seemed more like a common room. It had the look of a break room, or a waiting room, in fact.

Simple table, with battered chairs clustered around it. A low countertop was on one side, with food in various stages of being devoured.

Passing the countertop, Rene analyzed each item and selected things which had been untouched. Everything he selected got tossed into the inventory window.

It was as easy as if he were throwing things into a shopping cart.

He’d moved the inventory window with a thought and casually flicked items in, leaving nothing of value behind.

Food, utensils, bowls, and anything that could be used later or sold, went into his magical inventory window.

If I were a thief, this’d be as easy as could be.

Your Analyze skill has been upgraded to include Appraisal.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (2)

Your skill in Analyze has increased (3)

Exiting without making a sound, Rene ghosted into an adjoining room where a man slept fitfully on a cot. Otherwise, there was little of note.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (8)

As he crept up to the sleeping man, Rene felt torn. He didn’t actually want to kill this man, but he felt he had no choice.

This karma problem is rough, noxious and…ugh.

We have to kill him. We can’t leave him.

His Monster almost sounded tired. Drawn out.

Rene chewed at the inside of his cheek and then did what he had to do.

Reaching forward, he grabbed the man’s head. With a quick jerk, Rene slammed his knee into the man’s temple twice.

His knee was starting to feel rather bruised.

Your skill in Hand-to-Hand has increased (4)

Rene then drove the shiv into the unconscious man’s neck. Twisting the hilt, he made sure to sever everything and then pulled the blanket up over the man’s head.

He accepted the loot and then began to empty the room of anything useful or worth a coin.

With only one door left to him, Rene listened for a moment, his ear pressed to the door. Then he opened it and stepped in.

Or out, as it were. He found himself standing in the middle of a stone street.

Glancing around, he did what he could to memorize this building, the landmarks nearby, and the feeling of the area.

Knowledge was power and knowing that this building belonged to the wrong people could be useful.

There was little he could use to determine where he was in the broad sense of the idea but, even now, Rene knew he wasn’t in Laetus.

True night would be coming soon, he guessed from the sky above. It looked like it was late evening right now.

And getting darker by the second.

Deciding to find a place to hunker down for a bit, he turned left and moved down the street, keeping to himself. He’d have to get out of the city at first light tomorrow.

First, he had to get far from this place. Break contact completely. Then settle in somewhere and regroup, count his resources, and plan.

As he turned a corner, he nearly missed a step with what he saw.

Text floated above people’s heads. He had no idea how he hadn’t noticed it previously, but he hadn’t.

The text seemed to be names. Names and titles.

Promising to look into it later, he felt ill at ease. His world had suddenly become very different. It made him ask a lot of big questions that he didn’t want to.

For now, Rene avoided everyone, as at this point, everyone was an enemy.

Off to the side, he spotted a large building in a different sector of the city. To his eyes, it had similar architecture as the library back home.

A library would be a pretty good place to spend the night.

Providing he could get in unnoticed and remain hidden.

Sliding into a crouch, Rene moved into the alleyways and made for the big gothic building.


Chapter 4

Moving through the shadows as best as he could, Rene kept to himself. As if he were little more than a breath of air, a wisp of smoke, or a leaf tumbling down the street.

He was worth no notice, and he willed with his entire mind and soul to not be worthy of attention.

Because truthfully, a young man wandering around the streets at night, in rags, was more than likely to be a problem. Nothing good happened at night for those without anywhere to be and no coin to their name.

Nothing at all.

When he entered the area he’d been working his way toward, Rene paused and sank down low near a planter box. He couldn’t see anyone in any direction. Everything was empty and devoid of movement.

No guards. No people. No thieves.

Nothing.

Which is almost as bad as if there were some. Why aren’t there any? What do they know that I don’t?

More of everything; less of anything.

“Thanks, really helpful,” Rene muttered under his breath.

We live to serve while full of verve.

Moving forward quickly now, Rene went straight for the side of the building. He needed to get there, rather than stand out here waiting for something terrible to happen to him.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (9)

I wonder. I mean, that’s a numeric value. Which means it’s measured and has some type of marked increase. That’d mean there’s an appreciable difference between eight and nine.

Right?

How much is eight points out of the total possible? Just how much of a difference does it make? Could I get to a point where I wouldn’t be seen at all? Even if I were naked or walking in front of someone?

A splendid device, indeed. I fear the price, not knowing the god’s creed.

“Yeah, we might be fucked,” Rene muttered, looking up. Looming before him was the building he’d been trying to get to this whole time.

Windows marked out the multiple levels as it went up and up and up. It was a rather tall structure.

Now, on closer inspection, Rene felt it could only be a library. The grounds around it were immaculate and clutter free. There were a number of benches all throughout the area along with manicured trees, planters, and actual green areas with grass.

Looking at the surrounding buildings that lined the outer perimeter, he’d could tell he’d moved into a middle-class neighborhood. If the library was here and the houses were still well-maintained, that meant this location had probably been the wealthy quarter at one point. Though it hadn’t remained that way.

That probably explains why no one’s here. Enough wealth to warrant patrols and active guards.

Well. I suppose that’s that. All it leaves is…

Rene sighed, looking up to the top of the building again.

Up, up, and away.

“Shut up,” Rene grumbled.

Grasping hold of the first-floor windowsill, Rene began to climb upwards, wedging fingers and toes into the cracks and small ledges as he found them.

Your skill in Climbing has increased (1)

The building was definitely older, and the stones had settled. He was able to get just enough of a grip here and there to keep going. Climbing ever upward.

Your skill in Climbing has increased (2)

Your skill in Climbing has increased (3)

Strangely enough, the weight that pulled on him seemed to ease with every skill increase. It was a small thing, something he hadn’t noticed at first.

What he had expected was to grow wearier the higher he went. Instead, it seemed like he kept getting stronger.

Like he was gaining strength with every foot he ascended.

Your skill in Climbing has increased (4)

Your skill in Climbing has increased (5)

You’ve gained a point of Strength (13)

Rene nearly missed his next hold when he pulled himself up faster than he expected.

“Shit,” he gasped, resting his forehead on the stonework.

A gracious gift indeed that was given.

I fear we’re owned entirely.

Being reminded by his Monster of the god who had set him on this path, Rene finally looked at his alignment gauge. It was noticeably changed. Where he had been near the top before this series of events, it had dropped a notch or two.

“Killing is killing, after all. Mitigated due to their evil, but we still killed them,” Rene said.

Yes. Yes. We killed them, we spilled them. A pool of red, we left them dead. We’ll be cursed by he, the one who made we.

With a grunt, Rene managed to reach the third-floor window and slid his shiv between the two wooden frames. He lifted the blade from the bottom to the top, hoping for a simple catch mechanism to be present. If it was, it wouldn’t be very difficult to open this with just his shiv.

Your skill in Lock Picking has increased (1)

This high up, there wouldn’t normally be a risk of thieves. Especially for a library. Or so Rene hoped.

I mean, wouldn’t they cheap out and put just a latch in? Many people would.

They wouldn’t worry. It’s why so many people never put sensors on second-floor windows.

The misshapen metal found resistance, then continued upwards. Both window panes opened as if on overly greased hinges and hung open.

Inviting him inside and into the sweet safety of a building.

Your skill in Lock Picking has increased (2)

Crawling over the lip, Rene slid inside. He made sure no one was right there, then he stood up.

Moving as quickly as he could, he closed the window behind himself and searched the area around him.

He felt for anyone.

Listened.

There was nothing as far as he could tell.

He couldn’t detect anyone, but that didn’t mean he was alone. Just that they if someone was here, they were further away than he could sense.

All around him were shelves. Rows of shelves, stacked and loaded with books that never seemed to end. This was a library to rival all libraries he’d seen so far.

Where he stood now was actually near the far end of the floor, furthest from the staircase.

Looking at the spines of the books around him, he found that he was drowning in math textbooks. Math and advanced math, as far as he could see.

There was the possibility that someone could come into this area, but it was remote. Especially at this hour. Beyond even that, Rene was fairly certain the library was closed, or in the process of closing, for the night.

Unfortunately though, the window was integral enough to a swift escape that he felt he couldn’t leave this section. He needed to be able to get out at the drop of a hat.

Safe and sound, you sound the clown.

You’re so sure we’re now secure, dare we believe we dropped the lure?

“For the moment. I’m really not in the right shape for this, mentally or physically. I need rest. To sleep,” Rene puffed, the adrenalin draining out of him. His senses were winding down, his body losing its fight-or-flight response.

Which meant he was going to fall apart and be worthless real soon.

Resting the back of his head against a shelf, Rene opened his inventory.

“Three sets of clothing. Three daggers. One sword. One lock-picking set—that’ll be handy. Poison? Pretty sure it’s poison.” Rene focused on the vial and selected it.

Weak Poison: Causes sickness and fatigue for twenty-four hours. Likely to induce unconsciousness.

“Mm. Probably what they gave me. A garrote, though the wire doesn’t look so great. And finally, twenty-nine copper and six silver.”

Money was probably the thing he needed the most. Money would provide him with the means to solve everything else.

He needed money. More money. Much, much more money.

Finishing his resource list and inventory check, Rene went back to the clothes. He selected the set of clothes that seemed least likely to draw attention and swapped it out for the rags on his inventory avatar.

The rags vanished and the swapped-out clothes instantly appeared on him.

As surprising as that was, it was more surprising that the clothes fit as if they had been tailored for him personally.

Shrugging his shoulders, he dumped the shiv into the window. Dragging over two of the daggers, he placed one in each weapon slot.

Two daggers materialized on him, one on each hip.

Below the avatar was a series of boxes. Drudging up an old memory of his gaming days, he could reasonably assume these might be his quick-use slots. If this was following a traditional twenty-first century video game, that was.

Selecting the wire garrote, he dropped it into the first square. Followed by the poison in the second.

Attached to his belt were now two small pouches. Peeking in both, he found them to hold exactly what he’d expected.

One held the garrote and the other, the poison vial.

“Handy,” Rene said.

It’s well received, by and large. We best not dwell on the eventual charge. For I can honestly say, we’re… fucked.

“You don’t sound as evil as you used to.” Rene dismissed his inventory window and closed his eyes.

The god of nothing is to blame: he took from us the boiling pain.

Soft, shuffling footsteps came into range and then paused. Rene was pretty sure it was somewhere off to his right.

Opening his eyes slowly, Rene turned his head a fraction. Standing at the end of the aisle was a man, a cart full of books in front of him. His eyes were locked on Rene and he seemed shocked to find him there.

Rene activated his Analyze ability as he stood up. There was no point in hiding any further.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (4)

Alana Cleary

Age: 17

Sex: Female

Race: Elven

As she was dressed from head to toe in men’s clothing and wearing a mask over her mouth, Rene never would have guessed she was a woman. Even her ears were tucked up under her hair to further hide her heritage.

There was something to be said for taking the initiative, rather than letting someone else have it.

Rene bowed his head to the woman and sighed.

“My apologies, lady. I mean to cause you no distress. I was escaping those who would see me harmed. I’ll leave immediately.”

The woman’s shoulders straightened, and it seemed her back firmed up at his words.

“Th—” started the woman in a low-pitched voice. A young man’s voice.

Coughing, she touched the mask that was over her mouth.

“Those who would harm you? Why harm you?” she asked him. Her voice was incredibly light this time, and melodic. To anyone who’d ever heard an Elf before, she’d be immediately identified as one.

Rene couldn’t quite make out the details of her face though. The lighting was all wrong and most of it was covered by that mask. He could detect that her curiosity in him was bereft of malice. She was genuinely interested.

Beyond tired, and feeling like his mind was falling apart, Rene just wanted to get away. Get away from her and escape. He needed sleep.

Desperately. His brain was simply failing him, and he knew it.

“That’s not important. I’ll leave you be, Alana.” Rene turned and unlatched the window. He was going to leave right now.

“Stop,” she commanded him.

Rene paused, his fingers on the latch. His mind was beyond heavy. Beyond tired. He’d pass out if he closed his eyes.

Kill her?

Clip her pretty wings before she sings? I’ll carry the blame if you bury the dame.

Closing his eyes, Rene easily dismissed the question from his Monster. For it was indeed only a question. It no longer had the compulsion it once had. It wasn’t a command.

“You’ll help me. Take the cart,” she said, gesturing at the book-laden trolley. “Come, we have little time.”

Blinking, Rene looked at the cart. Tired, and more than a little confused, Rene moved over to stand behind it. It was easier than trying to overpower her or escape.

“Good. Now, we need to go down this aisle and one over to the right,” she said with a raised right hand. With her left, she slotted a book back into the shelf.

Rene looked at the indicated shelves. Pushing the cart forward, he began trundling that way.

Stopping there, he looked to the woman for instructions.

“Down this aisle, then two shelves left,” she murmured, pulling a book free from the cart.

Rene looked at the cart and then got it moving forward once more along the directed routed.

A little over an hour later and the cart was empty of books. Alana had directed Rene around the entirety of the complex before they’d both returned to the entrance.

“Ah, that was a lot quicker with someone else. Much appreciated. What was your name again?” Alana asked him.

“Rene,” he responded. Looking at the doors, he felt a little light-headed. He needed to train after this. A lot.

Train until he could do mile-long runs without breaking a sweat or losing his wind. Rene was out of shape. Depressingly out of shape.

You’ve gained a point of Endurance (13)

“Well, Rene, you look pretty tired. I’d suggest sleeping in the high shelves in the back of the third floor. Sleep well.” Alana turned and walked off, leaving him there alone.

Following her instructions, Rene made his way to the suggested spot.

He laid his head down on his own hands, and promptly fell asleep.

Light pressure against the side of his boot after only a few minutes stirred him from his sleep. Eyes snapping open, Rene surveyed his surroundings.

Standing above him was the young Elven woman, dressed the same today as she’d been before.

Her eyes were a touch overly large. He could see them now above the mask in the morning light streaming through a window.

Slept longer than I thought.

Her large irises were solid black. Like ink on a page, they made her eyes look like pools of darkness. He could see little of the white around them on top of that. Finishing off the signs of her Elven heritage, was a very clear and prominent tilt to her eyes. Everything added up to a decidedly alien, if attractive in a way, feel to her. Like she wasn’t meant to be here amongst the dirt of humanity.

“Doors open in ten minutes to card-carrying members. People generally start leaving thirty minutes after that,” Alana murmured.

“Thank you. I appreciate the information.” Rene sat up, taking stock of himself. He felt prepared for the day. More so than he had a right to, given what he’d undergone.

Maybe the changes from the previous day had done more than he’d accounted for. His constant skill and stat upgrades. There were quite a few things he’d need to check into today as he escaped.

Better to know the tools available to you.

The librarian stared at him for a few more seconds before turning and leaving him there.

A real pity, a true shame. I would ask the pretty bird to say our name.

Watching her leave, Rene muttered to himself.

“Never figured you for the romantic.”

I wanted to eat her. Do you think her blood tastes the same as a human’s? Perhaps it would rot our teeth with its delicious sweetness.

Ever wonder if blood can cause cavities? I bet hers would.

“Never mind,” Rene said, rubbing a hand over his eyes.

With any luck, he could be on the road back home before the day was out. Then he’d have to see about getting this entire emergency thing turned off again. He’d enjoyed being alone in his own head.

Sharing it with his Monster again seemed like the last thing he wanted right now.


Chapter 5

Rene had done exactly what the librarian had instructed him to do. He wandered the shelves and fingered book spines, picking up a few as if he were interested in them.

In doing so, he had even found a few books that really did interest him. A basic manual on swordplay, a primer on archery, a map of the city, and a slim manual on what looked like martial arts. All four had disappeared into his inventory screen without an issue.

It wasn’t as if they could search him to find out if he had anything on his person.

When he finally hit the street, people were starting to go about their day. Rene tried to blend in as best as he could with whatever groups he could make his way into the rear of.

As he traveled down the boulevard, he let his eyes pick over everything around him. He used Analyze on anyone or anything that caught his interest. There was no reason not to use the ability, after all.

Especially since it seemed he could level up almost anything he did.

Which was one of the few reasons he managed to spot people who could very well be looking for him.

Or so his wariness of the situation told him.

They were titled to his eyes and stood out like a beacon. “Enforcer” and “Lookout” were so obviously not normal that Rene couldn’t help but be aware of them. Being able to read titles was an incredible thing.

Right now, they were off to one side of the gates exiting the city. He couldn’t prove that they were posted there to look for him, but he couldn’t really see why such a thing would happen otherwise.

That’s not true at all, my boy; could be but looking for marks to enjoy.

Suppose. Could be.

Not likely though.

Rene would personally bet that they’d even been given a likeness of him to work from.

He couldn’t prove it though and it sounded like baseless paranoia.

Even to him.

Frowning, Rene pressed a hand to his mouth. Moving to one side, he posted up in a small awning of a shop just to watch. He needed more information, and there wasn’t really a way to get it.

With nothing else to do for the moment, and not knowing what those at the gate wanted, Rene went over his available options.

He could leave the city outright. Walk right by those people and head out. But once he was on the road, all bets would be off. He’d probably be pursued immediately if they were waiting for him.

The likelihood of capture was significant at that point. Especially since he had no information of where he was, or what was going on.

The more appealing answer seemed almost insane by comparison. Rene could blend into the city. Become part of it and bide his time. Wait for things to die down, and take control of the situation.

The latter was the stranger option, but it was also simpler. It would allow him greater leeway to build himself into a secure position of safety. The wilderness and areas around the city would be much harder for him to deal with at this time.

Unfortunately, staying in the city would also be rather difficult for his family.

They would have no idea what the situation was for him, or even where he was.

Luckily, his father had a strong sense of “what-if”-ness about him. He’d constantly wondered and worried about what might happen, and then planned for those situations.

A sentiment that Rene, an ex-hitman, greatly appreciated in his father.

Let’s stay and make them pay.

Let all know to not bother our loved ones.

Deciding, and agreeing with his Monster, Rene turned and began strolling back up the street he’d come down.

Right now, his safest course of action was to remain in the city. Build up his resources while lying low. Get information on the surrounding areas, then put together a strategy and plan how to execute it.

Rushing foolishly ahead with an idiot plan was something you’d only see in books and movies. The type where people screamed at the hero or heroine that they were a fool.

Indeed! I… I don’t feel like rhyming right now.

I’m tired.

“Yep. We’re completely sane,” Rene said. Moving into another group of people, Rene kept his head down and tried to look like he belonged.

Rene felt a very slow and careful hand brush against his coin-pouch. In fact, he could even feel the fingers of that hand as it slid over and up to touch his empty coin pouch again.

All his coin was safely stored in the magical inventory window. Nothing was in the coin pouch but lint, dirt, and air.

The takings for pickpockets this morning must be pretty horrible if someone was targeting his sad-looking pouch.

Grabbing the hand before it could slip away, Rene held it tightly. Without even looking, he knew it was a child. Probably little more than a pre-teen at best.

With a tug, he pulled the would-be criminal into the mouth of an alley.

He could probably get half a minute alone before people started to notice. That’d be more than enough time.

“What city is this?” Rene asked quietly, pulling the thief in front of himself.

“F-F-F-Felicie. Don’ kill me,” stammered the dirty urchin. Rene was pretty sure it was a boy under all the dirt and grime. His hair was brown, as were his eyes.

“Top guild in the city?” Rene asked. This would be a good time to get some information.

“Snakes.”

Dumb name.

Stupid, vulgar, crude. We should stay, slay the brood.

A deadly tax or we’ll drop the axe.

Those who pay the bill, we’ll not kill. Stand astride them, and let the gates to hell open wide then.

“Second and third guilds?” Rene prompted.

“Ravens. Jackals.”

Snorting, Rene suddenly couldn’t help but agree with the Monster. With names like that, he couldn’t imagine they were the cream of the crop, as it were. If anything, he might gain something by going for them.

“And you?” Rene asked.

“Err, Bert’s,” said the urchin.

“Right. A couple people turned up dead last night. What guild?” Rene asked

“Huh?” asked the boy, looking very confused now.

“Corpses were made, who did they belong to?”

“I don’t… there weren’t any.”

That confirms it. Those Ravens, Jackals, and Snakes are nobodies. There’s a real power or two here, and it isn’t known to anyone else.

“Go.” Rene shoved the boy back into the street. Taking two steps deeper into the alley, he slid up to a wall and crouched low.

Stalking away from the urchin, he moved deeper into the shadows.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (10)

Your Sneaking skill has been upgraded to include Hide

The boy stumbled several steps and then looked into the alley, his eyes wide. They scanned back and forth as they sought Rene.

Lips peeled back in a feral grin, Rene turned and began moving through the alleys. Information was its own coin, and he’d just managed to make a tidy sum.

Felicie was in a neighboring nation’s borders. A paid courier would still travel back and forth though.

Popping back out of the alley but onto a different street, Rene began looking for a city patrol or guard.

A quick question to the first one he found, and he was off and running. Straight to the biggest money lender in town.

The back-up plan his father and he had set into place was a simple one. Contact the local money lender, offer to pay them triple the going rate for courier services under the guise of being an agent for his father.

To support this plan, his father regularly employed traveling agents to simply go to other towns and make contact with the local money lenders. Grooming, building, and establishing relationships for no other reason than to be known and warmly welcomed.

It cost his father money out of his profits with no hope to earn anything from it, but it did spread his name further and further afield, as well as providing the excellent contingency plan that Rene was about to invoke.

***

In the end, it cost Rene two silver of the six he had, despite haggling well.

The letter he’d sent to his father was simple. Explaining that he, Haversham, an agreed-upon name that was code for him reporting he was safe, was in Felicie and was now operating legally in the city. Beyond that, the letter stated that he would be attempting to track down and find a made-up debtor who owed the company money.

Inside all of that, though, were basic coded instructions for his father on where his personal finance book was. He knew for a fact that once his father found it, he’d realize Rene wanted him to manage his finances so they didn’t turn sour.

He hoped his father wouldn’t hold what he found against him. Rene had been using his father’s contacts and lending preferences to determine who and what to invest in.

Rene was nowhere near as wealthy as his father, but he figured he was perhaps halfway there.

As he stepped out of the office, he felt a weight lifting from his shoulders. One he hadn’t expected or realized was there.

Two silvers is agreeable, and we’ll call it cheap. Such a meager thing to pay for Father’s peaceful sleep.

Rene nodded his head and angled himself towards the merchant square. He’d picked up a few bits of information while chatting up the money lender. Merchant squares were the best place for simple gambling and to learn what was going on in the city.

All one had to do was listen and watch.

Letting his feet carry him along, he casually used Analyze on every person he encountered.

Most of it was worthless to him, but he found himself looking forward to one message in particular. It was swiftly becoming an addiction.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (5)

You’ve gained a point of Perception (20)

And there it was. A small smile popped up on Rene’s normally blank face. The continual increases appealed to his nature. The build-up of small gains and increases, developing into something much larger. Always growing in power.

Spotting what he wanted earlier than he expected, Rene focused his mind. He needed to be completely clear of mind, his senses sharpened and ready. To test what he was capable of.

Because he’d found some street-side gambling.

Simple games that a passer-by might engage in with a coin or two before wandering off. Low stakes that didn’t result in much money exchanging hands.

This would be a perfect place to test himself. To see what his Analyze could do.

Stepping up to the table where a middle-class couple had wagered a pair of bronze coins, Rene watched.

Around them stood a small group of people, who either wanted to play or just watch someone else play.

It was a simple game he’d seen many times, and had even played often enough as a kid. The shell game.

More often than not, it was a scam when any actual money was wagered. So long as the dealer let a few players win a little, people would always be coming back for more, thinking they could win.

If Rene intended on winning anything more significant, he’d have to cheat. Or beat the man at his own game.

Which meant he’d need to have a duplicate of the item or steal it from the dealer. Because the dealer often had a duplicate item just in case he had to add it to a cup so someone would win.

This iteration was three small wooden cups and a painted red wooden ball.

The couple that was playing was of no matter to Rene, and the dealer was little more than a vague collection of minor details that made up a man.

What mattered to Rene was the game. Even as the couple lost and walked off, another person stepped in to fill the slot.

Rene watched intently, trying to use Analyze every time it was available on a cup, the dealer, or the revealed item.

He couldn’t quite figure out where the ball was every time, but he was confident in his newfound abilities.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (6)

Your skill in Analyze has increased (7)

Your skill in Analyze has increased (8)

With every skill increase, he felt more and more confident. Each one was giving him clear gains. To the point that he could now predict or find the ball nearly seventy percent of the time.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (9)

Your skill in Analyze has increased (10)

Your skill in Analyze has increased (11)

You’ve gained a point of Perception (21)

Ten minutes later, Rene could spot the cup with the small red ball in it every time. No matter how many times the dealer pocketed it, transferred it, or removed it entirely from the game so there was no possibility of winning.

The dealer was actually fairly cognizant of his situation and didn’t get too greedy. If someone lost, they typically lost their initial wager only when they walked up. Those who won only ever won less than half of what the person before had lost.

There was more than enough movement and winning that people were willing to assume the man was being legit.

Then, Rene saw a moment for him to act. An over-eager youth bumped the table, nearly sending the wooden cups flying and revealing the situation to all.

The dealer had panicked and leaned over his own table, his hands securing everything as quickly as he could.

The dealer had reason to be concerned since he’d left quite a bit of his winnings on the table. It was a simple way to tempt people to step up and “win it” from him.

In that moment, Rene leaned in as if to help and picked the man’s pocket. One of the many terrible skills he’d picked up in his old world.

Your skill in Pickpocketing has increased (1)

You’ve stolen a Red Wooden Ball.

You’ve stolen sixteen copper.

You’ve stolen five silver.

Rene slipped the ball from the inventory screen to his palm as the dealer worked to keep his victims in the game.

Plan in mind, and ball in hand, Rene waited for his turn. It was time to see what he could do. Even at his best in his old life, what he was going to attempt now would have been difficult under the eyes of everyone.

“Aww, I’m sorry. Ain’t your day,” apologized the scam artist. He collected the bet, then set the silver coin on the pile and placed the copper coins in his pocket.

The victim slouched off, having lost. Rene managed to get himself at the front of the table to take a turn.

“Another eager player! What’s your bid?” asked the hustler eagerly.

“A single copper to start with,” Rene said smoothly.

Start with a copper, make him a pauper!

Fraud. Fiend.

Flawed and unredeemed.

A soft chuckle, a few hand movements later, and Rene was the proud owner of a new copper coin.

The flim-flam man had replaced the ball when Rene stepped up.

“Ah, both coppers then,” Rene said, leaving both coins on the table.

A few shuffles of the wooden cups and he picked the correct one again.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (12)

“Winner again. Care to make another wager?” the scammer asked him. He reset the cups and ball as he spoke.

Rene had spotted the exact moment the dealer palmed the ball. This would be when he lost.

Challenge. Conquer. Destroy. He sees but a choirboy.

Send him packing, while we get cracking.

Rene felt the corner of his mouth curl upwards as he met the eyes of the dealer.

Brown eyes, set in a face that looked like it had charmed its way through a fair share of beds. He had probably never expected someone to con him at his own game.

Rene slapped down eleven silver onto the table with his right hand, drawing all eyes there.

“Let’s press my luck then,” Rene remarked as he stacked the coins. He did all this even as he slipped the wooden ball under the cup on the far left.

Your skill in Sleight of Hand has increased (1)

“So it’ll be!” the dealer said, a bright smile on his handsome face.

Lazily, the man shuffled the cups around, sure he’d be many coins richer in a heartbeat.

Rene waited until the movements were done and flipped over the cup he knew contained the red wooden ball.

Sitting there was the ball that shouldn’t be there. It looked identical to the one the man had in his palm.

“Ah! Looks like I win,” Rene said, immediately scooping up both his coins and his winnings.

“That’s not my ball,” the dealer said.

Idiot, fool, stupid fuck. Best he realize his mistake, the schmuck.

“Oh? Looks a lot like your ball. And if it isn’t your ball, where could your ball be?” Rene said, flipping over the other two cups to reveal nothing there.

The dealer blinked twice and looked at Rene.

Before the man could even think a harsh thought, Rene looked at him. Truly looked at him. The same look he would give someone before he took their life.

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (1)

“You were saying?” Rene asked, having finished gathering his winnings.

When no response came, Rene broke eye contact with the man and then held up his hands. “I believe I’m done here. Thank you for the game.”

Rene turned and left the dealer with a situation he couldn’t get out of. Heading straight into the market, he moved on to the second reason he’d come here.

To shop for supplies and anything he could make money on. To buy and resell for a higher value.

As he let his eyes sweep over the items out for sale in the various booths and on blankets, Rene wasn’t very impressed.

By and large, they were simple things. When sold frequently these things could provide a way of life, but it wouldn’t be the end of anyone to lose a table full of merchandise.

Even as he appraised each booth, he already suspected he wouldn’t find anything of use here. Either for himself or to resell.

He also kept his eye open for anywhere else to gamble and make more money.

The few games he saw being run were things he wouldn’t be able to impact in any way, shape or form. Dice and the like. Where the only thing that mattered was luck and the house was favored over a long period of time.

I wonder. Can I impact things? If I started practicing some dexterity drills, could I level up accordingly?

Pulling a single copper coin from his inventory, he began to cycle it from finger to finger. Palming it and then sliding it to the back of his fingers as he moved.

Your skill in Sleight of Hand has increased (2)

“You took it from my pocket, didn’t you?” asked a voice from Rene’s side.

Looking up, Rene found the dealer from earlier beside him. He didn’t have his table with him, so Rene assumed he must have either left it or stashed it somewhere.

“I did,” Rene admitted. Walking to the far side of the market, he kept his eyes moving, Analyzing constantly. People, items, buildings.

There was no reason to fear the dealer.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (13)

“Hah, beaten at my own game,” said the dealer.

“Not trying to get your money back?” Rene turned to the dealer again. Altering his course, Rene moved to stand near the mouth of an alley.

“No. I get the impression you’re… well…” The dealer’s voice trailed off.

Rene looked at the man again and used Analyze.

Caleb Hays

Age: 18

Sex: Male

Race: Human

“Yeah, that. Like you’re deciding if you want to kill me,” Caleb said, clearly trying not to squirm under Rene’s gaze.

“That statement is critically incorrect,” Rene said, unemotionally. “I already decided that if the need arose, I would kill you and dump your body in an alley. That decision was made long before I ever walked up to your table.”

As if realizing the situation, Caleb looked at an alley directly behind him. Then his eyes jumped to the area around where they stood.

Rene had led him to a bend in the stall layout. The two of them were actually secluded off to the side and the morning light was coming in over the building above them.

One swift act here was all Rene needed.

Swallowing, Caleb held up his hands in front of him.

“I don’t want any trouble. I actually wanted to make you an offer. I figure we could make some money,” Caleb said.

Rene lifted his right hand as if to signify his willingness to hear him out.

“Listening,” he said after Caleb didn’t continue.

“You’ve got the brawn, I’ve got the brains. Let’s make lots of money,” Caleb said.

Rene wasn’t quite sure how to take that. He was fairly certain that he was far cleverer than Caleb. Though he knew precious little of the city.

“You’ve yet to tell me the plan. You merely repeated your previous statement in a different way,” Rene murmured.

Caleb licked his lips, contemplating his next words.

From deep in the alleyway, they both heard a boot scuff followed by a scream.

Turning his head, Rene looked into the alley to try and see what was going on.


Chapter 6 -

Down the alley, Rene picked out the name plates long before he saw the people. Targeting each with a thought, he activated Analyze in a flash.

Joseph Horn

Age: 31

Sex: Male

Race: Human

William (Bill) Moon

Age: 19

Sex: Male

Race: Human

Lori Moon

Age: 9

Sex: Female

Race: Human

“Joseph Horn, William Moon, Lori Moon,” Rene said aloud. “That’s who’s down there.”

“Huh? Really? Dunno who the Moons are, but Horn is a rapist and a murderer. I think the guard put up a bounty on him last week. Dead or alive,” Caleb admitted, his right hand pressing against his left arm. “More for alive, less for dead. I stay away from him. Not a good person.”

A bounty, you say? Let us hunt this prey. To collect without a death today is quite strange. An interesting, if not unappreciated, change.

Instantly, Rene agreed with his Monster. It’d likely move his alignment upward while filling his pocket.

Rene set off at a light jog. An easy purse that he could collect without killing someone. And if he did kill them, it would only be worth less money.

“—o away boy. Doesn’t concern you none,” came a voice.

“Not happening,” responded the person who could only be Bill.

Rene saw Joe clearly now. He was tall and lanky, with short brown hair and brown eyes. He had a beard and a slow look in his eye.

Slow Joe Horn.

Unhesitating, Rene closed the distance. There was no question what his goal was and anyone who saw him knew what was coming.

“Train like you fight, fight like you train,” came his instructor’s command from his past.

Rene was no martial artist. He’d been trained in close-quarters combat and to kill people as quickly as possible. Every fight was the last fight to him.

Joe looked toward Rene and threw a haymaker at him without a word.

Rene stepped in and blocked with his left forearm, then slammed his right fist into Joe, just under his ribcage.

Grabbing the arm the man had used for the haymaker, Rene pulled it down and across, spinning his foe around. Taking the opportunity he’d made, Rene stepped in behind Joe. Before he could react, Rene brought his left arm up around the other man’s throat.

Fighting and squirming wildly, Joe did everything he could to free himself.

Rene released the man’s arm he had locked in place and brought his right hand around in front. Moving quickly, Rene slammed his closed fist down on Joe’s sternum.

With a groan, Joe curled up a bit, allowing Rene to shift his right arm behind Joe’s head and set up the choke hold he’d been going for.

Leaning backwards toward the ground, Rene stretched Joe out as his arms tightened up and let the hold do the work for him. Joe tilted backward, lost his balance and fell.

Rene landed on his bottom and kept the pressure on even as Joe writhed atop him.

Four seconds later, Joe was done. He wasn’t moving at all. The rapid cut-off of blood and oxygen had put the man into an unresponsive state.

Your skill in Hand-to-Hand has increased (7)

Releasing Joe, as he had no desire to kill him and lose out on coin, Rene worked quickly.

He had about four seconds before the blood rushing back to Joe’s brain would get him moving again. He’d be groggy, but Rene didn’t want to deal with it.

With a speed he desperately needed, Rene untied Joe’s belt and yanked his arms around behind his back. Wrapping two quick loops around each wrist, Rene secured them together tightly with the belt.

Joe moved a little bit and Rene smashed a fist into the man’s side. Right where his liver should be.

“Move again and I’ll cut off your head. Only warning,” Rene said coldly as his eyes rapidly checked his surroundings.

Caleb stood twenty feet distant, watching Rene with wide eyes.

Bill was on the other side, his gaze fastened to Rene with unmasked concern. Yet he didn’t back down or show actual fear.

Not afraid. A brave little boy.

Off behind Bill was a young girl, which must make her Lori.

“Caleb, lead me to the place I can turn this in. Preferably back streets. I’d rather not parade my paycheck around,” Rene said, pointing at Joe.

“Uh? Oh, uhm, yeah. Sure. Yeah,” Caleb turned and pointed further down the alley. “We’ll need to go to the courthouse.”

Pulling on the binding and the back of Joe’s head, Rene started off down the alley.

Caleb fell in on his left and Bill appeared on his right, with the young girl at the far end.

“Thank you,” Bill said. His voice was low and matched what he looked like. Tall, six foot three or so. Broad shouldered and a touch towards the handsome end of the scale.

His hair was light brown and he had hazel-colored eyes.

Rene said nothing, holding tight to Joe.

“You’ll have to forgive my partner, he’s not very conversational. More a rabid badger, really. Name’s Caleb, and apparently, you’re Bill.”

“What? How’d you know my name?”

“I didn’t, he did,” Caleb said, pointing at Rene.

Egad, we’ve gotten bad, showed our ace ahead of the pace.

“I don’t know you, do I?” Bill asked.

“No,” Rene explained elaborately.

Joe groaned a little as he was marched down the alley and further from the market square.

All around them, the dirty and stained walls of the alleys loomed over the group, blocking out the sun.

“I’d like an explanation,” Bill said.

“That’s nice,” Rene asked. “I wasn’t aware I owed you one.”

The little troop of people fell silent at that. He wasn’t wrong, which made the entire thing awkward.

The little girl, Lori, came over and tugged at his shirt sleeve. Children and family were the few who could touch Rene without him having an immediate violent reaction.

Rene’s head still snapped around to look down at her, though.

She was undeterred by his presence, actions, or tone.

Cute for a child, with long brown hair and eyes the same color as Bill’s, she was clearly related to him.

“Don’t be mean. You’re a nice man who saves people,” she said gravely.

The ex-hitman wondered about that.

No rhymes, as this is no joke.

You’ll be nice to her.

The End.

Rene blinked in surprise. The Monster that lived in his head had thirsted for blood. Craved death.

Now it was telling him to be nice.

“What’s your name, little miss?” Rene finally asked, trying to regain some of that free info he’d been handing out.

“Lori. Lori Moon,” she said, giving him a bright smile.

Smiling back at her, he nodded.

“I’m Rene Anatolis. I’m a recently arrived citizen. This is day two for me.”

“Nice to meet you. Thank you for your help with the bad man,” Lori said, gripping Rene’s sleeve now.

“You’re welcome, Lori.”

“Where’re you from?” asked the little girl, her eyes staring up at him.

Rene felt a little uncomfortable and put his eyes back on his catch and the road.

“Oh. Far, far away,” Rene said.

Lori was quiet for a moment.

“Are you friends with Bill?” she asked finally. “You helped us, so you must be.”

“I… ah,” Rene started. She reminded him distinctly of his own little sister when she had been that age. “Yeah. Friends with Bill.”

“Good. You can come over tomorrow and we’ll play. My father is a blacksmith. We’re in the merchant quarter. We’re right along the main boulevard—can’t miss it even if you tried. Moon’s Blades,” Lori announced. There was no question to that.

Rene looked at Bill, who shrugged his shoulders.

Saying nothing more, Rene marched along. Caleb directed the way with simple hand gestures.

***

Standing outside the courthouse, Rene felt good. He was several gold richer and had collected a stack of wanted posters on his way out.

Such a funny way to pay the bills, to think we only need to use our skills. In this new role I’m quite satisfied, even if you do regard me as Hyde.

“Well. I’d say that’s an easy set-up, then. I get you the information, you track them down, we split the coin fifty-fifty,” Caleb said, interrupting Rene’s thoughts.

Turning his head to one side, Rene regarded the other man silently.

“Fine. Seventy-thirty,” Caleb countered.

Sounds like a good deal, providing the info is real.

“Make that sixty-twenty-twenty. I’ll keep your equipment maintained and provide you with some new gear as well,” Bill chimed in.

“And I’ll play with you when you’re not being a hero,” Lori added.

A hero? Deal. You’re taking the deal. Say it. Say it. Say IT. SAY IT. SAY IT!

Rene squinted his eyes, trying to block out the voice. It only got louder, but it didn’t force him to do anything. It didn’t have that kind of control anymore. Then, even to his own surprise, he nodded his head.

“Done,” Rene muttered. “I need a steel short sword, a club—steel shod preferably, boots that won’t clatter and can move easily, and a small crossbow with a pistol grip. I’m sure I’ll need other things, but that’ll be a good start.”

“Steel? That’s a bit pricey. Our family is new to the trade and we’ve had a lot of failures with steel.”

“You want your twenty, that’s where it’ll come from,” Rene concluded. “You only have to get it once, after all.”

Rene pulled out a coin and began lightly flipping it end over end. He was hoping to get an Agility increase if he kept at it.

Supplies for today, hunting tomorrow.

Let’s sleep in the library again. They’ll hunt the inns for us.

“I’ll drop by to see you early tomorrow morning, Bill. Caleb, get me a target I can pick up during the day. Questions?” Rene asked.

Both men shook their head.

Lori held up her hand above her head.

Looking at the girl, Rene gave her a small smile.

“Yes, Lori?”

“Can we have a tea party?” she asked.

“Ah—”

Yes! Now ask if it’s a formal party or casual.

“Sure, Lori. But only until I have to go catch a bad guy.”

“Kay!”

You didn’t ask if we should dress for the occasion…

***

Rene watched as the literary citizens cleared out. Those who stayed till this hour were those who wanted to debate the literature rather than simply check out books in the morning.

“I’ll give it a little bit,” Rene muttered as he watched the library from its courtyard. Taking a seat on a bench, he opened his inventory and pulled out the martial arts manual he’d “borrowed” from the library.

There was no cover, no title on the outside, a blank spine, and the pages were crackling and brittle at the edges.

Old, unmaintained, and quite possibly forgotten in the shelves. Rene had pulled it out on a whim from the rack.

Flipping it open to the first page, he found himself reading a debate on force without any type of introduction.

When to use such force and how much to use.

Raising his eyebrows, Rene had to wonder if he should just ditch the whole thing. His approach up to this point had always been to bring the maximum amount down on someone without question.

Using anything less was an invitation for them to strike back. Rene forced himself to make it through the first chapter.

With a grunt, he went to flip the thing shut.

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (1)

What’s this? What’s that? A hidden skill requiring but a look at?

Intrigued, Rene opened the thin manual again.

“Did you steal that?” asked a light voice.

Looking up from the book, Rene found Alana standing in front of him, as confirmed by the name plate floating over her head.

Without her mask, she definitely had the feminine looks that befitted her race. He had thought her eyes large before. Now, when he could see her pretty face fully coupled with her small features, she almost seemed owlish.

“Checked it out. I’ll return it when I’m done,” Rene closed the book and laid it down in his lap, staring into her eyes.

“I see. Come, we have work to do,” Alana said, turning on her heel.

Frowning, Rene watched her leave.

Easier to be invited in I say, and I’m ever so delighted to be away.

We can always taste her blood if it goes wrong.

I wager it’s sweet. Sweet like honey.

Sugary sweet.

With a sigh, Rene stood up and followed the Elven woman, slipping the book into his inventory. He didn’t wish to harm her and the invitation she offered, without stating it, was definitely easier than him breaking in.

Slipping into the library behind her, Rene came in close to her side.

A knife came free easily from his belt and pressed eagerly into his palm. If it was a trap, she’d regret it instantly. Without even the time to properly do so.

An old man nodded his head to Alana as she skirted by.

“Night, Alan,” rasped the older gentleman.

“Goodnight, sir,” came a much deeper voice than he expected from Alana. The one he’d heard first when she’d surprised him.

She hides her gender, and plays the bender. Perhaps she fears for her virginity in this city without divinity.

As if she read his mind, her dark eyes flashed at him. A brown lock of hair fell out of place and the tip of her ear peeked out.

Letting the situation play out without a word, Rene merely followed her lead.

Alana moved towards the back, then wrapped a long-fingered hand around a cart handle and shoved it towards him.

Quickly replacing the dagger in its sheath, Rene grabbed the cart and brought it along as he followed her.

And like that, they spent a few hours returning books to their appropriate locations.

It was simple work, made quicker by two sets of hands. With little to no conversation.

He was perfectly happy with that. Conversation with unfamiliar people wasn’t his strong suit.

Suddenly, he wished to speak to his family. They always understood him, even when he felt like he couldn’t explain himself.

Having such a thing in his second life was a blessing he’d grown to love.

“Good. Our work is done. Come,” Alana stated, moving off once again. Rene shook his head, bringing himself out of his daydream. Leaving the cart at the dumbwaiter, he chased after her at a brisk walk.

“I brought you dinner as a reward. Once you’re done eating, you can do as you will,” Alana explained, pointing at a seat.

Rene glanced around. They were in a secluded room offset from the main floor. It looked more like a modest bedroom filled with books than anything else.

“I see,” Rene took the indicated seat. For whatever reason, she managed to keep him trotting after her.

Eighteen years of a family softened us. Understandable, and not regrettable.

She set a brown paper parcel in his lap and then took the only other chair in the room.

Unfolding the stiff wrapping, Alana picked up what looked to him like an open-faced sandwich.

Her large eyes flicked to him as she lifted it to her mouth.

A strange look passed over her for a split second. Then it was gone, and she opened her mouth to reveal two pairs of canines. One set was elongated beyond what a human would have. To the point that it looked more akin to an animal. The second set looked more normal.

Taking a bite of her food, she cocked her head to one side, and then watched him as she chewed.

Rene had been shocked to discover this world had all the standard non-human races he’d read about as a child back on Earth. His father had noticed the interest and hired tutors of each race to give him a good groundwork of understanding for each species.

Unwilling to be the first to break eye contact this time, Rene unfolded his own paper blindly. Scooping out a similar sandwich, he took a bite as well.

After swallowing, he dipped his head once to her in thanks and let his eyes fall away.

A cold-blooded killer we are, not an uneducated tiller without manners.

“You’re strange,” Alana said.

“I’m afraid that is neither a question nor something I can respond to easily,” Rene said.

“You’ve no reaction to my race. You’re aware I’m a woman. You know my name. We’ve never met before—I would remember,” Alana stated. Each piece of that little speech felt like a knife sliding along his skin. “You’re an enigma.”

Rene stalled for time and took a bigger bite than he needed to.

He didn’t want to kill her, despite the Monster’s desire to taste her blood. Nor did he want to reveal too much about himself to her.

She felt strange to him. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on, and yet, something he knew he couldn’t avoid.

“Once again, not something I can easily respond to, and none of it a question,” Rene replied, meeting her grand eyes.

“I’ll figure you out. You’ll return here to assist me each night. I’ve prepared a cot for you,” she said, pointing a long finger towards a mattress against the wall.

Rene felt a little out of sorts. He couldn’t keep up with her. She was moving faster than he wanted and kept pushing him where she wanted him.

“No, I don’t fear you. Were my life or body in danger, you would have done something already. Which isn’t to say I don’t believe you’re capable of such a thing. You strike me as the type that could slit a man’s throat as easily as a butcher could break down a cow.” Alana set the brown paper to one side, her eyes staring into him.

“I fear I must repeat myself. You leave me little to respond to or even answer,” Rene said.

“I know.” Those black eyes, which looked more like pools of ink in the torchlight, drew him in.

“I’m not here during the day, as I’m preparing for university in a few weeks. You’ll stay here until I’m satisfied. If anyone asks, I’m training you as an assistant should my duties become too hard to complete quickly with my classwork.”

“I see.” Rene took another bite finishing up the sandwich. It’d been tasty, if without seasoning.

“Good. I expect honesty from you, as I will treat you the same. Since I have no secret that you haven’t already rendered worthless. My only question at this time is thus: are you human?” Her eyes took on a piercing quality, wanting to know his answer.

“Yes. I’m very much a human.” Folding the paper into its original packaging, Rene set it down to one side.

Alana considered that and then nodded her head once. “I have math work I must complete. You’re free to do as you will.” Alana turned in her chair, facing a desk he hadn’t really noticed.

Rene tried not to stare at her.

I like her. She doesn’t fear us.

Let’s eat her later. She’ll keep for now.

Clicking his teeth together, Rene opened his inventory and retrieved the slim book now identified as The Elemental Way.

Opening it to Chapter Two, he began to read.


Chapter 7

Rene was seated on the ground with Lori directly across from him. She was in the process of miming pouring him a cup of tea from a crudely carved wooden teapot.

It was several hours before evening would set in. He’d wanted a day job, but this was probably as good as they’d be able to manage. People with bounties on their heads didn’t typically survive wandering around during the day, after all.

“Ah, thank you, Miss Lori,” Rene said, picking up the little wooden cup.

“Of course, Mr. Rene. You must come by more often,” Lori said in her best grown-up voice.

“I’ll make a note of that.” Rene held the cup to his lips and took a dainty sip. “Good tea. Nice house.”

“Thank you,” Lori said while giggling.

“Alright, Lori, I need to borrow Mr. Rene. I’m afraid he’s got work to do,” Bill said. He’d been in the workshop, finishing up, when Rene had arrived.

“Aww, Bill, no. He’s actually playing with me,” Lori grumped, staring at her brother.

“He can play later. He has to go catch bad guys, remember?” Bill asked.

“Yeah, cause he’s a hero.” Lori nodded with her statement, looking to Rene.

A hero!

Rene gave Lori a small smile and set the cup down. “Another time, Miss Moon.”

Stepping away from the play table, Rene joined Bill.

“As you asked, short sword and club. No crossbow yet, since I have to buy it, then modify it. Never heard of such a thing as a pistol grip,” Bill muttered, turning to enter the workshop he shared with his father.

“Call it a bias,” Rene said as he moved over to the table where Bill was.

Picking up the short sword, he did a quick Analyze on it.

Item Name: Steel Short Sword

Description: Forged by William Moon. A sturdy and serviceable sword. A lot like your first girlfriend—you could do better, you could do worse.

Damage: 8-17

Functions-

Stabbing and slashing (What else did you expect?)

Attributes-

Pointy

Who the fuck wrote all that out?

Whoever it is, they’ve a smart mouth. I’d like to make it stupid.

“Good. I’ll leave it here for now but take the club. Supposedly, I won’t need the sword on this hunt. Because Caleb assures me this fellow isn’t dangerous,” Rene said, while nodding his head. Then he looked to Caleb on the other side.

“It’s true. He’s a gambler and vagabond. His bounty is alive only. They want to get him branded as an extreme debtor and hold him for a bit,” Caleb said defensively.

“Good.” Rene picked up the club and slipped it onto a belt ring he’d picked up on the way over.

“He’s only worth two gold, but I figure this is a good start to see how it works out. He’s supposedly been hanging around the more well to do merchant taverns, trying to get drinks for free as of late. I’d start there,” Caleb added.

Rene couldn’t disagree with that. It was a good start, decent equipment, and an okay plan. All that remained was the intelligence and seeing if it was worth anything at all.

“In addition to finding bounties and information on them, I want you to look into a kidnapping ring. They’re targeting all walks of life and seem to be after younger family members. They had a few people turn up dead the other night. Use that as your starting point, but don’t make yourself known. You can’t reveal that you’re looking into it,” Rene demanded.

He then ghosted off, not allowing questions or responses, leaving his two compatriots standing there.

Letting his mind wander he started to consider The Elemental Way.

He’d spent an hour reading it last night. He’d found it mildly fascinating. It was a manual on a monk temple’s school of thought and training.

He hadn’t gotten out of the introductory chapters yet. It had dealt mostly with the beliefs of the temple and their philosophy.

Rene had at least gotten multiple skill-ups for his reading. He’d moved all the way up to the eighth level of The Elemental Way.

For whatever benefit that yields.

“No rhyming today?” Rene muttered, his eyes flowing over everyone around him.

We’re calm at the moment. Satisfied.

No need.

Rene fell silent, pondering the Monster’s comment.

So lost in thought was he, that he nearly walked right by the first stop Caleb had suggested checking in on.

Adjusting his mind and thoughts, Rene fell into a focus he’d perfected in his past life. He entered the upscale establishment as if he belonged there.

All around him were men and women of a certain station. Low tables with cushioned chairs set around them. A quiet murmur filled the area and expensive bottles of booze lined the area behind a bar.

A bouncer’s hand rested on Rene’s shoulder before he could even take a step in.

“Sir, you’ll forgive me, I’m sure, but this establishment has a cert—”

Meeting the man’s eyes dead on, Rene said nothing. He merely stared at the bouncer.

Two seconds became five, and then ten. The bouncer dropped his hand and his eyes at the same time.

Acting as if he’d never even seen Rene, the bouncer was cowed and waited for Rene to act.

Tear his face off. Wear it like a mask.

Show him the look on his face when you pull out his liver and use it to paint the floors red.

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (2)

Rene finally left the entryway, dismissing the bouncer in the same action. He let the man fall from his thoughts instantly. Slipping in amongst the upper-class customers, Rene glided through them like a shadow.

In the span of ten minutes, he’d cased the room. He’d found nothing too surprising. There were many inns and taverns he’d probably have to check.

Expecting to find his target in the first location was silly.

Folly, even.

He’d spent weeks to find targets before. This wasn’t an issue for Rene, nor even an annoyance.

Completely unfazed, Rene turned and walked over to the bartender.

Pulling out the wanted poster below the level of the bar top, Rene held it up for the tavern keep.

“Seen him?” Rene asked, piercing the man with his gaze.

Nodding his head, the bottle jockey pointed to the back door.

“Left about fifteen minutes ago,” said the bartender.

Turning on his heel, Rene left the common room. He exited through the same door as his target. Looking around at the hard-packed dirt and grass, he tried to pick up any sign of which way his quarry had gone. Even a general direction would help.

Rene was no tracker though. He’d taken the basic wilderness classes and the like during his service, but nothing extensive.

Grunting in annoyance, he squatted down and touched what looked like a boot print heading west.

Your skill in Tracking has increased (1)

Raising his eyebrows, Rene focused on the idea that he wanted to use this “Tracking” skill he’d picked up.

A small window popped up in front of him with a list of three names. The one at the top, the most recent he assumed, was his target.

Jim Cook.

Upon selecting the name, faint red glowing footprints appeared on the ground.

Your skill in Tracking has increased (2)

Here and there, the footprints were broken up or smudged. Or they were incomplete and only partially visible.

Though still trackable.

Uh. Alright then. So, I’ve said this before, but I think this god fellow is a pretty swell guy. Did we buy him a birthday present yet? Probably should.

Totally worth it for the possibility of a return gift.

With a sardonic smile on his lips, Rene began trailing along the red footprints. Following them as they meandered along the alley towards the road.

They turned right at the street and headed straight towards another establishment nearly exactly like the one he’d just left.

Wore out his welcome at the last one, moved on to have himself some more fun.

Your skill in Tracking has increased (3)

Interestingly enough, the tracks disappeared around the back. Rene followed them around the rear of the building and into an alley.

The tracks went right up to a wall and vanished. Looking up, Rene found a window within jumping distance above the spot where the boot prints disappeared. The second floor was covered in windows.

Your skill in Tracking has increased (4)

Which meant dear little Jimmy boy was inside the building and didn’t want to use the front door either.

Bouncer maybe?

Walking around to the front around the other side Rene didn’t find any other exits to worry about.

After checking his weapons, he opened the door and stepped in, just as he had at the previous one. This time, he met the eyes of the bouncer at the door before the man had a chance to touch him.

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (3)

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (4)

Any possible challenge died on the man’s lips as soon as his eyes connected with Rene’s.

Stepping past the bouncer without a word, Rene began scanning the room. His prey must be one to work a crowd into buying him things, since he had not a copper to his name. Which meant all Rene had to do was find a crowd, and Jim was likely to be at the center.

Lo and behold, a crowd was indeed gathered. Particularly, all around someone at the bar. Which would fit the modus operandi of his target.

Making his way over to the crowd, Rene decided to get to the center of it. If he could grab and bag his target now, he could get back and be done with this.

And resume our tea party!

Rene began to press in through the crowd, using his shoulder and elbow to make gaps so he could creep ever closer to the center.

Suddenly, he found himself face to face with a beautiful, green-eyed young woman with long black hair. Probably about his own age, or a year or two older, with an elegant and refined face. A light-colored, perfect complexion that would mark her out easily, finished his instant assessment of her.

Her clothes did a fair job of disguising her well-endowed figure, but Rene had a good eye for clothes. He’d always had to pay attention so he knew when a person was hiding things on their person.

In her hands were fliers that looked like rough sketches of someone.

Her eyes fastened onto his face as Rene turned away from her and left the group.

A lovely face in such a mundane place. I don’t fault the crowd for forming a committee; she really is quite pretty.

Then he saw Jim. Heading up the stairs to the second floor with a lady of the evening on his arm.

We have him! He has to purchase his company.

He entered secretly and came below; only to go back up and pay for a blow.

Rene would only have to wait. It’d be easier to collar him once he left, rather than trying to interrupt a business transaction.

Rene snaked his way through the crowd of people, who only seemed interested in the beauty behind him. Moving quickly up the stairs, he managed to catch sight of his target slipping into a room at the end of the hallway.

Making a calculated decision, Rene tried the room next to the one Cook had entered. A quick check inside proved it to be empty. He moved to the window, then opened it and looked down.

Below him was the alley he’d tracked Jim to earlier.

We’ll catch him when he crosses the door, once he’s all finished and done with the whore.

It had only been perhaps a minute since Jimmy had entered the room. He doubted this would be a long wait. He didn’t seem like the type to last very long.

Rene spun around to face the door when it opened with a click behind him.

Standing there was the beauty from earlier, staring at him as if she knew him.

“It’s you,” she whispered, her voice a warm purr. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

Rene pivoted, putting his right foot forward and his left foot back. He didn’t detect any threat from her, but he’d be a fool to trust in that alone.

A pretty face was one of the best ways to bury a knife in someone.

Activating Analyze on the woman, he parsed the information quickly.

Odelia Delacroix

Age: 18

Sex: Female

Race: Human

“I’m sorry, miss. I’m not quite su—” Rene broke off suddenly as the woman moved forward towards him.

Her empty hands came up as if to reach for him.

Taking in a slow breath, Rene moved to unsheathe his dagger and splash it home in her throat.

One quick push and there’d be no noise. Cradle her body on the way down, so there’s no thump. Hold her hands still, so there’s no thrashing. Wait for agonal breathing to end. Slide her under the bed, catch up with Cook.

For the first time in long uncounted years, Rene hesitated.

He didn’t strike. Didn’t end the young woman. His hand remained clenched at his side and she remained undamaged.

Grabbing onto him, Odelia pulled him into a firm hug, crushing him for all she was worth.

Rene did nothing. He didn’t attack, pull back, push her away, or anything.

He stood there and let himself be hugged.

“I’m so glad I found you. It would have haunted me to the end of my days to never have found the man who killed my captors and set me free,” whispered the woman, holding him in her firm embrace.

I’d like to taste her, but I’m glad we didn't end her.

I don’t think her blood would be sweet like the Elf’s, but I think she’d be warm. Like summer sunshine on a cold morning. Unyielding and undaunted.

You’ve gone soft.

Rene said nothing, waiting for her to finish up with whatever she had planned. He kept one ear on the noise coming from the next room. The grunting and thumping of Jimmy buying his companionship.

After a few seconds, it seemed Odelia had noticed the noises as well.

“Is that…?” she asked, pulling back from him to look at the wall.

“Yes,” Rene said, his eyes stuck to her face.

“I… ah, see. Is that what you were…?” Odelia started, her face turning back towards him.

“No. I’m here to capture him and turn him over to the courthouse,” Rene said. Even to himself, he had to wonder why he was telling her this, why he wanted her to know his reason for being in this room.

And not waiting for a prostitute.

Soft. I’m soft?

You’re soft!

We’re… soft.

“Oh! I see! Out being the hero again?” Odelia gave him a bright smile. Patting him lightly on the shoulders with her hands, she took two steps back. “I’ll not—”

She was interrupted by a loud groan from the next room.

Cook’s cock cooked off.

Quick and early.

Seconds later, there was a dull clatter of coins hitting wood. Before Rene could hustle Odelia out, they both heard the door to the next room open.

“Damn,” Rene hissed. Stepping forward, he gently pressed Odelia to one side, indicating the corner with one hand as he opened the door with the other.

Timed as if by a miracle, Jim stood in front of the door with only his pants on. His boots and shirt were strung over his shoulder.

Grabbing the waist of the man’s pants, Rene yanked him into the room and closed the door.

Jim stumbled into the room and started to turn around.

Rene was on him before he could even cry out.

Spinning the man partially to face him, Rene lashed out. Two strikes to the stomach and Jim crumpled to the floor.

Working smoothly, Rene pulled the bindings from his waist that he’d brought for this situation.

Rene trussed the man up and tied his hands behind his back. Taking an extra second, Rene stuffed a nice, solid gag into Jim’s mouth.

“Call out, make a sound, or do anything stupid, and I’ll cut your tongue out. You’ll live, I’ll get my gold, you’ll never talk again,” Rene hissed in the man’s ear, low enough that Odelia wouldn’t hear it.

Jim nodded his head a bit and Rene stood up.

“I’ll be leaving,” Rene said, meeting Odelia’s eyes.

Her hands were clasped in front of her, eyes wide.

“I’ll go out first and distract everyone. You take him out the back. Wait for me there,” Odelia commanded.

“Wait, I—” Rene tried, the door closing behind Odelia as she sped off.

So many dominant women, so little time. This is becoming enjoyable.

“Masochist,” Rene muttered, hauling Jim to his feet and dragging him out of the room. “Never listened to me when I told you what to do.”

Rene couldn’t deny the results though.

Odelia did her part and more. All eyes were on her as Rene marched Jim out the back door, completely unnoticed.

Looking up one side of the alley and down the other, Rene was half tempted to bolt. Forsaking Odelia entirely.

She was in the inn looking for us. Think back to the papers in her hand. All we’d do is fire her up more.

We should wait.

Rene didn’t argue. He knew the Monster was right. She’d only go hunting for him again.

Then she was there, faster than he expected, with a bright smile and a bounce to her gait.

“You’re here,” she said, moving in a bit too close for comfort.

“I am. Now I’m going,” Rene said curtly, dragging Jimmy along again. He’d take the alleyways and back roads as much as he could.

He didn’t need to advertise that there was a new bounty hunter in town. That news would spread well enough on its own without him adding to it.

Odelia fell in beside him, her fingers pushing her black hair back from her face and behind her shoulders.

“You’re not from Felicie. Your accent… Laetus? Laetus,” Odelia confirmed her own question, peering at him from under dark eyebrows. “Here to save damsels and catch criminals? No. That doesn’t feel right.”

Rene held up a hand to stall her, then motioned to the crook he had in front of him.

“Oh? Oh! Yes, ah, yes. Right. After, then. We’ll go have lunch and discuss this. Good,” Odelia said, nodding her head with a smile.

After that, she said nothing.

It made Rene nervous.


Chapter 8

After turning Jimmy Cook over to the authorities, Rene was two gold richer. He’d have to give everyone else their split, but money was money. It was more than he’d ever earn doing the normal types of work an eighteen-year-old could expect to do.

Odelia practically materialized next to him as soon as he got back to the main road.

“Let’s go, I know the perfect place. My treat today. Come along, then,” Odelia said quickly. She placed a hand behind his back and began guiding him down the road, her fingers and palm firm on his spine.

In the back of his head, he could feel the Monster stirring. They were uncomfortable with being touched, yet her hand wasn’t unpleasant enough to rile him up.

“It’s simple fare, not one of those truly expensive sit-down experiences. Something we can pick up and take with us. Now, back to the subject of you,” Odelia said while keeping pace with him even as she guided him along.

“I would love to believe you were there to rescue me. I can’t, though. I appreciate that you did rescue me and left me a clear exit route, but I don’t think you were looking for me specifically,” Odelia had a quick pace to her speech, her voice liquid and warm.

“I wasn’t. I was escaping,” Rene admitted, his eyes moving from person to person as they walked.

“Ah, that makes sense. I appreciate you getting me out as well, then. Now you’re hunting criminals. Which means you’re…” Odelia’s eyes flashed as she stared at the side of his face. Rene had been watching her out of the corner of his eye.

The Elf has a brilliant and logical mind, without more clues she’ll eventually fall behind. This one, though, is a master of insight; with enough time she’ll understand us outright.

I fear for us.

“Trying to figure out who captured us? That feels… partially correct. Not completely.” She gave him that bright smile and turned back to the road they were on.

“I haven’t had this much fun in a long time. It’s always tutors, work, chores… ad nauseam,” Odelia said with a sigh.

Looking at her directly, Rene found that she was smiling.

“Was your life so dull that you enjoyed being kidnapped?” he asked.

“Goodness, no. I would never repeat that. Being kidnapped was… it was terrifying. I wasn’t sure what they were going to do to me.” Odelia’s voice trailed off. “It’s a blessing they, in fact, did nothing.”

She gave her head a shake and continued.

“Then I was rescued. A man stepped into my cell from the dark hallways. He looked at me and then left, leaving the door wide open for me. In his wake, were all of my captors. Dead, naked, humiliated. I walked out of my nightmare and back into the waking world without having lost anything. Not even a full day of my life.”

Rene couldn’t deny it sounded a bit like something out of a strange fairy tale.

“Deciding I must know my hero, I went to track him down. Using my limited skills, I put together hand-drawn sketches of my dashing hero. All from my poor hazy memory,” Odelia said. Then she sighed and lifted her free arm as if in defeat, the other still on his back.

“Having no luck at all. Going from inn to inn and asking people if they knew or had seen him, I felt almost hopeless.

“Then, instead of actually finding him, he walks in off the street. Casual as a breeze of fresh air. Appears in front of me as if fate had answered my request.

“Again. Just like the last time I asked for a hero. He appears again. No more than mere inches from me.”

Odelia looked like she would run out of breath before she stopped talking.

Rene felt his lips curl up in a small smile.

“Take a breath. I’m not running away,” he said quickly.

Odelia blinked twice and then smiled at him, taking a deliberate and loud breath.

“Sorry. It’s just so exciting! Now, I’m going to have lunch with my hero after he just captured a bandit. Afterward, you’re going to take me to where you’re staying. I’m not going to let you escape until I know where I can find you later. I’ll not let you vanish again, hero.”

Rene shook his head, feeling like a cornered animal.

We should stop and wonder a moment watching from under her gaze like a rodent. Is this how our marks felt, before the final blows we dealt?

***

Rene took a seat on a bench.

Odelia had been right of course. Lunch had been pretty good, though they’d decided to eat it where they bought it. Using a low wall as a table between them.

She was strange to him.

Energetic, bright, intuitive, and perceptive. Where Alana dissected him and pulled out every little fact, Odelia was happy to get the general feel of something and move on.

Why does our mind wander and shiver? They take our thoughts, and we ponder and quiver. Soft, soft, soft.

Like her touch.

Odelia sat down beside him, her eyes moving to the library before them.

“You’re staying here? Why?” she asked, her head tilting to the side as she thought. “To hide. To plan. They wouldn’t look here. They’d expect you at an inn. But why? You’re skilled enough to probably take anyone they sent.”

Rene opened his mouth to respond.

“Unless they don’t know. Which means your kidnapping was based on your family. Your name is rather unique, Rene. Rene from Laetus. None of the noble families have a Rene that’s been announced. Rene. Rene. Rene. Rene of Laetus.”

Sweet, sweet, sweet the sound of our name upon her lips.

Perhaps we can have Alana do the same?

“Wait,” Odelia said suddenly, her head snapping around to look at him. “Anatolis? The son of Clement?”

Frowning, Rene barely stopped his hand from traveling to the back of his head.

“Yes. Rene Anatolis. Your family has more money than… well, even more than anyone in the city of Laetus. More than all the families of this city put together,” Odelia deduced, clapping her hands together.

“Oh, this is perfect. My hero and savior is wealthier than I,” Odelia said, then turned from him, muttering to herself. He missed most of what she said but caught something about fate and a donation.

“Yes. I’m Rene Anatolis. Son of Clement. Yes, I’m staying here because it’s safe. So far. I blend in pretty well, so I doubt I’ll be recognized. Do you know who kidnapped us?” Rene asked.

“No. My father is working on it, but no,” Odelia said, leaning back on the bench. She smiled at him again, though a touch sadly. “Not that we ha—never mind. It’s a moot point.

“I need to leave, I’m afraid, but I’ll be around to collect you tomorrow morning. I’ll wait right here for you. I rarely use my membership since father owns a copy of most books. That or he buys them as I ask about them.”

Nodding her head, she stood up and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Until tomorrow then, Rene.”

Patting him lightly, she turned and walked off.

Heads and eyes followed her as she went, both young and old men alike.

Rene turned back to the library and thought to himself. He had quite a few hours to kill before the library was closed and he still had some things he’d wanted to do.

Let’s figure out a test, leave for tomorrow the rest.

Agreeing, Rene set out to find an item. An item that would help him gauge the true extent of his abilities. It was one thing he knew he had absolutely no talent in.

Music.

After spending far too much of the coin he’d earned on today’s catch, Rene sat back down on the same bench he’d left earlier. He propped the guitar on one knee and leaned forward over the instrument.

It looked like every acoustic guitar he’d ever seen back in his home world, minus the decorations this one had and some very obvious “hand-made” qualities.

The shop owner had tuned it for him and sold him a tuning fork as well.

That and a single sheet of paper with six lines and dots to represent where to put his fingers for chords.

He had the distinct impression that a tuning fork hadn’t been as readily available during a similar period in his own home world. Some technology was clearly leapfrogging others, and vice versa.

Using his thumb, he brushed it lightly over the six strings. The bright sound surprised him. He’d never been around a guitar for longer than a few moments.

Music had never been part of his existence.

Your skill in Music has increased (1)

Your skill in Guitar has increased (1)

Oh. That was nice.

Rene couldn’t help but agree.

Cautiously, he began plucking the strings individually. Listening to each one until it faded completely.

He hesitantly tried strumming all the strings again. The vibrancy of the notes struck him on an almost physical level.

Your skill in Guitar has increased (2)

Invigorated, Rene began to pluck and strum. He and his Monster lost themselves in the guitar.

Sometime later, Rene managed to break himself free from what had almost felt like a trance.

Hanging in the air was the last chord he’d strummed. Slowly, it faded into the nothing it’d been born from.

Your skill in Guitar has increased (31)

You’ve gained a point of Agility (19)

Your skill in Music has increased (11)

Congratulations, you’ve achieved Journeyman status in Guitar.

Rene leaned back from the guitar and blinked a few times. He didn’t feel like he could understand music any better, but the guitar was different.

Suddenly, it felt more like it fit on his knee and against his chest. Like a firearm he’d practiced with for a while. Taken to the range and used until he had to replace the barrel.

Or a knife he’d used on several hits.

It didn’t feel awkward anymore, but correct.

With this one simple test, he was fairly confident his newfound skill was beyond powerful.

Looking around, he found it was almost time to meet Alana for the evening. No one was around him in the immediate area, so he bent low on the bench as if packing something away.

He pushed the guitar into the inventory window, and it vanished into thin air. He’d have to be careful going forward; it really wouldn’t do to reveal his abilities.

They might think him a warlock.

Or worse.

From deeper inside his head, he felt the Monster stir and then settle back down. Apparently, it was content to do nothing at all after their first music session.

Letting out a slow breath, he stood up and made his way over to the library. With any luck, he could be done with the night’s work quickly, read a bit of his book, and go to sleep.

***

The previous night’s work had been uneventful. Alana had barely said two words to him, though she had watched him the entire time.

He was sure she studied every move he made with those big eyes of hers.

She’d dropped off to sleep quickly after work, claiming she had to go interview for the university early in the morning. Rather than reading, as he had originally intended, Rene had turned in for a full night of sleep as well.

When he woke up completely refreshed and feeling good, he knew he’d made the right choice.

Odelia had met him outside that morning, apologized, and then left. She claimed she had to take care of something, but would catch up with him later.

Which left him free of problems and able to carry on as if there had never been an issue.

For the first time since he’d gotten here, things were going his way and he wasn’t being hounded.

Walking along the lane towards the Moons’ workshop, he felt himself smiling.

Though we didn’t stop to play the guitar, we now have a much greater opportunity.

Let’s play with Lori.

Pulling out their silver from his inventory, he fingered them into his empty coin purse. He was getting lazy with the ease of the inventory screen. He really needed to better plan what he required on his person ahead of time.

Turning up at the rear entry, he slipped into the side alley and went in the back of the workshop.

“No! I don’t want to. I want to play with Rene, not you. You just pretend to play,” complained Lori a little too loudly.

“We don’t know when he’ll be—ah, speak of the man and he appears,” Bill said as Rene stepped into the open.

Inspecting the area, he immediately found Caleb dozing under an overhang near a side wall. Everything else was as it should be and nothing triggered his Monster or his paranoia.

“Yes. I’m here. Success. I have your pay.” By way of explanation, Rene emptied the coin pouch he’d just filled into his hands.

Caleb sat up at the sound of coins rattling.

“Ah! Partner, delighted to see you. I see we were paid. Delightful, delightful.” Caleb stood up and nearly skipped over to Rene to collect his share.

“Beauty. Most I’ve ever made without robbing someone,” Caleb laughed, jiggling his coins.

Bill took his own share without a word, but nodded at Rene.

The silver they received was probably more than they’d make in a week, let alone in a day, without having to deliberately cross some lines. Lines that’d put them on the other side of the law, as Caleb had mentioned.

“Crossbow will be ready by tomorrow. The load wasn’t as strong as it could be. Fixing it,” Bill apologized.

Rene shrugged his shoulders at the man and turned to Caleb.

“Need a new target, Caleb. Anything that seems like a one-day job?”

“Hmmm? Well, there’s a couple, actually. One’s hiding in some rich bastard’s house. It’s well known, but no one is willing to go in there. Then there’s a guild member on the list.

“Worth a hefty chunk of coin, but he hasn’t left the walls of the guildhall in a month,” Caleb summed up, holding up one then two fingers as he spoke.

Rene grunted and thought about it. Sneaking into a rich person’s house was more his style than trying to break into a guarded guild house.

That and we could always peruse and plunder. Take some gold and a few jewels out from under.

“Who’s the one hiding in a mansion?” Rene asked, making his decision.

“Alistar Junk. Junkie? Junker. Something. Four gold for him. Apparently, he killed a prostitute who laughed at him for having, well, small junk. Little Junk was a little junky,” Caleb deadpanned.

Rene looked at Bill, who frowned.

“No more jokes like that around Lori,” Bill said, voicing their shared opinion as he turned back to Caleb.

“Fine. Ingrates. Wouldn’t know comedy if—anyway. He’s hiding in his uncle’s house. I figure you can slip in and out easily enough. No inside information, though. All of the employees are paid beyond well to keep their silence,” Caleb complained.

“It’s because the uncle has tastes that aren’t… accepted. The city isn’t kind to those who stand out, one way or another.

“Hello, Rene! Oh, you’re a cutie,” Odelia said cheerfully, stepping past Rene and straight to Lori.

She had dressed herself in a full cloak, her clothing all muted browns and greens. She blended in with the common folk, and had hidden her face under the hood.

“Hi, I’m Odelia,” she said, dropping the hood and then holding her hand out to Lori.

“I’m Lori. You’re really pretty. Are you Rene’s girlfriend?” Lori asked, staring at the dark-haired beauty as she shook her hand.

“He’s my hero. He rescued me from a dungeon. From the hands of nasty brutes who wanted to hurt me. He set me free and tried to escape without ever giving me his name. Now I’m following him around to learn more about him.” Odelia said it with a straight face, letting go of the little girl’s hand.

Lori squealed and clapped her hands together happily at that statement.

“I’m uh, I’m Caleb,” Caleb eloquently muttered.

“I heard. And you are…?” Odelia asked, her green eyes turning to Bill.

“William Moon, Miss Delacroix. Most call me Bill.” Rene noted the fact that Bill actually knew who she was. Maybe he should take some time to quiz him on it.

“Ah, no, no, none of that. Odelia. O-Deal-E-Uh. Now…” Odelia popped up from her squatting position and glided up to Rene.

“I made this so you can keep doing what you’re doing without being recognized. Can’t keep hunting without someone eventually realizing who you are,” Odelia murmured, leaning in close to him.

From somewhere he couldn’t identify, she pulled out a black hood. Slits for eyes had been removed and then the edges carefully sewn so they wouldn’t unravel.

“Your hair is a mess. If it’s not flat, the hood won’t fit right,” Odelia complained, stepping in front of him to the point that she was on his toes. Then she flattened his hair with her left hand.

Her eyebrows pressed together, and her right hand pulled on his collar. Frowning, he hunched forward and let her do as she wished.

Oddly enough, Rene felt his mouth start to dry up. His pulse picked up a little bit with how close she was.

Bite her. Taste her flesh.

Pursing her lips, she nodded to herself and then pulled the dark hood over his head.

She tapped the underside of his chin with her finger and then waited. As if trained to do so, Rene lifted his chin, unable to see anything yet due to the hood’s position.

Fingers delicately pulled on the fabric until the holes matched his eyes. A few more light tugs and Odelia was leaning in close again.

“Good, it fits well. Should also muffle your voice. Now, I believe I can get an audience with Master Junk. I’m not sure when today, since I’ll need to send messages over first. He owes my father a few books that were already purchased from him. I can play it off as a social call. Those happen often, regardless of relations.”

Odelia pursed her lips nearly in a pout as she considered him gravely.

“It’ll give you a chance to move about a bit more freely. The guards tend to gravitate to where their master is. Other than that, all I can do is draw you a map. I’m afraid I’ve no experience in this field, but it’s exciting,” Odelia finished. Grabbing his chin in thumb and forefinger, she turned his head one way and then the other.

You are now anonymous.

We have a new partner?

“You can keep my cut of whatever he’s worth. My payment is that I’m included in this going forward.” Odelia smiled at him in a way that made Rene’s eye twitch.

We have a new partner.


Chapter 9

Rene sighed and shifted his weight around. He was perched up on top of the Junk mansion. Or more specifically, wedged into an overhang of the roof that put him in shadow and hid him from view. His view was that of the front courtyard and entrance.

Odelia had said there wouldn’t be a time frame on it, so he’d decided to set up as soon as she left.

He’d already taken the time to do a search of the grounds and the outside of the house. There’d been a few guards, but nothing he couldn’t slip by.

He had no doubt the men hired to protect the mansion were trained, but they were nothing compared to what Rene was.

Or even what Rene had been used to in his previous life.

Two minutes into waiting and he was bored. In his eighteen years of a normal life, he’d gotten used to simply being with his family. Talking, socializing, and going on activities with them. Even sitting in his father’s library and discussing finances and literature with him.

Popping open his inventory window, he selected The Elemental Way and pulled it free.

When he flipped to the place he’d left off at, he found he’d progressed into a new section. The manual was thin, so he hadn’t expected the first part to last too long.

The writing style changed drastically in this piece. Almost as if it had been written by someone entirely different. Flipping forward a few pages, he noted there were five subsections.

Each had a single word at the start denoting the name of the section.

“Metal, water, air, fire, earth,” Rene murmured.

Shouldn’t metal be part of earth? Next we’ll start studying the four humors. We clearly have far too much black bile.

Oh, or maybe astronomy? Perhaps unite the stars of destiny and drive back the evil one when prophecy ordains.

Or alchemy! We should start converting lead into gold.

“Quiet. This isn’t uncommon in martial arts. You know that,” Rene grumbled.

Moving back to where he’d left off, Rene began to work through the complicated diagrams and notations. He lost himself in the words and trying to figure them out.

At the sound of a carriage, Rene looked up from the diagram he’d been working through, and spotted it heading his way.

Letting his eyes fall back to the manual, he realized his time was up.

Many of the movements and positions described felt similar to things he’d discovered or been taught during his career.

There were, of course, differences here and there, but nothing that would hinder him from being able to put what he’d learned into practice.

He’d given each of the five sections a cursory read to get the gist of it and then returned to the start for a detailed inspection.

In his deep dive through one section, he felt like he’d definitely made progress.

Between the tiny scrawled notes next to the diagrams, and actually going through the exercises in his head and referencing them to his training, he’d managed to rack up a number of increases. Aligning his general experience with the example to figure out how it would work.

The knowledge he’d gained felt strange to him, however.

There were insights into the movements he hadn’t made directly and knowledge of certain body mechanics in the moves—how they should feel when he executed the instruction correctly.

He’d never done any of these, which meant this knowledge had been gleaned from whatever source had given him these gifts. That they were granted in a way which had nothing to do with him figuring it out himself.

It was very strange.

Realizing he was running out of time, he tried to conceptualize the current diagram and motion described in his head. If he could just finish the thought, he was almost certain he’d gain something. He’d felt like he was on to something.

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (19)

Ah, there.

Putting the manual back into his inventory, Rene eased himself into a more mobile position.

The carriage had stopped in front of the mansion. A coachman opened the door, and Odelia stepped out lightly. Gone were the browns and greens; instead she wore a full dress of cobalt blue.

Her black hair had been lightly pulled up behind her head, and she looked every inch a noble woman.

Gone was the bright, warm young woman who got too close and smelled of flowers.

Her sense of disguise is better than ours; think she could advise us in her powers?

Tilting his head, Rene watched the woman who seemed so very much unlike herself.

“Perhaps she’s a caged bird,” Rene whispered. “Well, time to get to work.”

Slithering out from his hiding place, Rene crept along the roof. He made his way towards the edge, then peeked over and looked at the window below him.

Taking out a thin wire from his quick-slots, he lay down on his belly. Leaning over the edge, he reached down with the metal wire and slid it between the tight window panes.

Your skill in Lock Picking has increased (4)

Your skill in Lock Picking has increased (5)

Rene scowled at the window and then lifted the hooked wire. It caught on something. Pulling a little more firmly, Rene felt whatever he’d caught slowly give.

Then, as if they’d never been locked, both windows slid open.

Your skill in Lock Picking has increased (6)

Replacing the wire in his quick-slot, Rene brought himself around and into position to get down. Moving as quietly and as smoothly as he could, he slipped off the roof, held on to the edge of it, and sent himself through the open window in one fluid swing.

He landed silently and listened to his surroundings. Straining his senses, he did everything he could to confirm no one was around him.

Your skill in Awareness has increased (3)

Feeling a little better when he sensed no one, Rene turned around and closed the window. There was no shaking the uncomfortable feeling he had, but that was something that just came with what he was doing.

Rene also made sure to lock the window. In this case, it would be best to leave everything as it had been. The less clues he left behind, the easier it would be to hide that he’d ever been here.

The room he found himself in was most certainly a bedroom. The bed was made, untouched. A thin layer of dust coated the bedside table.

There were no clothes anywhere, no flowers in an empty vase, and everything had that settled smell of a room which needed to be aired out more regularly.

All evidence pointed to this room having not been used in quite a while.

Rene crept over to the door, stood there for a second to listen, and then tried to feel what was beyond it. He was getting used to trying to push his senses beyond what he’d consider normal.

Your skill in Awareness has increased (4)

Feeling nothing beyond, he opened the door and stepped into a hallway. When he looked one way and then the other, he found it full of doors and little else. To his left was where the main entry would be. Down the hallway and to the right would put him further into the house.

Moving to the right, Rene ghosted along the hall. He encountered absolutely no one when he turned the bend in the corridor. Not even the sound of someone.

In fact, if someone asked him if there was a single person on this side of the house, he’d be hard pressed to say there was.

Odelia’s offer to pull the master of the home to the front of the building now seemed more beneficial than he had originally credited it for.

Approaching what could only be the bedroom for the master of the house, Rene wasn’t really sure if he should bother with it.

It was certainly a possibility. It wasn’t impossible, just rather unlikely.

There was no telling if it held who he was looking for without looking inside. Except that would raise his chances of being caught.

Rene hesitated in front of the door. His doubt for the possibility was high, but he’d been surprised before.

Caleb’s information said that Junk hasn’t been seen in a while. That he’s practically vanished from the face of the earth.

He hid himself away and became impossible to locate.

Mayhap our Junk has become a slut; for security and safety, he’ll put himself in a rut?

Frowning, Rene had to really think on that one. That’d mean Junk was bedding his uncle.

Then again, it wasn’t the worst thing Rene had heard in his life. Truth be told, it wasn’t even in the top fifty. People would do what they had to do, to accomplish what they felt they needed.

Terrible shame we’ve seen up to ninety percent of that list firsthand.

Monsters are we and those we deal with.

Pressing a hand to the door, Rene tried to “feel” inside of the room. To push his senses above and beyond the domain of humanity.

Your skill in Awareness has increased (5)

There.

Rene felt someone beyond the door. They felt… sleepy, to him. Like they were awake, but not fully aware of themselves.

It’s almost too easy if he’s little more than a sleeping babe.

Taking in a slow breath, Rene readied himself.

Open the door, step inside, visually identify the target.

Close quickly, strike to the stomach, fist to the back of the head. Collect him, bind and gag him, fireman carry. Back to the abandoned bedroom, out the window on a rope, over the wall, into the alley, gone.

Putting his plan into action, Rene opened the door and stepped inside. As he mentally mapped the room, he found his target lying in the bed.

Rene closed the gap and was on top of Junk in a fraction of a second.

But there was no point to it. Junk was drunk. More than drunk.

The kind of drunk where he would wake up and not even know what year it was, let alone who he was.

At least he’s in his underwear.

The Monster seemed rather happy about that. Rene couldn’t really disagree. He didn’t want to carry a naked man around.

Considering his situation, Rene tried to figure out if there was anything else he needed to do. Junk being drunk would certainly make it easier to collect the payday attached to his name.

Rene looked at his alignment bar to check the level. It was at the top right now. He wasn’t in the habit of keeping an eye on it. Eighteen years of nothing but good behavior had only encouraged him to ignore it.

That’d changed with his recent actions, of course.

He’d easily lost a rather large chunk of it. Truth be told though, he still didn’t see any way out of the situation other than the road he had taken.

At the time, Rene had pondered what would be the best course of action to get the bar back up. To fill it, so he’d be safe from his benefactor.

Apparently, he need not have worried. Turning in criminals worked splendidly to his advantage.

Being so near the top at the moment meant he could spend some of it.

His alignment was truthfully like a second currency of sorts. And he was well bankrolled right now.

While he was flush with alignment, however, he was equally broke in actual coin.

Rene needed money. As much as he could earn, take, or find. This little war someone had started with him would need monetary backing.

Because that’s what it was. Rene had been targeted and attacked directly. There was the definite possibility someone would come back for him or his sister at a later time.

Having made his choice, Rene slunk over to the bedside table. Though it was locked, a key sat atop it. Picking it up, he quickly inserted it and gave it a twist, popping the lock open.

Fools.

Rene felt a momentary distaste for the entire household. From start to finish, the only way he could describe the whole thing was sloppy.

Disorganized, undirected, and lackluster.

Opening the locked drawer, Rene found it doubled as a safe. Bank notes, letters, coins, rings.

Father would be extremely angry. That vein on the side of his head would be throbbing.

Scooping the coins and rings into his inventory, Rene shook his head. It was a messy way of doing it, but he didn’t want to waste any time. When he looked at the alignment bar, he found it had barely shifted.

Either none of the loot had been gained honestly or the owner was so much of a criminal that it didn’t matter.

Picking up the bank notes that’d slid into the center of the drawer, he began putting them back where they’d been. They were all signed and attributed, which meant he’d have to cash them directly.

And that would leave a trail he didn’t want.

At the bottom of the drawer, however, was a series of loan documents and blank form letters of sale and purchase.

There were multiple lines of credit to other people with various notations.

Picking up the obvious ledger to one side, Rene opened it and gave the contents a quick scan.

The sums were on the higher end, but given that Uncle Junk probably swam in wealthier circles, that wasn’t unsurprising.

What was surprising to Rene was that the name “Delacroix” was listed. As in Odelia Delacroix. The sum attached to the name was mind numbing, on top of that.

The original debt was for nothing more than a thousand gold. A small sum that had probably been borrowed to cover a purchase during a period when they couldn’t manage their assets for one reason or another. Such things happened and happened often.

Father often said one should never purchase a thing if they couldn’t afford it.

I miss father.

Rene nodded as he read across the line-item. The final sum in the last column would bankrupt any family and damn near beggar even his own.

Following that entry and how it had ended up this way, Rene found it was actually a string of interest rate numbers that spiked in a ridiculous fashion after missing payments.

Rene closed the ledger, then quickly fingered through the notes and found the one matching Odelia’s family.

He didn’t find anything out of the ordinary on the face of it. When he moved on to the penalties and clauses, he found the problem. Buried in a subsection was a caveat that changed the definition of the due date. It would shift upwards one working day when the payment date fell on a non-working day.

Without a notification, or a reminder, almost anyone could easily forget to hit the payment on the right date.

With a doubling of interest rate at each failed payment, and no clause that required notification of that doubling, Rene had a fair idea of what had happened.

The worst part was that it was entirely possible Odelia’s father, one Geoffrey Delacroix, had no idea about the severity of the debt.

Then again, even if he did know about it, there was probably no way he could pay it. The interest was more than likely already beyond their means.

There would be no involvement from the law here either, as everything stated was technically above board. Geoffrey had been given every chance to read the document in its entirety and negotiate terms.

He’d either read it and assumed he could handle it, which he evidently couldn’t, or he had failed to read the contract completely and signed it foolishly.

Rene started to put the bond back and then thought on it.

He had a chance to impact Odelia in a positive way. He wouldn’t get anything from it, though. His alignment was already nearly at the top. And it would definitely be there after turning in Junk.

Normally at a moment like this in his old life, the Monster in his head would leave him a blistering response.

Yet none came.

Setting the bond aside, Rene picked up the ledger. He stared at the handwriting, concentrating. In his previous life, he’d picked up forgery skills.

Leaving suicide notes for his victims had helped confuse the trail and give others pause. More often than not, people would simply say, “I had no idea he felt that way” or “he didn’t show any signs” and then move on.

For those who bothered to question things, there was never enough information to prove it wasn’t suicide anyway.

Taking a quill and ink from his inventory, he scratched in a note, copied from an example of another entry. After a minute of painstaking effort, he’d written that the bond for Delacroix had been sold to house Anatolis at two hundred percent of the original loaned sum.

Taking a different bond that amounted to little more than a hundred gold, Rene inspected the seal from the magistrate’s office.

There was no date on it, and it was nothing more than proof that it had been signed in the presence of a court official.

Looking up, he found his target fading in and out of consciousness on the bed. Unresponsive and incoherent.

I have time. I can make this work.

Once more, there was no response from the Monster. It seemed to be quietly watching.

Turning his eyes back to the bond, Rene shifted his weight around.

He unsheathed one of his daggers and slipped the thin, razor-sharp blade between the paper and the seal. It came free with a soft crackle.

Complete and intact.

Holding the now-worthless bond in hand, he shoved it into his inventory. He’d throw it away later.

Rene picked up the quill, took one of the blank letters of credit, and focused on his task. A few minutes after and he was done.

He’d copied from all the other documents that were readily available. He now had a bill of sale for the Delacroix loan in its entirety for the matching amount listed in the ledger.

On paper, everything looked correct, accurate, and proper.

He signed his own name for the house of Anatolis as their representative. Having reached his majority, Rene had been given the right to sign for his father when he was not present. His father trusted him a great deal and had made certain that Rene wouldn’t be questioned for his actions in his stead.

After putting the quill and ink bottle back into his inventory, he retrieved a crude chemical match and a candle. He’d found these on his captors, but had seen no use for them until now. Their intended purpose was for pipes.

He struck the chemically unstable match to the wall, then held the lit end to the candle’s wick.

Shaking out the match, he dropped it back into his inventory to dispose of later. Evidence destruction was much simpler when one could make items vanish outright.

Laying the forged letter of sale on the ground, Rene held up the wax seal over the candle.

As soon as it looked like the bottom part of the seal had melted partially, he placed it onto the forged document and pressed firmly on top of it.

Once it felt firmly affixed, he held up the document and got the candle close to the edges of the seal, melting it. He pressed it into place as he did so.

The goal was to make it look natural as well as official. He tried to give it the right look of being done by a hurried clerk trying to get through his day.

Done, he put the candle into his inventory, which snuffed it out as well.

Rene now had everything he felt he needed. A letter of sale, all signatures accurate, seal affixed, and matching notes in the ledger and bond.

Regretfully, he counted out the coins and rings he’d stolen and placed them back in the drawer.

It wouldn’t do to tip off his hand to the Junk household. Missing coins and valuables of that nature would certainly make them aware things had been changed.

Why?

Unrestrained, Rene settled everything back into its place, minus Delacroix’s bond and the letter of sale.

Locking the table, he set the key back where it had been and loomed over his target.

We owe her nothing. Why?

Rene had no answer for the Monster. None that would do any good at least.

Instead, he rolled Junk over to one side and bound his hands, then his feet. Moving the drunk onto his back again, Rene fixed a gag in place.

The most disturbing part of the Monster’s question wasn’t what it had asked, but more that it seemed genuinely confused, and the question didn’t seem wholly directed at Rene.

Lifting up Junk and wrangling him into a fireman’s carry, Rene left the room.

Trailing back down the hallway, he heard the murmurs of angry voices from the front of the house. Whatever was being discussed sounded like it was about more than books.

Rene opened the vacant bedroom door and entered quietly. After closing it behind himself, he went to the window and popped it open with one hand.

Looking down at the grass below, he considered his options.

Drunks bounce. Don’t they?

Shrugging, Rene did as instructed and dropped Junk the drunk out the window.

With a thud, he hit the grass and lay unmoving.

“Not so much a bounce as a thud,” Rene whispered, then climbed out of the window and shimmied down the side of the wall.

Made a good sound when he hit the ground.

Shame there wasn’t the crack of bones, I do enjoy those grinding tones.

Rene rolled Junk over to find him unharmed, other than a split lip.

Picking him up, Rene made his escape.


Chapter 10

There’d been momentary concern at the courthouse about handing over the money for the bounty to a hooded individual, until Rene had turned around as if to leave with the catch.

If they wanted to know who he was, he figured they didn’t want their bounty after all.

As soon as he’d turned around to leave, they’d very quickly changed their tune and Rene had gotten paid his four gold swiftly.

A quick series of errands after that to tie up a few loose ends, and Rene was done with his work for the day.

The lack of things to do eventually led him to stand before the Delacroix homestead.

Dressed in something he’d wear to a meeting with a client, Rene felt more himself. To be fair, he hadn’t just embraced his new life—Rene had dived into it. Numerous were the days he had spent just talking with his father, mother, or sister. Enjoying their company and merely being around them.

Rene the hitman had well and truly been dead and gone.

Adjusting a button on his coat, Rene waited quietly outside of the home. He’d arrived on foot and simply announced himself as Rene Anatolis, looking to speak to Master Delacroix. There’d been no notice of intent to visit, no carriage to proclaim a personage, just a young man showing up at the door and stating his intention.

In the corner of his mind, the Monster grumbled yet said nothing. He was annoyed, but not agitated. Apparently, even he could understand that simply showing up wasn’t polite.

“Master Delacroix will see you immediately, Mister Anatolis,” a house servant said hurriedly as he came up to the gate, speaking before he’d even come to a halt.

It would seem Master Delacroix knew the Anatolis name after all.

The guards swung the gate open quickly as the servant rushed them on. The man was all gestures, whispered pleas that Rene wasn’t supposed to hear, and a strained, fractured smile.

“My thanks to the household of Delacroix,” Rene said smoothly.

Trying his best to look dignified, the servant began leading Rene towards the front steps. He’d been neutral and polite to Rene when he’d shown up, much to his credit.

Adjusting the satchel at his side, Rene kept his eyes on the servant and front door.

As if by magic and Rene’s expectation, the door swung outward and a man in his early fifties exited with some swiftness.

Sporting black hair styled for his class and light green eyes, and looking rather handsome for a man of his age, he could only be Odelia’s father.

Moving past the servant, Rene took the steps and held out his hand.

“Master Delacroix, thank you for seeing me,” he stated with a smile.

“Of course, Mister Anatolis. I must admit I’m surprised to see the heir of the Anatolis family here at my doorstep,” Geoffrey said. He’d brought the entire matter successfully to the front with a polite statement. Taking Rene’s hand in his own, Rene found the man had a firm handshake.

The Monster gave a huff of approval and then slithered deeper into Rene’s mind. There was always a grudging respect from the Monster for a good handshake.

“I’ve recently made the acquaintance of the Junk family. We talked about business for a while, this, that, and the other thing, mind you, and we ended up coming to an arrangement between he and I.

“Personally, I believe it would best serve both our interests if we could retire to a private room, as I have no doubt we have matters to discuss of relevance to both of us,” Rene charitably offered. For all intents and purposes, Odelia had done right by him. He wasn’t about to show her father disrespect when he’d given Rene no reason to give him any.

Of course, Rene could have just as easily stated up front the entire reason for his visit and sent the entire household into anarchy. No one would react very well to finding out their employer wasn’t just up to their eyeballs in debt, but at the bottom of an ocean.

Geoffrey stiffened, and released Rene’s hand with a curt nod of his head. It was clear the man realized exactly what Rene had been speaking of.

Offering no further pleasantries, Geoffrey turned and re-entered his family home while Rene trailed along behind like a shadow. Putting his hands behind his back, he acted the part of the courteous, if slightly curious, guest.

Geoffrey escorted Rene to the back of the home, then took him into a room and gestured toward a table near the middle. Glancing around, Rene found the room had the appearance of a study and was tastefully decorated. There weren’t even the silly displays of wealth that preoccupied so many noble families.

Taking the indicated seat, Rene arranged himself appropriately and looked to Geoffrey to lead. He didn’t wish to presume in the man’s own home.

Before the conversation could start, or the silence could grow, a door off to one side opened.

Two servants came and offered tea, which Rene accepted, before departing without offering anything further in conversation.

Taking a sip of the tea, Rene found it to his liking and gave Geoffrey a smile.

“Delicious tea,” he said. To which Geoffrey nodded his head.

Checking a mental sigh, Rene realized he’d have to push this along. It seemed Geoffrey didn’t know how to make the conversation happen, or he was loathe to do so.

“I have in my possession a purchase I made from the Junk family. From them to myself directly. A sale of debt to be clear,” Rene said. “This sale of debt entitles me to the line of credit that you were under with Master Junk, without any percentage remaining to him in any fashion.”

Setting his tea down, Rene reached to his side for the documents he’d brought with himself.

He opened his satchel and retrieved one of the copies he’d had the lower court functionaries make.

Three other copies had been made as well. One Rene had left with the court, another had been sent to Master Junk with a letter, and the third was in his inventory where it would remain for safe-keeping.

The original remained in his possession as well, of course. Having a copy to hand over to someone who asked to see it was always a good way to protect yourself.

Originals were never meant to see the light of day unless absolutely necessary.

Holding the copy out to Geoffrey, Rene waited.

The lord and master of the Delacroix family looked pained. His skin had turned a light gray color, his lips pressed into a tight line, and his eyes were a touch watery.

Taking the sheet of paper from Rene with a steady hand, he began reading it over.

At the same time, a side door opened and Odelia came marching in.

“You won’t believe what that pig of a—” started Odelia, belatedly realizing her father wasn’t alone. Her eyes landed on Rene and stayed there.

Rene stood up before she could say something that would give them away.

“Ah, you must be Odelia, Lord Geoffrey’s daughter. My name is Rene, Rene Anatolis,” Rene said, bowing his head appropriately in deference to the lady.

Odelia blinked and a small smile threatened the corners of her mouth.

“A pleasure to meet you, Master Anatolis. May I ask what this business is about?” Odelia asked, coming over and seating herself beside her father.

“Ah…” Rene began and then looked to Geoffrey as he took his seat again.

There was no way for him to answer politely without stepping on the man’s toes.

Glancing up from the documentation he’d been given, Geoffrey looked to Rene and then his daughter, then back to the paperwork

“It would seem our debt has been purchased by the Anatolis family. Master Anatolis here is acting as the representative. All of the debt,” Geoffrey said slowly. “Though we have yet to discuss what this means. According to this, that includes a final accounting of what’s owed, and it’s due in several weeks. I must c—”

Rene laughed, interrupting the master of the house deliberately.

“Please, Rene, or Mister Anatolis, if you must address me more formally,” Rene said, doing his best to keep his tone light and confident. “Now, I’ll be honest with you, Master Delacroix. The Anatolis family is considering branching into the city. This is our first contract, and I was hoping to use you as a reference at the same time.”

Rene took another sip of the rather lovely tea and promised himself to ask Odelia what type it was later.

“To that end, we propose the debt be amended. Traditionally, we offer set rates depending on the amount of money borrowed and the history of the individual,” Rene said, lifting a hand toward Geoffrey. “In your case, being a prominent family, with a dedicated history of not only being frugal but making wise investments, a contributor to the city and its welfare, we feel that your interest rates were incorrect.”

Rene opened his satchel again and withdrew a new contract. He’d prepared it himself and had gone over it several times to make sure it wasn’t just fair, but leaned in Geoffrey’s favor.

Or more specifically in Rene’s mind, Odelia’s favor.

“A standard rate of two percent in this situation would be correct. Which when calculated in contrast with the payments you made against the debt at that time, would put you at an existing balance of seven hundred and thirty-two gold.” Rene looked to the bottom line of the paper as if to emphasize it was already written out. Standing up, he pointed to the location on the sheet he was discussing, then turned the paper and held it out toward Geoffrey. Rene’s finger still pointed at the section which included what was owed.

Geoffrey stared at the paper, reading it in Rene’s hand. Then he moved forward and took it without saying a word. Completely engrossed and absorbed in this new paper, the man’s eyes were moving from line to line rather quickly.

“I’ve taken the liberty of signing ahead of time on the behalf of my family and myself,” Rene said. “Please feel free to review the document at your leisure. I would even go so far as to suggest that you may wish to have your legal counsel review it. I can assure you, however, that our intention is only to retain you as a potential future client and reference point. Which would mean an appropriate working relationship predicated on joint trust between us.”

Rene settled into the chair again and returned to the teacup. Lifting it to his mouth, he took a deep breath of the aroma that wafted up from the cup.

Best tea I’ve ever had, I think.

I would agree. Let’s ask what it is and where they got it as soon as we can.

Looking up over the teacup, he found Geoffrey reading over the new contract he’d been given. At his side sat Odelia, watching Rene.

Openly staring at him with a smile from ear to ear would be more correct, actually. Her cheeks had a faint redness to them, and her hands were laid calmly in her lap, one over the other.

“Far be it from me to decline a gift, Mister Anatolis, but this… this is a fraction of what we owed. I don’t even…” Geoffrey said and looked up at Rene. The man was at a complete loss for words.

“As I said, Master Delacroix, we’d love to have you as a reference and a future client. It would do us no good to practice lending in such a predatory way as to harm clients. We’re not in the business of ruining you. We’re in the business of earning interest on money you borrowed. Can’t earn interest if no one is willing to borrow,” Rene said it simply, trying hard to convey the fact that it really was a best business practice and little else. “And clients who can make payments they feel are justified, are happy clients. My family has done so well not because of the interest we charge, but the number of loans we take on.”

Taking a final sip of his tea, Rene regarded the empty cup with a moment of regret.

“I thank you for the tea. Though I do have several other appointments today that I must keep, I’m afraid. If you have any questions about the contract, please don’t hesitate to ask. I’ll call on you in the next several days to discuss the matter, if that’s acceptable,” Rene offered, standing up.

“Ah, yes. Yes, of course, Mister Anatolis,” Geoffrey said with a grin, getting to his feet hurriedly. He held out his hand to Rene, looking much healthier than he had but minutes ago. As if he’d gone from ninety years old to forty in a flash.

Taking the proffered hand in his own, Rene gave him a firm handshake and released it.

Then Odelia’s hand was there, demanding her own turn at shaking his. Taking it, he applied gentle pressure to match her grip.

“I insist you visit us more regularly, Rene. If nothing else, I’d love to hire you as a tutor. I’m sure you could teach me quite a bit in the ways of lending and finances,” Odelia murmured, her eyes penetrating straight to the back of his and into his brain. “I somehow instantly have a fascination with it and would very much like to know considerably more of your world.”

“I… ah, yes. I think we could manage something like that. If you’ll excuse me,” Rene apologized, trying to extricate his hand from Odelia’s tightening grasp.

She didn’t let go.

“I’ll hold you to that, Rene. Day after the morrow? Say, breakfast?” Odelia asked. “In my own personal study, preferably.”

“We could plan for that time and day,” Rene said, still unable to retrieve his hand from Odelia’s grip. “I’m certain my calendar is relatively empty around that point without even checking it.”

“Wonderful. My father should have the contract signed and copied by that point,” Odelia said, finally releasing his hand. “I do look forward to seeing you again, Rene.”

Bowing his head slightly to Geoffrey, Rene left the room far more quickly than he had arrived.

Truth be told, he didn’t have any other meetings today. He’d just wanted to escape the situation after Odelia had arrived.

The only thing that remained to be done today was to turn over Caleb and Bill’s pay, and then the rest of the evening was his to do with as he wished.

Sitting in the library square and playing music or reading a book sounded extremely enticing to him. Either activity would be a rather pleasant way to keep his day moving.

We could play with Lori. Our tea party was interrupted.

Smiling, Rene found that wasn’t a terrible idea either.

In fact, it immediately went straight to the top of his list of things to do.


Chapter 11

In the end, Rene had decided to sit in the library courtyard. He’d chosen a spot lit by the late afternoon sun with his back to a wall and settled in to read.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to interact with Lori. More accurately, it was that he didn’t want to run the risk of Odelia showing up.

Turning from one page to another, he studied the diagrams closely.

Progress had slowed in the last hour, unfortunately. His skill-ups weren’t coming as frequently as they had previously.

He’d managed to get The Elemental Way to twenty, and then everything had stopped as if he could no longer progress for the moment.

Having never encountered something of this nature previously, he really didn’t have any experience to draw on. The only thing he could figure was perhaps it required actually putting in time to practice The Elemental Way with his body.

Rather than simply reading about it.

Flipping the manual closed with a tiny sigh, he flicked it into his inventory screen.

No sooner had the book vanished, than Alana stepped out from beside the wall, her eyes locked on him.

Was she watching?

Rene met her eyes directly and waited. She rarely did anything that she hadn’t already thought about in advance.

Taking the initiative, Rene nodded his head at her.

“Evening, Alana,” he said.

“Fair evening, Rene,” Alana offered.

The Elf watched him for a second more before sitting down beside him.

“In the last couple of days, a number of bounties have been claimed. The most recent one was done so by a man in black, wearing a hood,” Alana stated.

“So I’ve heard,” Rene replied. He was going to take it cautiously, but he wasn’t going to lie to her either.

“Do you keep the hood in whatever place you keep the books and guitar?” she asked.

Rene felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle. Those large dark eyes of hers bore into him, waiting for an answer.

“Yes.” There was no point in lying to her. It would only serve to alienate her.

Alana nodded and looked away from him.

“Are you human?” the Elf asked. He vaguely remembered her asking the same question of him previously.

“Very much so,” Rene said, echoing his first answer.

Alana’s head swiveled to him again, her eyes stuck to him. It was obvious she doubted him on a nearly physical level.

“I’m human. I merely have different…” Rene paused as he fumbled for a word, “abilities, available to me.”

Alana took that in without a word or gesture.

Eventually her lips parted, revealing her double set of canines.

“You’ve also been associating with a human noble woman,” said the Elf.

Rene had to wonder if she’d been following him, or if she had merely caught them because they’d come to the library.

“I have,” Rene said, nodding his head.

“She’s from one of the more premier families. There had been a rumor going around that she had been kidnapped. Then she simply reappeared, as if nothing was the matter,” Alana said. “In checking the dates, I find that you happened to break into the library on the same night as I assume she broke free.”

Rene said nothing, not breaking eye contact with Alana.

“One would assume you were kidnapped as well. The state and attire you broke in with would proclaim you as a prisoner,” Alana’s head tilted fractionally to one side. “The fact that you’re now hunting bounties leads me to believe you broke yourself out.”

“Logical assumption,” Rene said.

“Further, for you to have been kidnapped means you’re of some importance,” Alana said. To Rene, it felt like she was slowly tightening a noose around his neck. “There are no Felicie noblemen by the name of Rene.”

Rene grunted, knowing where this would eventually lead.

“From Laetus. Rene Anatolis,” he supplied.

Alana blinked rapidly, her head dipping down and to one side now. As well-versed in many things as she was, it would seem her knowledge of Laetus wasn’t completely fleshed out.

“My father is Clement Anatolis, owner of Laetus Lending,” Rene offered.

That got her attention. Her head snapped up and her eyes fastened on him.

“You’re the heir of Laetus Lending,” Alana said, her eyes drifting to the side. Now she knew who he was. He could only assume she was taking all of her previous knowledge and comparing it to this new piece of information.

Then fate decided he needed more problems.

Or to just be thrown to an army of wolves that were in a famine.

Odelia had just come into view.

She’d entered from the far side and was now looking much like a lady walking at an idle pace, her eyes sweeping from one side of the square to the other.

Drawn by imaginary magnets that must be in her skull put there specifically for Rene, Odelia’s head turned and her eyes found him.

A bright and wide smile graced her countenance and she turned her whole body to face him. Without hesitation, her pace picked up immediately and she set off towards him.

“Odelia’s coming. She knows nothing of you from me,” Rene whispered, trying not to move his mouth.

Alana’s head tilted upwards to catch sight of Odelia.

“Ah—” Alana stopped, coughed, and then reached up to touch her mouth. “Ahem.”

Her voice had dropped considerably and definitely sounded more masculine. At least for an Elf.

Taking firm and quick steps, the noble lady of House Delacroix crossed the courtyard in a straight line to him.

Odelia stopped directly in front of Rene and stared at him. Unblinkingly, her smile blazing like it would melt the paint off houses.

“You’re like a gift from fate. Do you plan on any other surprises that will change my entire world? In the span of three days, you’ve fixed… everything. Everything,” Odelia took another step forward, her hands reaching out for him.

Alana intercepted one of Odelia’s hands with her own, giving it a firm shake.

“I’m Alan,” Alana said, as if misunderstanding Odelia’s gesture.

Odelia broke her intense eye contact with Rene and looked at Alan.

“Odelia, Odelia Delacroix. You’re… you’re the librarian’s assistant. I’ve heard of you. It makes sense that you would know Rene, considering he’s been haunting the place like a wraith.”

Odelia retrieved her hand from Alana’s and as quickly dismissed her. Her jade green eyes immediately returned to Rene, and she bore down on him.

“You should stay with my father and I. He would be delighted to have you as a guest. The first thing he said after you left was that you were sent on a prayer,” Odelia said, not caring that Alana was there in the least. “The amount we owed Junk would have taken more than simply our home and assets. Father wouldn’t turn you away from a request. Any request. Anything.”

Odelia’s hands looked as if they were planning on moving towards Rene again.

“He’s currently assisting me with my studies for university and maintaining the library,” Alana interjected.

The two women’s eyes met and they watched each other. Odelia’s brows began to furrow as her mind seemed to spin up.

“I appreciate the thought, Odelia,” Rene said, hoping to distract her. When she put her mind to something, he imagined little would be left secret.

Including Alana’s gender.

“For the moment, it’s safer for everyone for me to remain as I am. Though I’m glad to hear your father is happy,” Rene said, feeling a genuine warmth. “I would suggest he have his lawyer read over documents before he signs them in the future.”

Odelia’s head swung back to him and she nodded a bit, her smile returning slowly.

“The original contract was a spur of the moment thing to cover the purchase of a horse when father’s collapsed out from under him,” Odelia said. “In retrospect, I suspect maybe Junk had a hand in that horse’s death, too. A little too convenient.”

Rene only nodded at that, wondering where this was all going.

“Ah, have you already met with the others?” Odelia asked.

“No, going to meet them tomorrow morning. Give them their pay and get the next job moving,” Rene said.

Before an awkward silence could develop, Odelia started again.

“Then maybe we could have di—”

“That reminds me. Rene, you promised me time to explore some intricacies about finance. Let’s do that tonight, before we get to work,” Alana said over Odelia.

Standing up Alana wrapped a hand around Rene’s bicep and dragged him along behind her.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Rene,” Odelia promised.

Glancing over his shoulder, he caught Odelia’s eyes watching him as a playful smile crawled over her lips.

Alana’s insistent pulling didn’t stop until they were safely in the library.

The work that evening was swift and nearly silent. Alana said little, other than simple directions on where to push the cart.

***

Rene stepped out from the side entrance to find Odelia, Caleb, Bill and Lori waiting in the area behind the workshop.

“Rene!” Lori happily exclaimed and skipped over to him. She grinned at him and bowed formally at the waist.

“Ah, ladies curtsy, Lori. Like so,” Odelia corrected her with a warm smile. Stepping up next to Lori, she demonstrated a beautiful and flowing curtsy.

Lori watched, then tried to imitate it as closely as possible.

“That’s a very good first try,” Odelia said, nodding her head at Lori.

Rene turned to Bill and Caleb and held up a hand.

Then Alana walked past him into the area and stepped up to Odelia.

“Morning,” Alana said, nodding at Odelia.

“Good morning, Alan. I didn’t expect to see you here.” Odelia’s eyes trailed back to Rene, who shrugged his shoulders.

We’re slipping. That’s twice we’ve been followed.

“Here to join. I can offer academic opinions and research on any subject.” Alana’s head swiveled to Bill and then Caleb, challenging them to say anything.

Rene closed his eyes and held up his hands.

“Fine. You can have part of my share. Twenty percent, same that Bill and Caleb are getting. You’ll work with Caleb on target designation and information,” he said, giving up.

Opening his eyes with a shake of his head, Rene went over to Lori’s small table and sat down. Lori trailed along behind and took her own seat across from him, then lifted her wooden teapot.

“Tea, Mr. Rene?” she asked.

“Yes, please, Miss Moon,” Rene confirmed, easing the wooden teacup forward. He still needed to figure out what kind of tea Geoffrey had served him.

Lori mimed pouring him tea and then poured her own cup. He pulled out the silvers from a pouch that he’d filled this morning and set them down on the table.

“Here’s your pay for the last one, eight silvers each. I believe we had one other target available?” Rene mimed taking a sip from his cup and nodded to Lori.

Odelia sat down between him and Lori and took a wooden cup from Lori’s playset.

“Oh, yeah. The guilder. Paul Vick. You sure about that one? He’s actually hiding in the guild’s main hidey hole. Worth twenty gold, though,” Caleb affirmed.

“Which guild is it?” Alana asked, her eyes fastened on the little table and its three occupants. Each acted as if Lori were hosting a tea party.

“Wolves,” Bill grunted, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Inn in the warehouse district. Floor plan has a basement that looks like it could probably link to the warehouse next to it. There’s also the strong possibility of an unlisted entry point to a storm drain. They operate during the day mostly,” Alana said, then coughed as she finished speaking.

“No noble backers,” Odelia added, lowering her teacup. “Their primary activities are offering ‘protection’ to the warehouses nearby and petty theft. The only reason they’re doing so well is because of a moonshine business they run out of the inn and warehouse. They tried their little pitch on some of the noble warehouses and ended up with a bloody nose.”

Huh.

They’re all incredibly helpful in their own way; if this is the norm I’ll not slight them said pay.

Rene could only agree with that. Looking to Bill, he started to form his question.

“Crossbow’s done.” Bill turned to a side table that ran along the workshop and lifted a leather covering. “I also picked up some two hundred bolts in advance. I did some slight fine-tuning to make sure they’d fly straight. Apparently, I have a hand for fletching I didn’t know I had.”

Our dear beloved armorer.

“Good work. Pardon, Miss Lori,” Rene excused himself. Standing up, he went over to the table and picked up the crossbow.

Then he Analyzed it.

Item Name: Modified Reinforced Hand Crossbow

Description: Modified by William Moon. Small, handheld, and perfect for a quick job. Can fire once on a light trigger and then needs a reload. Similar to how the ladies should describe you and your “equipment”.

Damage: 4-12

Effective Range: 50 yards

Functions-

None.

Attributes-

None.

Our lying divine benefactor needs a punch in the dick; the one detractor I’d love to kick. The prick.

Taking the looped iron ring, Rene slid it onto his belt and watched the quick-slot light up with the new weapon.

On the table was a large pack full of bolts. He picked it up, slung it over his shoulder, and turned to Bill.

“Good work. I’ll take the bolts with me and store them near the target.” Rene turned his head to the rest of his little team.

“I plan on infiltrating tonight and taking our target then. Anything else I need to know?” Rene asked.

Most shook their heads, but Alana looked thoughtful for a moment.

“I’m unsure if it’s worth anything, but there’s a standing bounty for all Wolves. Two gold each for anyone marked on the chest with the guild tattoo,” the Elf finally said.

Rene wasn’t going to be able to do much with that, but it was worth noting.

“I’m off to prepare then. See you in the morning,” he said turning to leave.

Lori waved her hand at him with a big smile. “Have fun being my hero. Be safe, Mr. Rene. Don’t forget your hood.”

Her hero!

“Of course, Miss Lori,” Rene replied.

***

Rene watched the inn from his perch atop a nearby warehouse. They were starting to close up for the night, which meant this would probably be close to the time for him to start.

He’d already put on the gear he’d selected for the job. All that remained was getting inside and finding Paul, the target.

Dropping from the top of the warehouse, Rene let his knees bend with the impact.

Your skill in Safe Fall has increased (1)

We should spend some of our money and see if sexual prowess can be increased.

Too many bloody fights; not enough sensual nights.

Rene ignored the Monster and skulked towards the rear of the building. No one was there, except for a four-wheeled wagon with a horse team.

If he had to guess, they had probably unloaded the contents into the inn and were restocking.

Fetching up next to a window, he quickly disengaged the locking mechanism with a dagger and then slithered inside.

Keeping himself low to the ground, Rene inspected the room he was in. He’d expected it to be a storeroom and wasn’t disappointed.

Ignoring everything, Rene started to leave the room. Then he noticed a small box tucked into the corner. It was wedged between a ceiling beam and the wall.

It wasn’t hidden, just out of obvious sight.

Curious, Rene went over and retrieved the item. When he opened it, he frowned at the contents. Eight vials lay from left to right in a padded interior.

Tapping one, he saw the clear liquid shift. The viscosity was similar to water. He held one up and Analyzed it.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (14)

Strong Sedative: Causes nearly instant unconsciousness in target, lasting for several hours.

He could guess the use for this immediately. If a fool wandered into the inn they wanted to rob or simply murder, the easiest way would be to spike their drink or food.

An evil grin spread over Rene’s face.

In his youth, he could remember playing a few video games where the goal had been to slip through security and take out a target.

At the time, Rene had despised leaving anything on the map that could make his life more difficult later. So he’d systematically killed or taken out every enemy on the map, and then piled the bodies up somewhere.

Effectively cleansing an entire area.

A simple coat, applied to the bolt. They’ll be out cold, and we’ll earn all that gold.

Coin on coin on coin.

Opening his inventory, Rene pushed the case in. Then he began moving large batches of bolts onto the poison case.

A heartbeat later, all one hundred bolts were coated in the poison, and he had only lost two vials.

Changing his plan on the fly, Rene pulled out his crossbow and loaded a bolt. They didn’t look very lethal to Rene.

Which was a positive thing right now.

Shoulders, outer thighs, or hips.

Opening the door to the main room, he extended his senses out into it. He felt the man cleaning the counter top behind the bar, more than saw him.

Leveling his crossbow, Rene slunk around the corner. He pulled the trigger once he’d sighted the man.

The bolt sprang across the distance and buried itself in the man’s shoulder.

The bartender groaned and reached up for the bolt, then he stumbled and fell flat on his face.

“Effective,” Rene murmured. Moving over to the unconscious man, Rene felt and saw no one else in the room.

He grabbed the man by his clothes and dragged him into the storeroom. Once there, Rene lifted up the man’s shirt and spied the Wolf tattoo on his chest.

Fools. They’ll mark themselves for our purse.

He took the man’s belongings and was ready to go.

Creeping back out into the bar, Rene found it as he had left it. He checked the back rooms one by one and found no one else.

There was no second floor, and only one way down. As he’d cleared the floor, there was little to do but continue.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (11)

When he reached the bottom of the stairs, Rene felt more than saw two men up ahead of him around the corner.

Tapping open his inventory screen, he dragged his daggers over to the vials of poison and tried to activate them in the same way. The system recognized the command and now both daggers had a coating of the poison.

Hooking the crossbow back to his belt, he unsheathed both daggers and crept forward. Around the corner were two men, moving barrels and sacks onto shelves and into corners.

Not wasting time, Rene darted forward and slashed a blade along one man’s shoulder. Spinning to the side, he drove the second across the other man’s hip.

Stepping backwards, he watched as both men tottered and then fell.

I hate and love our benefactor. This is almost too easy.

Moving over, he lifted the collar of each man’s tunic to find the Wolf tattoo.

Three.

When he checked one of his daggers, he found it had four more charges before he’d have to reapply the poison.

He sheathed both, then searched the men for anything of value before continuing down the short hallway.

Each of the other attached rooms were full of stored goods and little else.

At the end of the hallway was a ladder leading into the storm drain. That or somewhere else entirely. Perhaps a tunnel to the warehouse.

He tried to extend his senses down the ladder, but didn’t get a proper response. For whatever reason, it didn’t work.

Moving carefully, Rene made his way down the ladder without a sound.

As he went down, his Sneaking skill increased all the way up to nineteen. It was a serious up-tick from a paltry eleven.

All around him were low wooden walls, and there were men and women in those small cubicles. They were asleep, one and all.

No wonder he’d suddenly had a massive increase in Sneaking. It probably took into account how many people it was affecting and whether it was a success.

Taking a quick count from what he could actually see, Rene felt like there were maybe thirty people in here. Possibly more, if people were sharing.

Do we dare? Do we test ourselves? I think we should. If they wake up, we kill them.

Pressing his lips together, Rene thought it out. The Monster wasn’t wrong.

Their individual skill levels were probably much less than his own. Trying to fight one person dressed in bed-clothes, in the dark, after waking from sleep?

They’d be meat within minutes.

Stepping forward silently, Rene made his way to a wall and then proceeded to the corner.

One at a time was the plan. Left to right, top to bottom.

Like bubble wrap.

Pop, pop, splat, slop.

The Monster giggled.

With his left hand, Rene slit his knife along the exposed cheek of the sleeping man below him as his right hand pressed over the man’s mouth.

A second later and the startled man was sleeping again. Moving to the next sleeper, he found a young woman.

He repeated the process and found it as simple as the first time.

Working methodically, Rene cleared the entire sleeping room in less than five minutes. There wasn’t a single noise other than the occasional scrape of his dagger gliding over a bone.

Paul hadn’t been among the collected.

Done with the chore, and having simultaneously robbed them blind of anything of value on their persons, Rene left the sleeping room.

When he moved into the next hall, he found the rooms that led off from it were filled with equipment in various states of repair. Some whole, some shattered.

Flipping through some of it, he pilfered what looked serviceable or like something Bill could sell in his shop.

At the end of the hall was a door to another room and a ladder going upwards.

Moving to the door, Rene pushed his senses inwards and felt two individuals.

Unsure of the layout, he took up his crossbow in his right hand. In his left, he flipped one of his daggers into an underhanded throwing position.

He managed to wrangle the door open without dropping either weapon and followed the wood as it turned inwards.

Sitting at a table were two men. One had the name “Paul Vick” floating over his head and the other Rene didn’t remember after reading it.

He raised the crossbow to put Paul in the sight before pulling the trigger, then turned slightly and threw the dagger at the second man.

Both bolt and blade flew true and buried themselves in their respective targets.

Paul slumped forward, his head cracking against the table. The other man did the same, his forehead bouncing off the back of Paul’s head.

Slinking over, Rene gave each a quick glance and emptied their pockets. After extricating the blade from the second man, he checked his chest for a tattoo.

And another one.

After confirming him as a target, Rene gave the room a quick once-over, loading his pockets with coins, and leaving everything else.

Jewelry tended to have owners, coins didn’t.

Exiting the room, Rene peered up the ladder. It could only lead to the warehouse.

Figuring he might as well keep going and “clear the dungeon” as it were, Rene climbed up the ladder.

It led to an empty warehouse, filled with barrels and barrels of moonshine. Performing a simple recon, Rene found nothing and no one.

Returning to his sleeping friends, Rene felt a small sense of annoyance.

This took no effort. We are concerned. Are we that good? Are they that bad? Did we plan that well?

With a small tickle of worry in his chest, Rene began the ugly process of carrying each body up to the wagon. Might as well use the resources on hand.

***

The court magistrate was roused from their bed, escorted to the courthouse, and asked to take custody of thirty-seven members of the Wolves guild and one Paul Vick.

Along with this, was the direct confirmation that they’d all been removed from a certain inn that had been long established as a guild hide-out.

They’d all been loaded into a wagon, as if they were nothing more than firewood being taken to market to be sold for a few coppers a stick.

The black-hooded man took his pay and left. In one night, the Wolves guild had effectively been exterminated.

Overnight, the politics of the city changed. Powerful men and women took notice. The guilds began to actively guard themselves from both internal and external threats they hadn’t considered. The population began spreading rumors about the black-hooded bounty hunter who had begun cleaning up the city.


Chapter 12

Rene had only caught a few hours of sleep. He hadn’t wanted to trek back to the library that night. For whatever reason, he had the feeling he was being watched. Even beyond that feeling, it hadn’t felt normal.

He’d finally found a spot that he felt safe in when he’d chanced upon a section of a roof where an adjacent building’s roof created an enclosure.

He’d thanked the shoddy workmanship of whoever had done it, and wedged himself up against the wall, tucked away from the world.

Staring out at the late morning light, Rene tilted his head one way and then the other.

The feeling of being watched from last night seemed gone, but he wasn’t completely certain.

We must be away; it’s a new day. Lori will be waiting; hiding here is aggravating. GET THE FUCK OUT.

Rene clicked his teeth together and then began shimmying his way out from the small nook.

Wiggling free, he dropped to the alley below and landed softly.

Your skill in Safe Fall has increased (2)

Rene gave himself a light shake, knocking loose some dirt and debris that clung to him. Then, he’d set off immediately.

His eyes checked each person he crossed and each item that caught his interest, throwing a quick Analyze on it and moving on.

Information was its own currency and he’d rather waste a second or two as he walked than miss out on an opportunity.

Unfortunately, there was no new information that was relevant to him at this point. Nor was there anything that stood out for him.

Slowly, with each Analyze, Rene began to feel better. There were no hidden agents, no watching spies—nothing.

By the time he reached the Moon family’s workshop, he felt significantly better. Walking into the meeting area, he found his eyes drawn to something new.

Where Lori’s small play table had been, now sat a large children’s table with chairs for eight people.

It looked to have been put together by a master craftsman, and was decorated simply, but with a smooth dark-stained finish.

Sitting in the middle of the table was a finely carved tea set, made of wood and on a tray. Eight cups and saucers, a sugar bowl, a waste bowl, a creamer, a strainer, a sieve, and a tea caddy.

Next to the tea set was a wooden storage box.

With a frown, Rene looked around the area and found no one here yet.

He moved over to the table and sat in one of the chairs. It was actually rather comfortable.

Reaching over, he picked up one of the cups and Analyzed it.

Item Name: Teacup (Part of Lori’s Tea Set)

Description: Crafted by Alana Cleary. This delicately carved and detailed cup was made by the hand of an Elven maiden. As beautiful as the creator, and about as stiff as her personality.

It should be noted that the creation of this object had an ulterior motive.

Damage: N/A

Effective Range: less than one yard

Functions-

Delightful: Enjoy tea in this lovely handmade cup. Be sure to think of the person who made the cup when using it.

Attributes-

None.

Rene set the cup down and picked up the matching tea caddy. Twisting the slotted lid, he lifted it to smell the tea inside.

Immediately, he knew Odelia had provided the tea. It was the very same he’d had at her father’s manse.

Leaning over it, he took a deep breath and inhaled the scent. Closing his eyes, he felt a smile curl his lips. He desperately hoped Lori would be hosting a tea service today.

“Ah! Rene!” came Lori’s voice from the door. A small child-sized torpedo exploded into his side, hugging him tightly.

Managing to not spill the tea, Rene carefully stoppered the container and set it back down. Then he gently patted Lori on the head.

“Now, Miss Lori, I don’t think hugging guests in such a way is normal practice. What’s wrong? Something happen?” Rene asked her, peering at the small girl.

“No! I was just worried. Everyone keeps talking about whatever happened last night but they won’t explain it to me. What happened?” Lori asked, releasing Rene and sitting in a chair that was slightly different than every other. He assumed it was meant to be the host’s seat.

She set down her teapot, steam wafting off the spout.

“Nothing. I caught the bad guy and turned him over to the court,” Rene replied.

“You left out the part,” Odelia whispered into his right ear, her left hand resting on his left shoulder, “where you single-handedly wiped out an entire guild, down to the inn they used as headquarters.”

Turning his head slightly, he watched as Odelia pulled away and sat herself down to his right.

Almost immediately, Alana sat herself to his left, her hands folded on the table in front of her.

Her large eyes caught him and threatened to drown him in their depths.

“I have to congratulate you. It isn’t every day an entire guild is removed. The hooded bounty hunter is the talk of the entire city,” Alana said in her pseudo-male voice.

Caleb sat next to Odelia, as Bill sat next to his sister.

“How’d you even manage that? I heard you rolled them up to the damn courthouse in a wagon,” Caleb asked.

“Language,” Odelia murmured, her eyes looking to Lori.

“Sorry,” Caleb apologized.

Nodding at the little girl, Odelia discreetly pointed at the tea caddy.

Lori smiled brightly at the noblewoman and began scooping in tea. After a tiny nod from Odelia, the little girl stopped and closed the lid on the teapot.

“I used a poison that caused a deep slumber. That’s all. They had left a wagon out back, so I loaded them all up into it and took it through the back streets,” Rene explained. It’d been a simple affair.

Rene finished his statement by pulling four slightly bulging sacks out of an inner fold in his clothing.

He then handed out a bag to each of his people. The two he tossed across the table to Bill and Caleb landed with a heavy thud and the clank of coins.

Between the bounties, the coins he’d found on the guild members’ persons, and gold he found hidden, it’d been a good haul.

“I know you said you wanted no reward Odelia; however, I felt it wasn’t fair. Everyone gets an equal share. Consider yourselves on retainer for the duration of this operation,” Rene explained.

He didn’t explain that he expected a large windfall from Odelia’s father, which meant the money from these jobs was now secondary to him. The forty-four gold coins that were his own share felt right to him.

His people were all staring into their bags.

Lori merely watched everyone around her with a smile, seemingly excited to host a formal tea service.

Bill closed his bag and put his hands in his lap. Shaking his head, he leaned forward a bit and said nothing.

Odelia pushed her bag back to Rene and gave him a smile.

“Hold on to that for me until you meet my father later today? I’m afraid I have nowhere to put it right now,” Odelia requested, her eyes watching him.

Rene nodded and slipped her bag back into his clothing, dropping it into an inventory slot.

Caleb leaned back from his own share and started laughing. Folding his hands behind his head, he let out an explosive breath.

“Holy sh—errr, shoot. I could make this last for years. I’ll need to put this somewhere safe. Hey, Bill, can I buy a safe from you?” Caleb asked, looking over at the unmoving Bill Moon.

“After I make one for myself and bury it,” Bill muttered. “This’ll make us all targets. I’m not really sure about this.”

Rene thought about that. It was true, they’d become targets pretty quickly if word ever got out.

“I can hold it in trust for you if you like. My father operates a similar function for trusted clients. A bank of sorts. Admittedly, the Anatolis vault would take an army to breach and claim, but I’m confident I can protect your gold personally even without it.”

Alana watched him, though she said nothing. She knew where the gold coins would go. That they’d simply disappear into nothing.

After a moment, she pushed her bag of coins over to sit in front of Rene. Bill and Caleb quickly followed suit, their bags joining Alana’s.

“Alright. We’ll need to get a piece of parchment later and begin notating all accounts accordingly, so there’s no confusion.” Rene picked up the bags and slipped them into his clothes, dropping them into individual inventory slots.

Each slot read as “so and so’s money” and seemed like it could hold more. This would actually make it much easier on him in the future without having to worry about cross-contamination of accounts.

Lori picked up her teapot after Odelia gave her a gesture that Rene nearly missed. After pouring the steaming tea into the strainer over each cup, Lori began handing them out with a saucer for each.

“Thank you, Miss Lori,” Rene said seriously, taking a sip of the aromatic tea. Letting out a soft sigh at the flavor, he smiled into his cup.

“Of course, Mr. Rene. Miss Odelia got me the table and the tea, and Alan made the tea set. He’s very good with his hands,” Lori said, adjusting her teapot a little on its tray.

“My thanks to both Mr. Alan and Miss Odelia then,” Rene said, looking at one and then the other.

With that, everyone fell silent and simply enjoyed the tea party. Each alone with their thoughts and planning for their newfound wealth.

Alana was the most subdued. Rene wasn’t quite sure about her, but he imagined coin for her was a desperate thing. She had no family in the city to rely on, as far as he knew.

Caleb had alternate means to generate coin, Bill had a family to fall back on, and Odelia was already wealthy as a noble.

Finishing his tea, Rene set the cup down with a forlorn look at the bottom of it.

“Well, that was lovely, Miss Lori. I’m afraid I must conduct business now. Caleb, what’s an easy target I can take without a problem?” he said, turning to the showman.

“Heh, we’ve got a bounty on a guy who runs a small pickpocket focused guild. He’s worth ten gold. Albert, I think? Uhm,” Caleb set his teacup down and got up. He crossed over to the workshop’s wall and began rummaging in a pack.

“Aha! Yeah, Albert’s. All pickpockets. It’s a newer guild and not that big. Honestly, I’m not even sure why they put a bounty on him. It’s all pretty vague. Feels like something is missing.” Caleb was staring at a poster he’d dug out of his pack. “Then again, who knows? Maybe a rival guild put the bounty up on him. Not the first time someone’s paid to have a rival arrested.”

“As long as someone’s paying,” Rene muttered. “Any thoughts on how to find him?”

“What kind of pickpockets does he use?” Bill asked after a second of silence had passed.

“Kids,” Caleb elaborated expansively.

“Follow kids who are pickpockets. They’d have to return to Albert, wouldn’t they?” Bill asked.

“Assuming they’re the right kids,” Caleb muttered.

Rene nodded his head. Bill had a good idea. It’d do for a starting point.

“No backers for this one, either. I doubt the merchant and noble sectors have run into this one. Especially since it’d all be street-urchin pickpockets. Those tend to stand out in the better city quarters,” Odelia offered.

Alana shook her head and pursed her lips.

“Pickpockets tend to favor crowded areas. That’d be the market tomorrow. Would going to the trade district and watching for children make sense?” she asked.

Good a plan as any; we’ve done worse aplenty.

Rene shrugged his shoulders and got to his feet.

Bowing his head to Lori in thanks, he then left their planning area.

Without offering a word of farewell or goodbye, he set off. There was business he’d have to take care of before tomorrow.

First, he needed to get back to the money lender where he’d sent the original letter to his father.

He’d need to make his father aware of what he’d done to Master Junk. Even if nothing ever came of it, it was always better to make sure he’d taken the time to notify his father.

After that, he’d need to stop by House Delacroix and finalize the contract. If Geoffrey did try to pay him a large amount, what would Rene do with it? He’d have to think on that one. If it happened that way, he’d ask Geoffrey to hang on to it until he could make arrangements.

Beyond that, he wanted to play his guitar, practice The Elemental Way, and maybe crack open that sword-fighting manual. He’d need to find a quiet place to do so.

Maybe it was time to start thinking of a better long-term solution than the library. A place to keep possessions, train, hide, and plan.

“Where’re we off to?” Odelia asked, stepping up beside him.

Rene blinked and tilted his head to one side, regarding the noblewoman.

“You can tell me, or I can follow you and find out anyway,” Odelia said, hitting him with a radiant smile.

Looking ahead, Rene shook his head and sighed. Maybe she could help him with real estate later.

“I admit I am curious as well,” Alana said from his right.

Gritting his teeth, Rene trooped onward. Having company wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but it wasn’t something he’d been expecting.

Least of all, these two.

Let’s have them say our name, then eat one, and drink the other.

Be quiet, you.

You’re not really helping much here.


Chapter 13

In the end, he’d sent another letter off to his father detailing out everything he knew so far in coded language. The amazing part of this visit, though, was that he’d already received a letter from his father.

Which could only mean that his father had spent a large amount of money to get it here so quickly. Rene had left it in his inventory for now. Too many things to do to open the emotional bomb he was sure it would be.

In addition, he’d signed the contract with Geoffrey, had a quick meal with both women, and then escaped from everyone.

Socializing wasn’t for him and his experience with it was limited to say the least.

Rather than wait for the next day to find his mark, he decided to start today. Maybe with a little bit of luck, he’d manage to spy one of the pickpockets and follow them back. At that point, he’d be half way there.

He was sitting in a crevice in the main boulevard of the trading district. A hood was draped low over his face and his body was covered in the folds of the cloak he’d put on to disguise himself.

People had watched him at first, but they quickly lost interest when he did nothing. He didn’t meet anyone’s eyes and he gave off the impression of a man recovering from some type of hangover.

Rather than trying to find one of the pickpockets, he was hoping to lure one to him.

Rene remained aware of everything around him while he sank into his mind. It was one of the few things he’d found he could accomplish easily at a young age. Tuning in to himself without tuning out the world.

Your skill in Meditation has increased (13)

There’d been a number of those increases as he’d sat here, going through the interior of his mind.

There.

Rene felt it as soon as the Monster did. A pair of eyes had settled on him.

Most looked over him as soon as they judged him, but this person had stayed. Their intent wasn’t friendly either. It didn’t feel hostile, but it was not in his best interest.

It’s how the tasty ones keep sneaking up on us. They mean us no harm.

Your skill in Awareness has increased (6)

A small hand slipped into his belt pouch and then began to slide out again with his copper-filled purse.

Rene’s hand leapt out from his side and encircled the wrist of his pickpocket tightly. Snapping his eyes open, Rene glared into the face of a young child.

The boy couldn’t have been older than eight. Taught to pick pockets and forced to run the streets—Rene could only imagine the life this child had lived up to this point. Even the place where he rested his head was likely no safe haven.

We’ve our own demons to wrestle with and must slay, but even we had a safe place to sleep at the end of the day.

“What guild are you part of?” Rene asked, his grip like iron even as the child struggled to pull back and escape.

After several more tugs, the boy gave up. Hanging his head, the child looked crushed yet said nothing.

“Are you part of Albert’s gang?” Rene prompted.

The small boy shook his head a bit. “Bert’s.”

Bert? Albert is Bert, Bert is Albert. We’ve already encountered one of his.

Rene’s brain flashed to the child he’d caught several days earlier.

“You will lead me back to Bert’s. You will not reveal yourself to Bert or let yourself be seen. Once you’ve done this task, you can go. I’m going to have a talk with Bert.” Rene stood up, holding the boy’s wrist tightly.

The boy nodded again.

“Good. Lead on,” Rene said, releasing the boy. The child looked up at him, as if weighing his options, before eventually setting off at a slow pace.

Rene kept close to the child’s side, his hand ready to grab at the boy if he decided to try and make a break for it.

The boy probably sensed Rene’s lack of tolerance for anything, however, and walked along without incident.

Ten minutes later, the boy pointed towards an intersection ahead of them. “Turn left. Second on the right.”

“Good enough. Run along,” Rene said, walking forward. After he turned the corner and made sure no one was there, he pulled the black hood down over his face and straightened it.

Following the simple instructions, he found himself looking at a ramshackle building.

Frowning, Rene gazed up at the edge of the roof. If he did this wrong and there was a back door, his target could be gone before he got a chance to bag him.

It was a large building that looked more like a warehouse than a home. With that in mind, Rene believed there was almost certainly a back door. An exit one could flee out of to vanish in seconds.

Jumping up, Rene grabbed the edge of the roof and hauled himself up and over. Quickly and quietly, he flowed over the roof to the rear of the building.

He peered over the edge when he got there and found exactly what he’d been thinking of.

A rear exit.

Rene dropped down to the ground, then pulled out his dagger and wedged it into the locking mechanism.

Twisting the blade slightly and pulling on the handle, he felt the whole thing shift and then click as it came undone.

Shaking his head at the security, Rene took hold of the handle and quickly thought through his plan.

Nothing had changed, however.

Deciding to press on, he pulled on the door handle while keeping his hand with the dagger free and ready. He eased the door open, then slipped inside and closed it behind him.

He was in a hallway that led toward a wall. Spaced along the hallway were doorways that led into other rooms.

Feeling with his Awareness, he began to glide along the wall, his dagger held low and ready.

Unfortunately, his senses were confused. The house was full of life and it felt like even now he was passing next to a human being. Yet there was no one there.

Looking into the rooms, he found they were full of crates covered in tarps. There was no noise at all, no sounds, no movements. They were just empty rooms filled with crates.

Near the end of the hallway, he stepped into another hallway that led back around to the front of the building.

There, in the front room, he found his target. The man was sitting in the corner, his back to the walls, counting coins and jewelry into boxes that were set about his feet.

Rene frowned and unhooked his crossbow with his left hand. Using the hilt of his dagger, he cranked the string back and dropped in a bolt.

The sound was loud, startling his target.

Albert was already moving to stand up.

Stepping out from the shadow he’d been hiding in, Rene leveled the weapon at the man. He held it casually, his dagger still loose in his right hand as well.

“Evening, Albert,” Rene said, his finger resting on the trigger guard. “Take a seat.”

Albert sat back down and gave him a greasy smile.

“Course. Course. I didn’t realize I rated so highly on the list,” came the weasel’s response.

Rene didn’t respond.

He wasn’t one for idle chatter to begin with. He took aim carefully at the man’s shoulder and began to squeeze the trigger.

“I can get you information on the other guilds. I’ve got contacts in each of them. I give them a share of what we pull in to leave me alone,” Bert offered.

Rene paused. It wasn’t a bad offer, and realistically it could provide him with everything he needed to figure out who had brought him here.

“Listening,” Rene said.

“I figure, you’re in this to make money off bounties. Maybe clean up the town a bit. I give you names and locations, even information about the guilds, and you let me keep operating.”

The face of the boy floated up in his head. He hadn’t seemed abused, but he also hadn’t seemed taken care of.

Before he could finish that thought, a light weight rested on his right hand.

Looking down, Rene saw a tiny hand resting on his own. Turning most of his vision back toward Bert, Rene lifted the tarp that the hand was reaching out of.

Except what he found wasn’t something he was prepared for at any level. It was a small girl that couldn’t have been any older than two years old.

Under her cage and beside it were more cages, more children. All locked and covered up.

Rene let out a slow breath as he realized this whole building was filled with children in cages underneath the tarps.

In the dark.

The dark. Locked in the dark with nothing but us. Alone.

Locked in. Locked. Locked. Locked. LOCKED!

LOCKED!

Rene’s skin flushed, his hands started sweating, and his heart missed a beat. Sheathing his dagger, he gently pressed the child’s hand back into the cage and lowered the tarp.

They need not forget what they don’t see.

Calmly, Rene removed the bolt from the crossbow, and then un-cocked it. Hooking the weapon to his belt, Rene looked to Albert.

With a bone-chilling grin, he launched himself at the man.

***

Rene was dragging Albert through the streets by his empty eye sockets. He’d gone ahead and removed the man’s eyes, lips, nose, tongue, and most of his teeth. He’d been clean and methodical about it, going so far as to sterilize the wounds to ensure the man would survive the ordeal.

All around him, men and women screamed and yelled, parting before him like flesh under a sharp knife as he marched along.

Several guards had come and gone. None challenged or approached him.

Rene dragged the moaning man towards the courthouse unperturbed and without haste. Inside his head, the Monster whistled a merry tune.

A happy tune.

One full of absolute joy.

Rene was having a hard time not whistling along with him.

When he reached the courthouse, he dropped Albert on the landing and stepped in front of the waiting magistrate.

“Albert. Alive,” Rene rumbled.

“I-I-yes, I see.” The magistrate fumbled around with a purse on his side.

Rene said nothing more and stared at the man.

Waiting.

After ten seconds of this, Rene growled, his patience faltering.

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (14)

With that one noise, his Intimidation skill had jumped all the way up from nine.

One of the guards dropped their weapon with a clang against the stones. The magistrate shoved the entire purse at Rene.

Rene opened the purse, counted out his ten gold coins, and then tossed it back at the magistrate. It bounced off his chest and landed at his feet.

Spinning on his heel, Rene entered the crowd and used his Sneak ability, pulling his hood free at the same time.

Almost instantaneously, people around him began asking where he’d gone, and if he was a ghost.

Working through the gathered audience, he managed to make his way out the other side.

He got out of the immediate area quickly and moved off towards the library. He needed to speak with Alana. There were a large number of children that he had to start getting out of cages.

After he picked up Alana, he’d swing by the Delacroix house to pick up Odelia and the payment of three hundred and sixty-six gold coins.

Go, hurry, quickly. They linger in darkness.

“Yes, yes, agreed,” Rene muttered, picking up his pace to a light jog.

***

The door clicked shut behind him. Rene ignored the large receiving room they were in and turned to face Alana and Odelia.

“Ok, I need your help. Both of you. I need to buy a house I can turn into an orphanage. I have…” Rene paused to check his inventory sheet. “Four hundred and ten gold. I imagine Odelia’s father will be paying me three hundred and sixty-six next week. I’ll also be posting to my father to access my bank account and have it sent this way,” Rene explained.

Both women stared at him in open-mouthed surprise.

“I, ah… I don’t understand,” Odelia said finally.

Alana folded her arms across her chest. He’d wrangled her into joining him even without explaining the situation.

“Agreed,” the Elf said.

“Alright. Albert was running a gang of kids. He kept them in cages. I’m going to round them all up and start an orphanage. Simple as that,” Rene said, trying to keep it to the barest of discussions. “Now, what do I need to do to get a house large enough for this project and the associated paperwork taken care of? Preferably before the day is over.”

Alana pressed a hand to her head and closed her eyes. Odelia opened her mouth and closed it.

With a small shake of her head, Alana opened her eyes and looked at him.

“First, we’ll need to figure out which property can support this endeavor. I can’t imagine you’d want to purchase property in the rich quarter,” Alana said. “That’ll stretch the gold you have a lot further.”

Odelia put a hand to her mouth and tapped one full lip with a finger.

“I’ll send a few messengers off to the clerks our family has connections with. Let them know that the Anatolis lending family is looking to open an orphanage here in the city,” Odelia offered. “That’ll get this sped up quickly.”

“Great. That sounds perfect on both accounts.” Rene nodded.

“I’ll be at this address,” he said, pulling out a scrap of parchment. Alana took the paper from his hand, her dark eyes flicking down to the address. “I’m going to be taking care of the kids there. Please come pick us up when we have a property set.”

Rene looked around for a moment, feeling awkward.

“Thank you. Both of you. I appreciate it,” Rene ground out, unable to meet either woman’s eyes.

Before anything further could be said, he left the room. Hurrying across town, he got back to Albert’s house of horrors.

Rene entered the house only to find a group of children clustered in the room where he’d found Albert.

They were huddled in the center of the room, talking quietly to one another. All conversation stopped when he entered and all eyes landed on him.

Rene suddenly found himself glad he’d taken Albert apart in one of the far back rooms. Full of empty cages and the dust of untold months.

“Hi,” Rene said lamely. “Albert is gone. I’m going to be taking care of you from now on. My name’s Rene.”

Collectively, that didn’t seem to mean much to the children. They seemed more like the soldiers he’d met in his past life. Those who had just come off the line and knew they’d be going back in soon.

“Do you all live here? Do any of you have parents or…?” Rene let the question hang in the air.

Of course they don’t have parents. They’re all street children or cast-offs from prostitutes.

“Can we be fed today? We have enough to buy bread,” one girl ventured.

Rene swallowed heavily and nodded quickly, his breath catching.

Taking out the twenty-two silver coins he had in his inventory, he held it out to the children.

“Please go buy enough bread and water for everyone here. I’m going to start letting everyone out of the c—out. Eventually, someone is going to come and take you away to another place. I promise it’ll be better than this,” Rene choked out.

He hadn’t felt like this before.

Ever.

This was all new to him. The rage at Albert had been common enough, but not this. This… sadness. This gut-wrenching pain.

Two little girls took the coins from his hands and scurried off while the other children settled back down on the ground.

Clamping his teeth together, Rene set about unlatching each and every cage and coaxing the small children out. Most were filthy, and he had to pull quite a few from their prisons. Some simply refused to budge.

An hour later, all of them were free of their cells. The two girls had returned with an abundance of bread and now every single child was sitting in the main room, happily eating.

Rene had taken the time to give the house a quick once-over and collect anything of actual value.

In the end, he’d added fifty gold to his purse in various coinage. Now he sat in a chair, overlooking the herd of children as they talked quietly and ate. His face felt dirty, covered in grit, and his hands were soiled and then some. He considered his nails idly and wondered how long these children had been treated this way.

A hesitant knock at the door broke him from his reverie.

Rene moved to open the door and found Alana on the other side.

The sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows of posts and roofs across the street.

Alana peered at him, her overly large eyes taking in his appearance. Then they tracked to the room behind him and widened.

Licking her lips, she looked back at him.

“It’s all done. Odelia’s at the house now. She was excited about one thing or another. I suspect her father is involved.

“I’m here to escort you there. I rented a covered wagon. I wasn’t sure if you wanted to parade the children through the streets,” she said.

Rene gave her a smile and ducked his head to her.

“Thank you, Alana. I appreciate your kindness. We’ll have to pack them in deep, but it’ll help. My earlier count came in at thirty-one.” Rene turned and called to the children. “Everyone, this friend of mine has gotten us a ride to our new home. Please exit quietly and get in the wagon. Bigger kids, please assist and escort the smaller ones. Let them sit in your lap on the ride to save space and keep them close.”

In ones and twos, the children began filing out of the dirty building and into the street.

One very small child, no older than maybe two years old, patted Rene on the knee. “No cry. It’s ok.”

That having been said, the small child trundled off towards the wagon.

Rene blinked and then touched his cheeks. Apparently, he’d started crying at some point and there were wet streaks on his face.

He went to scrub at his face with his hands, but remembered how dirty they were.

A small folded kerchief landed in his hands. Alana’s fingers withdrew quickly after depositing the fabric, her eyes watching him.

I like her.


Chapter 14

Rene looked around at the courtyard. Pre-dawn gloom clothed the paving stones, benches, and debris in shadows. The promise of sunshine was there, hidden but coming.

Taking a deep breath, he nodded once.

He wasn’t quite happy with how the situation had played out last night, but it would do.

The memory of it threatened to cheat him of his good mood. Odelia had done him a massive favor, and indebted him.

In fact, it had been right here that Odelia had greeted him as Alana shepherded the children into the main entry, where all the kids had promptly fallen asleep for the night.

In contacting the people she knew, she’d had to enlist her father. When Odelia’s father had found out Rene had plans to opening an orphanage, the master of the house had immediately set out to match Rene coin for coin in the purchase of property. He’d matched Rene’s three hundred gold with three hundred of his own, and the deal was struck.

Which was how they’d ended up owning what was once a large boarding school. It sat prominently between the merchant district and the upper-class district.

The property was large. Nearly as big as some of the modern college campuses back in Rene’s old life. They could easily fit three hundred students in the three-story dormitory.

This didn’t even include the fifty larger apartment-type rooms that had been built into a dormitory for the staff, both employees and school faculty.

The entire property was completely walled-in along the perimeter. The buildings were set far back on the grounds to grant privacy to the population of students and staff.

The count of three hundred was based on a single room per student. Rene had plans to pair up an older child with a younger child throughout and give them all bunk beds.

A buddy system of sorts.

The main schoolhouse was nearly as big as the dormitory and had something like thirty class rooms with attached offices, several studies, one grand library, and an open hall structure that connected it all.

It was a sprawling, massive complex that had fallen on hard times the previous year. In the hopes for a purchase, the property had been kept fairly tidy. Only a minimal amount of work would be needed to put this place back to its original glory.

Exhaling, Rene closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

The smell of stones and grass, and the quiet of the area soothed him.

An idea struck him nearly at the same time as the first ray of light landed on his eyelids.

Let us try it.

Practice.

Spreading his feet apart, Rene easily flowed into the first position of The Elemental Way, Air. Keeping his eyes closed, he mentally envisioned what he wanted to do.

He let his arms fall into the correct positions ascribed in the manual, and then began to work through the diagrams from his memory.

Each came to the front of his mind as if he were reading them and he worked through them slowly.

Methodically.

Air was straight forward, direct. It could flow around something, but only after striking the target.

As he finished the final diagram, he flowed into the next form. Water. The strikes it emphasized felt more like falling water. The moves bringing his hands down towards the stones beneath his feet.

Changing his feet to the next position, he worked his way into Earth, the third set.

The blows came across his body, from one side or the other, in inexorable strikes. All aimed at a small zone that would be targeted to the opponent’s mid-section.

Linked from there came Metal, as his hands worked their way upwards. He could feel the tension of the attacks building in his back and spine as he moved.

Finally came Fire, which wanted to explode out of him with the energy it promised. Focusing on his wrists, Rene blocked imaginary strikes and brought his opponent in, only to deal a blow with his opposite hand.

Completing the full rotation of diagrams, he returned to a resting position. He let another slow breath out as he felt his body unwind. As if he was actually releasing tension and impurities simply through practicing.

Opening his eyes, he smiled at the morning sun rising over his school.

His eyes flicked to the log in the corner and read the last message.

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (28)

Feeling that accomplishment sitting inside him like warm coals, he wanted to continue. Except, he had felt something odd nagging at the back of his head as he had gone through the exercises.

Much of his training had been focused on a swift death or disabling an opponent. What he’d practiced a moment ago had felt different. Thinking on it for a minute longer, he realized what was tickling his brain.

The details and diagrams described a perfect working martial art. Without any of the individualistic twists a practitioner would adopt through its use.

He started to mentally work through all the moves he’d performed and compared that to how they had felt in his body. Then he thought out what he could try differently to better enhance them for himself.

For his body’s needs.

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (30)

Congratulations, you’ve achieved Journeyman status in The Elemental Way.

And just like that, understanding blossomed in his mind. He saw countless ways to deliver more force, increase speed, and train his body.

He’d have to feel out these suggestions, and maybe even begin blending in his existing training.

That was a worry for another time.

Countless tiny faces peered out at him from the windows. He could only imagine their concern and fear.

Food. Food solves many things.

“Agreed,” Rene whispered.

For now, the worry was breakfast. Lots of it. Bread, cheese, meats.

Due to Master Delacroix’s involvement, Rene had a decent surplus of money still on hand.

All that was left was to let the children know exactly where he was going, and then go get the food.

***

Rene stared at the little log box trying to figure out what happened.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (15)

Your skill in Analyze has increased (16)

Your skill in Analyze has increased (17)

As was his custom of late, Rene used Analyze on everything and everyone he passed.

Frowning, Rene checked the log to figure out who or what had given him three skill-ups.

It was beyond abnormal.

Unfortunately, he’d rapidly identified several people in that period, ending with an elderly gentleman.

Rene turned back to the old man. He was sitting on a bench. For all the world, he didn’t seem interested in Rene. He seemed concerned with the flow of traffic, as if he were merely people watching.

It was the eyes that made Rene understand he’d found the person who had triggered the triple increase.

He knew those eyes.

Suddenly, his feeling of being watched from the previous day made sense.

Rene made a decision and walked over to the old man, then sat down next to him. Stretching out his legs in front of him, he looked over at the man.

“You look strange as an old man,” Rene said.

The old man regarded Rene for a few seconds before smiling. Where the elderly gentleman had sat, was now the man who had sent him here to this world.

Dressed exactly as he had been in the place between worlds.

“What gave me away?” the god asked.

“The eyes. They didn’t fit the old man. They felt… wrong, or different really. Far too intense. Not to mention, I felt like something had been watching me lately. Was that you?”

“Mm, yes. It was me. Also, a fair statement.” The god nodded as one hand came up to rub at his goatee. “My wife tells me I’m not half as clever as I believe myself to be.”

“I name you Watcher,” Rene said, looking forward at the people passing them in the street. Not a single person gave them a second glance.

Not even a first glance.

“Are you preventing people from noticing us, Watcher?” Rene asked.

The Watcher looked from Rene to the people passing by.

“My wife is, she’s protective of me. Little could be done to me here, really, but… it’s just how she is. You met her last time,” Watcher admitted.

“I did? You had a rodent in your lap.”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. That was her,” Watcher said with a nod of his head.

Rene decided to let that slip by. There were bigger problems.

“Why’re you here? As far as I can tell, I’ve lived by your rules. I’ve kept the alignment bar full and it’s only dipped when it had to,” Rene started defensively.

Watcher nodded again, then he broke out in a broad smile.

“Quite the opposite. Your actions with the children,” the god said, leaning further back into the bench. “I never expected you to take the actions you did. Pleasantly surprised, but surprised nonetheless.”

Rene chewed on that, feeling some of the worry easing in his mind.

Watcher sighed and scratched at the side of his head, as if contemplating something.

“Shouldn’t gods be all-knowing and all-seeing?” Rene asked, venturing a question he’d been wondering about.

“Ha. Nope. You’re free to do as you will, and I’ll never know one way or the other until you actually do it. Free will. What a bitch. What a gift.”

A dark shadow flitted past a building across the way and vanished into an alleyway.

“Huh. Right, then. So, here’s the deal. I cannot leave this situation as it is. The amount you increased your alignment was on such a scale that I am compelled to offer you a gift. It literally would have filled up dozens of times,” explained the god.

Rene drew his brows down together and stared at the god at his side.

“A gift? Could you clarify that?” Rene queried.

“A gift. Anything you want. Name it,” the god confirmed.

Rene let out a slow noisy breath.

A weapon? A set of equipment not of this world? What could we do with a handgun?

No.

What about a vehicle? An armored car with unlimited fuel and ammo?

No, no.

A mountain of gold? We could do a lot of good with money.

No, no, no. There are things gold can’t buy.

You’re right. Then. That’s our answer, isn’t it? The children.

Yes!

The Monster sounded delighted. Even Rene couldn’t deny the thought felt right.

“I need teachers. Teachers and teaching materials. Good ones. I can provide a home for these children but without an education, all I’m doing is feeding them back into the poverty wood chipper.” Rene said it simply.

Bluntly.

They’d be chewed up, beaten down, broken, and spat back up as corpses in the streets. Found in the morning and then pushed into alleys.

The Watcher’s head swung around to regard him. Piercing blue eyes tore through his mind in a heartbeat and then became kind.

A bright, warm smile spread across the god’s face.

“Why, I never. This is the single most delicious plate of crow I’ve ever had the pleasure of eating. In fact, I think I’ll tell the chef thank you on my way out and tip the waitress. Then destroy my wife in bed while she tells me repeatedly that she told me so. Never hurts to remind your partner when they’re right, by the way,” the Watcher said.

“I don’t understand. Is that a no?” Rene asked. His voice threatened to falter and fail him near the end of his question.

“On the contrary, my dear, sociopathic nightmare. Devil in the flesh, who murdered hundreds,” said the Watcher. His eyes unfocused for the span of several seconds before coming back to Rene.

“It’s done. I’ve contacted the correct professionals on your behalf, paid them two years all in advance, and provided them with transportation to be here no later than tomorrow evening. Well, to be honest they’ll all arrive tomorrow evening at the same time. That’ll give you time to prep.

“You’ll find all the materials they need now in the attic space. Everything someone would need for the best education this world could provide. Eh, maybe a touch beyond. Maybe. I probably cheated.

“I also took the liberty of having bunk beds placed in every room. A hint of dirt so they don’t look out of place, but solid and brand new under the dust. Just have everyone take ’em outside and beat ’em for a minute. I left a couple other things around for you, as well,” said the god with a toothy grin.

Blessings, blessings, blessings.

Thousands of blessings upon our hated sponsor. May we beg for forgiveness of him even after we punch him in the dick.

On our hands and knees, we would crawl for his acceptance.

Rene smiled and felt his chest shudder once in a choked-off hiccupping sob. He nodded his head quickly, not trusting himself to speak.

At that the Watcher laughed, clapping a hand on his knee.

“Goodness! Even the Monster approves? All is forgiven. I’d punch myself in the dick, too. Well, it’s been a delight,” said the god.

Rene digested that little thought in silence. The Watcher could read his mind at will.

Standing up, the god lightly brushed his hands over the seat of his pants.

“Well, there is one problem that remains but I think that’s for another time. For now, one more parting gift. Because you reminded me of something I’d forgotten as of late.” The god reached forward as he spoke.

Rene held still, keeping his hands where they were. Unwilling to risk angering his benefactor.

When the Watcher’s hand closed on Rene’s crown, Rene felt only contentment. Contentment, understanding, and belief.

Acceptance.

“Should you want to play a song, even one from memory, you’ll get a… surprise. Should make it easier for you to increase your music appreciation. After all, music soothes even the savage beast,” explained the Watcher.

His hand left Rene’s head and he stared down at the murderer turned orphanage caretaker.

“Make sure you surprise me further. I’ll be watching. Oh, you really should read your father’s letter. You’ve forgotten it long enough,” the god said.

Then he was gone. As if he’d never been there.

All around him, people began to watch him as they normally would, looking at him to determine whether he was a threat.

Assessing him.

Rene didn’t care. If everything the Watcher said was true, none of that mattered. He had everything he needed to give these children a chance he’d never had until he’d been reborn here.

He could give back far in excess of what the Watcher had given him. He’d never considered it before, never even thought about it, but he could save others.

Save others and remain exactly who he was.

This isn’t the end, but the beginning. There are others.

Others who would do the same to children. We must act. We must take action.

End them all.

Rene took in a sudden breath, his nostrils flaring at the idea.

Yes, he’d end them all. He’d end the guilds. The guilds were why these children ended up the way they did. The guilds were to blame.

He would end them all. One way or another. Inside or out.

Taking the Watcher’s words to heart, he opened his inventory and pulled out the letter from his father.

Thumbing it open, he broke his father’s seal.

Dear Haversham,

I’m glad to hear of your arrival in the city. Please conduct yourself as you see fit.

I’ve sent a purchase contract to the money lender who sent me your letter. This will be coming by certified courier with an agent. If the contract is accepted, this will become the first branch site for Laetus Lending.

The agent going with the courier will act as the on-site manager if the contract is signed.

There is the strong possibility my son is in the city. Please keep an eye out for him. I believe he may be scouting the University of Felicie to make his final decision.

Should he turn up, remind him that the University of Felicie is as distinguished as Laetus and I’ll support him regardless of which school he chooses, and that I love him.

Best wishes,

Clement Anatolis

Rene smiled after he finished reading the letter. His father wasn’t one to let a situation pass by without working it to his advantage.

His father wasn’t wrong about the university either.

Standing up from the bench, Rene set off. He had breakfast to get, and a long day to arrange things in his favor.

Maybe he’d attend the Felicie University after all.


Chapter 15

The following day, Rene found himself drawn to an open courtyard behind the school. The same courtyard he’d been able to practice The Elemental Way in previously.

Yesterday had been spent cleaning up and putting the grounds and buildings to rights. The older children had helped by baby-sitting the younger ones. In the end, Rene had bitten the bullet and coughed up some coins to hire a professional house staff to manage the buildings and grounds.

At the time, he’d calculated the cost of hiring the staff to be about the same as what it would take to feed the children every day.

That was until he’d discovered the sacks upon sacks of grain in the basement of the building.

The Watcher had truly been generous.

Settling into a starting position, much as he had done the previous day, Rene took in a deep breath.

“What are you doing?” asked a soft voice, interrupting him before he could start.

Looking down and to the side, he found a large number of the older children fanned out around him in the courtyard.

“I’m going to practice. You can watch, if you so desire,” Rene said slowly.

“Will you teach me?” asked the boy he’d caught red-handed the other day.

“I suppose so. For now, arrange yourself on the stones,” Rene requested, pointing at the large paving stones that made up the courtyard. “Put yourself in between four of them, where they intersect.”

The gaggle of children immediately spread out, arranging themselves as he had instructed.

Moving ten stones away from the lead child, he turned to face them.

“Merely watch for now, or if it’s easier for you, try to copy what I’m doing. I’ll move slowly, so don’t feel rushed.” Rene slid into the starting pose of Air and began to guide his body through the forms.

Slowly and deliberately, he worked to keep his movements fluid, even if they were as slow as a bug crawling along the ground.

Using this opportunity to kill two birds with one stone, Rene also worked to adjust his body mechanics to account for the knowledge he’d gained the other day.

It was simple things, the proper tension in his body, the physics coiling around his hips and legs, feeling the right turning point to glide to another move.

When he came to the end of the process, he returned to a neutral stance. His eyes went to the log to check the last few messages.

Your skill in Instruction has increased (18)

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (37)

Some of the children had been imitating him all the way throughout the process. Apparently, that had counted as instructing them.

He wondered if they had actually learned quicker than they should have, since he was technically influencing them.

Why not conduct a test? Then we’ll know the rest.

It wasn’t a bad idea, and he wanted to go through the form again. He doubted he was supposed to already know every move in the entire martial art. Quite a few felt more difficult than others and required more thought and work on his part.

He was far from normal, though, and the idea of starting with every move as part of the foundation seemed easier for him.

“Now, we’ll move through it again. This time, we’ll move through each one together. Once everyone has finished, we’ll move to the next one. Remember, we’re all learning here. No one is doing it wrong, and everyone will be different,” Rene said.

Rene started once again, and led the children through one glacial move after another.

Near the end of the practice session, he noticed Caleb, Bill, Odelia, Alana, and Lori all standing to one side watching.

Dismissing them from his mind, he focused on his kids. He didn’t even consider his team again until he was moving back into the neutral pose.

As was becoming his custom, his eyes flicked to the corner and he dipped his head a fraction, checking his log.

Your skill in Instruction has increased (24)

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (43)

Rene huffed with a smile at the collected ranks of his orphans.

“Go wash up, get your breakfast, and make sure you get your rooms prepped. We’ll have our instructors arriving today, and your educations will begin soon. Your very short vacation is quickly running out.” Rene made a shooing motion with his hands towards the big courtyard door that led back to the main room.

Every child had been assigned a “sibling” and a room. Male to male and female to female. Older to younger.

There’d only been one extra male. Which meant the oldest boy got two younger “siblings.”

Rene clapped his hands together and wrung them against each other as he approached his crew.

“Good morning, everyone,” Rene said, nodding his head to them.

“Will you teach me, too?” Lori said, stepping in close to him and looking up at his face.

“Sure, just be here early in the morning. I figure classes will start next week. More than likely, they’ll start right after breakfast. I hadn’t planned on teaching, but we’ll see how it goes. I’ll know more about the curriculum when the teachers arrive,” Rene admitted.

As he spoke he noted their reactions spanned from puzzled to confused.

We didn’t tell them of our plans. They were only around for a short period yesterday and we were busy.

Realizing his mistake, he opened his mouth to correct it.

Only to have Alana hold up a hand.

“I take it you’ve hired a staff to not only clean the grounds, but provide an education for your charges. This seems like a normal course of action for an orphanage,” Alana said.

Bill nodded his head once at that, his eyes looking over the courtyard.

“Do you plan on hiring trade skill teachers?” asked the blacksmith.

“That’s… actually a really good idea,” Odelia responded for him. “You should hire people to do that.”

“He’d likely only be able to hire journeymen who are attempting to test for a master’s license. They’re required to teach,” Alana said.

“Hah, I’m actually a journeyman bard. I couldn’t really get a gig that paid well enough, steady enough, which is why you found me where you did,” Caleb conceded.

Rene couldn’t deny the idea was sound. An education was a fine thing, provided you could include real-world job skills.

An education doesn’t guarantee a stable life; remember those children with thousands in debt and only strife?

Nodding, Rene chewed on that mentally.

“I can put you in touch with other journeymen,” Bill offered, looking at Rene.

“Can you? I’d appreciate that. Let’s try to hit the main professions that would be open to my wards.

“Military, farming, hunting, carpentry. Crafting, of course, but that’s a myriad of possibilities. Stick to material rather than the specifics. Blacksmithing, leather working, tailoring. I’m open to suggestions otherwise.

“I’d be willing to hire you on as an instructor. If not you, could you recommend another?”

Hire Bill and Caleb. I’ve already arranged the rest. They’ll arrive tonight.

Rene managed to somehow control his reaction to the text that filled his log in the corner of his vision.

He watches.

The Watcher.

“On second thought, I’d rather hire you and Caleb only, Bill. I think I might have already filled a number of these positions. I probably should have paid more attention to the hiring missives I signed my name to,” Rene said with a dismissive hand.

Odelia clapped her hands together with a soft laugh. “I can teach them etiquette! You don’t need to pay me. I’m still working off my debt to you.”

“I wouldn’t mind managing your library. You’d have to meet the pay I have currently and provide me with room and board,” Alana said, a smile quirking her lips.

“Fine. Sounds like I need an accountant. Or an administrative assistant,” Rene complained.

“I can fill that role in addition to my librarian duties,” Alana offered.

“Alright, please bill me accordingly for your services as my assistant as well then. We’ll go over the finances we have at my disposal later.”

“Will you be drawing on your father’s accounts at all?” Odelia asked.

Bill and Caleb both looked baffled at that.

“His father?” Caleb asked.

Alana looked at Odelia as if she were dense.

At that moment, the noblewoman looked at a loss. “Ah…”

Rene decided it wasn’t something he could or even should hide.

“You’ve heard my last name, yes?” Rene asked.

Both men nodded, as did Lori.

“My father is Clement Anatolis. Of Laetus. Most notably, owner of Laetus Lending.”

Bill’s eyes rounded as Caleb’s mouth fell open.

Lori shook her head a little. “I don’t understand.”

Rene grinned and patted Lori on the top of her head. “My father has a lot of money. That’s all.”

“Oh. Okay. Can I have a room here?” Lori asked.

Rene laughed and held up his hands. “That’s between you and your parents. I won’t say no, if they agree. Though I doubt they’ll be happy about you wanting a room at an orphanage.”

“Wait, what’d you name it?” Caleb asked suddenly.

“Name what, the orphanage?”

“Yeah,” Caleb said.

“I didn’t,” Rene admitted.

Odelia sighed and pressed her hands to her eyes.

Alana shook her head disappointedly.

“Bill, I’ll commission a name plaque from you once Alan and I figure out a name for the place. With as little time as we have, it probably won’t be great, but it’ll have to do. Preferably, before the faculty arrives,” Odelia said between her fingers.

The blacksmith nodded at that.

“In other news, I haven’t been able to find anything about that kidnapping ring you wanted me to look into,” Caleb apologized.

“Nothing?” Rene asked.

“Not a thing. Which is strange in and of itself, really.” Caleb scratched at his head. “Not even a rumor, even though there were some going around before you asked me to look into it. Now no one will say anything about it. Something happened. Something big.”

Rene grunted at that, and folded his arms over his chest. “I’m stepping up my plans. I’m going to be targeting the top three guilds. I need you to get me as much info as you can. Backers, finances, actions, everything. I’d like to be able to make an attempt on one of them in the next week or two.”

Everyone nodded at that.

He wouldn’t share with them the extent of his plans. He couldn’t. Not yet, at least.

The best way to solve the problems for the children of Felicie’s streets, was not to just destroy the guilds, but to run them. Run them all, like a godfather sitting on top of a mafia.

Then we set the rules and limitations; we’ll use it as a tool to build the foundations.

Burn them all from within.

“Sure, sure. No worries, we can get something together.” Caleb shrugged. He didn’t seem concerned in the least.

Alana tilted her head to the side, watching him with those eyes of hers.

Odelia gave him a bright smile.

“Certainly,” she said.

Bill nodded once.

Lori jumped up and down excitedly.

***

A few hours before sunset, Rene was called to the front gate by one of the groundskeepers he’d hired.

Standing outside the gate were a dozen individuals. All different ages, genders, and ethnicities.

Many had suitcases or trunks with them. More than likely everything they wanted to bring with them while working.

Rene noted that a few had nothing but the clothes on their backs.

Opening the gate, he stepped up to the group of people.

“Greetings to you, one and all. I formally welcome you to Redemption House. I am Rene Anatolis, of Laetus. Before anyone asks, my father is Clement Anatolis, owner and manager of Laetus Lending.

“Laetus Lending plans on opening for business here in Felicie. Part of our duty is to put back into a community we are working in; we’ve thus opened this orphanage. My expectations for you, one and all, are very simple.”

Rene paused a moment to make sure everyone was listening.

“Treat the children with respect, treat each other with respect, and realize that everyone here is working to better themselves and each other,” he said with some steel to his voice. “I’ll not tolerate anyone who can’t ascribe to that. Employee, staff, student, or otherwise.”

Nods and smiles were all he got from them to that statement.

I think our benefactor hand-picked them specifically for us.

Though I’d punch him in the dick, I’d beg for his forgiveness as I did it.

“With that being said, let us commence with our personal introductions. Create a line, and I’ll provide you with your room key, after I get your name. I look forward to working with you all,” Rene said, and he stepped partially to the side of the person closest to him.

“Name and subject?” Rene prompted, smiling at the elderly woman.

“Janet Fin. Life studies and medicine. Practical application, of course,” said the gray-haired woman.

“A pleasure, madam. Here is your key to your classroom and office. They’re located on the first floor of the school: yours is labeled three-A. Your key for your personal apartment. This is also on the ground floor and is simply number two,” Rene said, extending the two keys to the woman.

If it were possible, an even brighter smile crossed the teacher’s face and she entered the grounds.

The line formed up behind Mrs. Fin and began to work its way past Rene. He accepted their names, handed out keys, and generally enjoyed the experience.

“Metzger, Dieter, Lieutenant,” stated a grizzled, middle-aged man, third to last in line.

He had a serious air to him, his dark hair shot with gray and his face a crisscross of wrinkles and scars. He had the look of stringy old beef. A man that had probably buried a fair share of people who’d underestimated him. “Military theory, strategy, tactics, organization.”

The fact that he was only a lieutenant and as old as he looked was interesting. It meant he’d either been promoted up through the ranks, or had seriously pissed off his superiors.

Rene hoped for the prior, rather than the latter. A fighting man who’d made good would have a lot more to teach.

“Greetings, Lieutenant Metzger. Your classroom key, office key, and personal apartment. I’m not sure the extent of your curriculum, but we have a blacksmith on retainer. Please don’t hesitate to have him fabricate whatever you have need of,” Rene said seriously, handing over the keys.

The lieutenant nodded at that. Then he hesitated, as if unsure how to continue.

“Speak freely, Lieutenant,” Rene said with a grin. “I have nothing but respect for those who serve. More so for those who can speak plainly.”

Grunting at that, the lieutenant gave him a small grin.

“Right. These kids, street kids?” asked the old soldier.

“That’s right. I don’t want them to end up as fodder. Either dying in the streets or being ground up in military service. Better to prepare them now and give them the best chance,” Rene said. He wondered where the soldier was going with this.

Lieutenant Metzger grunted again, as if it were a second language to him. He walked towards the buildings without another word, and Rene was left with only his thoughts on the man.

Next, came two young women. They looked to be in their mid-twenties and they were identical twins. They were the last to be admitted and he had to wonder if they had done it on purpose.

“Daisy and Lilly Billings,” said the twin in front, Lilly according to the tag floating above her. “Headmaster and school nurse.”

Rene grinned at that, and silently thanked the Watcher. He’d truly provided him with far more than he’d let on.

“I’m glad to have you both on site. Here is the headmaster’s key,” Rene said, holding it up to the one listed as “Daisy” from the nameplate. “It opens every door on the facility. Here’s your apartment key, as well.”

The woman blinked a few times, and then took the keys.

“Lilly, here’s an office and classroom key. I’m not sure you’ll need it in your role, but it never hurts to be prepared. Here’s your apartment key, as well,” Rene explained, holding the keys out.

Lilly took her keys and cast a speculative eye on him.

Daisy was the one who spoke up though.

“As your headmaster, what do you expect of me? You hired me for a job and I intend to do just that,” she said, meeting his eyes directly.

She fears that our bed will be part of the gig. Fear not, little pretty, we’re not that much of a prig.

Rene had enough problems dealing with Odelia and Alana. Even with his limited experience, it was clear those two had unspoken designs and thoughts on him. And to his mind, these twins seemed little more than college graduates.

“I expect you to be the headmaster. Nothing more, nothing less. I’ll not be interfering in your curriculum or plans. I only ask that you use the resources I provide to the best of your ability,” Rene said it clearly and directly. He didn’t want there to be any miscommunication.

Daisy frowned, and Lilly smiled with a nod of her head.

“Perfect. I’m glad to be a part of this. Such a grand idea. It’s like a university for children before university,” gushed the school nurse.

Rene gave her a smile and nodded, sweeping his arm to the building.

“After you two. I need to lock the gate. We’ll have a staff meeting tomorrow, where I’ll be letting everyone know that I’m little more than a financial backer. I’ll not be stepping into the daily affairs of the school.”

Both twins picked up their suitcases and headed up the stone walkway to the school.

Rene trailed along behind, after locking up the gates.

Redemption House was born.


Chapter 16

Moving from one form to another, Rene let his mind wander. To review things in his head.

Changes would be coming to his newfound pattern. His newfound schedule. New targets with fresh bounties were being assessed and he had money to earn.

It had been several days since he’d opened Redemption House. Much of the time over that period had been spent in meetings.

Meetings with everyone in the faculty.

Through all of that, Rene had kept to his word and remained silent on all things to do with the teaching of the children and the curriculum.

It only took the first meeting for everyone there to figure out that their boss was indeed Miss Billings. That going to her was in their best interest and going around her would be bad for them.

The only time he ever ruled in on anything was when it involved finances or resources.

Blissfully, Rene had almost nothing to do with the operation of the school and its students.

His concerns were purely monetary.

And when everything was said and done, all final items purchased and repairs made, he still had eighty gold to his name.

If he did nothing, Redemption House could remain open for two years. Everyone’s contracts had been paid in advance, which meant he only had to get together the costs to rehire them when those ran out.

Which really meant all he needed to do was get ahold of his personal account back in Laetus within the next two years.

He could consider all of this an investment as well. He sincerely believed that, in time, the school could eventually turn a profit, if he did things right.

A two-year time limit wasn’t going to be a problem either. If anything, it was overly generous.

An armored courier from Felicie could be hired here to travel to Laetus, collect his personal accounts, and travel back to Felicie.

With the number of sellswords around, it wouldn’t be a hard thing to manage.

Beyond that, his days had rapidly fallen into a routine.

Mornings were for training, and he spent his afternoons on any paperwork or documentation he needed to take care of.

This was almost always done in the company of Alana, who kept him on track. He wasn’t sure what paperwork was needed to keep a school running, and he was glad for her assistance.

Rene’s mind was all money and violence.

Other than the drudgery of paperwork, afternoons were spent planning for his bounty hunting work. That’d slowed down considerably after the first guild had been brought in as it had.

No new bounties had been placed, and it seemed every criminal in the city was trying to lie low. Hoping the Black Hood would move on.

The evenings of almost every night were when Rene chased skill-ups.

Skill-ups, and their associated jumps in ability, were becoming his focus.

He felt an almost overwhelming urge to keep seeking out the next one.

It was akin to an addiction.

To the point that he’d been trying to figure out how to get more. To expand. To improve.

He’d even set time aside deliberately to start into the swordplay manual and had begun reading through it. All for the sake of skill-ups.

Reading the book had given him nearly the same results that had come from reading The Elemental Way.

Understanding and knowledge he shouldn’t have, considering he had never swung a sword in his life, came to him as easily as if he’d spent years learning the blade.

All that work had paid off, as well. He’d progressed his knowledge of The Elemental Way to fifty-nine and his swordplay to twenty-two.

On top of all that, Rene was successfully working on his other martial arts training.

Rather than penalize him for doing so, all the skills seemed to grow together and enhance one another. To provide options that hadn’t originally been there.

Like changing a very simple strike into the bash of a sword hilt and how to work it into a routine.

Or that a back-handed attack could easily become a sweeping sword strike.

Finishing up with his evening practice, he set out back to the main building. He didn’t feel as at ease as he’d been hoping for.

Too many variables.

It was still too early to turn in, but he knew he needed to be up early tomorrow.

While there were fresh bounties, everyone felt like taking out a guild that’d just gotten a bounty on every member was the better option.

Time waited for no one, and they were a full purse waiting to be taken.

Turning the corner into the main courtyard, Rene stopped and viewed the situation before him critically.

A large number of the older children were gathered in a circle discussing something.

In hushed tones, and with furtive glances over shoulders.

Crouching low, Rene crept over to the group. He felt silly sneaking up on children, but the way they were behaving put him ill at ease.

“…don’t get it. Stupid,” hissed one of the children.

“Yeah. Who cares about honor and what old man Metzger says? Stick the sword in the other guy, take his coins, and get out,” said another.

“He doesn’t know what we’ve been through. Or what we’ve done. We’re already trash,” said a third.

“Mister Rene would care. He doesn’t think we’re trash,” came back a soft voice.

No one responded to that.

They’re learning chivalry and Metzger’s code; a daunting prospect when the world has given you misfortune untold.

Rene stood up slowly and willed himself visible.

Nearly as one, the children’s heads whipped around and regarded him.

None spoke, nor did they run or try to excuse themselves.

Rene looked them over, one and all.

Without a moral backing, or at least considering the implications of their actions, they’d end up being no better than Albert.

“I understand,” Rene said after a few seconds. “It’s hard. You’ve seen the worst the world has to offer. Made it your own. That life isn’t over. It’ll never leave you.”

His eyes moved from one child to the next as he spoke.

“Metzger isn’t asking you to forget your past. Or to even ascribe to all his ideals, but that you know them. There will be times when you will lose nothing by holding to his tenants, and other times when you will actually gain.”

Rene felt that wasn’t quite what he should have said, but he wasn’t good at this sort of thing.

At sugar-coating the truth of the world.

Grimacing, Rene thought on it for a brief moment.

“I’m sure you’re all aware by now what Albert offered the Black Hood,” Rene said. He had no illusions that the children in the room hadn’t overheard what Albert had said and eventually relayed it back to the other children.

He was only thankful that none had seen him in the black hood.

“He rejected his offer. What Albert was doing was… evil. The Lieutenant would applaud the Black Hood’s actions. They were honorable in his eyes. They were honorable in my eyes, as well. And when the Black Hood brought you to me, I welcomed you with open arms.”

“I would have done it, too!” said one of the boys.

“I’m glad to hear that, but what would you have done after? Would you have resorted to your old ways to get by? Would you all have been able to survive together?”

Many chins dropped in thought, as they turned their thoughts inward.

“In the world you came from, that was all you could do. You knew the rules there, the way to act, who to intimidate, who to run from, and who to bribe. Lieutenant Metzger’s code is the same thing for the world you’re entering now.”

A few heads nodded a bit at that.

“In addition, that is only Lieutenant Metzger’s view. Lady Odelia has her own version of honor and decorum. I believe she’s begun teaching you those, as well.

“Then there’s my own. I expect you all to use what you gain and learn here to better the world. My goal is to open the world to you. From an officer in the military, to a simple blacksmith. I would feel nothing but shame if the Black Hood ever had to come for any of you.”

The thought of it actually made his teeth itch.

“Why, though? It’s not like the gods actually care,” said a girl angrily. “We prayed enough. Lots. Why didn’t they do anything?”

“I can’t answer that,” Rene said uneasily.

He knew of a god. Would it be right, though? If memory served, the Watcher had told him he hadn’t been worshiped here in a long time.

Which meant he had at some point.

Rene’s mind didn’t want to consider the fact that technically the Watcher had moved him from one world to another.

If they needed something to believe in, maybe he could provide that. He hoped his benefactor wouldn’t destroy him for it.

Now came the question of how much exactly to reveal.

Squatting down in front of the children he took in a slow breath. They shifted around to fan out in front of him, waiting.

“I have a… benefactor. A god. He sent me here and provided me with power and gifts.”

“What kind of gifts?” asked one of them.

Rene thought about that, and then pulled his guitar out of his inventory screen. The instrument simply appeared in his hands to the children.

Saying nothing to the shocked children, he put it back into his inventory. Then he did the same thing with his sword, then both the sword and the guitar at the same time.

“I call him the Watcher. He watches everything and has provided me with guidance. He is not a merciful god though, and he expects me to be a good person. Should I fail him, he will cast me away like a boot with the heel torn off. That is my god. If he exists, others therefore must exist.”

It wasn’t what they probably needed to hear, but it was all he could offer.

He didn’t have a way with words. He lacked charm and poise.

“Go. The day will come early tomorrow. Children need rest,” Rene said.

He stood up and dismissed them with a hand wave.

Unspeaking, the children hurried from the courtyard.

Rene looked at his log, then the alignment bar. Nothing had changed.

Lowering his eyes to the grass below his feet, he sighed. He took a slow breath and then put words to the fear in his heart.

“They needed something. I’m not sure if I gave them anything. Watch over them, Watcher,” Rene muttered.

Please.

***

Rene sat impassively at the table. He’d gone to the meeting ahead of time to tidy up a bit and put everything to rights.

The timing of the get-together had been deliberately set up so Lori couldn’t attend.

This would be where they discussed what to do. If possible, even deciding on a course of action.

Children didn’t need to be a part of what they were planning. It had been a mistake to include her up to this point already. She simply knew too much for one so young.

In return, he had promised Lori she could host a tea party for them tomorrow.

The door clicked and opened, and in came Alana. She entered by herself and took a seat directly to his right. Her large eyes snared him and pinned him in place.

“Decide on an answer to what I am yet?” Rene asked. He would never be the smooth talker others could be, and just about the only tool in his toolbox was direct, blunt-force honesty.

“No. I will continue to watch and learn. Though I’ve decided you’re not of this world,” the Elf said, tilting her head slightly to the side. “At times, you say things that don’t quite make sense. Like colloquialisms from another place. Or time.”

Rene nodded to that and didn’t answer her. He didn’t doubt she’d get close to the truth eventually. He wouldn’t care that much if she did.

The door opened once more and Odelia stepped in, followed by Bill.

Moving to take a seat across from Rene, she nodded at him. Bill took the seat to Rene’s left.

Before the door could shut, Caleb slouched through the doorway and flung himself into the couch along the wall.

“Brothels. Lots of brothels,” he said, leaning his head back against the wall.

“Glad to hear you’re spending your coin on local businesses, but I doubt it’s relevant to this discussion,” Alana chided him.

“No. Brothels are what the Jackals use to get their money. Surprisingly, they’re probably the third strongest guild in the city. Though I admit I did scout out the premises,” Caleb said with a smirk. “I might have sampled their wares. They even had an Elf. I can take you by later, Alan, if you wanted a taste of home.”

Rene considered that.

The best way to win a war was to attack the enemy’s ability to make war. In this case, crippling their finances would do perfectly. It’d force them into a position of weakness. Where he could attack them far more directly.

That or he could do both at the same time.

Take out the leadership and then immediately claim their assets. That’d be the end of it, wouldn’t it?

Maybe.

“Good. What’s the second highest earning site they have?” Rene asked, his eyes digging into Caleb.

The bard’s shoulders turned inward a fraction. “I ’unno.”

“Merchant quarter, Tramp’s Tail,” Odelia said, wrinkling her nose. “Their biggest earner is actually sponsored by a noble house and run out of the noble quarter.”

“Would they involve themselves?” Bill asked.

“No. They’d close the building down if they had to,” Odelia offered up after a second of thought. “They’d rather make money though, of course.”

Alana had been digging around in a satchel at her side. Wrestling with whatever was inside, she eventually pulled out a blank piece of paper and a charcoal stick.

Laying the paper on the desk, Alana began to quickly sketch out what looked like a floor plan.

Rene left her to it and turned to Caleb. “Numbers?”

“Something like ninety? They have a lot of coin, so they can pay for a lot of members. They’ve got the prostitution angle pretty much to themselves. Anyone who tries to compete gets killed. No warnings, nothing.”

Can’t fight them all, hoss; let’s just kill the boss.

And remember, theatrics!

Disgusted with the idea and yet agreeing with it, Rene nodded to himself. He’d gotten good at acting when a job called for it.

It wouldn’t be very fun, or something he wanted to do, but it would be the best course of action.

On top of that, he’d need to keep this entire operation separate from his team. They wouldn’t understand, and likely wouldn’t agree.

Which meant he’d have to come back with a few bounties, and claim he’d been able to take out the leadership itself.

It felt like the best course of action he could plan for.

At that moment, Alana slid the paper in front of him. It was indeed a floor plan, and it was well-detailed as to the layout of walls, rooms, and windows.

Rene glanced over it quickly and then looked at Bill.

I’ll need a sword. Black hilt, black cross guard. Dark as we can get the blade without any cost to its effectiveness. Unpolished.

Also several throwing knives.

Similar in look.

Damn. Wish I could have had Bill do it.

Rene picked up the map and then stood up. There was nothing else to discuss. “Thank you, everyone. See you at the Moon workshop later.”

***

Rene looked down on the Tramp’s Tail. He’d dressed himself in one of the black sets of leather and cloth he’d stolen from his kidnappers. It wasn’t something he could wear on the street without drawing attention.

Which was the last thing he wanted.

But for here and now, the theatricality of it would serve perfectly.

Adjusting the mask with his fingers, he worked himself into the place he needed to be for this character. A mask to wear beneath the mask he was putting on to hide his face.

Which thankfully fit his face and his needs rather well. In the end, he had definitely thought long and hard on what kind of mask to get. One that would make an impression on others.

The mask he’d gotten for himself was half black and half white. It was a mask devoid of details and features. The eyes were merely holes and the mouth was nothing more than a horizontal slit. A line down the nose divided the mask in half, and that was it.

It lacked anything that could be called human or emotion. It felt less like a mask, and more like the way he had felt in his previous life.

As the last vestiges of light fled the sky, Rene shook himself from his deep thoughts. The time to strike would be now. When things were slowing down for the day, and men would go out seeking the attentions of others.

When a brothel would truly open and their business had just barely started.

Rene stepped off the roof and dropped to the street below.

Your skill in Safe Fall has increased (5)


Chapter 17

With a thump, his boots hit the paving stones and he stood up, adjusting his clothes as he stepped forward.

Determinedly, Rene began his march on the brothel. Pushing the door open with his forearm, he scanned the crowd immediately. He targeted and Analyzed every person he could see.

All around him, people began whispering about him. He had no doubt his appearance would cause a stir even before he did anything.

Which honestly, served him well. Half of this takeover would need to be based on performance, and the other half brutality.

He’d need to display the futility in challenging him, that to do so was as insane as he was. That working for him was much better than being killed by him.

The two men’s titles were “Brothel Manager” and “Guard,” and they were in a corner talking to each other. There was no one else in the brothel he could find that concerned him in any way.

Rene flowed through the people around him straight to his targets.

Looking at the manager, Rene placed his hand on his cheek and tilted his head to one side.

“Do be so kind and go get your boss for me, I need to speak with him about the ownership of his guild. I’d like to offer him his life in exchange for one hundred percent ownership. Personally, I think it’s a fair deal,” Rene said. “A real steal, you could say.”

The guard next to the manager stood up and drew his weapon in a flash.

Unsheathing his sword with his left hand, Rene leapt forward. He skewered the guard through the chest. The blade went through the man’s heart, and out his back.

With a smooth hissing noise of steel, he withdrew the black blade from the man. With a flick of his wrist, he spun the blade to the side, and blood splattered the ground.

That was when the yelling started. Screams and shouts flooded the room. Cries of murderer and to fetch the guards.

The manager scrambled out of his chair and was off running for the door. Rene let the man flee. He wanted him to come back with reinforcements and hopefully his boss.

If he could do that, he’d maybe even let the man live. Give him the position of a courier.

Slumping to his knees, the guard groaned. He pressed a hand to the hole in his chest as if the pressure would help him. His eyes watched Rene as his blood pumped out with each heartbeat.

“Sorry,” Rene said with a shrug of his shoulders. In truth, he hadn’t wanted to kill the guard. Spending alignment like that felt like a waste.

It only took half a minute for the guard to fall over, his heart giving up the fight after having been decimated by the single thrust.

Rene immediately looted the man without stripping him of his clothes. Then he dragged the now dead man to the middle of the entry room. Where everyone would see it.

Propping the man up like some sort of morbid chair, with his knees and legs forming the back, and his spine the seat, Rene sat down on him. He crossed one leg over the other and sat there watching the door, waiting.

All around him people kept their distance, trying their best not to look important enough to bother with, but wanting very much to watch the drama that was unfolding.

Rene sighed, annoyed at having to act this way and the lack of professionalism in it. Holding up the new blade, he Analyzed it.

Your skill in Analyze has increased (19)

Item Name: The Black Blade

Description: A deadly and formidable tool. A weapon designed to inspire fear and take lives. The mere sight of this blade will bode an uneasiness in people. Like hearing the high-pitched whine of a dentist’s drill.

Or when you asked a girl out. You got friend-zoned faster than a twenty-first century rom-com hero.

Damage: 15-34

Functions-

None.

Attributes-

Fear: inspire fear in those who view this weapon

Ass. Dick punching. Dick-punching-bag.

Repeated dick punching till it falls off.

Rene nodded.

“He really is an ass,” he muttered.

Sitting there, Rene heard only the sounds of people moving as little as possible and the occasional noise from outside.

Twice customers came in, saw him sitting there on a corpse, and left immediately.

Then several men burst through the door at the same time. All had weapons out and looked ready to use them.

One was labeled as “Guild Lieutenant” and the other two as “Enforcers.”

All three looked at him, sitting on the corpse of someone they knew. Or so Rene supposed.

Maybe they thought the mask was silly and that was why they hesitated.

The lieutenant was a big man. Huge, really. Real ogre of a guy. The two enforcers were also fairly beefy.

Damn, now it’ll take longer to finish this. Here’s to blood, blood, blood.

Rene stood up and in one smooth motion buried his sword in the lieutenant’s stomach, punching straight through the abdominal aorta with the blade.

Wrapping an arm around the man’s shoulder, he turned his mask covered face to the man’s ear and whispered loudly.

“Hush now, your life is already ending. Don’t fight, it’ll be swifter than you deserve.”

Rene tilted his head a bit, his mask swiveling on the two enforcers.

“Please do go tell your boss I’ll be along shortly to have a chat with him. I just need to carve off some ears and make a necklace. Run along now,” Rene said with a shooing motion of his free hand.

At the same time, he twisted the blade that was sticking out of the lieutenant’s back and then withdrew it as the huge man slumped to his knees.

Grabbing the man by the ear, Rene neatly sliced off the appendage in one go.

Toppling to one side, the lieutenant lay still on the ground. He’d nearly fallen atop the other dead man.

Both enforcers stood there, staring at Rene. Terrified to disobey their leader’s last orders and horrified to be face-to-face with the masked psychopath.

In response, Rene tilted his head to one side and held up the blood-slick blade to the mask’s mouth.

As if he wanted to run his tongue over it and taste it.

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (16)

Both men took off and tore out of the door, as if their very souls were in danger. Targeting one of the men, Rene quickly cleaned his blade on the lieutenant’s tunic and sheathed it as he exited the brothel at a fast walk.

Watching them with one eye, he approached a wall of the building he’d been on earlier.

A mad scramble up the wall, using handholds and toeholds he shouldn’t have been able to use, and he was safely out of their view. Then he was on the move, and keeping pace with the two men as they ran through the city below him.

They dodged up alleys and down small roads, clearly acting as if they needed to lose him. Like he was still in pursuit.

Rene shook his head and followed them slowly, easily.

Pushing his intent towards his Tracking ability, he looked at the window when it flashed open.

There was no reason to take chances. Getting cocky was the quickest way to get yourself killed.

He immediately selected “Enforcer” from the available list. The red boot prints of the man popped up like a bright red LED.

Relying on his sight and the tracking skill to follow along would be child’s play.

It wasn’t until they crossed into the nobility district that he had to get down from the roofs to follow them on foot in the streets.

Should the Jackals be using the nobility brothel as their headquarters, he’d have to clear it out quickly and retreat back to the Tramp’s Tail.

It wouldn’t do to be caught by the guard coming in to oust him. They were far more likely to act there, than in the Tramp’s Tail.

Pushing at his Sneak skill, he tried to keep close enough to see them, but far enough to not be spotted.

At times, he was forced to use the red lights of their tracks to keep on them when they passed through small groups of people, but he managed it.

Finally, both men ducked into a large mansion-looking building.

Must be the site Odelia mentioned.

Your skill in Sneak has increased (12)

Working with the character he’d established—and was hoping to build upon—Rene dropped his Sneak ability.

Then he simply pushed open the door and walked in.

Spacious and luxurious were the two most immediate descriptions that came to mind. It was extremely well-furnished and reeked of high-class clientele.

Standing up on the second floor was a man with a crossbow pointed down at the door.

Reaching into his belt, Rene fingered out a throwing knife. He flicked his hand forward and pitched the knife in such a way as to dislodge the quarrel and actually slice part of the way through the drawstring.

Which it did happily.

Then there was a sharp crack, as the crossbow misfired. The quarrel broke in two and shattered.

He yet lives.

Alive.

Too soft. Much too soft.

Rene ignored the Monster and took another step forward. Putting his hands on his hips, he cleared his throat loudly. Then he did it again, even more loudly.

As if people weren’t looking at him.

“Please send out your boss, or send for him. I need to kill him so I can take over your guild. I’d like to not kill anyone else. I’m sure you’re integral members to the corporation and our quarterly report wouldn’t look so great with all that churn. I can’t imagine the cost of hiring and training new people would equal out against the cost of simply retraining existing personnel,” Rene said. “Or something like that. Blah, blah, blah. You could always just attack me and I’ll kill you all.”

Then knives and blades came out like magic from sleeves, tunics, and belt sheathes.

Apparently, they wanted to fight instead of offering up their boss. Which left Rene with little recourse.

Shifting into The Elemental Way, he waited. He couldn’t afford the deaths right now. He needed his alignment bar as high as it could be because there was no telling what he’d be forced to do later.

He didn’t have to wait long for them to act against him.

Flowing under a sword strike from the closest foe, Rene spun into the next person, and whipped a vicious backhand toward the one who’d attacked him.

Not waiting to see the damage, Rene continued with the spinning motion and dropped a fist into a third person’s hip.

He took a step out of the circle of enemies and into the crowd as he lifted an elbow into a jaw, turned again and slammed his foot into the back of someone’s knee joint.

Dashing back into the circle, Rene spun around and cracked his heel into the temple of a thug.

A knife flashed at him in an underhanded stab. Rene casually disarmed the man and rammed it back into the attacker’s shoulder.

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (60)

Congratulations, you’ve achieved Master status in The Elemental Way.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of what he wanted. The “Guild Leader” title floating above an unidentified head. Nearly flying backward from the closest attacker, Rene dropped low in a slide and passed through a man’s legs.

He came up in a bounce and smashed the top of his head into another person’s chin, then tried to keep going.

There. There’s the little rat.

Squirming his way towards the back of the room was the leader of the Jackals.

“Stop him, he’s supposed to die!” Rene called out, theatrically pointing a finger at the coward.

A throwing knife slammed into Rene’s mask, puncturing his cheek.

He felt it, but didn’t care. It was diminished pain. Almost like a remembered feeling, rather than actual.

Angered and more annoyed than he could ever remember being, Rene lowered his shoulder and barreled through everyone in his way. Making his own path.

He was tired of this game. Tired of the theatrics and stupidity of it.

No one could stand before him as he bulldozed them down.

You’ve gained a point of Agility (20)

You’ve gained a point of Endurance (14)

You’ve gained a point of Strength (14)

Screaming in a rage, Rene caught up to the short weasel of a man and slammed him into a wall. He reached up to rip the dagger out of his face and then rammed it home into the man’s eye socket.

Rene began hammering the dagger deeper with his other hand, hearing the crunch of bone as it splintered its way out the back of the dead man’s head. Till it finally stopped moving, the heavy thud of it signaling that the wall itself would give no further. The ex-guild leader’s head was now supported by the blade stuck in the wall itself.

Growling, Rene spun and looked at the crowd surrounding him.

“Who’s next, my dears? Maybe you, pumpkin? Or you, sweet tits? Maybe we’ll have a one-night-only special. Skull-fucking. Two copper, two sockets. Take your pick on which one for me to start with. Oh, your head’s pretty—I’ll charge a silver for yours for someone else to have the pleasure,” Rene said, pointing at a younger man.

Everyone in the room grew quiet, the agonal breathing of the man behind Rene drawing their attention.

The brain would still try to keep a body going, even when it was long past its ability to do so.

“I believe I told you to shut up. So annoying,” Rene said, reaching backward and crushing the dead man’s windpipe with a strike. He also took a moment to loot the man as he did so.

“Now.” Rene turned his head back to the assembled personages before him. “Send me my accountant, my second-in-command, and my operations manager. I’ll also need someone to take me to my office and my vault. Volunteers?

“Anyone? Anyone? No one will like it if I have to find them myself.”

***

In the span of a few hours, Rene had sorted out the leadership of the guild. Everyone continued on as they had previously, as if there’d been no change in ownership. Which was exactly what he wanted.

Anything that had value in the noble quarter brothel house was removed, including the women, and relocated to the Tramp’s Tail. It’d be serving as their headquarters for the most part, simply because it was smack dab in the center of the middle-class district.

It wasn’t going to attract the super wealthy, nor would it bring in the dregs of society that’d bring the law as well.

Though he did take the time to make sure all the women were working there by choice. He wouldn’t have it said that his brothels were built on the suffering of others.

Women would come to him to sell themselves. It was just the way of the world, and some people knew what resources they possessed.

Rene didn’t have to run women down to work in a brothel. They’d show up themselves with their expectations and what they were willing to sell. There were always those who knew how to earn and those who wanted to earn.

In addition, he’d need to do a bit of resource shuffling and move the women around to other locations to get everything right. One didn’t want high-class prostitutes serving the harbor areas.

Or vice versa, except for a few held in reserve for clients who specifically were looking for that kind of thing.

Which of course, Rene knew there were. Men came in all sorts of shapes, sizes, and desires. He’d been one of them, after all.

Once that was done, he’d have to reach out to whoever owned the brothel houses.

That or simply purchase houses in the nobility district to operate out of. He didn’t want anything to do with the previous location until he knew who owned it.

Rene had to calm his impatience at the need for such slow action. He wanted to be done with it and alter the guild the very night he took over.

His changes would come later. When the guild members were less likely to object immediately.

When they were paid regularly and well, expected to behave and operate more like a business than a gang.

So ended the Jackals.

From its ashes, rose the clan of the Mask. The symbol adopted was that of his mask, cracked porcelain cheek, and the blood spilling from it.


Chapter 18

In the end, Rene had managed to turn over the guild leader’s head, and a few of their bodyguards for a good chunk of bounty money.

Walking into Bill’s workshop, he found Lori sitting at her tea table. She was playing with what appeared to be rather expensive dolls.

Quirking a brow, Rene sat down at Lori’s table.

Engrossed in her play, Lori didn’t even notice he was there.

Rene was happy just to watch her. Listen to her play with the dolls as if they were people, engaged in an everyday conversation about hats.

Through all of that, he merely watched and listened.

Were we ever such a young and special case, or did we lose it all when we cut the Dame’s face?

We were with mother and father. With our real family. There’s no point in thinking back to the Da—to her.

Is there?

No. No, there isn’t.

I want to go see Father and Mother.

Nodding, Rene decided he’d have to go see his parents sooner rather than later.

The University of Felicie would start up next week. It meant he had to go have an interview with the headmaster and see about enrolling as a day-one student this week.

That’d require a significant bribe, or a donation promised.

One way or the other, it was going to cost him.

And the Mask guild isn’t up to making that kind of money and giving it to me. Not yet.

It’ll take a few weeks for them to get back into shape. And I’ll have to be present for a good bit of it.

That means I’ll need to… I’ll need to take over the other guilds, won’t I?

Indeed, it’s true, we’ll have to strike. They’ll get the clue with some heads on a pike.

We could use it as a way to keep up our Black Hood persona as well.

Eliminate guild heads, bring them down, have the Bloody Mask take them over at the same time.

Make a point that the Bloody Mask sells non-performers to the Black Hood.

This I like; it’s quite the plan, to be two personas but only one man.

Rene paused at that.

It was almost ironic in a way.

Does that make me the Hood or the Mask?

Does it matter?

I are you, you are me. We are we.

“Rene!” said Lori, just now noticing him.

“Hello, Miss Lori,” Rene said with a smile. “I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Ah! My new dolls. Do you like them? Odelia got them for me!” Lori said, holding them up.

Picking one of them, Rene analyzed it.

Item Name: Doll (Rare)

Description: Crafted by Martin Stahl. This expensive and beautifully made doll was built on the order of Odelia Delacroix.

It should be noted that the creation of this object had no ulterior motive.

Damage: N/A

Effective Range: Less than one yard

Functions-

Endearing: This doll was made with love, and purchased with a kind heart. It will be something Lori remembers throughout her life and carries with her into adulthood.

Attributes-

None.

“They’re rather lovely,” Rene said, smiling at Lori.

“Odelia’s nice,” Lori said, hugging her dolls.

“I thought I heard talking,” Bill said, coming around from the side. “How’d it go last night?”

“Good. We’ll wait for the rest though,” Rene said. “Easier to not repeat myself. Besides, it’s an interesting story.”

Bill nodded at that, and sat down at Lori’s table. He put a short sword he was working on down in front of him and continued to wrap the hilt.

Odelia arrived first, and Alana a short time after that. Alana and Odelia had been courteous, though quiet. They apparently both understood they were going to wait for Caleb without being told. He would arrive last, as always.

Odelia got immediately to work assisting Lori with putting together her tea setting.

Apparently, the little girl took her station as the “hostess” quite seriously.

“I have to know what happened,” said the con-man without any sort of greeting as he walked into the area suddenly. “There’s a rumor going around that a new guild leader stepped up. That maybe he even killed the previous guild leader.”

“That’s… not inaccurate,” Rene said as all eyes turned to him. “A man in a Mask made short work of a few guards, the guild leader, and one other. The bodies were dumped into the alley. I took all their heads, turned them over to the guard, and collected the bounty.

“I saw no reason to turn away from easy money.”

Odelia was watching him curiously now. Even as Lori went about pouring tea for everyone from her set.

The noblewoman didn’t say anything. She just watched him.

It made Rene’s skin itch. Like she knew there was more to the story, but wasn’t calling him out on it.

Pulling out the individual money bags he’d put together for everyone, each person receiving an equal share, Rene set them down on the table.

Caleb chortled and took his seat, eagerly opening the bag.

“Heavens, ten gold!” he said gleefully. “I’m getting to be the rich little bas—guy. I’m going to keep this one. I have some debts to pay and I want to buy a few things.”

He means prostitutes.

For both debts and buying things.

I mean, yeah? It’s not as if we haven’t done the same.

The Monster went silent at that.

“Please take care of my funds, Master Anatolis,” Odelia said sweetly, giving him a smile as she eased the gold back toward him.

Alana pocketed her pouch, as did Bill.

“University fees,” Alana said simply in her male voice.

“Could I get the money I left with you, Rene?” Bill asked.

Nodding quickly, Rene fingered out the bag that was for Bill and tossed it over to the man.

It hit Lori’s table with a loud clatter.

“Thanks. Going to pay off my parents’ house,” Bill said, upending the smaller pouch into the larger one. “I can tell them it was an advance on my teaching job at Redemption House.”

Rene couldn’t fault the man for that choice.

If his mother and father had a need he could fulfill, he’d do it in a heartbeat.

“With that done,” Rene said clearing his throat. “I think it’s maybe time to see about the other bounties available?”

He’d already checked in before he’d come here. The only bounties available were on guild heads. And that was because they were long-standing.

That fit with his plan as the Mask and the Hood perfectly, too.

“Well, the only things posted right now are the big guild leaders,” Caleb said. “Snakes and Ravens. All the other bounties were pulled. Your… uh… display… with Bert rattled everyone.”

“And then some,” Odelia said with a delighted laugh, looking away from her assistance with Lori. “All the noble houses who’d been involved with criminal activity are panicking. Thinking that they’ll somehow be targeted. So everything has slowed down considerably.”

“Which means bounties got pulled,” Caleb said with a sigh. “Good thing I have a steady job now. And with such lovely scenery. I can’t get enough of the Billings girls.”

Alana rolled her eyes at that and shook her head.

“I’m sure the bounties will reappear soon enough,” she said, looking at Rene. “It’ll just take time for the nobles to become confident again. I would suggest avoiding another such… incident… in the future.”

“Yeah, sorry. That one… that one got away from me,” Rene admitted, looking at the cup of tea Lori had set down in front of him. The aroma hit him in the face and he immediately found himself looking forward to drinking it. “Won’t happen again.”

“Unless children are involved, you mean,” Odelia said. “And I’ve worked to spread that bit of the story as well. That it was the involvement of children that set the Black Hood off.

“With any luck, that’ll help curb the predators who were utilizing children. You’ll probably see an increase in orphans showing up at your door though.”

Grimacing at that, Rene nodded.

He’d indeed seen that already. Two or three children had been showing up at the gates every day.

Those who could be molded, he took in. Or even those who might be too old but he thought he could correct.

For the others, he wrote a letter of recommendation to the military so they could enter into service.

It wouldn’t be a grand life, but it’d be a better one than on the streets. With a better life expectancy as well.

“We’ve definitely seen an uptick in the number of people attending,” Alana said. “Rene seems to have a hard time turning away those who are possibly too old to be… corrected.”

“We can give them a letter to the military if it doesn’t work out,” Rene said. “Once they’re gone though, they’re gone.”

“I agree,” Odelia said with a tap of her fingers on the table. Then she reached across to Rene and took his hand in her own. “Better to give them a chance than to simply write them off. Right, Rene? You’re far too strict, Alan.”

Alana gave Odelia a glare.

Rene could tell that Alana’s “male disguise” was starting to bother her. She was expected to keep a certain distance from Rene and that was clearly getting to her.

Not bothering to remove his hand from Odelia’s, because any attention in her direction was simply problematic, Rene instead turned to Caleb.

“Guild leaders? Who are they?” Rene asked.

“Snakes and Ravens,” Caleb repeated, counting his coins out to himself in front of everyone. “They’re both worth the same, but only the leader, or anyone wearing a guild brand.

“Though I heard that little trend is dying out very quickly after you rounded up everyone sporting a guild mark.”

Rene shrugged.

“If they want to make my job that easy, I won’t say no,” he said. “Alright. Snakes and Ravens. And what do they do?”

“Ravens are bandits, thugs, and thieves. A lot of what you’d expect,” Caleb said. “As for the Snakes… they kind of do everything, but they’re not above killing people. Just never anyone important or rich.

“They’ll happily rob them, though.”

Right. So… probably Ravens first. That’ll single out Snakes as the last one. We can have them removed or brought into the Mask guild without a problem.

“Anything from the nobles?” Rene asked, pulling his hand away from Odelia and picking up his teacup. He took a deep inhale and then a sip.

It really was fantastic tea.

“Nothing for the Ravens, though the Snakes are a slightly different matter,” Odelia said. “Almost every noble house pays the Snakes a very small amount of coin to leave them and their businesses alone. It really isn’t much and buys security from their members.”

“Right, so… Ravens first. Then Snakes. Just in case the Snakes have someone behind them, which… I’m betting they do,” Rene said. “Alright. Start working on how we can get info on the Ravens, Caleb. Meet back here tomorrow.”

Regretfully, he downed his tea in one big gulp. He enjoyed it very much, but he had other things he needed to take care of.

Taking a silver out of his own funds, he laid it down in front of Lori.

“Thank you for the tea party,” Rene said, sliding the coin in front of her. Then he left without another word. Having Lori present wasn’t something he wanted, but sometimes meetings had to happen regardless of that wish.

***

Walking into the money lender’s office, Rene was greeted by three different people.

One was the owner of the office, who looked rather happy to see him.

The second was a heavily armed man, wearing brigandine armor with a longsword, a dagger, an actual flanged mace, a helmet resting on the head of his mace, and a small shield hanging off his hip. The man looked like a landed knight and was large in stature. His eyes were a blank blue stare, his features lax and hard, and his hair very short and black.

Third, and most definitely not welcome, was Master Junk himself. Or so Rene guessed from the descriptions given to Rene by others. He’d never met the man in person.

He was heavy-set to the point of being obese and looked to be sweating from just getting to his feet. Balding with flat brown eyes in a pig-like face.

The very man Rene had swindled out of the Delacroix contract in a way that made it look completely legal.

“Hello,” Rene said, looking around the room. He knew without a doubt all three were there waiting for him.

“Young Master Anatolis. My name is Sir Gideon. Gideon Calloway,” said the knight, stepping forward toward Rene. “My company, the Knights of the Broken Sword, bring news from your father, dispatches, and three wagon-loads of… goods. We’re officially on retainer with you for the next two years.”

Rene knew the name. They were a well-known and highly credited company.

Holy crap, he hired an entire mercenary group of landed knights to keep this office safe.

Wrong. To keep us safe. Not the office.

We need to send another letter to Father and Mother.

“And with you here,” said the money lender as he stepped out from behind his desk, “I can officially give you this paper and wish you the best of luck. I’m moving. Right now.

“Your father made me a very generous offer I plan to take him up on in Laetus. I look forward to seeing you again, Master Anatolis.”

Holding a hand out to Rene, the man gave him a small satchel.

“I’m sure you’ll understand when you look inside,” said the man, clearly not wanting to discuss the contents in front of Master Junk or the knight.

Nodding his head, Rene stepped to the side. The money lender left, looking incredibly pleased with himself.

“Can I help you, Master Junk?” Rene asked, closing the door.

Gideon turned and stared at the fat man. Apparently, the knight had picked up on Rene’s distaste. His right hand had moved from his belt to the pommel of his dagger. Which really looked more like a short sword now that Rene saw it up close.

“Ah, yes, Master Anatolis… I wished to discuss a letter of credit that seems to have somehow ended up in your possession and the note you sent me,” Master Junk said, sounding a lot like a weasel already.

“Ah, yes. The one your nephew sold to me. We happened to cross paths when I was at the magistrate’s office,” Rene said with a smile. “I got the impression he was trying to pay off some sort of fine. As we were looking to branch out into Felicie, it was a rather fortuitous meeting. Though… I did suspect he might have been drunk at the time, even though he swore that was not the case.

“I’m afraid I’m not a good judge of such things with my limited years.”

Rene felt like that neatly removed the teeth from any type of argument the man might have given him. It also fit well with the timeline and made it all quite plausible.

“I… he did?” asked Master Junk.

“He did indeed,” Rene said. “I paid him directly. Took the documentation and made sure to have it all fully validated. Everything was in order. I admit I didn’t quite trust your nephew at first. Though I would happily do business with him again now that I know he dealt honestly with me.

“Was there something else I could do for you?”

“Give me the line of credit back,” Master Junk said, any type of friendliness now gone along with the slightly nervous and weasel-like man. He even took a step toward Rene.

Gideon stepped in front of Rene, his short sword pulled free of its scabbard.

“I’m afraid, Master Junk, that I paid for the document, which was correctly signed and sealed,” Rene said. “At which point, I made sure to have everything documented further, and legally recorded. I’ve also already spoken with Master Delacroix.

“If you have anything further to discuss, I would request it be done by certified letter. You’re no longer welcome in this office.”

“You’ll regret this. I’ll have you groveling for forgiveness in no time,” Master Junk said, then trundled to the door and left.

Gideon sheathed the short sword and turned back to Rene.

“I’ll have the wagons brought around tonight and the buildings secured. Your father also hired an engineer to construct a vault. That should be built this week,” Gideon said. Then he pulled a stack of papers out from his belt and held them toward Rene.

“Thank you, Gideon,” Rene said. “I’ll trust you to your work. You don’t need any type of permission from me, or directions. Your reputation precedes you.”

“Ah, thank you, Master Anatolis,” said Gideon with a smile, showing off straight white teeth. “It’s always good to be recognized. And don’t worry about Master Junk. I imagine he’s a blow-hard, or he’ll attempt to make trouble from a business angle. I wouldn’t worry about the office or your life.”

“Agreed,” Rene said. He nodded to the big knight, then decided to check out what he’d been given.

Taking the papers and the bag, Rene went around the desk and into the back office.

He sat down in a chair that was simply too big for him and emptied the bag onto the desk.

It had several heavy brass keys and a small piece of paper.

Opening the paper up, he quickly realized it was instructions on how to open a safe that was in the floor. As well as the hidden panel on the side of the safe that held a ledger of all current loans.

In other words, what’s in the safe is just the dummy contents.

He might do well working with father. Especially if he’d survived as long as he had here, with the likes of Master Junk in the city.

I fear not the fat master of theft; when done, his face will sport a cleft.

I would have his blood run from his throat and down his coat, if only to see the city rid of this slime it’s suffered too long a time.

We’ll leave him alive for the time being.

He suits as a visible enemy for me to have. If he died, it’d just make me all the more curious.

I hate intrigue. Hate it.

As do I. It seems more appropriate for people who get off on having others calling them Master, or the like.

Alright. Keys are likely the safe, the front door and… I don’t know, actually. I can check the safe later.

Let’s read the letters.


Chapter 19

Picking up one of the sealed papers, Alex looked at the desk. He found the letter opener there, grabbed it and slit the adhesive binding away.

Turning the letter over, Rene looked at the bottom first.

Father, of course.

Leaning back in his seat, he began to read the letter.

Hello son,

I’m glad to hear that everything is turning out so well for you. From what I’ve been able to learn and piece together, you’ve made quite the splash in Felicie already.

I also received several notes from a few nobles who wanted to start up a line of credit with us who didn’t wish to previously. Apparently you’re making some friends over there, who have friends out here.

Perhaps I should have expanded further, faster than I did.

With that goal in mind, I’ve sent you the money required to open up the new branch. As well as contracting Gideon’s team as a guard service.

They recently had a contract that went poorly for them. While they didn’t lose many from their numbers, they did suffer numerous injuries that will set them back considerably for a time.

Though my understanding is, that’s the way it goes for a mercenary company.

The terms I offered them were favorable to everyone involved. Their primary function is to safeguard you. Secondary to that, is the vault that’s being installed and your new home.

I understand it’s next door to the office, which will make it easy for Gideon to have both sites guarded.

Lastly, I did discover your ledger. I’m not even mad. In fact, I’d say I’m impressed. You’ve amassed quite a bit of wealth to your name.

Once I’ve got it all accounted for and packed, I’ll have it shipped over to you. Gideon left a good number of his wounded here for care. When they leave, your coin will go with them.

Beyond all of that, I’ll wish you the best, my son, with love and faith that you’ll come home when you can. It’ll be interesting to see what you can do in Felicie on your own in the meantime.

Your mother and sister send their best wishes and love, of course.

Also, I forgot to mention it till I’d already nearly closed the letter, but I sent a donation to the University of Felicie in your name. I cannot even begin to imagine they wouldn’t take you in as a student. If they give you any problems, contact the headmaster and make sure he’s aware of who you are.

If that fails, contact me.

Sincerely,

Your Father.

Smirking at that, Rene could only begin to wonder what would happen if he did involve his father should the headmaster fail to admit him.

“Suppose that explains the third key, doesn’t it,” Rene murmured, glancing at the three keys.

One for the safe here, one for the house, one for the office.

With a sigh, Rene set the letter down on the desk and then set his elbows on the arms of the chair. Steepling his fingers together, he contemplated what to do next.

We could read… play some music… start in on figuring out the accounts that… hm… I can’t remember his name for the life of me.

Well, the accounts that the money lender gave us. I’m sure his name is in the bookkeeping documents.

We should go master our domain, for with its control there’s more to attain.

That’s a good point. It isn’t like the Snakes or Ravens are going to stick their heads up today. Made too much of a splash.

It was required for the old to be retired.

Violently.

Rene rolled his eyes at that, but he couldn’t disagree. It’d been a perfect way in for him.

The world of filth and ruin it is.

***

Wearing his cracked and bloody mask, Rene walked into the Tramp’s Tail. It was here that he’d be able to find people who could help him get his work done.

Several people near him flinched as soon as they saw him. A space was cleared around Rene almost instantly. No one wanted to be near him, it would seem.

Holding his arms out at his sides as if he were long suffering, Rene shook his head. He had a role to play.

Not bothering to talk to anyone, Rene instead headed straight for the back room. Today’s goal was to better understand everything to do with his guild.

He’d only gotten the surface of everything the other day, and there were still far too many questions.

Entering what could only be described as a poor imitation of a noble’s study, Rene found a man sitting behind the desk.

He looked to be in his mid-thirties, with limp brown hair, brown eyes, and a growing paunch in the middle. If the man had worked the streets in his youth, he certainly no longer showed it now.

Rene could vaguely remember this man being one of the upper-level lieutenants, but he’d forgotten the man’s name.

Standing there, Rene tilted his head to one side at a forty-five degree angle and said nothing.

“Boss! I… I… didn’t expect you so—I didn’t… that is—”

“I have a need,” Rene said, not changing the way he was standing in any way. “And what’s your name?”

“I… of course! I’m Davis. What can I do for you?”

“Snakes. Ravens,” Rene said. “Where are they?”

“Uh… hiding. They’re all hiding. Rumor was you wanted to take them over next, so… only their bottom level people are workin’,” murmured Davis with a shrug.

Hm.

Maybe I underestimated my impact.

I do hope this isn’t a long-term situation. I have enough on my plate to do. Trying to hunt down guild leaders and take over their gangs, in addition to everything else, just seems like too much right now.

“Was… ah… was that it? Was that all?” asked the lieutenant.

“No,” Rene said, straightening up. “Do we have contacts with the guards? Are we bribing them? How high do our bribes go? Are we paying them a cut?”

Blinking a few times, the man shook his head.

“I… don’t know. Only the boss knew that kind of stuff,” he admitted.

Right. Okay. So we’ll need to establish our own contacts and see what we can’t figure out.

“Any idea on who to start with in the guards?” Rene asked.

“Lieutenant Ronder always looks the other way,” Davis offered.

Lieutenant Ronder? Alright. That’ll be our first try.

“I… uh… I think you might have a contract on you, by the way,” Davis said looking rather sheepish.

“Contract?” Rene asked, wondering what he meant. If it was what he thought, then it meant that there was a price on his head.

“Pretty sure… pretty sure the Snakes and the Ravens put a hit out on you. Don’t know if anyone’s taken it yet, since it’s so new but… yeah,” Davis mumbled.

“Oh. Alright. If anyone shows up looking to kill me, please tell them I’m in here,” Rene said walking over to the desk.

Davis jumped out of the seat and scrambled to the other side, holding it for Rene.

“Also… also the other… lieutenants left,” Davis murmured, clearly expecting problems with that statement.

“Left? Alright,” Rene said. That would change his plans slightly, but nothing too terrible. “Don’t bother them and leave them be. We don’t need anyone lacking in courage, after all.”

Just have to hire new lieutenants. And that’s not too hard. Just find the right people and pay ’em.

Inconvenient, but not a problem.

The Monster in his head grumbled, but didn’t say anything. From what Rene could feel of it, it was more annoyed about the lieutenants leaving than Rene was.

“Put together everyone you think would be suitable as a lieutenant,” Rene said, sitting down in the chair.

“I… uh… I don’t know…”

Davis’ voice trailed off, clearly unsure how to answer.

Great. He’s incompetent.

Looking at Davis, Rene contemplated how to handle this. Davis was more likely to steal from him and be incompetent the entire time.

The likelihood that he had been a lieutenant for reasons that had nothing to do with his abilities was rapidly becoming apparent.

There was a heavy knock on the door.

“Enter,” Rene called looking away from Davis.

An older woman, perhaps in her forties, walked into the room after the door opened. She was dressed in a fashion that made him think she was the madam of the establishment.

Her hair was starting to gray, and she had a scar that went from her eyebrow into her hairline. As if someone had gone to slash at one of her gray eyes and missed.

If Rene didn’t miss his guess, she’d more than likely worked the sheets once upon a time.

“It’s you,” she said bluntly.

“It’s me,” Rene said. “I need a second-in-command. Can you handle it?”

Opening her mouth, the woman looked like a landed fish.

“I… what about-”

Rene looked at Davis and then pointed at the door.

“Leave and don’t come back,” he commanded even as the woman spoke. He didn’t need Davis and didn’t want him. He’d rather have the madam at this point. She probably knew more of the business.

Davis didn’t wait around. He scurried out of the room as if his pants were on fire and the only water in the city was on the other side of it.

“Can you handle it?” Rene repeated, looking at the woman again.

“I… yeah. I can,” said the madam, her shoulders lifting slightly.

“Name?” Rene asked.

“Dephan,” the woman murmured, one hand coming up to rest on her neckline.

“Dephan, you’re the second-in-command now. Do you know who we’re currently bribing, who we need to bribe, and if we’re working with anyone in the guards?” Rene questioned.

“Ah, I know most of all that I think,” Dephan said, still looking unsure. “I handle anyone we just pay off with some coin and a few trips on the house for some of the girls. Pay the girls the difference and we come out ahead.”

“Right,” Rene said. “And the guards?”

“I don’t know those,” she said, shrugging her shoulders and holding up her free hand in front of herself to match the gesture. “That was always handled by someone else.”

“Fine,” Rene said. “As my second-in-command, you need to figure out who we need to promote to handle all our avenues of business. I’m going to hold you to your recommendations, so make sure they’re good ones.”

“Ah, I… okay,” Dephan said, looking more and more perturbed with every word. “I can do that. Do you care if they’re… working girls?”

“No, as long as they can handle themselves and can run their side of whatever it is you’re proposing,” Rene said. “Though I’ll be handling all money. Daily profits will be collected and brought here. Anything we take a cut out of will come here as well.

“Anyone working directly from us gets paid weekly. You keeping up so far?”

“Yes. Yes, I am,” Dephan said, nodding her head.

Rene didn’t quite believe that. She looked to be far too deep already.

“Start with all that, and we’ll go from there,” Rene declared. He was glad he’d taken in the entirety of the guild’s finances the last time he’d visited. If he hadn’t, it was likely his lieutenants and Davis would have stolen or squandered it all. “The better you do, the less you’ll see me. Do incredibly well, and you’ll be the guild leader with me as just a silent partner.”

Dephan once more nodded. While it was clear to Rene she was beyond out of her league, it was obvious she wasn’t going to let this chance go by.

This was an opportunity.

There were several taps on the door behind Dephan.

Turning, the madam opened the door and peered through the crack.

A hushed conversation was conducted before the madam looked to Rene.

“Uhm, sir, there’s a noble who wants to see you. His name is Master Junk,” Dephan said.

Haha. Really?

Huh.

Well, better me than the Snakes or the Ravens, but that works out fine for me.

I can swindle the little toad of a man for money. I wonder if he wants me dead, or just robbed.

Both, probably.

“Send him in. I also want you to reserve several girls for me at all times, Dephan. Find me women who’ve just arrived, who haven’t worked the sheets. Set them aside for me,” Rene said. “They’re never to do bed-work, and we’ll pay them just to be on retainer for me. Do you understand?”

“Of course, boss. I’ll take care of it immediately,” Dephan said and then left the room.

We could always just see if Odelia wanted a lay; I think she’d be more than willing to do so without feeling gray.

Don’t want sex. I want them to serve as personal maid-servants. But the only way I can get them to work exclusively for me is if everyone else thinks they’re just toys.

Huh.

Well, I kind of want sex. It’s been a few months now.

Rene didn’t respond to that, though he was momentarily disturbed by that request. The Monster had never wanted anything but blood before. The fact that it was feeling lonely for the fairer sex, and hadn’t rhymed, made him rather nervous.

The door opened and in walked the fat master of the Junk house.

“Good tidings,” Junk said, trundling into the study.

Rene nodded his head at the other man.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, pitching his voice lower.

Junk didn’t even balk at the immediate shift towards business. Nor did his facial expression change.

“I need someone robbed of everything they own,” Junk said.

Ha. Easy.

“Alright,” Rene said. “Who’s the target?”

“Rene Anatolis. Recently moved here to Felicie,” Junk said, sitting down in a chair directly across from Rene. The fat man began blotting at his face with a kerchief he pulled from a pocket, as the sweat rolled down his cheeks. “No violence to the child himself. Just take everything from him. I’d rather not have his father show up and start asking questions. A robbery though? Those things happen.”

“Fine,” Rene said. “I need five thousand gold up front for the job. I’m well aware of who Rene is and who he’s employed.”

Junk had begun sputtering almost instantly.

“No! I’m not paying you to rob someone, you can keep the gold you lift from him and—”

“No,” Rene said, then held a hand out to the door. “Have a nice evening.”

“Now, listen here you—”

Rene stood up quickly and leaned over his desk. In the time it took to exhale, his mask was pressed nose to mask with Junk.

“I’ll not rob the Anatolis house and take on the mercenary company working for them for anything less than twenty thousand total. Five thousand now, the rest when the job is complete,” Rene whispered. “Because the simple reality is, I have no idea what they even have. They might have two gold, they might have two hundred thousand gold. You’ve offered me nothing, but you came into my space, my home, my place of business and presented me with a request.

“Now you demand to set my price? No. You pay or you don’t. The end.”

Junk didn’t flinch away from Rene. The beady-eyed pig of a human in fact stared right back at Rene.

Laughing suddenly, Junk leaned away from Rene and ran the fabric down from the top of his head to his chin.

“Fine, fine. That’s fair,” Junk consented. And with far more assurance than Rene was expecting.

Mildly… unnerving. Not what I was thinking he’d do either. Is everything a ploy?

Maybe Junk is deeper than I was expecting.

“I’ll have your pay tomorrow. When do you think you’ll have the job done?” Junk asked.

“A week or less. I’ll let you know in a few days. Have to scope the area, figure out what’s going on, and how best to break in,” Rene answered. “Best you lie low and not involve yourself further. I imagine the law will come looking once it happens.”

“Course, course,” said Junk. “I can do that. Well. I think I’ll go avail myself of some of your wares and then head home for the evening.

“Wouldn’t want anyone to think I visited your establishment for anything other than the expected bit of business.”

“Mmmm,” Rene said, sitting back down in his chair.

Junk got himself back up out of the chair with a grunt. Waddling his way out of the study, the man left Rene alone with his thoughts.

Rene frowned, not sure how to take any of that. Part of him was now worried Junk was more than he’d originally credited the man for. Another part felt like it’d be a better idea to simply eliminate the man tonight and consider the whole matter closed.

Distinctly, Rene had the impression that this man was going to try and betray him.

Yet I can’t eliminate him outright. If I kill him, it’s quite possible people would link it to me simply because I’m his most recent enemy.

Let’s let things run for now; we’ll simply have fun, but how?

Shaking his head, Rene put his elbow down on the desk and then rested his chin in his hand. There was going to be a lot of work to do.

He could put Junk on the back-burner for now, since all it seemed he wanted was for Rene to be robbed.

Maybe he wants me robbed so he can purchase that letter of credit on the Delacroix family.

Though if that’s what he wants, why does he want it so bad?

Odelia’s family is nice enough, but they didn’t seem like anything out of the ordinary.

Frowning, he gave up on it for now.

He needed to go meet this Lieutenant Ronder and see if they could come to an agreement. Rene had no doubt his gang was going to run afoul of the law. If he could get them squared away sooner, rather than later, it’d be all the easier to get his people back, get new people, and spread his influence.

His goal was simple. Control the underground, and then feed those he didn’t want to himself as the Black Hood. He could work both sides for the same goal.

Let’s hope Ronder sees reason. Because while I’ve only met a few people I couldn’t convince to take a bribe, making corpses of everyone who refuses could end up becoming quite a bloody business.

Oh!

Maybe we should invest in a cemetery. We just have to make sure we charge them maintenance fees for anyone interred. That way we’re always making a profit.

Only you would think that’s a good idea.

How isn’t it a good idea? We would be generating the corpses, robbing them, and then being paid to bury them.

Self-producing market!

Captive market.

Rene left the Tramp’s Tail and ducked out of sight, making sure to get deep into stealth the moment he left the doorstep. He needed to maintain an absolute split in his personas at all costs.


Chapter 20

Rubbing his index finger back and forth along the edge of his mask, Rene peered through the slats of the shutter.

He was watching Lieutenant Ronder. The man was going through what Rene could only assume was his end-of-day routine.

He was slowly packing up the small office he worked out of. A number of papers, small books, and odd bits and bobs were vanishing into a satchel.

The man was obviously a member of the nobility. Judging by all the accessories he was wearing in addition to his uniform itself, he clearly had some money and upbringing. The material was different than the standard city uniform, the colors were brighter, and every metallic surface had a high sheen.

Even the man’s boots looked to be leather which was cared for regularly and of high quality.

Except, despite all of that, Rene would say the man was in the lower rungs of the noble class. He wouldn’t be serving as a junior lieutenant in the city guard otherwise. If he were higher in the social standing, he likely wouldn’t be working at all or would have a commission in the military.

Certainly higher than we are, though. If we tried to get into soldiering, we’d be given a spear and told to join the conscripts.

Part of the nobility? You question our ability.

I’d rather we be hung than be part of that dung.

Rene shrugged his shoulders at that.

Being part of the noble class didn’t seem that bad to him. Though a lot of the expectations they put on themselves would likely be more the issue.

Ronder moved over to the corner of his office and pulled out his belt knife. Using the tip, he pried up a floorboard and set it aside.

Oh? Having a stash would definitely indicate we’ve got the right guy.

The man quickly began pulling small purses out of the floor and dropping them into his satchel.

After seemingly emptying his stash, or at least judging he had enough, Ronder replaced the floorboard and then went back to his desk.

Ronder looked over his desk once more before exiting his office completely, door shutting behind him.

Rene pulled out his pry bar and wedged it into the window where it latched shut and pushed it in. Working quickly, he knocked the hook out of place. He dug his nails into the edge of the shutter and pried it open to one side.

Moving in through the open window, Rene went quickly to the corner. Using his pry bar, he tapped around for a second before he found the loose board. He wedged it in and popped the board out of place.

Inside was a small book and a number of pouches.

I really do hope that’s his little black book and his accounts.

Reaching into the gap, Rene fetched out the book. It was the only thing that held any value to him. Coins weren’t needed, given how much his father had sent over.

And that doesn’t even include our own funds, which are inevitably going to show up.

For now, we’ll use the lender start-up coin.

Money isn’t an issue.

But, knowing everyone who Ronder is being paid-off by is invaluable.

Opening the book, Rene began to casually flip through the pages after staring hard at each one. Spending a few seconds on each, trying to commit everything to memory as he did so, was a worthwhile investment.

He certainly couldn’t take the book with him—that’d give the game away.

Closing the book when he got to the last page, Rene closed his eyes and concentrated on remembering everything he’d read.

As if the book were in front of him, he could mentally turn the pages and read each entry as though he had it open.

Testing that, he opened the book, flipped to a middle page, then opened his eyes.

Comparing that page to the one in his mind, he found everything matched.

Just like The Elemental Way then. It’s not just limited to books that teach.

Our benefactor, our benefactor.

I hate and love him.

To loathe and cherish him.

I hate us.

Likewise. And yet… the gift was given and—

Damn. Junk is here.

Rene was looking at the last page that had names in the small book. After this, all the pages were blank. Logically, the entries here would likely be the newer ones if one was adding names as they went.

He must be trying to get ahead of us. Pave the way, so he can have us robbed and no one will look into it.

Or worse, to coerce.

To have Ronder go yonder and collect the Mask as his task.

Grunting at that, Rene seriously considered the possibility. He’d be able to get a better read on the man once he talked to him.

After putting the book back and then the board, Rene snuck free of the office and back outside.

When he looked down to the ground below him, he was struck by how glad he was that he could climb so well. Forty feet below him, everyone was going in every direction.

But there was only one exit from the barracks.

Rene peered at the ground, trying to track his target from here.

Nothing happened.

Sighing, he scrambled down the side of the building. When he reached the ground, he was able to pick up Ronder’s trail.

It led straight into the streets and away from the barracks.

Time to track him down and see if we can’t come to an agreement.

***

“Hello, there,” Rene said as Ronder entered his own study.

Spinning on his heel, the lieutenant pulled his sword and had it pointed at Rene in a flash.

Rene didn’t move, didn’t twitch, and didn’t speak further.

The sword tip hovered in the air as Ronder stared hard at Rene. His black hair was falling down around his head in a way that made it look unkempt. His hard brown eyes latched on Rene.

“Who are you?” Ronder asked.

“I’m me. Who are you?” Rene replied, tilting his head to one side. He needed to establish his personality with new people, which meant making sure the first impression was always correct.

“I’m fairly certain that’s not an appropriate question to ask the owner of the home you broke into. Is it?” Ronder threw back.

“That’s a fair point. I don’t have a name though. My people call me boss, others call me Mask, I call myself me,” Rene said, slowly tilting his head in the other direction. “I run a gang. I’m told you’re the man to speak to.”

“And who told you that?” Ronder inquired, the tip of his sword slowly moving down toward the ground.

“People in my gang. I don’t know their names,” Rene said and shrugged his shoulders, moving his head back to a normal position.

“I don’t find it particularly reassuring that my name is so casually bandied about,” Ronder groused, the sword tip falling to the floor now.

“I’m often reassured when I make sure I have all my fingers and toes,” Rene said. “All eleven of them. Shall we count together?”

Ronder looked rather annoyed, but he sheathed his blade. “What is it you want?”

“To purchase your grace, of course,” Rene said. “I have a gang to run and it would be best if I made sure the right purses were filled.”

“Four percent of whatever your weekly take is,” Ronder said.

“Two percent, but you can come visit any brothel I run whenever you like,” Rene countered. “I do plan on reopening the one that catered to the nobility. I just need to find a new location to work out of.”

“So… you really did take over the Jackals,” Ronder murmured.

“Yes. Though I believe we have a new name now. I didn’t ask what it was,” Rene said.

“Three percent, as many visits as I want,” Ronder said.

“Three percent, five visits a week,” Rene offered.

“Fine. That it?” Ronder asked.

“I’m going to make a move against Rene Anatolis,” Rene said. He was watching Ronder closely. He needed to know if this was going to be a trap. If Junk really had paid Ronder to scoop the “Mask” up at the same time. “I need to make sure you don’t show up during the middle of it. How much?”

There was absolutely no surprise in Ronder. As far as Rene was concerned, he was right. Junk was paying Ronder to interrupt the robbery of Rene Anatolis. Ronder just hadn’t known who it was he’d be interrupting.

Safe to say he’ll need to pay.

Both of them.

Agreed.

“To not show up? Hm. Well,” Ronder said, reaching up to lightly groom his hair with his fingers. Then he shrugged his shoulders. “Five hundred. I’ll make sure we don’t show up at all.”

The lies of a lying liar!

Pull out his tongue.

Rene reached up and scratched at his mask as if it were really his face.

“Fine,” he said, coming to a decision. He’d have this man replaced and used as a patsy at the same time. “I’ll have the gold brought over tomorrow. How would you like it handed off?”

Clearing his throat, Ronder made a vague gesture with his hand.

“Just have it brought here before dawn. The night guard is… well, he’s paid for his services,” Ronder said.

Nodding his head, Rene stood up quickly, which made Ronder take a step back.

Putting his hands behind his back, Rene hunched forward slightly, and then left the study. As soon as he crossed the threshold into the hall, he ducked down and immediately tried to sneak away.

Your skill in Sneak has increased (16)

Smirking to himself, Rene ghosted off to the back door and physically turned off the log.

It was fun to see the messages about his improvement, but they were distracting right now.

On top of that, he was slightly concerned that his skill had increased from twelve to sixteen in one go. That meant someone who was very observant was nearby, or there were far more people in the house than he thought.

“Hello?” Ronder asked, looking this way and that. The man was clearly very confused.

Not him then. Something to note.

Time to see if we can’t find someone to replace Ronder.

If this is anything like Laetus, that means the squad leaders would be the level directly below.

So… let’s go find some patrols and check their ranks.

Making his way out of the house and onto the rooftops, Rene did reconnaissance at a run. Forgoing sneaking, he was running and jumping from rooftop to rooftop, looking for city patrollers.

He did find a number of them, but they were all members of squads. No leaders.

In the end, it took the better part of thirty minutes before he finally found what he was looking for.

Or more to the point, what he was looking for came looking for him.

Apparently his antics hadn’t gone unnoticed. Someone had told the guard and a patrol had been dispatched for him specifically.

“Huh, well, this works. Doesn’t it?” Rene asked nobody. He was crouched low atop a roof. Up ahead, and behind him, five patrollers were heading his way.

Looking one way and then the other, he spotted the squad leader.

Patroller insignia was typically worn on the side of a helmet or a hat. A squad leader was a circle with an x in it.

Contemplating the situation, Rene decided the best way to handle this was to follow the squad leader home and present them with the offer.

Waiting, Rene watched as the patrollers passed right by him, all looking for him and finding nothing at all. Then they regrouped and left, only to repeat this little endeavor three more times on other rooftops that lined boulevards.

Each time finding nothing, of course.

Since Rene was more or less always a few steps behind the squad leader.

“Alright, he’s gone,” muttered the squad leader once her patrol all gathered around her again, as the last person dropped down from the rooftops.

And the squad leader was definitely a her.

Rene had been surprised to hear her speak the first time. He’d been assuming it was a man up to that point.

Not that he could have seen into the full steel helmet anyway.

“Waste of time,” grumbled one of the patrollers.

“It always is,” said a second.

Sounds like she’s not really in ‘command’ of her unit, either.

“Button that lip, before I fatten it,” growled the woman. “Get out of here. Go home. Day’s over. See you tomorrow.”

Grumbling, complaining, and looking like they didn’t want to bother, the four troopers left. All heading in different directions.

Leaving the squad leader by herself in this semi-deserted back plaza.

It was actually the perfect location for what Rene wanted.

Especially if he had to kill her and ditch her corpse in a corner.

Looking one way and then the other, Rene found there wasn’t anyone nearby. Then he glanced up to his alignment bar and found it was completely blue and at the top.

He could afford a murder right now.

Sighing, the squad leader looked down at her polished boots. Clearly trying to pull herself together.

Rene moved forward and got one arm up around the patroller’s throat, bringing her head backward. With his right hand, he placed his short sword at her guts. Easing the tip of it up under her breastplate, he found the bottom of her ribs without trying.

“Hush now,” Rene crooned in her ear as the woman began to struggle, then stopped. Clearly noticing the blade. “Good girl. Come along. Let’s chat.”

Rene began walking the patroller backward. Deeper into the corner of the plaza. Where the shadows met and the sun couldn’t reach.

As he reached his destination, he could practically feel the anger and fear rolling off the squad leader. It was apparent she knew what happened to people pulled off into corners. She’d likely come across the aftermath as a city patroller.

Though the anger was interesting to Rene. It meant she had a spine.

As he pulled her into the shadows, he could feel her tensing up. Clearly, she was contemplating making a move.

Leaning a bit further back as he moved, Rene got the squad leader to her tip toes. Her boots skidded across the stones.

Reaching his destination, he turned and pushed the squad leader face first into the corner.

Grabbing at her sword belt, he disarmed her of her dagger, club, and short sword before she even got her balance.

The squad leader spun around and got her gauntleted hands up, looking like she was more than willing to go down fighting.

Then she froze, clearly recognizing who she was facing.

“I have a proposition for you,” Rene said.

“Yeah? And what’s that? If it’s bedding you or something like that, you can just kill me or force it,” said the squad leader. “And let’s be honest here, I’m gonna fight in either scenario.”

Spunky.

I like her. Reminds me of Odelia.

“This is a much simpler proposition than that,” Rene said. “But I think maybe you doubt my sincerity.

“So, I’ll explain myself, give you a choice, and then leave.”

“Yeah, well, you’ll have to forgive me for not believing you have good intentions for me,” said the woman. “You don’t get dragged into a rape-and-murder corner every day of the week.”

“You walked yourself into the situation, if you must know,” Rene said. “You had no situational awareness, had your back to a position you hadn’t cleared, and let your soldiers leave on their own. You were careless.

“Now… shall I present my offer?”

“Yeah, whatever, get it over with,” growled the woman.

“Wonderful,” Rene said, nodding his head partially. “I’ve bribed one of your senior officers. They’re going to assist me in robbing someone. I think they’re going to betray me however, as they’ve also taken a bribe from a competitor of mine.”

The squad leader’s posture had tightened up at first. Now it was starting to loosen as he spoke.

“Oh?” she mused. “Sure, tell me all about it so I can cuff you all at the same time.”

Rene laughed at that and then sheathed his weapon and held his hands up neutrally.

“I’m not into being cuffed, despite however pleasant you could promise to make it,” Rene said, taking a few steps back. “Now, you’ve heard the basics of what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m going to leave you with that, so you can contemplate it.

“I’ll return to this spot when the moon’s at its peak, its zenith. Tonight. If you’d like to discuss more of this, be here. Alone,” Rene said continuing to slowly back up.

“Yeah? What’s to say I don’t come back with my squad?” asked the woman.

“The fact that they don’t respect you for one,” Rene murmured. “That they’d clearly rather see you lose your position. See you fail. See you lose your title.

“And me? Well… I just want to see those who’d work against me wronged. I have nothing against you. I don’t even know your name. You’d just benefit from my rather vengeful nature.”

Kneeling down, the woman reached blindly for the hilt of her sword. Except she couldn’t quite find it.

The instant she broke eye contact to find it, Rene dropped down low and did his best to sneak off to the side.

Vanishing just like that, he wasn’t there by the time she got her sword in hand and stood back up.

“Wha… what?” asked the squad leader to no one. Turning left and then right, she seemed ready to fight.

Wanted to fight.

Except Rene simply wasn’t anywhere she’d be able to see him.

Even though he was practically in her pocket again.

“What… I … I don’t…”

Taking in a shaky breath, the woman sheathed her sword, grabbed her truncheon and dagger, and then hurried out of the plaza. Not waiting any longer and clearly not wanting to be there.

Well. That’s a start. Let’s follow her to make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid.

It’d be a pity if she tried to spoil my plans.

Checking a sigh, Rene ghosted after the squad leader, intent to see this through all the way to the end.

Wherever that might lead.


Chapter 21

Having followed the squad leader, Rene felt like he knew her rather intimately.

He’d been there when she’d bought a few things on the way home. And when she’d gone through her home with her sword out looking for him, which wasn’t that hard since her home was rather small.

Though it was still impressive that she had a home at all and lived by herself.

Rene had watched as she made dinner, randomly talking to herself about what’d happened and what she should do as she did so.

When she’d gone to use her chamber pot, he’d looked through some of her possessions.

From what he could tell, she was the lowest one could possibly be in the nobility social hierarchy without falling out the bottom of it.

To her credit, it seemed she’d graduated from the Felicie university and earned her position through merit, rather than connections.

None of that seemed to matter, however. There was nowhere else for this young woman to go simply because she wasn’t higher up in the peerage. It was likely she’d be tasked with marrying, retiring, and pushing out children at some point.

Evening eventually rolled around, and then the deep part of the night. When no one on good tidings was out conducting business.

The squad leader had often stuck her head out a window to look up at the moon. Apparently trying to judge where it was and how much time she had left.

Each time, she’d shake her head, as if telling herself she wasn’t going to go.

Right around the time Rene judged that she wasn’t going to leave, she grabbed a cloak from a hook, threw it on, and bolted out the door. Faster than Rene had expected and leaving him alone in her house.

Thankfully, she hadn’t gotten far, and he’d caught up to her rather quickly.

Apparently being a squad leader meant she knew how to move throughout the city without being seen.

And which areas to avoid altogether.

She’s going straight to the plaza.

Let’s go ahead and check it out. Make sure we’re alright.

Always a good idea to prepare the stage. One can never tell who or what the audience will be.

I mean, after all, we might have to go into a rage. To slaughter merrily any and all who’s there with glee.

After watching the squad leader for another second, Rene made up his mind and then ran ahead.

Moving quickly, he hopped and clambered his way over the roofs. He found that the more he did it, the easier it got.

In fact, he was almost positive that if he checked his log, he’d see an increase in climbing, agility, and endurance. He didn’t have the time to look right now, though.

Not that it mattered.

He’d turned it off earlier that evening, he’d been blessedly free of skill-gain messages. He’d simply been far too busy to enjoy the messages right now.

Vaulting over another wall, Rene came to a dead stop and then practically flung himself to the ground.

Up ahead was a shadow darker than a chimney deserved. It was pressed in close to the bricks and in a position that could see the plaza perfectly.

Truth of the matter was that Rene had wanted to go to that exact position to watch the plaza for a time. Which meant whoever this was had instincts that were quite similar to Rene’s.

Inspecting the shadow, he wondered about who it was.

Assassin? Hm.

I wonder if this is the contract Davis mentioned or something else?

Curious. Very curious. However did they find me? Let alone that, how did they know I was coming back here? I was with our squad leader this whole time. It wasn’t as if I was out and about or that I told anyone what I was doing.

Something else going on here.

I’ll have to take care of them and figure out how they found me. I’m sure I can make them talk quick. I just need to get it done before—

Walking out into the plaza was the squad leader. She was ahead of Rene’s estimation of how long it would take her to get here.

She must have thought she was late and started running.

Damn it all.

I’ll have to take care of this one after.

Later.

I’m looking forward to it already.

Moving backward, Rene slunk away. He didn’t want to alert the assassin to their being found out.

Dropping down from the roofs, Rene entered the plaza from a different side entirely.

Unfortunately, the amount of cover in the plaza was limited. Or at least, it was limited when taking into account where the assassin was posted.

Sliding up to a pillar nearby, Rene leaned his shoulder into it. Unfortunately, this location made exposure to the rarely used street nearby much more likely.

But it kept him out of sight of the assassin.

“Good to see you,” Rene said. He was loud enough to get the squad leader’s attention, but that was about it.

“Wha… huh?” replied the woman.

Rene heard the soft click of her boots as she came over to where he was.

“What’re you doing?” she asked, peering at where Rene was hiding.

“Holding this pillar up. What does it look like?” Rene explained while gesturing at said pillar. “Someone’s gotta do it, ya know.”

Frowning, the squad leader looked ill at ease.

Rene stared at her head-on as he gave her a full once-over. All throughout his tailing of her, he’d kept to her sides and behind her. He wasn’t about to risk being spotted if he didn’t have to.

She wasn’t pretty.

Nor was she built in a womanly way.

The squad leader was a woman of athletics, fighting, and activity. She was very fit and very lean.

At best, she was “cute” and enough for a handful, but that was as far as the compliments went.

Her black hair was cut to several inches in length, and her dark brown eyes were more like hard stones than anything else.

She was also taller than him, likely a little over six-foot. He hadn’t noticed it until she was standing straight in civilian clothes.

“I’m here, then,” said the squad leader.

“So am I. Fancy that,” Rene said. “People call me Mask. What do they call you?”

“What? You don’t even know my name?” the squad leader asked.

“No? Should I? I told you, you were more a convenience than anything else. I didn’t select you specifically,” Rene explained.

I wonder if that plays into whatever mental hang-up she has. Could be that she took me selecting her as some sort of validation.

That she was chosen in some way.

The Monster in his head grunted at that but said nothing. Clearly its attention was focused entirely on the assassin and little else.

“Aurora,” said the woman, looking rather displeased. “Aurora Dean.”

“Well, Aurora, Aurora Dean, have you thought about my proposition?” Rene asked. Pushing hard at his senses, he tried to determine if the assassin was still in the last place he’d seen them. Or if they were moving around to get a better view on Rene.

Then again, they might not be here for him at all.

This could all just be coincidence.

That was pretty unlikely, but it was definitely a possibility.

“Yes. I have. And… I want to talk more about it. What exactly are we talking about?” Aurora asked.

“I’ve been paid to have Rene Anatolis robbed. Do you know who he is?” Rene asked.

Aurora shook her head briefly.

“Son of a rich money lender from out of town,” Rene explained briefly. “So, I’m being paid to rob this young man. The person paying me is Frederick Junk. The master of the Junk household.”

“Wait… what?” Aurora asked, looking confused and concerned at the same time.

“That’s who paid me,” Rene confirmed. “And I reached out to a Lieutenant Ronder. I’m going to be paying him to not show up while I’m working this kid’s house over.

“Except I get the distinct impression that this lieutenant is going to double-cross me. So I’ll double-cross him first.”

“And you want me to… what… exactly?” Aurora inquired, folding her arms in front of herself.

“Bust him for taking bribes. I can tell you where he hides his coin, his black book, and even when he’s likely to show up to arrest me. Which, honestly, I won’t be there. Obviously.”

Aurora let out a slow sigh, turning her head and looking off to one side. To Rene, it was rather obvious she didn’t like any of this. Didn’t like that he was offering her a part to play in it either.

“And who’s to say you’re not trying to get me messed over, too?” Aurora replied, looking back at Rene now.

“Well, nothing, I suppose. Really, it’s just my word but… I’m not so sure you’d take that as it is,” Rene said with a laugh. “And I have no idea what I could offer you to help you through that belief either.”

“I… no, nor I,” Aurora murmured, turning her gaze down toward the ground.

“Well, I could tell you where Ronder keeps his loot,” Rene mused as he thought about it. “But you’d have to wait to get him clapped in irons until after he tries to get me. Otherwise, it wouldn’t work out for me and… I’d have to come visit you at your home.

“By the way, I was impressed with your cooking. It smelled absolutely amazing for what few herbs you used.”

Aurora’s eyes widened and rounded at that. Her face drained of color, and it looked like she wanted to go sprinting off into the distance.

“No, I didn’t watch you take that shit,” Rene said, waving a hand at her. “I mean, it was rather impressive sounding, but I didn’t watch. Nothing wrong with a woman who can really let loose.

“I do have to admit I regret not watching though.”

Bahahahaha.

That’s awful.

Breathing shallowly with a hand at her neck, Aurora looked absolutely mortified.

“Right… then,” she murmured. “Tell me where his little nest is, and I’ll go look it over. If what you said is true, then I don’t think we’ll have a problem.”

She’d neatly ignored the entire subject of her home and what he’d said. The threat was clear and obvious, and he’d done nothing to her.

“In his office. If you’re sitting at his desk facing the door, it’s the right-hand corner. Loose floorboard. Hard to miss, once you start looking. Will sound rather hollow, if you tap it. He uses a knife to open it up,” Rene said, nodding his head. “Once you have confirmation, you’ll know this is for real, I suppose. I’ll just work off the idea you’re already working with me on this one.

“Strange bedfellows and all that.”

Aurora shook her head at his words, clearly non-plussed.

“If you need to contact me, just send a note over to the Tramp’s Tail,” Rene said, grinning behind his mask. “Tell them you need your usual sent over to your place and your name is Constance. Courtesy of the Mask. Then I’ll swing by and visit you at home.

“I recommend using a street urchin to do the work. They usually can’t read, and they just want the coin. No one bothers them too much either.”

“I… alright… I suppose,” Aurora mumbled. “Uhm. Is… that everything?”

“I think so,” Rene said. “Was there something more? Something else you wanted or wished to discuss?”

“No. But I’m telling you now. Just because you’re doing this, doesn’t mean you own me,” growled Aurora, some of her edge coming back. “I don’t owe you anything. Just… you want to get rid of a traitor to you, and I want to get rid of a traitor to the guard.”

Rene laughed at that, then slowly leaned forward toward Aurora.

“Little girl, if I want you, I’ll have you,” he promised. “If you’re going to be my creature, you’ll be my creature. If I want you dead… I’ll kill you. There isn’t anything you can do to stop me if I decide something needs to happen to you. Be thankful that I’m interested in your well-being.

“Though, I will say, I like the bravery. Now, run along home before I change my mind.”

Aurora lifted her chin, not flinching away from him in any way.

“I’m not your creature, nor will I be,” she stated. Then she turned on her heel and left the plaza.

Smirking, Rene had to admire her.

He really hadn’t been able to bribe her, so to speak. She hadn’t asked for coin, favors, or information. All she wanted to do was knock down someone she viewed as a traitor. That was the extent of her desire.

She’d have done well in something like the FBI back home.

I don’t like her. She makes me hate us.

Raising his eyebrows at that, Rene crouched down and activated sneak. Then he moved out from the pillar, leapt up, grabbed the edge of the roof and hauled himself upward.

Looking out toward where the assassin had been earlier, Rene found them gone.

He had no way of knowing when they’d left, only that they had.

Moving over to the chimney, Rene kept scanning his surroundings. If he’d been the one who was up here, he’d have questioned how his target knew to hide where they did. In doing so, it’d relay to Rene that he’d been made somehow.

Working with that information, he’d relocate to a new position where he could see the old one. He’d set up that as the ambush site rather than the original one.

The key to being a good assassin is knowing when to adapt and improvise.

That and being able to actually kill people.

Remember Lauren?

Rene nodded at that. Lauren had died on her very first contract because she couldn’t pull the trigger when she needed to.

He’d been there as backup, just in case she fucked up.

Which she had.

Looking to the chimney, Rene began to scan everywhere around that’d have a clear line of sight back to it. Along with an unobstructed firing position.

In this world, there were no firearms.

Yet.

Though there were crossbows that fired with more than enough force to be quite lethal to an unarmored foe. Depending on the size, and the strength of mechanism, there were more than a few that could punch through armor itself as well.

You think… maybe there?

Rene was peering off toward a smaller roof across the way. From that position, it couldn’t see the plaza at all. Not any single bit of it. In addition, it had a small chimney sticking up out of it that was long but low to the roof.

It also had a spectacular view of the chimney. Especially where the assassin had been hiding. One could lay down right there with a crossbow and wait.

Lastly, the roofing on that side of the street was thatched. It’d be considerably harder to approach without making noise and difficult to move quickly across.

It’s where we would be, is it not?

I propose we go see, and kill the snot.

Moving with as much speed as he was willing to test against his Sneak ability, Rene dropped down from the roof he was on. He crossed the street and started to clamber up to the roof on the other side.

Whoever this assassin is, if they are really there, they’re certainly more skilled than anyone just starting out.

Pausing right before he pulled himself up over the edge of the roof, Rene found himself looking at a small wire. It was attached to two hooks slid into the thatching of the roof, and it wouldn’t take much to break any of it free.

A trap, hm?

Steadying himself, Rene put both his hands on the roof and then began to climb up again. Carefully, slowly, he made it up over the trap. He had no idea what it would do, or even if it had been laid there by the assassin he was after, but he wasn’t going to spring it.

There was nothing to be gained by disarming it either.

This is more than a beginner, or even someone in the middle part of their career.

They knew where to place a trap for us, assuming we’d follow them.

Realizing that was a very good point, Rene quickly rethought how he wanted to approach this person. It’d be better for him if he took an unexpected line to get close.

Like, say… straight in front of them.

Grinning, Rene stuck to the edge of the roof and moved along it. As he threw constant cautious looks toward where he expected the assassin to be, Rene felt like his attention was split far too thin.

Because on top of those two things, he was also looking for more traps. Just because he’d avoided one, didn’t mean there wouldn’t be more.

Slowly, he crossed the threshold where he’d be able to see around the low chimney.

Surprisingly, he saw a crossbow bolt’s head in the front of the crossbow. It was pointing straight at him, despite his Sneak ability being completely activated.

Pausing, Rene went still.

He stood stock still, staring up at the position the assassin was in. They had him dead to rights.

But they didn’t do anything.

Unsure how to proceed, Rene began to slowly move forward again.

The crossbow followed him, but still did nothing. It made no sense at all to Rene. Coming to a halt directly in front of the crossbow’s position, he thought on what was happening.

It was almost as if they knew where he was, but couldn’t see him.

Peering up at the placement, he could see the crossbow, and a hood. There was no face to be seen.

It’s almost as if… I wonder.

Maybe I’m not the only one who can use Track? Or some form of it?

Clearly they know where I am but… not really.

Could I close on them ever so slowly? If I did it in a way that they should be able to see me, could I confuse them?

Turning toward the assassin directly, Rene started up the roof. Toward the chimney, where his would-be killer lurked.

Sure enough, he saw the crossbow shift, tracking him, but also not. The hooded head was tilting to one side, and down.

As if it was trying to figure out whether Rene was in the building below the assassin, rather than on the roof.

Ah-ha.

So… we’ve guessed it partially. Let’s… mess with them.

Getting down as low as he could manage without losing mobility, Rene continued to advance.

When he got within five yards of his target, the assassin stood up. They pointed their crossbow down to the thatch below them. As if Rene were in the house and coming up below them.

Ha, there we go.

Reaching up, the assassin flipped their hood back, after it slid down over their eyes for the second time.

It’s… a cat… girl?

Standing there, was a woman with short, brown hair that was pulled back in a ponytail. Triangular cat-like ears with bright white fur inside them sat on top of her head and were swiveling this way and that. Trying to track Rene. She had bright electric blue eyes with slit-like pupils.

There was a clean and straight-lined look to her, as well. Rene found her rather pretty, in fact, despite her clearly not being human.

Pulling a single copper coin out, Rene thumbed it and contemplated his next move. He needed to get the assassin to turn around, so he could get her from behind.

Cocking his arm back slowly and then moving it forward with an equally lazy grace, he flicked the coin up over the woman’s head.

When it landed, it did so with a soft pat that even Rene heard.

Pushing off the chimney, the assassin dodged to one side and fired her crossbow toward where the coin had landed.

In that same instant, Rene darted forward to catch her.

Except she was already sprinting away, across the beam that made up the peak of the roof.

Off we go!

Rene sprinted after her.


Chapter 22

Just before leaping off the edge of the building, the assassin turned to look over her shoulder.

And she saw Rene, the Mask, right behind her.

Her eyes went wide as she spotted him only a few feet away.

When he hit the same jump point, Rene didn’t hesitate. He knew that it would take quite a bit to kill him, considering he’d shrugged off catching a throwing knife in the face.

Didn’t even leave a scar.

Landing atop the small shed a scant second behind the assassin, Rene managed to keep pace with her as she hit the ground.

“Don’t run,” he hissed, chasing after her as she darted into an alleyway. “I can follow you forever.”

Growling, the assassin didn’t stop. She just kept sprinting full out. Her boots clacked hard against the cobblestone-lined pathway.

Glancing at the ground as he went, Rene looked at the available trails.

There were three names listed.

He memorized all three and then focused back on his would-be killer.

Stepping up onto a stoop, the assassin bent low as she ran and launched herself up toward a beam that stuck out from the roof.

Not bothering to try and imitate her, Rene simply took the same jump, but aimed for her instead.

He smashed into her around the hips, even as she tried to pull up and away from him.

Sinking his hands into her pants, he clung on to her.

She squealed and her arms went straight at the sudden increase in weight. She dangled from the beam while Rene got a better grip on her by the second.

Wrapping his legs around her left leg, Rene grabbed at her waist. In no time at all, he’d pulled free several daggers and a short sword.

The assassin suddenly kicked her legs out hard, her entire body shuddering with the strength of it.

Grabbing on to the hem of her pants, Rene nearly lost hold of her.

Then she kicked out again, almost with more strength than the first time.

And her pants came right off, sliding from her hips down to her feet. Unable to hold onto her, other than his grip on those very same pants, Rene ended up dangling much further below her.

Kicking her feet back and forth, she managed to shuck off her pants. This sent Rene crashing to the street below.

He landed with a thud, and the back of his head cracked against the stone as he stared up at the assassin.

Nude from the waist down, except for her boots, she was standing on the beam, glaring down at him. A long brown furry tail swished angrily back and forth behind her.

A sword he hadn’t seen was held in her hands, pointed toward him.

Taking a moment, he pulled her pants up to his chest and then tried to activate his Tracking sense. He wanted to use the pants as a way to narrow the field.

One name sprang up.

Irini Dalca.

“That was certainly something I didn’t expect,” Rene said with some mirth. “I’ll see you in a few minutes when I track you down, Irini Dalca.”

Panting, the cat-girl assassin stared down at him.

“I see, then. Would you prefer I wait at my home, or yours, Rene Anatolis?” she countered.

Oh, ho? I’d be curious to see how she knows who I am. Maybe I underestimated this world.

Such a curious woman.

“Whichever,” Rene said, getting to his feet. “Though if we go to my place, I can guarantee some very fine tea and snacks.”

Rene held up her pants and glanced inside. There were no undergarments there.

Looking back up to Irini, Rene gave the pants a shake.

“Care to join me down here, or did you want to go back to my place displaying those fine wares of yours?” he said with a laugh. He was enjoying himself.

He’d found someone to play with, who might even understand him. There weren’t that many people at his level.

Irini ran the tip of her tongue along her upper lip.

“Peace?” she asked, sounding annoyed.

“Peace,” Rene offered. “On the grounds we can discuss a few things. Obviously, why you were here to kill me and how you know who I am.”

Sighing softly, Irini shook her head and then nodded it.

“Agreed.” She stepped off the beam and dropped down to the stones next to him.

Rene pulled off the mask and tucked it away into his shirt. Then made it vanish into his inventory. At the same time, he gestured to her weapons on the ground that he’d pulled free earlier.

“Might want to get those,” Rene said.

“Certainly, after I get my pants.” Irini held her hand out.

“Ah, pity. I thought I could get you to bend over without them,” Rene said with a grin, holding the pants out to the now very red-faced and angry cat-girl.

***

Rene hadn’t spent much time in his new home. The one his father had purchased for him on his behalf. The staff had also been paid for and retained for Rene.

Maids, butlers, gardeners, and kitchen staff.

Walking into the main study with Irini, Rene found it to be rather well decorated.

He gestured to a seat nearby, then waited for Irini to seat herself.

Dressed in dark leathers, dark fabrics, and a dark cloak, she looked like something out of a bad television show.

Gideon had been non-plussed to allow her into the home. Especially so late at night.

Thankfully, no one had seen them enter. Gideon had been brilliant enough to have gone through the entire staff of the manse as well, and checked them from top to bottom for security concerns.

So much so, that he felt confident it would cause no problems to ask one of the maids to deliver a tea and snack service in the small hours of the morning to what was clearly a ne'er-do-well.

Irini sat herself down, giving her cloak a flap so it rested behind her, rather than under her.

Taking his own seat, Rene gave her a smile.

“Information for information then?” he asked.

Irini hadn’t said much on their way back. She was clearly angry and frustrated. He imagined being caught and named had done her temperament no good at all.

“That’d be fine,” she grumped. “You first. You know my name.”

Rene had been thinking on that the entire way back. He hadn’t really come up with a plausible way to explain it, other than to claim something other-worldly.

“Minor magic,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “So minor, that it’s more akin to Elven heritage magic. It’s also how I could follow you.

“Now, how’d you know my name?”

“I didn’t,” Irini said, grinning at him. Giving him a view of sharp, and clearly non-human, teeth.

More fangs than an Elf even.

So far she seems like she’s an Alis.

“I looked into who the Mask could be. In looking into the Mask, I found the Black Hood had taken the coin for those involved with the Mask’s takeover,” Irini explained.

The door on the far side of the room opened.

A young woman with a cart and a tea set walked in.

She was perhaps little better than sixteen, with large brown eyes, brown hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, and wearing a maid uniform.

“May I serve?” she asked, smiling at Rene.

He caught the undertone of her offer immediately.

I’ll need to nip that one in the bud later.

“Please, yes,” Rene said, smiling in return at the maid. She was cute and reminded him of his little sister otherwise. “Two sugars please, no cream or milk. And I didn’t catch your name?”

“Oh! I’m Mira,” said the young girl, moving the cart that held the tea service over to where Rene and Irini were sitting.

Mira rapidly filled a plate with a few different small sandwiches and cookies, then filled Rene’s teacup.

When she turned to Irini, Mira got an almost blank look in return.

“Just tea,” grumbled Irini.

Mira nodded with a smile and immediately poured a cup of tea for Irini.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” Mira asked, looking to Rene.

“No, thank you,” Rene said, smiling at her once again.

Ducking her head, Mira went, leaving the cart behind with its snacks and the tea service.

“You were saying?” Rene asked, as the door shut. He picked up a sandwich and took a bite.

“Oh, ah… yes. The Mask didn’t seem like the type to let anyone take credit for his kills,” Irini said, holding her teacup in both hands. “From there, I looked into the Black Hood. Following that back, I found mention of a young man showing up with a bounty. An unknown young man.

“I got his description and started comparing it to new arrivals that matched some of the clues and details I’d heard about the Mask.

“Then matched it to you. There was no proof, of course. No way to ever prove it. Especially since… well… there’d be no reason for you to run a criminal enterprise.”

Rene nodded.

That all made sense.

I’ll need to kill those who told her about the bounty I turned in.

“You get the contract for me specifically, or is it just open-ended?” Rene asked.

“It’s just open. I didn’t pick it up from anyone,” Irini said. “Now, information back my way. Could you really have followed me all the way back?”

“Mmhmm. You weren’t going to escape from me,” Rene said with a grin.

“And… are you… trained… to fight?” asked Irini. Her words had slowed during the middle, as if she wasn’t sure how to phrase the question.

“Well enough that I could have beaten you to death without a weapon,” Rene said. He was considering murdering her out of hand anyway.

She simply knew too much.

“I sincerely doubt that,” Irini said, her brows drawing down.

“Doubt it or not, I don’t think you’d stand a chance,” Rene said confidently. Since his change, he’d found that he was rapidly nearing what he used to be in his old life. Closing in very quickly on what used to be his peak.

Without half as much training.

All of that was much easier to attain now that he remembered everything he’d ever learned.

“Which… means you’re going to kill me,” Irini said, then took a deep sip from her tea.

“I’m considering it,” Rene admitted.

“Figured,” Irini grumbled. “The moment you said my name, I knew this one was coming to a bad end. And before you ask, I scented you. I knew where you were, and had been, because I could smell you.”

“Ahhh, and here I thought the cute nose and ears were just for looks,” Rene said, leaning back in his seat.

He was enjoying himself considerably.

“So… do we fight to the death or… what?” Irini asked, looking rather unsure.

“Mmm. Not tonight. I’m rather tired, to be honest,” Rene said. “Even though I’m drinking this lovely tea, I’m almost positive I’ll simply pass out as soon as I hit my bed. Been up for a bit.”

“I noticed,” Irini murmured. “The poor patroller didn’t even know you were there.”

Grinning, Rene felt himself somewhat impressed. He hadn’t noticed the assassin back then.

Maybe I can use her.

“Rather than me killing you, how about I buy you?” Rene asked. “I’m sure I can pay you far more to keep me alive, or help keep me alive, than you could earn taking lives.”

“I sincerely doubt that,” said Irini with a soft laugh. “I make a hundred gold a kill now. Admittedly, I have to be picky about targets, but I can easily make several thousand gold in a year.”

Rene thought on that. Three thousand gold didn’t seem too high of a price to have an assassin on retainer.

And she’s not exactly unskilled. I’m sure I could easily make use of her skills such that four thousand would seem almost paltry.

Even just using the money I’ve made on my own, I could employ her for ten years or so without ever touching a coin from the guild, my father, or the bounties.

“Okay,” Rene said. “Four thousand a year, payable every month, one month in advance.”

Irini stared at him without moving or twitching. Even her ears, which often had been moving around constantly, were still.

“I… that is… okay,” Irini said, sinking into the back of her seat after setting her teacup down. As nonchalant as it looked, it made Rene suspicious. “I suppose the alternative is that you’ll track me down and try to kill me later.”

“I wouldn’t try, dear, I’d succeed,” Rene said with a feral grin. “I had several opportunities before we came here. Did you not realize I was staring at you for a short while as you lay there with your crossbow?

“Let alone the fact that I could have sunk a blade into your side rather than grabbing onto you like a love-struck boy when I jumped for you.

“And that doesn’t even take into account that I could have just thrown anything at your back as you ran away from me.

“No, Irini, you live because I let you live.”

Irini’s eyes slowly narrowed, her pupils becoming slits as she stared at him.

“Don’t try. I’ll take something from you, if you do. Maybe a finger, maybe your life,” Rene promised, setting his teacup down.

Apparently, that wasn’t the right thing to say or do.

Diving forward over the small distance between them, Irini came at him. In her hand was a dagger she’d pulled from her waist at some point. Leading with it, she tried to catch him in the chest.

He hadn’t expected it, but he’d been ready for this just in case.

Attacking Irini’s wrist, Rene knocked her hand to one side. The dagger slammed into the seat backing.

Rene smashed his elbow into the back of Irini’s head.

Groaning, the cat-girl assassin went limp in his lap.

“Now, you’ve gone and done it. You ruined the chair,” Rene said. Taking Irini by the shoulders and head, he pushed at her till she was on her knees. “Alright then. I did tell you I’d take something. I have to follow through with the threat or you won’t respect me later.”

Mumbling incoherently, Irini knelt there, her eyes rolling around in her head. He took the dagger from the chair and held it in his left hand.

“Uh huh,” Rene said. “I think you could do with a notch in your ear. You’ll need your fingers if you’re working for me.”

Delightful. Let’s start with the left. Make it small, just in case she misbehaves. We’ll have to add more.

Pulling on Irini, Rene dragged her over to the coffee table nearby.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, that’s nice,” Rene said, pushing her head down on the coffee table.

Irini struggled against him, though completely ineffectually.

Moving the knife from his left hand to his right, he judged her ear critically.

“Hey, inside or outside notch. I think outside, personally,” Rene said.

“No. Sorry, sorry,” slurred Irini.

“Outside, it is. Hold still now, I don’t want to botch this,” Rene murmured, leaning in close to Irini’s head.

Irini groaned and her eyes couldn’t seem to focus on him as he put the knife tip to her ear.

Moving quickly, he slipped the knife a quarter inch through her ear at a slight angle. He eased it over a few millimeters only and then brought it back down again.

In less than a second, he’d notched her ear.

Which was now bleeding rather freely all over his table.

Clicking his tongue, Rene pulled a kerchief out of his inventory and immediately wiped down the table. Then he pressed it to Irini’s ear.

Irini still seemed rather out of it, but she was also making a soft whining noise now.

“There we are, your first notch,” Rene said, patting Irini’s cheek. “Let’s hope I don’t have to give you too many more. For now, I’ll just put you up in a guest room to sleep this off. I’ll see you in the morning, alright?”

We’ll wait till the bleeding stops, then drop her off personally in her room..

What an interesting day.

To say the least and we caught a beast!

***

Looking up from his breakfast, Rene found Irini walking through the doorway. She looked angry.

Very angry.

Though the notch in her ear was quite visible and looked to be healing well already.

“Good morning,” Rene said, looking back down to the book he was reading. “Scones and tea? Or would you prefer something a bit more substantial?”

“You-notched-my-ear,” growled Irini.

“Sure did. You didn’t listen to me. I had to provide a proper punishment, of course. Looks good,” Rene said. Then he went back to his book, picking up where he’d left off. “Also, do mind your words. We’re relatively safe here—my staff is apparently trustworthy—but there’s no reason to go looking for trouble.”

Lifting the scone up, he took a bite.

“I… I can’t… you…” Irini stuttered.

Taking his eyes from the book again, Rene waited.

Irini stared back at him and then slowly deflated, her shoulders slumping.

“Thank you for not killing me,” she murmured.

“A dead tool serves no one,” Rene offered, setting his scone down and taking another drink of his tea. “I expect you to live here in the home with me. Do transfer your belongings over. I’ll have your pay ready for you by the time you get back. Is today enough time to close out your affairs otherwise?”

“Yes,” mumbled Irini. “A day will be fine.”

“Perfect,” Rene said and sighed, putting his teacup back down. “I’ll need to get going soon. Not nearly enough sleep, but I do need to go work on my affairs.”

We should have gone and taught the children. We didn’t teach them yesterday either.

Tomorrow, I promise. We’ll teach them tomorrow.

Grumbling, the Monster fell silent once again.

“Any questions?” Rene asked, stuffing the remains of the scone into his mouth. Then he immediately downed it with the remnants of his tea.

“Am I allowed to quit?” Irini inquired, looking off and to one side.

“Course you are. Though only after this year is up. Then you can quit,” Rene said, setting his teacup down. “Though I think you’ll want to remain working for me after that year. Nothing quite like having a steady paycheck and not having to kill as often.”

Rene spoke from experience. He’d often wished he could have been on retainer more often. The few times he had been, he liked it.

It was the Monster who’d prevented that from lasting longer than it had.

Standing up, Rene pushed in his chair and dropped his napkin onto the plate.

“See you later tonight,” he said, smiling at Irini.

“See you,” murmured Irini.


Chapter 23

Two knights dispatched by Gideon accompanied Rene into the city when he left the manse.

Both men wore full chain mail, breastplates, helms, and leg plates. If he had to guess at the reasoning, he imagined it was the best way to remain mobile, but get the most protection to vital areas.

Not that dissimilar from a vest and a helmet. Everything can be worked on in the field to a degree.

Turning onto the walkway and through the gates that led to the main building of the University of Felicie, Rene couldn’t help but compare it to the University of Laetus.

The size seemed comparable, but where Laetus was historic, grand, and well-maintained, Felicie seemed considerably newer.

Or more accurately, it was likely it had been recently remodeled.

Passing by a number of students who were Rene’s physical age, or slightly older, he felt like he was blending in for once.

He reached the doors and pulled them open. All around him, students were turning off onto the many paths that led to other buildings. As quickly as he felt surrounded, Rene was once again alone save for his two bodyguards as he walked into the main building.

It was an expansive room filled with bookcases, desks, and people working diligently at whatever tasks they had. There was also a bank of chairs along one wall, which seemed to be a waiting station.

“Can I help you?” asked a man sitting behind a desk near the front door. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, with light brown hair and blue eyes.

“I believe so, yes,” Rene said with a smile. “I’m supposed to come present myself for an interview for admission to this establishment.

“I see,” the man said, then fell silent.

“My name’s Rene Anatolis,” Rene said, trying again. “I believe my father would have sent over a communication ahead of me.”

The man looked mildly surprised by that, and then his face hardened.

He knows me and doesn’t like me? But I don’t know him.

Someone father denied a loan to, perhaps?

Or doesn’t like money lenders?

“Certainly,” said the man. “Go ahead and take a seat. Your men may wait outside. I’ll forward a note over to the master of student affairs.”

Nodding, and giving a small hand gesture to the two knights, Rene sat down in a chair by the far wall, in plain view of the man and the desk. Watching the man, Rene folded his hands in his lap.

The two knights exited the room and took up positions directly outside the door.

The man who’d greeted Rene and told him to wait, went back to his work as if nothing had happened at all.

Uh.

I suppose he just needs to finish what he’s working on then.

Checking a sigh, Rene realized that perhaps he’d grown too used to how many doors his last name had opened for him in Laetus.

Clearing his throat after a minute had ticked by, Rene got the man’s attention.

“Will you be sending that note?” he asked when the man met his eyes.

Blinking hard at that, the man seemed taken aback.

“Oh, yes. Of course,” said the man. He picked up his quill and rapidly scrawled something on a paper, then stood up.

The man walked away, apparently to go deliver the note.

Doddering old fool. Someone should retire him.

Pulling out The Elemental Way, Rene began to read quietly as he waited.

Minutes passed and time oozed along.

The man came back, saying nothing, and got right back to work with whatever it was he was doing. As if nothing had changed at all.

After perhaps ten minutes, Rene closed his book and stared at the man.

Unabashedly, unblinkingly.

It didn’t take long for the man to look up, having apparently felt Rene’s gaze.

“Yes?” asked the man.

“Did the master say anything about meeting me today?” Rene asked. He wasn’t about to sit here without being given any information at all. If this old man thought he could bully Rene simply due to his age, he should think again. Especially since it was likely that Rene had lived as many years as this man had.

“I… beg your pardon?” asked the man.

“Is the master going to see me? For my admission interview? You went and delivered the note,” Rene said, finding his aggravation and annoyance rapidly growing.

Either the man was an idiot, or trying to play with Rene.

Though he did seem to be incredibly surprised that he was being questioned outright.

“He’s not seeing anyone for the rest of the day,” said the man.

Unable to help himself, Rene was shocked at the audacity of that statement.

“You’re… saying the master of student affairs is closed to interviews a single bell after your doors opened,” Rene stated. It wasn’t really a question, and it certainly felt like the man wasn’t going to assist him anyway.

“That’s… correct,” said the man, smiling at Rene.

Okay. He dislikes me, what I am, or… or Junk bought him out.

Hm, most likely the last one. Time to see the headmaster.

Standing up, Rene inclined his head fractionally toward the man.

“I’ll return with the headmaster,” Rene said evenly and then left.

“What!?” asked the man, as the door closed behind Rene.

“We’re going to go see the headmaster,” Rene murmured to his guards. “Apparently our dear friend Junk has purchased that little rodent in there.”

“Of course, young master,” said the senior knight of the pair.

Not far from the doors, Rene managed to stop a young woman walking by with a smile and a hand wave.

Smiling back at him, she seemed rather unsure but at least predisposed to talk to him.

“Good morning, miss,” Rene said, doing his best to fill his words with a polite gentility that wouldn’t scare her off.

“Good morning, sir,” she said, her eyes moving to the knights behind him and then back to him.

Ah. They do look impressive and they look like the type of thing someone important would have.

Not just a little money lender.

“Could you direct me to the headmaster’s office? I was hoping a woman of your beauty and refinement would happen to know the way,” Rene asked, leaning into the good looks he’d been born with matched with some honeyed words.

Blushing darkly, the young woman, who was little better than a girl in Rene’s eyes, nodded her head and then pointed off toward the west.

“Just take this path. The stones along the way will mark it for you,” she said.

“Many thanks,” said Rene before he started off on that path.

“Stop!” called a voice behind him.

Glancing over his shoulder, Rene saw the older man hurrying after him.

“Stop right there,” said the man.

“Why? I see no reason to deal with you until after I’ve spoken with the headmaster,” Rene said.

“You can’t speak with him!” hissed the man.

“I most certainly can. You’re not his protector, keeper, or guard,” said Rene with a laugh. “Go back to your desk, little toad. As I promised, I’ll return with the headmaster.”

“Stop right there, you—” The man paused as he grabbed hold of Rene’s shoulder.

Mostly because both of the knights reacted in that instant. One whipped out his steel-shod truncheon, while the other tossed the man to the side as if he were a paper-weight.

“Do not lay your hands on the young master,” ordered the knight, standing over the man as he lay on the ground.

Rene hadn’t stopped or even paused. His goal was simple.

See the headmaster.

“You can’t do this!” cried the man.

Not bothering to respond, Rene kept marching until he found the door to the headmaster’s office. Remarkably, it stood by itself as its own building and was quite accessible.

On top of that, it was very unremarkable. Almost reminiscent of a small house or a shack with a chimney.

Very strange building for the headmaster to be working out of. I wonder if he’s as different as I suddenly expect him to be.

After knocking on the door twice, Rene put his hands behind his back.

“Enter,” called a voice from within.

Surprised, Rene turned to the two knights. Both nodded back at him, and simply stood to either side of the building.

Rene opened the door and stepped inside. The interior of the building really did look like a home. Bookshelves, tables, chairs, a desk, and a side room that likely held a bedroom and bathroom.

Except everything seemed more built for a child, with the exception of two chairs which sat in front of a small desk.

“Good morning, young fellow.”

Looking to the voice, Rene found a white-bearded Gnome sitting in an easy chair. He was balding and had dark gray eyes.

He was an average size for a Gnome, which meant he was little better than four feet tall.

Most of the non-human races tended to stay in their home territories. To get a Gnome as a headmaster meant that some expense had certainly been paid.

Especially if he was a gnome with some magical gifts.

“Good morning. I’m looking for the headmaster,” Rene said with a smile. “Would you happen to be him, sir?”

“Indeed, I am,” the headmaster said with a grin, his hands folded atop his slightly rotund belly. “Headmaster Fistikif, at your service. And to whom do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”

“Rene Anatolis, recently of Laetus,” Rene said, inclining his head to the gnome.

Blinking slowly, the headmaster seemed to be processing that.

“And what is it I can do for you, young master?” Headmaster Fistikif asked.

“I was attempting to have an interview with the master of student affairs, but the man at the desk told me they weren’t interviewing today,” Rene said. “If I could be so bold, I got the impression the man simply didn’t want me to have an interview at all. My father suggested I speak to you if there was any trouble. He seems to have foreseen something I didn’t.”

Rene found that if he often attributed something to his father, rather than himself, a child, people took it far more seriously.

Fistikif’s white bushy brows immediately slammed down over his eyes. The kind-looking older Gnome was replaced in a fraction of a second.

“Not interviewing today?” asked the headmaster, the faint whine of what sounded like wind whistling through his words.

“That’s correct, Headmaster Fistikif,” Rene said, bowing his head to the headmaster again. “In retrospect, I suspect that Master Junk may be to blame. I recently made an enemy of him by assisting the Delacroix family with a delicate situation.”

Getting up out of his chair, the gnome walked over to Rene and patted him on the forearm.

“Yes. I heard about that. Geoffrey has been singing nothing but praises to your family name.”

Oh? Hm.

I’ll need to visit the Delacroix household and make sure I maintain some better relations there.

“Well, don’t you fret, young master,” Fistikif murmured. “I think you and I will just take a quick trip over to see the student affairs office for that interview. I’m sure there’s a reasonable answer for this.”

I sincerely doubt that.

But I think you’ll take them to account regardless.

“Well… that or I’ll make sure there’s a reasonable answer,” Fistikif promised, the power behind his words gave Rene pause. There was an underlying current of something he didn’t understand within the gnome.

And that left only one possibility to Rene.

Actual magic.

Magic was a rarity in this world. So far outside of the norm, that it was unlikely a common person would ever truly see it in their lifetime.

It was only slightly more common for those in the nobility.

Headmaster Fistikif was starting to feel a lot like someone Rene would do well not to cross.

“And when we’re done with that, I think I should go visit my dear Master Denik. It would seem I need to have a conversation with him,” growled Fistikif.

Ha! I like him.

Let’s make sure we buy him something very nice for this coming New Year’s celebration.

Rene could only nod his head at that.

An hour later, a writ for inclusion into the University of Felicie, an interview with a nervous looking master of student affairs, and an invitation for tea with the headmaster at another time, and Rene was done.

He hadn’t been able to be there when the headmaster had gone to collect “Denik”, which Rene regretted. Though he was rather grateful to the headmaster and would strive to keep him pleased.

Or at the least, interested in Rene’s well-being.

Right now, though, he had a new stop to make. He wanted to go see the Delacroix home and speak with Geoffrey.

If only to make a show of arriving and paying him a visit.

The gift of a visit, of looking desired, could often be rewarding in and of itself.

This time however, Rene had made sure to stop and pick up several small gifts he thought Geoffrey would enjoy, as well as one for Odelia.

Let’s find some teas for Geoffrey and I, and maybe some perfume for Odelia.

He’d had also purchased a coach and horses, since he could actually stable them at his manse.

Coming to a stop at the Delacroix estate, Rene was surprised to see the Junk carriage down the street. Heading away from the estate.

As if they’d just left from the same location Rene was now visiting.

Oh?

I wonder.

Was he trying to get Geoffrey to agree to signing himself back over? Or threaten him?

Unable to break away from what he was already in the middle of, as it would be rather strange for Rene Anatolis to arrive only to leave, he had to resort to promising himself he would look into it later rather than right now.

As he stepped down from his carriage, Rene glanced at his boots. They were clean and well-polished.

One must always check their boots before entering a gentleman’s home.

“Master Anatolis,” called a warm voice from in front of him. “What a lovely surprise.”

Looking ahead, Rene found Geoffrey rapidly closing on him with a wide grin.

“Ah, good to see you Master Delacroix,” Rene said, holding his hand out to the older man. “I thought I’d stop by and see you. I brought several new teas I found in the trade district. I thought we could sample them and see if we fancied any.”

Geoffrey’s smile grew even wider at that and he shook Rene’s hand firmly.

“I think that would be quite agreeable. Come, come, let’s go in. I’ve heard you opened up your first location?” Geoffrey asked, setting a hand on Rene’s shoulder and leading him up to his home.

“Indeed, I did,” Rene said. “I must confess I also brought a gift for the young mistress. Shall I leave it with you?”

“Heavens, no,” Geoffrey said with a laugh. “She’d never forgive me if I didn’t immediately send for her.

“I’m sure you’ve already noticed, but she has a bit of infatuation for you. Enamored even.”

That’s boldly claimed.

He must be contemplating the fact that I’m unmarried.

I like Odelia.

Marrying her would be agreeable.

What? Since when?

The Monster didn’t respond.

Sighing mentally at the idea of marrying a child like Odelia, Rene let himself be escorted into the Delacroix household.

***

Rene kept in a groan as he forced himself to shift his position around. He was starting to get stiff by this point.

He’d been lurking in Master Junk’s home for hours at this point and hadn’t learned anything at all.

Geoffrey had been quick to admit that the odious fat man had just visited. He’d attempted to bribe and cajole Geoffrey into taking a loan out with zero interest from him, to pay off the bank-note Rene had with the Delacroix house.

Not only had Master Delacroix declined it, he’d laughed in the man’s face. Geoffrey had no sentiment for Master Junk except hatred at this point.

Which I guess makes sense.

It sounds like Junk was trying to force Geoffrey into giving him Odelia in marriage.

During their tea samping Geoffrey had started to talk about his plans for his daughter. More so when she had failed to appear despite him having sent for her.

Like marriage candidates. Which is how they’d ended up talking about what Junk wanted.

As a suitor for Odelia we’re at least her own age; the fat wreck of blubber should be in a cage.

We’re not a suitor. We’re not going to be wed to little better than a child.

We’re her age! In fact, she’s a month older than us.

She’s nothing but a college girl at best.

And we’re not even in college! We’re too young for her technically!

Shut up. This is a stupid argument with a stupid person.

Really? This coming from the man arguing with a figment of his own imagination.

Means you’re a stupid person arguing with yourself.

Unable to argue that point, Rene let his head dip down.

“Bah. I need last year’s,” Junk grumbled, and then practically rolled himself out of his chair. He’d been sitting at his desk, going over what looked to be several accounting books.

All in all, Rene had wasted his time.

Completely and utterly.

There was a sudden knock on the door.

“What?” Junk demanded, not pausing in his trundling walk towards a bookshelf.

“You have a visitor, Master,” called a voice through the door.

“No visitors,” Junk yelled as he sorted through the books on his shelf.

“I… I believe this is a visitor you’d accept, Master,” stated the voice.

Junk paused at that, his face twisting up in thought.

“Send them in,” said Junk, putting the book back on the shelf. He turned and faced the doorway.

Log preference has expired.

Log is now active.

Your skill in Sneaking has increased (31)

Unwilling to move right now, Rene ignored the log.

The door swung inward with a groan and Ronder walked into Junk’s office.

“What are you doing here?” Junk hissed after the door closed behind the lieutenant. “We were agreed to not meet again.”

“Can’t avoid it,” Ronder said with a shrug. “Had a visitor come see me that we need to talk about.”

“Oh?” Junk asked, the anger rapidly fleeing from his voice and face. “Who?”

“Mask,” Ronder said with a disgusted look. “Showed up in my damn home. Paying me to not show up during his job.”

Junk’s eyebrows drew down slowly, and then he tilted his head to one side.

“You took his money,” Junk stated.

“Course, I did,” proclaimed Ronder. “He’s new, but everyone says he’s bloodthirsty. Really bloodthirsty. You know that. You’ve heard the same rumors I have.”

“Rumors,” Junk said with a wave of his hand.

“Rumors, sure, but rumors that make him out to be a damn lunatic,” Ronder growled with some frustration. “You didn’t tell me he was the one doing the job. You said it wouldn’t be a problem.”

“And it won’t be,” Junk said, shaking his head and holding his hands up in front of himself. “You’re panicking. He’s a nobody.”

“A nobody,” hissed Ronder. “A nobody who shows up, slaughters the leadership of a guild and takes it over, then just… prances around like it’s nobody’s business.

“The Snakes? The Ravens? Their bosses literally blew town. They’re gone!”

“What?” Junk asked, looking nervous.

“They left! They were terrified the Mask wanted their gangs, too,” Ronder said. “They’re managing it all by letter at this point and won’t even set foot in the city. I’ve been dealing with their damn lieutenants instead of their bosses ever since.”

Junk contemplated all that, then blew out a breath and flicked a hand at Ronder.

“Exaggerations,” Junk said. “This is nothing and will be nothing. Just make sure you keep your end of the bargain.”

“I really think we should just let this one go,” Ronder said. “And on top of all that, I caught someone sneaking around my office.

“I get the feeling that people have been bandying my name around far too much.”

“You take care of it?” Junk asked, ignoring the rest of the statement.

“I will. Hire someone to take care of it tomorrow,” Ronder said. “But the main reason I came over was this just got far more expensive. Far more.”

Sighing heavily, Junk just shook his head and put his hands on his hips.

“Of course, it did,” grumbled the fat man.

I need to watch over Aurora for a while.

They’re not allowed to kill her. She’s ours. Ours alone.

Her life belongs to us.

I’m the stud that’ll give her the flood of blood and the end of her life that was rife with strife.

We’re not killing her.

Though… it does seem we might kill for her.

And you really had to stretch for that one, didn’t you?

Fuck you.

Just for that, we’re marrying Odelia.

If we marry anyone else, I’m going to talk the entire time you have sex with them.

About children, kittens, puppies, and other nice things.

If that doesn’t work? Well, I’ll figure out something.

Rene didn’t know how to respond to that.


Chapter 24

Rene wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he was fairly certain he’d recognize it when he saw it.

He couldn’t imagine whoever Ronder had hired to end Aurora was very skilled. Which meant it was more likely to be a brute-force attack rather than something subtle.

Except… her being a squad leader and actually making her rounds puts her in a very obvious and visible position.

All it’d take is someone rushing her with a knife.

Shaking his head, Rene once more regretted involving the woman. She was simply too naive. If she’d been far more cautious, and paranoid, she probably wouldn’t have been noticed lurking around Ronder’s office.

To be fair, she’s useful because she is so naive.

I… suppose that’s true. Isn’t it?

If she were far more like us, she wouldn’t have been that useful.

Stifling a yawn, Rene kept himself low to the ground as he snuck along behind Aurora. He was keeping close to her. Ronder had said it would be solved by today. Which meant he had to be near her until Ronder was dealt with.

He’d tried to catch Aurora before she’d left for work for the day, but apparently her shift had started before sunrise. Because by the time Rene slipped out of Junk’s house, Aurora wasn’t even home.

“—give it back?” Aurora asked the person in front of her.

“I mean… maybe,” the man said, scowling at the much younger man next to him.

Aurora turned her helmeted head toward him as well.

“I mean… I got ’em still,” muttered the teen. Then he reached down into his boot and came up with a few coins in his hand.

“There,” Aurora said, taking the handful of coins and depositing them in the other man’s hand. “All fixed? No need to push it further?”

Grumbling, the older man counted the coins.

“Scum of the earth—should have them executed,” cursed the man, finishing his count. “It’s all here. Fine. Whatever.”

Storming off, the man didn’t seem to want to be there anymore.

Aurora sighed and turned back to the teenager.

“Go on, get out of here,” she said. “If I were you, I’d get another line of work. Even if it’s just shoveling shit. Next time you get caught, you might catch a brand. After that, it’s a hand. And you know it.”

“Yeah, yeah, fuck off,” grumbled the teen, hurrying away from Aurora.

Little bastard doesn’t even understand how much she did for him.

Most kids don’t get it until it’s almost too late, if ever.

Aurora didn’t outwardly look disappointed, but given what he’d seen of her character, she was likely bottling her feelings up.

“See that?” asked one of her troopers.

Looking in the direction where everyone turned, Rene couldn’t see what they were interested in. His point of view was drastically different than theirs.

“Yeah, I see it, too,” Aurora muttered. “Let’s go look.”

The group of five began marching off toward a side street that had a rather dark overhang to it.

This… must be it.

It’s where I’d plan something or use an impromptu attack.

Blinking several times, Rene felt like he really needed to go take a nap. He hadn’t really slept for the better part of thirty hours and he could feel the fatigue.

Letting out a slow breath, he followed after the troopers, ready for anything.

Aurora looked both ways as she entered the side street, then marched straight into an alleyway.

Yep. This’ll be it. There’s no way the assassin wouldn’t act here. It’s almost too easy.

Though five against one will make it difficult. They’ll have to attack fast and get away before the guards can react.

One of the troopers cocked his arm back and slammed his truncheon across the back of Aurora’s helmet.

Stumbling forward several steps, Aurora was clearly dazed. Then she slumped to her knees and pitched forward onto the ground.

Fuck. Ronder paid off her own people.

“Can we fuck her first?” asked a different trooper.

“Nah… paid to kill her, not rape her,” said the first.

Rene pulled his short sword free and rammed it home into one of the troopers’ backs. Angling it inward, he aimed for the abdominal aorta.

Yanking the blade out, the trooper went down in a heap.

“What—”

Lashing out with an upward slamming punch, Rene tried to execute it as he would if he were in the Earth form from The Elemental Way.

Like he were punching right through the man’s guts.

A meaty crunch came from the trooper he’d struck, and that man bent forward at the waist and collapsed on the stones.

Three troopers all turned to find Rene there. Wearing his mask and wielding a blood-slicked blade.

We should say something witty!

Something heroic and—

Rene brought his blade around and slammed it into the side of the closest trooper. The blade vanished into the man’s stomach.

Yanking the blade back out, Rene lunged forward and took the man low, just above where his belly button would be. The guard fell backward to the ground with his hands at his middle.

But… but… we get to be the hero and rescue the dams—

Of the two troopers remaining, one went forward with an overhead swing of his club at Rene.

Stepping inside of its effective range, Rene neatly brushed the man’s hand aside with a strike to his wrist.

Not even realizing he was doing it, Rene moved into the Fire form as he pulled in the enemy and lashed out with his other hand.

The short sword punched right through the man’s chain mail and skewered him.

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (65)

Stumbling backward, the trooper pressed a hand to his middle and then sank down to his knees.

Only one guard remained, and he looked like he didn’t want to be here.

In fact, Rene wasn’t surprised when he turned and ran away.

A shadowy form dropped down atop the guardsman.

Irini sat there on the trooper’s back, perched on all fours. She pulled a blade from her belt and buried it into the back of the man’s neck. Just below his skull, where it joined his spine but slightly to one side. Then she jerked it to one side, probably severing the spine.

Going instantly limp under her, the guard was out of action.

Taking a step forward, Rene grabbed the kneeling guard by the back of his head and slammed his knee into his face.

Looking over at the others, Rene watched as Irini casually slit the throat of a guard that was on the ground.

The cat-girl stood up and looked at Rene resentfully. She hadn’t gotten over the notch in her ear yet, it seemed.

With a nod of his head, Rene went over to check on Aurora. Pulling off her helmet, he started to give her a quick once-over.

She was unconscious, but looked fine otherwise. The lump on the back of her head was rather terrible, though. It was growing in size by the second.

“She’s not going to like this but—” Rene pulled out his dagger and then contemplated how best to make sure it looked like she’d been attacked as well.

Moving her shoulder armor to one side, he carefully pushed the blade into her arm. He was being sure not to maim her. Carefully, he worked to keep the blade’s edge running with the grain of the muscle, rather than against.

When it was three inches into her, he pulled it back out and looked at the stab.

Clean and well-made was how Rene would describe it, even as her blood flowed freely.

Yanking her shoulder armor off her, Rene gave it a quick look. Then he brought the hilt of his dagger down against the piece with a lot of force, which caused the whole thing to buckle slightly.

“There we are,” Rene said, dropping the shoulder pad down next to Aurora’s head.

Reaching up, he turned her head to one side and positioned her differently. As if someone had been preparing to execute her, but had been interrupted.

“Right, we can go,” Rene muttered. Lifting his head, he looked at Irini. “Only after we get someone to notice though. Got a good scream in you?”

Clicking her tongue, Irini folded her arms in front of her.

“Yes. I can scream,” she grumbled.

“Good. Scream ‘fire’,” Rene said, then went scrambling up the side of a building. He wanted to get up on a roof. He could watch over Aurora and make sure she got the attention she needed, even if he had to provide it himself.

Irini watched Rene as he climbed, then sighed.

She took in a deep breath and then shrieked at the top of her lungs wordlessly. This was followed immediately by another scream that made the hairs on the back of Rene’s neck stand up.

Running off, Irini screamed once more as she vanished into the darker parts of the alley.

It was good to go and collect our pet. We had a need for this deed.

Yeah. Definitely easier with two people working together.

People began running into the alley. Rene hadn’t questioned why she hadn’t shouted for fire, like he’d said, but this had worked just as well.

In only a few minutes, another squad had arrived and run off with Aurora after confirming the others were dead.

And there we are.

She’ll be mobile in a day and we’ve neatly given Ronder and Junk a smack without them even knowing it.

Grinning, Rene suddenly had to stifle another yawn.

Ugh. Let’s go take a nap.

Yes. Please.

It’s a lot harder to rhyme when we’re tired.

The game is difficult.

***

Groaning, Rene swatted at the fly moving around his head. He didn’t catch it, but he must have spooked it enough that it flew off. Because thankfully, it left him alone.

Only for a few seconds, though. Then it came back and landed on his hair.

Except it couldn’t be a fly.

Because this felt more like fingers lightly combing through his hair. He could distinctly feel fingernails gliding gently over his scalp and arranging his hair.

Rene forced his eyes apart. He felt incredibly tired, but he wasn’t going to lie around when someone had broken into his room.

Odelia knelt there in front of him, smiling at him. Her eyes watched him, even as her fingers continued to slide through his hair.

“Hey,” she said, noticing he was awake.

“Hey,” mumbled Rene without any embarrassment. Odelia was annoying, and he was flattered at her attention, but it didn’t cause him any distress.

He’d purchased way too many services in his life to have any qualms or shame anymore.

“I thought maybe I should wake you up, since it’s just a bit past noon,” Odelia said, curling her fingers with his hair around an ear. “Can’t let your sleep schedule get too far out of alignment, or it’ll be all the harder to stay on track.”

Our wife isn’t wrong. We should get up and have breakfast with her.

Not our wife, you stupid asshole.

And why are you so attached to her? You didn’t like her.

She thinks we’re a hero, too.

Groaning, Rene tried to pull the cover a bit higher to his chin.

“Ah ah ah, come on, my dearest Rene,” murmured Odelia, her nails gliding over his scalp. “I already had your staff arrange a light lunch. They’ll be wheeling it into the study in ten minutes.”

“Don’t wanna,” Rene mumbled.

“Sure you do. Because if you didn’t get up, people would get the wrong idea about me being in your bedroom for so long,” Odelia countered. “And we both know you wouldn’t want that. Not after you worked so hard to save me twice now, my hero.”

We’re getting up now.

No. We’re sleeping.

Up. Last warning.

No. I want to sleep and-

UP UP UP UP UP UP UP UP UP UP UP UP UP!

The roar of the Monster shrieking at maximum volume actually drowned out the possibility of hearing anything else at all.

UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUP! UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUP!

Holy fuck, okay, shit.

Sighing, Rene nodded his head.

“Okay, I’ll get up,” he said as he slowly sat up.

Yawning, he flipped the covers off himself and then put his hands to his face.

Good! Go have breakfast with our wife now.

You’ll be nice, make small talk, and compliment her on her hair.

What? Her hair?

Letting his hands fall, Rene looked at Odelia again. He’d only barely glanced at her earlier.

Her hair was indeed done up in small little braids that encircled the crown of her head and fell back behind her.

“Oh,” Rene mumbled. “Your hair does look nice.”

Odelia blinked at that, then smiled at him, reaching back with one hand to finger a braid.

“Why, thank you,” she said. “Not so bad looking right now, yourself.”

Buh?

Glancing down at himself, Rene realized he was only in his undergarments. A thin pair of shorts.

“Huh. Thanks,” he said, then stood up and stretched trying to wake himself up.

“Ah… goodness. I’m going to… go check on lunch,” Odelia said and then promptly left.

Huh. I wonder what spooked her off.

Morning wood. Look down.

Closing his eyes tightly, Rene finally found something to be embarrassed about.

At least she was impressed by it. Just a bit bigger than average is always a good thing.

Rene went about getting dressed, mentally screaming the entire time.

“Good timing,” Odelia said as he entered the study. The maid who’d served him tea last time was just finishing up unloading lunch from a tray.

Giving him a wide and toothy smile, she bobbed her head at him and then left the room quietly.

“I wanted to have a chat with you,” Odelia said, indicating one of the chairs at the table. “My father mentioned you came by. I’m afraid I was indisposed and wasn’t where he thought I was.

“I was working through a rather lovely little book I’d discovered. When I got home he gave me the perfume you brought for me. It’s rather lovely.”

“Oh, good,” Rene said, dropping into the chair. He still felt incredibly tired, but this was easier than listening to the Monster screech at him. “Glad you like it.”

Closing his eyes, Rene put his elbows on the table and then rested his face in his hands.

“Out late last night?” Odelia asked.

“Yeah, doing exactly what you think I was,” Rene admitted and opened his eyes as he put his hands back down to the table. Turning toward Odelia, he shrugged his shoulders. “Most of it seems to have dried up a bit, but I’m still working on it.”

“Well… it isn’t like you have to anymore,” Odelia murmured, picking up a toast square from her plate. “You could just make money as your father does, now that you have an office.”

“Yeah,” conceded Rene remembering that she didn’t know of the Mask. “Yeah… but… I like that… I give back to the community by pulling in those with bounties. You know?”

“Oh, that I do know, my hero,” Odelia teased, grinning at him as she nibbled on the toast.

His Monster perked up at that and seemed to preen itself, though it didn’t say anything.

“Anyway,” Odelia continued. “My father has an idea in his head that’s quite wrong and I felt I should point it out to you.”

“Do tell,” Rene said forcing himself to pick up a toast square.

“The present you gave me—you just bought it to be a polite guest, did you not?” Odelia inquired.

“Yeah. I mean, I got your dad some tea, too,” Rene said.

“Exactly. And that’s what I keep trying to tell my poor father,” Odelia lamented. “Alas, he doesn’t listen to me. He’s absolutely firmly convinced that the perfume was a courting gift.”

“Courting gift,” Rene repeated

“Indeed. That you’re courting me, and that it was a gift for me, specific to that,” Odelia said. “Though father has told me he’s rather grateful I met you after you did that deal with him.”

After what Junk was trying to do, I can certainly understand his caution. Meeting you officially after the deal was made, as far as he knows, makes my intentions pure to him.

“I’ll have to talk to him then,” Rene said, nodding his head. “Because it wasn’t—”

It was a courting gift!

It was a courting gift!

It was a courting gift and intentional, or you’re not sleeping tonight, tomorrow, or the rest of this week! I’m going to sing some of those terrifying children’s TV show theme songs while you’re trying to rest!

What…?

Going to start with that stupid baby-shark.

I don’t even-

Baby-shark, doo doo doo doo doo doo.

Baby-sh—

Fuck! Okay, stop. Can I at least just not respond to her? Rather than tell her it was a courting gift? Can I just… leave it as a non-answer?

Mmm… for now. That’s fine.

“Because it wasn’t?” Odelia prompted, looking at him curiously.

“I’ll have to talk to him then, because it wasn’t my intention to have him deliver the present for me,” Rene said, trying to skirt the issue.

Odelia blinked several times, staring at him.

“Rene, was it a courting gift?” Odelia pressed, jumping straight to the very thing he was avoiding. Her eyes dug into him, and he got the impression she was rapidly pulling out his secrets without him saying anything.

Coughing into his hand, Rene picked up his teacup and took a long drink from it.

“Goodness, I do hate to eat and run, but I need to go check on a few things,” he said, standing up. “I also need to apologize to the children for not teaching them for the last several days.”

Smiling, while blushing prettily, Odelia raised her eyebrows.

It was almost worse to not answer her, it seemed.

“They show up every day and practice on their own,” Odelia said still smiling. “I let them know I’d tell you to be there for the next three evenings, in addition to your morning practices, to make up for it.”

Agree to that.

“Perfect, thanks,” Rene said, nodding his head.

“Oh, and Rene? Traditionally, a second courting gift is presented a few weeks after the first. Often, it’s something small and can be worn, or used on the person. Combs, a hair clip, earrings, a necklace. Anything of that nature. It can be delivered to the father or the intended.”

Tell her you understand.

No! This is going too far. Way too far. And—

Dashing and daring, courageous and caring, faithful and friendly, with stories to share. All through the forest, they sing out in chorus, marching along, as their song fills the air.

The… I… okay. Fine… stop. You’re being unreasonable, however. We’re going to need to talk about this, because it can’t keep going like this.

You can’t dictate my life to me.

I are you, you are me. We are we.

I’m just telling you what you actually want.

Because I’m you.

Feeling like someone had just rung his bell, Rene didn’t know how to respond to the Monster.

“I understand, Odelia,” he said, looking down and to the side.

Then he ran away.


Chapter 25

Slipping in through Aurora’s front door, Rene adjusted his mask.

“Aurora?” Rene called out loudly. He didn’t want to shock her.

“I… who… I’m armed,” she said, her tone becoming as firm as steel.

Ah, yes. The ever-determined and brave soul that she is.

“No, you’re not. You’re stabbed and you have a goose egg on the back of your head,” Rene said, walking slowly toward her bedroom. “And I know that, because I was the one who stabbed you.”

Rene leaned up against her doorframe and looked inside.

Aurora was laid up in her bed, a bandage wound around her head and holding up a short sword in her right hand. Her left shoulder looked like it was rather heavily bound up as well.

“What?” Aurora asked, staring at him over the blade.

“I stabbed you,” Rene said. “I made sure it was a flesh wound that wouldn’t cause any long-term problems.”

“What… why?” Aurora said, the sword in her hand slowly dipping down. “I was working with you. Why would you do that? You killed all my troopers?”

“Ah, you misunderstand,” said Rene with a sigh. “Your troopers were going to kill you. And possibly rape you, I might add, but it sounded like they were disagreed on that point. They clubbed you behind the head and you went down.

“Then I stepped in, killed them, and stabbed you. The stab makes it seem like you were going to die as well, not that you killed your own people.”

Aurora slowly shook her head back and forth.

“No, it’s not true,” she whispered.

“It’s very true. They were paid off by Ronder,” said Rene as he stood up. Walking toward Aurora, he put his hands behind his back. “He noticed you snooping around. Not very sneaky, are you?”

Aurora’s fingers went limp, and her sword slipped free from her grasp. It slid down across her bed and clattered to the floor.

“They… wanted to kill me?” Aurora asked.

“Indeed. They were paid by Ronder to do the deed,” answered Rene. He came over to her and sat down on the edge of the bed. “And I saved your life. Because your life is mine, and I can’t have anyone snuffing you out.”

“Is… is the entire guard corrupt…?” Aurora murmured, her eyes moving down toward her bed sheet.

“Probably to some degree or another,” Rene said with a nod. So far, he hadn’t met anyone who couldn’t be bribed or bought, in one way or another, since coming here.

People’s morals were much more fluid here and could change far easier.

“Would everyone have taken the money to kill you? No. Everyone has their own limit,” Rene said, reaching over to pat Aurora’s leg. “I mean, what if I offered to pay you ten gold to let a teenager go who got caught stealing an apple to feed his little sister. Would you take the bribe?”

“I… I would,” Aurora said, still staring at her bedding.

“Well, I’m glad to see you’re alive and well. I didn’t spend all the effort on you, just for you to back out and crumple,” Rene said.

Aurora snorted at that.

Then she started to laugh to herself.

“I want to get paid,” she muttered, then turned her eyes to Rene. “You want me to do this? To be your pawn? Fine. Pay me.”

Good. Paying her makes everything easier.

“Alright,” agreed Rene. “Can we start at two hundred gold a year?”

Aurora coughed twice, then grabbed at her arm with her free hand while wincing.

“Yeah… more than I’d make in a decade,” she muttered. “Stupid. So stupid. Fine. Consider me… bought. I guess.”

“Lovely,” Rene said patting Aurora’s leg again. “I’ll have the money sent over or I can deposit it in the Anatolis bank in your name. Whichever you prefer.”

“Oh, that’s right. The money lender you’re robbing,” Aurora said, then laughed. “Sure. Put my money there, so when you rob it, I won’t lose it.”

“Perfect. Then all that’s left is for you to show up with guards to arrest Ronder as he breaks into the Anatolis office to arrest me, only to find no one there. All you have to do is make it seem like he was the one robbing the bank,” Rene explained.

“Yeah, got it,” Aurora said, then sighed and leaned her head against the wall behind her bed. “You saved me.”

“I did,” Rene admitted. “I promise it won’t become a habit though. So you’ll need to develop a better awareness of people and situations.”

“Yeah… clearly,” Aurora murmured and closed her eyes. “Especially since I’m probably selling myself rather cheap.”

“Not really,” Rene said. “For what you are, a squad leader who is going to serve one job, you’re making considerably more than you likely would from any other gang leader.

“Now… if you were a lieutenant… you could get a cut of the action.”

“Suppose that’s my goal, then,” groused Aurora. “Get promoted, so I can get more money. Since it… doesn’t matter at all. And I’m more likely to get killed just for trying to look into things.”

“If you actually get promoted to a lieutenant, I’d spend the effort on making sure you stayed alive,” Rene said, smirking behind his mask.

“Figured that, yeah. If I’m your pawn, a lieutenant would be more like a rook,” Aurora said. “Mind watching over me while I sleep? Kinda… feeling jittery. Not every day, you almost die and wake up in a hospital but can’t remember any of it.”

“Sure, why not,” Rene said. He had a few things he could work on while he was here. Nor was he without distractions to keep his mind occupied.

Not to mention, his next stop was here anyway.

Just as Rene, not Mask.

“Thanks,” Aurora mumbled.

Then, almost instantly, she fell asleep.

Pulling out The Elemental Way, Rene settled in for some reading. He could keep working through this and mentally practicing while he watched over her.

He wasn’t completely sure Ronder wouldn’t try again anyway. Staying here was a good idea for the time being.

He stayed with her for several hours and ended up going into the other room to practice while she slept. He saw no reason not to do so. Not to mention, with her door closed, he’d definitely notice her long before she walked in on him practicing.

After that she’d eventually woken up. At which point he’d excused himself and left, stating he had other things he needed to do.

Before he left Aurora, he’d told her he was going to leave information for Rene about the robbery. As an anonymous source, of course, through a channel that Rene was likely to trust.

And that Aurora would have to act surprised when it came back to her.

Going back home, getting his things together, and coming back to Aurora’s house, gave him a strange feeling. Like he’d never really left.

Knocking on the door firmly, Rene was definitely feeling odd about this.

When you were both the person you were going to rob, and the robber, everything got a little muddled. On top of having three different personas and a Monster you talked to, as well.

Behind him was his carriage and his two bodyguards. They would be waiting outside while Rene spoke with Aurora.

Standing there, Rene waited.

And waited.

And waited some more.

Finally, he lifted his hand and knocked on the door again, though much harder this time.

Putting his hands behind his back once again, Rene stood there.

Wondering if Aurora had gone to sleep again, he briefly considering just trying to open the door.

If she was planning on sleeping the whole day away, he’d have to get pushy, he couldn’t waste anymore of the day. He had plans to start and put into motion.

“Who is it?” called Aurora from beyond the door.

Clearing his throat, Rene made sure he was using his normal voice, rather than his Mask voice.

“My name is Rene Anatolis,” he replied. “And I was given some critical information today that… well… that doesn’t look very good for the guards of Felicie. Your name was suggested as someone who might be able to help me.”

“What?” Aurora asked, sounding genuinely confused.

Opening the door, she stuck her face in the space between the door and the frame.

Smiling while trying to lean into his good looks, upbringing, and charm, Rene snared Aurora’s eyes with his own.

“My name’s Rene Anatolis,” Rene said again. “I was given some information that, apparently, I’m likely to be robbed.

“A most worrisome situation to me. I’m sure you can understand. Anyway, I was given your name from someone I trust as a person who could help me.”

Aurora was staring at him, seemingly completely at a loss.

“Squad Leader Dean?” Rene asked. “Are you well? Should I come back another time?”

Giving her head a quick shake, Aurora threw the door open and stepped aside.

“Please, come in, Master Anatolis,” Aurora said.

“Ah, please, just call me Rene,” he said, moving past her and into her home.

“You were given my name?” Aurora asked.

“Indeed, by someone I trust and shall not betray, but they told me you were above reproach, and that you’d be someone I could talk to about this matter,” Rene said as Aurora closed the door. “Mostly because… well… apparently the person intent to rob me is actually a lieutenant in the guard.”

Walking past him, Aurora gestured to a hallway he knew led them to her living room, as it were. She was definitely favoring her left arm and looked to be lacking in energy, to say the least.

Not that he could blame her, given what had happened.

“A lieutenant,” Aurora said moving into the living room.

“Indeed,” confirmed Rene. “A lieutenant by the name of Ronder. Apparently, he’s going to rob me the day after tomorrow. In the middle of the night, after I’ve retired to my home. I’d like you to be on hand to make sure that doesn’t happen. Or at the least, to stop them mid-crime.”

In two days, in the middle of the night, the Mask was supposed to rob Rene. And that’s what he’d be reporting to Junk and Ronder.

Aurora sat herself down on a couch slowly and then sighed, putting her hands in her lap.

“Are you well?” Rene asked, avoiding the chair across from Aurora that she likely wanted him to sit in. Instead, he sat himself down next to her on the couch.

“I, ah… yes, I’m fine. I had a close encounter with a blade and a club,” she said with a weak smile, turning her head toward him. “Though I’m quite well.”

Smiling in return at her, Rene leaned forward and casually inspected her very visibly bandaged shoulder.

“Well, I’m glad to hear it,” he said, looking back at her face and maintaining his smile. Rene had learned that since he’d been blessed with the right genetics to look “handsome,” he could often use it as a weapon. “So, can you help me, Aurora?”

Aurora stared at him, then slowly nodded her head.

“I believe I can, Rene. I, ah… I think the simplest thing is for me to just… interrupt him mid-robbery,” explained Aurora. “Hard for him to claim anything other than guilt, after that.”

“Simple, efficient, effective,” Rene said nodding his head. “I’ll prepare some correspondence and speak with my lawyer about this. Make sure we have everything documented beforehand, in case someone tries to say we’ve framed him.”

“Oh, yes, that’d make sense,” Aurora said, her body shifting on the couch to face Rene more directly.

“Hm. I suppose… that’s it then. Since I’m here and we’re working together, tell me more about yourself, Aurora,” Rene concluded.

Looking nervous, and not exactly thrilled at that, Aurora smiled at him and nodded her head.

“Ah… of course,” she murmured.

***

Standing outside Aurora’s house, Rene really didn’t know what to do with himself. After imposing on Aurora for an hour or so, he’d finally let her off the hook.

It was far too enjoyable to him to watch her squirm, clearly uncomfortable with the fact that she was partially using Rene.

Except as soon as that amusement ended, his mind slammed right back into the massive lode stone he’d been trying to avoid.

He had a large number of balls in the air right now.

Far too many.

Redemption house, my own robbery, Aurora, the Mask, Irini, the Black Hood, university, the kidnapping, Laetus Lending the Felicie branch… ugh.

I’m stretched far too thin. I need to put some of this off. I need to… get rid of some.

Redemption House goes to the Billings.

Yeah… that’s definitely one.

I could have Irini work on the kidnapping. She might even learn more than we could.

Unfortunately, university and Laetus Lending must remain with you.

True enough.

We’ll just… write Irini off. If she flees, she flees; if she stays, she stays. I don’t have the time or resources to spend on her.

Robbery will be done soon—that’d get that off the list. Technically it’d get rid of Aurora, too, would it not?

Yes. Unless she becomes a lieutenant. Then she’ll become more useful.

Besides, I don’t mind her. She’s a nice woman.

You just like her because she’s in her mid-twenties. More of a ‘woman’ to you.

Anyway. The Mask and the Hood I can’t give to anyone else either. That’s mine.

Which means… Mask, Hood, university, and the business are all mine. The rest can just… go away or be finished quickly.

Good. Though there’s one lingering problem that you haven’t addressed.

Oh?

Alana.

Groaning, Rene nodded his head.

Alana. We’ll go… see her now, actually. It’s only an hour before the library closes. She’ll be there to clean up and put things away.

Should help her. Maybe take a bite of her.

I do think her blood will be irresistibly sweet.

Perhaps we should open a drink business. Bottle carbonated Elf blood. I bet it’d sell very well.

Why are you so messed up?

Why are YOU so messed up? It isn’t as if these desires are mine alone. You’re the one who wants to sink his teeth into the Elven maiden.

Grumbling, Rene got into the carriage, and his knights both joined him inside.

“Felicie library,” he said offhandedly.

The order was relayed and in seconds, they were off for the library. They arrived faster than he was expecting.

“You may remain outside the library or in the carriage, but not inside,” Rene murmured as he got out.

Neither knight responded, though both exited the carriage with him.

Rene didn’t stop or bother to talk to anyone as he walked inside. Instead, he headed straight to the room he knew Alana was living out of.

Her studies and her job left her with precious little in the way of available time. It was likely one of the reasons she’d latched onto the idea of working with Rene so tightly.

Opening the door to Alana’s room, he stepped inside and found it empty.

All of her possessions were gone.

Nothing of her remained here.

Rene raised his eyebrows, not quite sure how to process this change.

Looking at the ground, he tried to track anybody who’d been through here. At the top of the list was Alana.

Focusing on that, he kept it firm in his mind. Then he stepped to one side, out of sight of anyone, and started to Sneak. He pulled the mask from his inventory, slipped it over his face, and then started to follow the trail.

It circled the room endlessly for what seemed to be miles and miles of walking.

Shit. Something happened.

Then the prints went to various spots in the room, as if packing things away, and then straight out the door.

Following those prints, Rene trailed them through the library. Right out through the front door and down the boulevard to the city.

Moving amongst people going through their end-of-day business, Rene was completely oriented on his quarry.

He owed Alana. She’d brought him in and then given him safety and a place to lay his head, when she owed him nothing.

In fact, she could have made his life absolute hell if she’d chosen to do so.

If I were her, and I needed a place to crash, I’d head for the school.

Nodding his head with that thought, Rene was fairly confident where she’d end up. The question became whether she was hiding there or trying to live there openly.

And beyond that, what would she say when he caught up with her?

When he reached the gates of Redemption House, he had his answer.

Though it wasn’t the one he’d been expecting.

Alana’s belongings were all piled up just on the inside of the wall, beyond the gate. The Elf herself wasn’t far away, sitting on what looked like a trunk, with a very forlorn look on her face.

Pulling his mask off, Rene jumped up and grabbed the lip of the wall. He shimmied over the top of it and landed in the grass near Alana.

Her head snapped around and focused intently on the spot Rene was occupying.

Standing up, Rene canceled his stealth.

“Hello, there,” he said, holding his hands up.

Alana’s eyes narrowed and her lips pressed together, almost looking like she was pouting.

“Do I dare ask what happened?” Rene asked, indicating all her worldly possessions.

“They dismissed me from my job,” Alana grumbled. “No warning, no final pay—just told me to leave by the end of the day.”

“Huh,” Rene said frowning. “I wonder why. Any thoughts?”

“No, not a one,” Alana replied, shaking her head.

“Well. Let’s find someone to haul your belongings back to my house and get you set up there,” Rene said, having come to an answer in his head long before he’d voiced it. “I have a number of spare bedrooms you can live in.”

“I don’t think that’d be prudent. Living with a man isn’t something—”

“Alana would have problems with that,” Rene interrupted. “But, you’re Alan. So, come on, Alan. I’m going to make a point of this. You’ll come stay with me for a time. Right up until you can get back on your feet.

“Get some day laborers signed up to move your things. I’ll pay the bill, so don’t worry about it.”

Why are we helping?

“I… I don’t…” Alana mumbled.

“Alright, I’ll be back with my official carriage to pick you up shortly. Get everything else ready,” Rene said. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with this.

In the back of his mind, he suspected Junk might be behind this, but he had no proof. It seemed like the petty sort of revenge Junk might get himself into. Going after anyone even remotely associated with Rene.

He’d have to check in on Caleb and the Moons, as well.

“Okay, Rene,” Alana said, giving him an odd smile. “Okay.”

Nodding his head, Rene left.

Why are we helping her?

Because I want to.

Okay? Because… because I want to.

Is that so terrible?

We’re not who we were anymore.

You’re not freaking out at me to kill people and you’re not… you’re not driving me towards that at all times.

I just want to help her, because she helped us.

I have friends. I have loyalties and… and… and—

I just wanted to know why we’re helping her.

I don’t mind helping her.

How are we supposed to get our teeth into her if we’re not keeping her close?

You’re not going to throw a fit or anything stupid?

No. Your wants are my wants.

I are you, you are me. We are we.

I want to help Alana because I want to taste her. I want to run my tongue and lips down her and sink my teeth in. Take a big wet bite out of her.

Metaphorically speaking.

I really just want to sink my dic-

You’re… you’re so… wrong.

The better question is: why do I want her so badly?

Because that means you want her.

That badly.


Chapter 26

As he locked the doors to the lending office, Rene couldn’t help but feel some anxiety. Tonight was going to be the turning point in his little feud with Junk.

Ronder would end up being thrown in jail, and Junk would get framed for the whole thing. With only Rene having the proof of the matter.

It’d put Junk in the position of being a visible enemy of Rene while having absolutely no teeth to do anything with.

Rene found he had a knack for politics. It seemed to mostly involve money, the threat of violence, and blackmail.

All things he was good at.

The only problem is Caleb and the Moons are in his crosshairs until I can solve this. I’ll need to confront Junk and make sure everything is settled with him.

If I have to kill him, I will.

I’m sure I can arrange it so that murder falls on Ronder.

Then maybe have Ronder commit ‘suicide’ in his cell.

That’s always a good one.

It really is a favorite to be sure; one can’t deny its lovely allure.

To end a mark found in the dawn with none the wiser to our little con.

Dropping the key in his pocket, Rene began walking up the simple pathway toward his home. Odelia often visited, now that there was a location she could easily find him at, more often than not.

Rene opened his front door as his knights moved off to take up positions on each side of the entryway.

And Alana—

“Welcome home,” Alana said, standing up from her seat at her desk. The living room had mostly been taken over by her and her work. “How was work?”

With a frown, Rene closed the front door and then went to pull off his coat. Juggling the briefcase from hand to hand as he did so, he finally dropped the coat onto the banister near the entryway.

Alana was acting very strange, despite it having only been a day since she’d moved in. It had started with breakfast, putting his clothes out for him, bringing him lunch, and cleaning his room and study while he was out.

Almost like a brand new housewife.

“About as well as could be expected,” Rene said, looking the Elf over. The very manly looking clothes she often dressed in were gone. She was wearing something far more neutral, bordering on feminine.

“Any interesting clients?” she asked, coming over to him. She took his briefcase out of his hand and then took his coat from the banister.

Uhm.

Feeling a weird flutter inside his chest, Rene shook his head.

“Mostly the normal thing,” he said, following Alana as she walked over to an odd-looking bookshelf with doors he hadn’t seen before. “Loans to improve businesses, buy inventory, invest in this or that, land purchases. Most of it’s just figuring out who’s going to be able and likely to repay the debt. You balance the risk against your reward and decide from there.”

“Ah, I see,” Alana murmured, sliding his briefcase into a slot that fit it quite well. “I think I understand. It’d be like allowing a street urchin to borrow a first edition. You’d never see it again.”

“Something like that, yeah,” murmured Rene as he watched Alana put his coat on a hook in a rather tall section of the bookshelf.

It’s more like an office wardrobe. But… I didn’t own one before this, and neither did Alana.

I’m also fairly certain this is brand new.

Turning toward him, she gave him a small smile and then held out her hand to him.

Looking at her empty palm, he wasn’t sure what to do.

“The office key, please, along with anything you’ll need for work tomorrow,” Alana said. “Nothing too important that you couldn’t afford to lose, though.”

Nodding his head, Rene reached into his pockets and pulled out the office key and his Anatolis signet stamp. It wasn’t critically important, but it was something he had to have with him to actually get work done from his office.

He put them in her hand, and then pulled out his small client calendar from an inner pocket and handed it to her as well.

As she’d stated, he kept his vault key and client ledger on his person.

Alana opened a drawer and laid the calendar in it, then the key and signet as well. Closing the whole bookshelf up, she firmly pressed the doors in until they clicked. Then she fished out a key, locked it, and re-pocketed it.

“I moved to the secondary chamber this morning and have settled in accordingly,” Alana said turning to face him once again. “Is there anything that you need taken care of this evening?”

“No. Not really,” Rene said. He hadn’t included her in any of his plans, of course, because to her, he was just Rene or the Hood.

“Splendid. I already planned out the evening’s meal and have attended to your records regarding Redemption House, both our university needs, and the needs of the home,” Alana listed off. “The house is settled for the night.”

I… uh… okay.

I got nothing.

“Thank you,” Rene said, not knowing what else to say.

Alana smiled at him and ducked her head fractionally.

“Of course,” she murmured. “I’m going to resume my lessons. Don’t hesitate to call on me, if you have a need.”

“Right, yeah,” said Rene.

Alana moved off, back to the desk she’d been at when he’d arrived, and sat back down. Within seconds, she was rapidly going through some type of coursework.

Moving to his room, Rene decided to retire for the day. He needed to be ready for tonight.

And to really think about what Alana was doing. It didn’t make sense to him.

Especially since she was still in her Alan persona.

If she’d swapped to formally become Alana, it’d make more sense.

But at that point, she shouldn’t be living with me.

There was no response from the Monster.

***

Gideon was non-plussed to be told to pull his men from the lending house.

But since the vault wasn’t actually complete yet and all the gold was in a safe in Rene’s bedroom, he wasn’t that upset about the whole thing.

Though he did give Rene a longer than normal questioning look when he’d received his orders.

Doubly so, when he was told not to interfere if someone should go barging into the office later that night. To let it happen and not deal with it at all.

Gideon was a smart man, though.

He was already well aware that there was something going on here he wasn’t being told. Since it didn’t endanger any of his men, his contract, or seemingly Rene, he clearly didn’t think it worth getting involved in.

For that, Rene was infinitely grateful.

Discretion was a much needed trait in this kind of work. He’d have to make sure to keep Gideon on for as long as he could.

“I don’t understand it,” Irini whispered from beside him.

“Not much to understand,” Rene countered with a shrug of his shoulders. “We go—”

“No, I get that part. I meant… why he’s doing this,” Irini said, glaring at Rene from his side. “Having you robbed, just to have the Mask interrupted and… what… get him arrested?”

“Dunno. Honestly, I never looked into it because it didn’t quite matter,” Rene admitted. “Regardless of his end goal, it doesn’t change anything that’s happening.”

“I mean, I guess… I just… want to know what’s going on,” Irini muttered. Behind them, her tail swished back and forth.

Annoyed much?

“Curiosity killed the cat, you know,” Rene said, then looked up at the dark night sky above. “Probably about time. Let’s break in and see where Junk is, and what he’s about. Time to end this. You remember your lines, I hope?”

Irini sneered at him, her nose wrinkling.

“You’re using my ability for little better than theatrics,” she groused.

“And paying you very well for it. Are you actually complaining that you’re not at risk?” Rene asked, turning toward the window they were hiding near.

He didn’t have to look at Irini to know she was considering trying to kill him again.

“If you even think it, I’m going to give you another notch,” Rene promised as he slid his shim between the window shutters and then unhooked the lock.

“What?” Irini hissed angrily.

“If you even think about trying to kill me, or attack me, I’m going to give you another notch,” Rene clarified. “I’ll not tolerate disobedience.”

Sensing the attack coming long before it arrived, Rene shuffled a step to the left.

Irini’s blade slammed into the window shutter, part of the wood splintering away from the strike.

“I… I didn’t… that is—”

“You’re getting another notch,” Rene said with a sigh. “You can pick which ear, and inside or outside. I swear to the heavens. Are you that much of an idiot?

“You’re acting like a petulant child. Are you a damn toddler?”

“I’m six! How dare you!” Irini hissed, prying her blade out of the wood.

Huh. They must age differently. I wonder if she has a short lifespan, too.

“Inside, outside, and which ear?” Rene asked, pulling the shutters open.

“It isn’t neces—”

Rene met Irini’s eyes.

He stared at her exactly as he would someone he’d been hired to murder.

She was nothing more than a tool to him. Something to use or break as he needed. Killing her would require no effort, and it wouldn’t even effect his alignment bar.

The simple reality was she was more useful alive than dead at the moment.

But that could change very easily.

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (18)

“Out… outside, same ear,” Irini murmured, breaking eye contact with him.

“Fine. When we get back, I’ll add the new notch,” Rene promised. Then he went in through the window.

Quickly and quietly, the two hired killers moved through the Junk house as if it were little more than a nursery filled with very full and sleepy babies.

The guards that were on duty didn’t see them as they made their way ever deeper into the home. Didn’t notice them, as they checked both Junk’s study and his library.

And had no idea they’d even been there.

“They’re all very lazy,” Irini whispered into Rene’s ear as they paused at the entrance to a hallway. In front of them was the only way to Junk’s bedroom.

At the end of it was a single door guard, who almost seemed to be dozing on his feet.

Nodding his head, Rene turned and pressed his mouth to Irini’s ear.

He’d seen this sort of thing often enough. People wanted to feel secure and hired guards. Then shorted them and cheated them at every opportunity, eroding that very same security.

“Underpaid, undertrained, overworked, and uncaring,” Rene replied. “Can you take him without being seen?”

Turning his head away Rene, offered his ear to Irini.

The cat-girl hesitated and then was there, her lips against his ear.

“Yes, I can handle it. Watch my back,” she said.

Moving away before he could look at her, Irini prowled forward on all fours. She was low to the ground, her belly almost touching the wooden floor.

And the guard didn’t even seem to notice her. His eyes closed once again, as he started to drift off.

Irini got within a few feet of the man and kept going. Then she was directly beside him. As if she didn’t even exist to his awareness.

The cat-girl assassin was clearly contemplating what to do. Instead of lashing out at the man, she grabbed the doorknob to the only door.

As she twisted it slowly, he could see her arm flexing.

Must be locked.

Irini looked away from the guard and at the lock. She pulled a small, thin piece of metal out of a pouch and slipped it into the crevice between the door and the frame.

Wiggling it around, she seemed to be trying to catch the locking mechanism with it. There was a hard clack when she tried the door again.

Must have been the lock coming out of the slot.

Both Rene and Irini looked to the guard, who didn’t stir at all. As if he’d heard nothing.

Pushing on the door, Irini watched the guard. Silently, it swung inward, revealing a very dark interior and little else.

Tilting her head to one side and then the other, Irini watched the guard again.

I suppose… if there’s no need to kill him, there’s no need to kill him.

Rene got down low and moved forward, engaging his Sneak.

You’ve gained a point of Agility (32)

Holy crap. That’s a lot higher than I remember.

And yet it’s painfully obvious. We’re always getting better.

We knew she was attacking before she did. And dodged it perfectly.

Once again, Rene was forced to thank the Watcher for his gifts. Of course, that only made him feel guilty and like he was ever deeper in debt.

He hoped the Watcher was a more forgiving lender, since it seemed Rene had nothing to offer in return.

Passing by Irini and the dozing guard, Rene entered Junk’s bedroom.

A second later, Irini had closed the door and joined him. Catching his eyes on her, she shrugged her shoulders. She carefully unlocked the door, twisted the knob, and closed the door.

Then she relocked it.

In the darkened room, Rene could clearly see Junk sleeping in his bed. His bulk didn’t look immense only because his bed was absolutely gigantic.

Realizing this was the part where Rene had to don his mask, he reached up and adjusted it. He’d been wearing it since the moment he’d left the house with Irini.

Irini pulled a hood down over her head. Then she pulled her tail up and tucked it down into her pants.

At the moment, she had no features to memorize.

Not waiting, Irini leapt up onto the top of the sleeping fat man and whipped out a blade. She had it pressed to his throat before he’d even woken up.

“You’ll remain absolutely silent, or I’ll take your head from your shoulders,” she hissed at him. Her voice was louder than Rene had hoped it would be, but still quite silent.

“Do you understand, or should I just kill you?” Irini asked.

“I understand,” Junk muttered.

“You have a visitor. You’ll speak with him,” Irini said. “And when you speak with him, it’ll be quietly, and without alerting guards.

“If you do something your visitor or I don’t like, I’m going to kill you. You are not needed.”

“I get it,” Junk grumbled.

Standing up, Rene walked over to the single chair in the room and sat down on it. It was next to a rather ornate desk which was cluttered with papers and other things.

“Up, then,” Irini said, hopping off Junk and to the side of the man’s bed.

Rolling out of his bed with a grunt, the big man almost instantly spotted Rene.

“What? What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be—”

“Getting arrested by the guard,” Rene said, crossing one leg over the other.

Junk didn’t respond to that. He just stared blankly at Rene.

Rene looked at the desk and began to idly move his fingers through the papers there. Most were lines of credit, notices of debt, or demands for payment.

“I have powerful backers,” Junk said by way of answer.

He was admitting nothing, still posturing as if he expected some type of violent action.

“I couldn’t care less. I’ll kill them too, if I have to,” Rene muttered. He didn’t feel like he was bragging about that either. Given his skill, experience, and that he wasn’t likely to ever be suspected of being the Hood or the Mask, he could live his life in anonymity.

“When you work only for yourself and are beholden to no one, it gives you a certain amount of… freedom,” Rene remarked as he picked up a bill of debt. He recognized the name on it. A name Geoffrey had mentioned as being a friend.

Frederick Dern.

We’ll help them and give their letter of credit to Geoffrey.

Odelia will like it.

We can be her hero.

Barely fighting back a groan, Rene picked up a few other papers and made sure they were bills of debt.

“I’ll just take a few of these if you don’t mind. You can consider them recompense for trying to betray me. It’ll serve as a lovely down payment.”

“Now… now see—”

Irini slapped Master Junk across the face with one hand. The crack of her gloved hand on his cheek was loud.

She didn’t say anything; she just stood there, waiting for him to start talking again.

Rubbing at his cheek, Junk glared at Irini.

“Yes,” he mumbled. “Feel free.”

“Thank you,” Rene said, pocketing the papers. “I’ll sell them to Rene Anatolis as an apology and for some quick cash.

“And that’s why I’m here by the way. Someone leaked your little plan to the guard. Then Rene. Who promptly started digging into it, assuming it was you. It didn’t take long for him to track it back.

“You leave a mighty large wake it would seem.”

“What?” Junk demanded.

“You heard me,” murmured Rene. “If I had to guess… it all surrounds a man named Lieutenant Ronder.

“I think he may have sold you out to someone or just gabbed. He tried to have several people killed as well. They all failed, of course. I made sure of that. I saw no reason to work with someone who would end up creating loose ends.

“Except… except when I started looking into this Ronder fellow, I found that… you were going to have me arrested by him. You hired me, then sold me out to the guard. I have no idea to what end, and I don’t care, but I don’t really appreciate it.”

“I wasn’t selling you out,” Junk argued. “I would have paid you for anyone who got caught. I just wanted Ronder to get into the Anatolis vault. He could have claimed that the robbery had already mostly happened and all the coin was gone.”

Ah. In other words… you really did just want to have it all for yourself.

Because as soon as Ronder took it all, you’d just have him killed, pay me for a few losses, and then keep it all for yourself.

Effectively eliminating all your loose ends and walking away clean.

Not a terrible plan.

“Yes, well, that’s all done now,” Rene said, looking to Junk. “You work for me now. I’ll take a single percent of all your earnings. Payable to me directly.

“In return, I’ll provide you protection. From myself and others, of course.”

“Are you j—”

Irini slapped Junk again, her head tilting to one side as she stared at the man through her hood.

Leaning to one side, Junk glared at Rene.

Glared at him with boiling rage and hatred.

I’ll need to kill him sooner rather than later. He’s not easily cowed.

“Fine,” Junk said. “Fine, but I expect you to actually protect me and my businesses. Starting with the damn Snakes and Ravens. They’re costing me more and more every month, and the price keeps going up.”

“Oh? Alright,” Rene agreed. “What are they doing for you and what are you getting?”

“You don’t need to know, but they’re costing me. And I want that cost done with. Eliminate them,” said Junk, still with a hand pressed to his cheek.

“As you like. I just thought it would be good to know, so I don’t inadvertently damage your business,” Rene explained as he got to his feet. “Well. I’m going to go see Ronder. See if there’s any other problems I need to seal up. I expect my payments on the first of every month. Just have them brought by the Tramp’s Tail.

“Now… do be a friend and call in the guard, so we can escape without killing him. I’d rather not spill blood tonight since it looks like my day tomorrow will be full of it.”

One… problem neutralized. Now we just have to get through tomorrow.

Which is likely to be just as problematic. If not more so.


Chapter 27

Grumbling, Rene rolled over.

The soft insistent knock on the door didn’t cease, however. If anything it was slowly growing louder.

“What?” Rene demanded, lifting his head up from the ever-welcoming pillow.

“Rene, there’s a… squad leader Aurora from the Felicie guard here for you,” called Alana through the door.

Groaning, Rene stuffed his face back into his pillow.

He knew she’d be here early.

Had expected it.

But it was different to know you weren’t going to get much sleep than to actually wake up with little sleep.

“Send her in,” Rene called after lifting his head from the pillow again.

Sitting up in his bed, he started to scrub at his eyes. After doing little better than aggravating them, he sighed and looked at the door.

There was a soft clack, and then the door swung inward. Aurora and Alana were standing there in the doorway.

Aurora was dressed out in her full uniform and armor, and Alana was in her androgynous style.

“Ah… young master, I can return at another—”

Rene shook his head and made a curling motion with his hand.

“Come in, Aurora, come in. Let’s chat,” he grumbled. “Close the door behind you.”

“Yes,” Aurora said. She stepped forward into Rene’s bedroom, then took the doorknob in hand and closed it.

With a sigh, Rene turned partially in his bed and then put his hands behind him and leaned back.

“Give it a few seconds, then come over to the other side of the bed and talk to me,” Rene said. “Possibility of those trying to listen in.”

Especially the sugary-sweet maiden.

“Yes,” said Aurora rather stiffly.

Walking around the bed, Aurora ended up near the corner on the other side from Rene.

“How’s your shoulder?” Rene asked.

“It’s much better, thank you,” Aurora murmured. “The wound was very precise and quite clean. It’ll heal quickly.”

You’re welcome. I did my best.

“Glad to hear it,” Rene said, smiling at Aurora.

There was an odd part of him that was attracted to Aurora. She was an adult, a woman in her career, and had persevered in her own right, by her own hand.

If she hadn’t run into Rene, there was the distinct possibility she could have been promoted all on her own in time.

That, and it was somewhat enjoyable to push on her a bit. It was obvious she didn’t know what to do with the attention, and his name and status clearly intimidated her.

Aurora’s cheeks turned a faint red, and she nodded.

Then she cleared her throat and straightened her posture.

“I led three squads into your lending office late last night,” Aurora reported. “We walked in on Lieutenant Ronder standing in the middle of your vault. There was nothing there at all. It was completely empty.”

“Yes, the vault wasn’t really finished yet; it still needs a few things to be complete,” Rene admitted. “So there was no gold in there anyway. But I’m going to claim there was. That he stole close to eighty thousand gold.

“I’m sure they’ll recover quite a bit hidden around Ronder’s house, home, and possessions.”

“I… yes,” Aurora said, looking uncomfortable. “That’s the claim I’ve made on your behalf. I had Ronder arrested on the spot. The commander of the guard has requested your presence and sent me to fetch you, young master.”

“Please, call me Rene, Aurora,” Rene said and stood up. “And I’d be delighted to come with you. Just take a seat while I get changed.”

“I think I should wait in the other room,” Aurora murmured.

“Of course not. Just have a seat, Aurora. I won’t take long,” Rene said and went into his closet.

You enjoy bothering her, more than I enjoy bothering you.

She’s so earnest. It’s hard to resist poking at her.

Sighing, Rene got dressed. Today was not going to be very pleasant and if it went poorly, there was the distinct possibility of him going to jail.

***

“Young Master Anatolis, of Laetus Lending, please meet Commander Carden,” Aurora said, standing rigidly at attention next to Rene.

Giving her an odd look, Rene turned toward the commander of the Felicie city guard.

It was a man in his late fifties with a balding head, and what hair remained was stone gray. He had hard brown eyes that looked flat and lifeless.

He was sitting behind a desk and made no move to shake Rene’s hand or stand up for him.

I don’t care for him.

“Greetings, young master,” Carden said in a soft rumble. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“Of course. How could I say no to the woman who caught my thief?” Rene said and looped an arm around Aurora’s hips, leaning into her.

Acting the part of a young man who was slightly infatuated with the older woman who had “saved him” was the ideal move right now.

Aurora looked rather uncomfortable with Rene hanging on to her, but she didn’t push him away.

“Yes, well,” Carden murmured. “That remains to be seen. Did Aurora tell you—”

“Indeed. Because I told her about it,” Rene said, letting go of Aurora. Smiling, Rene walked over to Carden, as he sat behind his desk. “I was told anonymously that someone in the guard was planning on robbing me. I only had the barest of details, but a friend of mine gave me the squad leader’s name.

“Apparently she’s beyond trustworthy and has shown a great deal of intelligence and merit in her work.”

Carden wasn’t looking very happy at any of this. In fact, he was looking rather angry now.

“You could have—”

“No, I couldn’t,” interrupted Rene, before Carden could get started. “Because for all I knew, you were in on it. Or you’d warn off the would-be robber.

“My legal counsel advised that I not involve anyone from the guard, but… I felt sure about Aurora.”

Rene pulled a small stack of legally signed, sealed, and documented statements from his tunic, then laid them down in front of Carden.

“Legal statements as to what I believed would happen and had been told would happen,” Rene murmured. “As well as several statements from legal counsel, both noble and citizen legal counsel. While I do understand it’s more than likely I’ve lost all the money he stole, that’s a small price to pay for ending corruption.”

Turning his eyes toward the papers on his desk, Carden didn’t bother to pick them up.

“And now that Aurora has come through for me,” Rene continued. “I’m going to have to drop a sizable donation into the city guard’s coffers. I honestly didn’t think the guard could solve this. I left everything up to her to handle after involving her.

“It seems my trust was very well placed.”

Carden lifted his eyes up and glared at Rene.

“I assume you’ll be pressing charges against Ronder?” he asked.

“Of course!” Rene said with a wide smile. “There’s no reason I wouldn’t. He’s robbed me and taken from me. Unless he can somehow replace the eighty thousand gold coins that are now gone. I might be willing to let a charge drop at that point, but… I don’t think I’ll ever see my coin again.”

Rene didn’t even know how someone would steal that much weight in gold without several sturdy wagons, but that wasn’t his to prove.

Thankfully, this wasn’t the American system of justice.

Ronder having been caught red-handed, and along with all the paperwork Rene had produced, would be more than enough to put him into a pit.

There was a firm knock on the door to Carden’s office.

“Not right now,” shouted Carden.

“Sir, I think I need to give this to you and—”

“Not. Right. Now,” yelled Carden.

“Pish posh,” Rene said, thinking it was probably the incriminating ledger of Ronder’s. Or something equally bad. Moving over to the door even as Carden shouted at him, he opened it. Standing there was a very young guard. “What have you got?”

“I… that is… uh… we found a ledger in Lieutenant Ronder’s home and—”

“That’s quite enough!” shouted Carden at the top of his lungs.

Rene spotted the ledger in the young man’s hand and simply took it from him. He immediately opened it and made a show of reading it.

“Oh, goodness. It’s everyone he was taking bribes from, it looks like,” Rene said, walking back into the center of Carden’s office. “I had no idea. This is going to become quite the scandal when all these names get dropped into the public.”

Closing the ledger with a smile, Rene looked to Carden.

The older man was red faced, breathing hard, and looked like he was going to have a heart attack.

Oh? Is he taking bribes, too? Is that the issue?

Is his name in here, I wonder? I didn’t see it and I can’t remember it. Did I look hard enough?

Can Ronder implicate him?

“I’m sure my legal counsel will be happy to review all of this for you,” Rene said, holding up the ledger. Then he turned to the guard, while Carden was visibly trying to collect himself. “Did you find any large quantities of gold?”

“Uh… yes. At least twenty thousand gold in a false floor,” the guard said, looking from Rene, to Aurora, to Carden.

“Wonderful—there’s part of the money I suppose I can collect in repayment,” Rene said. “Go ahead and have that all rounded up and sent over to my office, guardsman.

“Any other gold you find, you be sure to send it over as well and-”

“That’s enough!” roared Carden, slamming his fists into his desk. “You’ll leave right now and—”

“Certainly,” Rene agreed with a smile. “I’ll go see my legal counsel and then maybe the city regent. I have an appointment with him pre-scheduled for today. Just in case the guard really did try to rob me. It’s all rather sordid and interesting, you know?

“I mean, I’ve been robbed before. Even attempted kidnapping. But never by the guard itself.”

As if someone had dumped a bucket of water over Carden’s head, the older man stilled and went rather pale.

The person at the top of Felicie was the city regent. The single person assigned to make sure the city contributed and met the requirements given to every city by the council.

There was no one above them, other than the prime councilors themselves.

Lifting his chin up fractionally, Carden looked to be having a very hard time.

“I think… I think Squad Leader Aurora needs to be congratulated first and foremost,” murmured Carden. “It’s clear that she’s gone above and beyond in her duty to bring justice to bear. Secondly, with this new evidence, it’s quite obvious that Ronder was acting in a way unbecoming of a lieutenant. I’ll put his case directly before the city regent to judge and assume all evidence for him.”

“Oh? Certainly,” Rene agreed waggling the ledger. “I’ll have this brought over once I have a copy of it made. It would be good to know if Ronder was paid to rob me. Maybe he had it listed.”

“Ah, I’m sure we could make a copy for you, young master Anatolis,” Carden said, trying to put on a fraudulent smile.

“No, no, don’t trouble yourself. I’ll have it taken care of in a matter of an hour,” Rene said, then he turned to Aurora. “Congratulations, Aurora. Maybe you’ll finally get that promotion everyone always talks about. Or maybe the city regent will move you up to a captaincy!

“That’d be rather exciting. Actually, I might not make it to my lawyer as quickly as I’d like. Could you hang onto this for me? My trust in you was already rewarded, I’d rather invest in you at the moment.”

Rene held the ledger out to Aurora.

Taking the small book from him, the squad leader looked slightly panicked. It was obvious she caught every single implication of what was going on, and that she was actually playing both sides.

She was bought by the Mask.

“Ah, yes,” Carden said, then cleared his throat. “I’d certainly say Aurora will easily be promoted into Ronder’s old position. I’ll assign the lieutenant commission myself.”

“Oh? Lovely, lovely,” Rene said then turned to the guard at the door. “What are you still doing here? Get going. Go get my coin and bring it to my home.”

The guard startled, saluted Rene, and then ran off.

The hell did he salute me for?

I ’unno.

“Well! Lieutenant Aurora,” Rene said, grabbing the woman by the shoulders. Then he hauled her down to his own height and kissed each side of her face once, gravitating far closer toward her lips than normal prudence would allow—practically the corners of her mouth. “Congratulations! We’ll have to have dinner tonight to celebrate. Or perhaps tomorrow, depending on whether the city regent wants to see you.

“You’ll say yes, of course, right?”

“I… of course. Yes,” Aurora murmured staring down at Rene. “Dinner.”

“Great. Perfect,” Rene said, holding onto her shoulders. “Say… seven o’clock? My carriage will come pick you up. There’s this lovely eatery over by the keep. I have a standing reservation there.”

“Yes… seven o’clock, carriage will pick me up,” Aurora parroted, clearly not quite following, but repeating the words.

Rene patted Aurora’s shoulders and then left Carden’s office, deliberately closing the door behind him.

Ugh. I hate acting like that. But it should get everything I want done.

I think the kissing cheeks thing was overdone.

I disagree. It was a very nervous young man looking for a chance to kiss a lady.

Sticking his hands in his pockets, Rene moved off toward the exit.

Today was going quite well. Far better than he’d expected.

As he walked out of the building and back into the morning sun, Rene was confronted with a large plume of black smoke drifting into the air.

Another fire. Seems to happen with some regularity.

There was a weird tap at the back of his head. Like something waking up and demanding his attention.

Like a dog barking, the sort of feeling that made you want to know what was going on.

With a frown forming on his face, Rene picked up speed and started jogging toward his carriage.

“Is there an issue, young master?” asked one of the knights on his bodyguard detail. They were easily pacing him.

“No, but I’m not sure of that,” Rene said. “Let’s get over to that fire. I want to see what’s going on.”

“I’m sure it’s in hand, young master,” countered the second knight.

“I don’t doubt it, but I want to see it. So let’s go,” replied Rene.

“Of course, young master,” said the first knight.

They loaded up into the carriage and were off in a flash.

Except the closer and closer they got to the fire, the sicker Rene felt. He was almost positive now of where this fire was.

Positive of where it was, and likely who was behind it.

He should have listened to the darker side of his nature and ended things last night with Junk.

“We can’t go any further,” called the driver from atop the carriage.

Getting out of the vehicle, Rene wasn’t going to let anything stop him. He needed to see what was going on.

“Young master,” said the second knight.

Not even waiting to discuss it, Rene started forcing his way through the crowd of people. There were so many packed into the road, it prevented the carriage from moving forward.

Damnit, please don’t be the Moons. Please don’t be. Please.

Sliding out of the crowd, Rene found himself staring into the inferno that was a home.

And it was, of course, a home he knew.

It was the Moon residence.

No!

The heat coming off the burning building was immense. Rene swore his hair was going to start curling and burn it was so hot.

There was nothing that could be done for the Moon residence. The whole thing was an inferno. If anyone was inside, they had long since passed from the world.

A bucket brigade was throwing a never ending-supply of water into the flames and the buildings nearby, but it was clear there would be nothing to do for Bill and Lori’s house.

“Did anyone get out?!” Rene shouted at everyone around him. He was hopeful that none of the Moon family members had been inside.

“A little girl did,” one of the bystanders said, then pointed off to one side.

Laid out on the ground was Lori Moon. Around her were several adults.

Storming over in that direction, Rene didn’t care anymore about the heat that threatened to cook him.

When he reached the small girl, he could see her eyes were open. Her hair was singed and burnt, her skin had red and black splotches all over, and she was coughing.

The adults were pressing wet compresses to her exposed skin, trying to hydrate and cool her flesh.

“Rene?” Lori gurgled, as her eyes landed on him.

Getting down on a knee next to her, Rene gave her a sad smile.

“Yeah, hey Lori,” Rene said, his voice thick. “You’ll be fine. Okay?”

“Okay,” Lori croaked. “Bill, Mom, and Dad are still inside. Can you go get them?”

Rene winced at that, his heart lurching to one side.

Looking back to the flaming monstrosity that was the Moon residence, he slowly shook his head.

“I’m sorry, Lori,” Rene murmured looking back at her. “I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do.”

Lori whimpered at that, her lower lip slowly sticking out, and then she nodded her head.

“Okay,” she said, and then started to sob softly.

Seconds later, it became full-on bawling.

Not that he could blame her.

In any way, shape, or form, he wasn’t sure he’d handle it any better than she was.

“It’s okay, Lori,” Rene said, shifting closer and taking one of the compresses from a young woman. “We’ll figure it out and it’ll be okay. I’ll make sure it’s okay and works out.”

Lori didn’t respond.

Instead, she closed her eyes and tried to cover her face with one arm, wailing at the top of her lungs.

We need to find Junk.

Yes. Yes, we do.

I want to make him suffer.

I know. I do, too.

Good.

Rene and his Monster were in lock-step in this matter. Junk would need to be tracked down and murdered.

Because there was no one else who could be responsible for this.

A sharp and sudden crack preceded the entirety of the Moon household collapsing into itself. Turning into a massive pile of wood and coal.

Suffering atop suffering.

Atop agony and despair.

Never-ending suffering and agony for Junk. He will suffer my wrath and know my displeasure for what he’s done.

I’ll make his world one of absolute pain, where misery and torment shall be his domain.

I’m coming for you, Junk. I’m coming for you.


Chapter 28

Walking out of the room Lori was going to inhabit, Rene closed the door behind himself.

“Is she… alright?” Alana asked, standing not far away. “What’d the doctors say? I didn’t want to be underfoot.”

“I mean… as well as any kid could be who just lost their family,” Rene muttered. “The doctors crammed her full of tonics and what not, coated the burns in something that stinks, and said to let her sleep as much as we can.”

Rene felt a lot like a robot right now. Everything was cold and mechanical.

The only thought that burned him right now was Junk, the man Rene personally believed was responsible for Bill’s death.

When it was all said and done, after the fire had finally been put out, three corpses had been found in the Moon residence. Bill and his parents were the most likely victims, but there was no way to tell.

The bodies had been burned beyond recognition

“I’ll take care of her as long as she’s in our household,” Alana promised, nodding her head once.

Our household? That’s certainly a curious way to phrase it. I wonder what that means.

Does it matter?

We have a job to do.

“Thank you, Alana,” Rene murmured while nodding his head as well.

“You’re going to do something about this,” Alana stated. Her eyes peered into him, watching. She always seemed to bear witness to him in her conquest to figure him out.

“Yes,” Rene admitted. Then he reached into his inventory and pulled out the Mask. Fitting it to his face he turned to Alana. If she was going to be living in his home, it’d be considerably harder to hide it from her. “I believe this whole thing to be caused by Junk.”

Irini and Alana now know. Odelia and Aurora do not.

“Oh,” Alana said, blinking several times. “You being the Mask makes a lot of sense, actually. Almost too much sense. As much sense as believing Junk to be behind it.”

“Yes,” Rene murmured. Walking over to the door in the ceiling that led to the attic and hit it twice with his palm. “Come on down, Irini. We need to plan.”

Turning his face toward Alana, Rene waited.

“Ah… that… would explain what I was starting to think was a ghost,” Alana said, shaking her head. “You are ever full of secrets. Though I suppose that means my own secret is also known, isn’t it?”

“Only to Irini, I imagine,” Rene confirmed. “I haven’t told anyone else. But Lori might figure it out.”

“Yes. She might at that. I’ll handle it when it comes. Until then, I’ll remain Alan in public,” Alana said.

“Not sure how much longer you can keep that up. Odelia is probably going to show up sometime today, you know. When she finds out what happened to the Moons, that is,” Rene said. Above him, there was a soft clatter and several thumps. It was very likely Irini was removing the barricade. “And then you’ll have to explain your dress, and why you’re here. I’m surprised she hasn’t figured it out already.”

Alana winced at that, slowly looking to the side.

“It seems my charade is rapidly coming to an end,” Alana muttered.

“Only to your friends. You can always face the public as you are,” Rene countered, as the door to the attic swung down. The wooden steps slid out and settled to the floor.

“Thank you, Irini,” Rene said, looking at the cat-girl as she walked down the steps. “Irini, Alana; Alana, Irini.”

“You act like an Elven housewife without that right or distinction,” Irini growled as she reached the bottom. The two notches in her ear were quite visible and appeared to be healing well. “Have you no shame?”

“And you’ve been clearly disciplined,” Alana replied after a casual inspection of the assassin. “Are you a feral that should be spayed? Since you’ll never find anyone to take you in, that is.”

Lifting her upper lip at that, Irini growled very much like a cat would.

“Irini, go watch over Odelia, Caleb, and Aurora. I can’t guarantee their safety until I solve Junk,” Rene commanded. “Alana, watch over Lori and the house. Act as a home base should anything happen or anyone shows up.

“If you decide to fight, make sure you can both do your jobs after. Because I’m leaving, and I don’t give a shit otherwise, beyond you accomplishing your tasks.”

Rene left the two women staring at each other. He really did have a job to do. Crouching down into a Sneak as soon as he left the room, Rene went over to his favorite exit window. He kept it open at all times to provide himself with a valid way of getting in and out.

Even with a knight stationed just outside of it.

Rene snuck out the window, and started off into the city itself.

When he reached the Junk mansion, though, he already got his answer as to who had been behind the Moon house arson.

The manor was clearly shuttered up and looked to be void of life. Junk had fled.

Looking to the ground outside the main gate, Rene activated his Tracking ability.

Master Junk was at the top of the list.

Selecting it, Rene watched as the trail went straight toward the east.

I’m coming for you Junk. And I’m going to kill you for what you did to the Moons.

He was no hunter. No monster that lurked in the dark to frighten people.

No children’s tale Boogieman that hid under beds and in closets.

Rene was a killer and little more.

If he had to murder his way to Junk, he’d do so.

Setting off as fast as he dared while keeping Sneak activated, Rene followed the trail.

***

The tracks of Master Junk led out of the city of Felicie itself. Outside of the city proper was a mishmash wild forest full of shacks, shanties, thrown-together huts, and people living in squalor. It was a sight to behold and reminded him of some time he’d spent down in South America on work.

Many of those thrown-together dwellings went right up to the base of the wall. He had a vague sense that this wasn’t a great idea, but he couldn’t pinpoint why.

An hour after the end of the shanty town, Junk had turned into a deeper wooded area. Which promptly became a rather large hunting lodge that looked as if it’d been standing there as long as the forest.

Rene certainly didn’t figure Junk for a hunter of anything, except perhaps snacks or women.

He stood up and moved forward toward the guard he’d been watching.

Drawing a blade, he contemplated the best way to do this. The throat wouldn’t be as quick as a few other ways, but it was likely the quietest.

When he reached the guard, Rene firmed up his choice.

Burying his sword to the hilt into the man’s gullet, Rene pressed his free hand over the man’s mouth. With a jerk toward the ground, the guard was face first in the dirt, struggling against Rene’s weight even as his blood warmed the ground.

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (67)

Your The Elemental Way skill has been upgraded to include Disorienting Blows.

Pretty sure that wasn’t The Elemental Way, but whatever.

Or maybe it’s all blending together at this point and I don’t even know it.

With a grunt, Rene tried to work the blade around to finish the man more cleanly. He didn’t need to suffer for his end.

Unfortunately, there was no way for Rene to enter the hunting lodge without at least killing a guard or two. The windows and doors weren’t just patrolled, they were all watched.

Finally, the deed was done and the man fell still.

Glancing at his alignment bar, Rene noted it had dropped slightly. There was a speck of red in it now.

Patting the dead man on the shoulder, Rene actually felt some regret.

Though it wasn’t for the loss of life.

Rene darted toward the window, then levered it open and slipped inside. He closed it behind him and dropped into his crouch once more.

Looking back to his trail for Junk, he couldn’t see the man having entered this room.

Rene crept through the house, putting one foot in front without any weight on it and then transferring his center of gravity forward.

His footsteps were soft.

Silent.

Padding through rooms, dodging guards, and servants, Rene narrowed his search down from the first floor to the second.

No sooner had he reached the top of the staircase than he knew where Junk was. It wasn’t the trail that led him there, either.

There were eight guards inside or outside of a single room and that made it rather obvious.

Peeking into that room, Rene found Junk there. He was once more sitting at a desk working furiously at his business.

A warmth rushed through him as soon as he saw the disgusting bulk sitting there.

I have you now, Junk. I have you all to myself.

Moving up to Junk’s side, Rene slid the bloody dagger up toward Junk’s neck.

Pressing the tip to his throat, Rene whispered into Junk’s ear.

“Send everyone away. Now,” Rene commanded. “If you say anything other than ‘leave me and shut the door’, you die. If you say nothing, you die.”

Junk froze in his chair, his quill no longer moving at all.

“Leave me and shut the door,” Junk ordered suddenly.

“Uh—” started one guard.

“Leave me and shut the door,” Junk repeated.

Immediately, everyone began trooping out of the room. Then the door shut.

“Now,” Rene murmured, standing up from his crouch. “Let’s talk about some things.”

“You? What do you want? I did as you wanted,” Junk complained, glaring up at Rene.

“Did you? Did you really? Or did you have a house burnt to the ground. A friend of Rene Anatolis,” Rene hissed.

Junk’s poker face was perfect. There was nothing for Rene to read there. It was devoid of anything at all.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, of course,” Junk said, leaning back in his chair. His eyes flicked to the bloody blade in Rene’s hand, than back up to his mask.

“I think you do. And I need to know. Rene is about to drop a lot of money to find out who did this thing,” Rene said. He wanted to murder and gut Junk. But he did need to make sure he was the right target. “I need to know if I have to kill Rene after all. If he starts spreading around the kind of wealth he has, then it’ll be almost impossible to get anything done. Did you do it? Supposedly, they already caught the arsonist. Do I need to go kill them tonight?”

A lie was ideal right now. Should the lie hit just right, it’d most likely pop Junk into action.

The perfect blankness of Junk’s face was all he got as an answer.

At least, at first.

Then Junk sighed and put his hands in his lap.

“I knew I should have paid more for someone better,” Junk complained. “Yes. I hired the arsonist. They’re from the Snakes. They were looking for work since their guild is in limbo because of you.”

“Why? Why provoke Rene like that?” Rene asked. “We could have left them alone. We didn’t need to get into a war with someone as wealthy as that.”

“Because he insulted me. For that reason alone, he deserves to suffer,” Junk said with some venom, his face scrunching up in annoyance. “The little brat thinks to steal from me. Take from me. That he can just do as he wishes.

“Well, sounds like it doesn’t matter if you’re going to kill him.”

“True,” Rene said, letting his blade point toward the ground, relaxing. He was going to enjoy killing Junk, but there was no reason not to make it worthwhile at the same time. “I need to get paid for this. You made this mess and now I have to clean it up for both of us. I want money. A lot of it. Rene’s father is going to crush the city for a while when I’m done.”

“I don’t see why I should pay you. You’re—”

“Not going to stay in the city, if you don’t pay me,” Rene said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I’ll take my riches and leave. You can deal with Rene hunting the city for the person who hired the arsonist.”

Scoffing at that, Junk shook his head.

“Fine. Fine, whatever. Five thousand gold for Rene’s head then,” Junk said. Then he turned and pulled open a drawer. Grabbing what looked like a banker’s note, Junk rapidly filled it in and then held it over to Rene. “Take it to the temple of the Morningstar.”

Rene took the paper and glanced at it.

It was filled out appropriately and for the specified amount. It even had a gold seal, signature, and stamp.

The temple is acting as his bank. Curious.

“Done,” Rene said, pushing the check into his tunic, and straight into his inventory. “Except that there’s one problem.”

“And what’s that?” Junk asked, looking entirely disgusted and bored. “Someone else needs to die, too? Ronder?”

“Him, too, yes,” Rene said, wondering if he could get paid again.

“Why didn’t you just—Fine. Fine. You’re infuriating to deal with. Three thousand gold for Ronder and the arsonist,” Junk growled, pulling out another check. He started to fill it in, but paused at the amount. “Any other people I should be paying to die?”

“Don’t know. Any other loose ends I need to clear up?” Rene asked.

Junk paused at that, then nodded his head.

“Yes, take care of the little Moon girl. No need to leave any orphans behind. A dead family is a gone family,” Junk muttered. “I’ll pay five hundred for her. Take care of the current guard commander, Carden, as well. He suddenly wanted a much higher bribe. I’ll pay two thousand for him.

“You know… this is actually… rather nice. I should have just paid to have problems eliminated like this before. And… done. Here. Five thousand, five hundred. Moon girl, Ronder, arsonist, Carden.”

Rene took the check and smiled at Junk as he put it away.

“That it?” Junk asked. “I have work to do.”

“Well… no, that’s not it,” Rene said, then he reached up and pulled off the mask.

“Because,” Rene said in his normal voice, no longer disguising it. “I have to kill you. I have to kill you for what you did to Bill and his parents.”

“I… I—” Junk stuttered, staring at Rene.

“Am going to die,” Rene said with a smile. “All you had to do was leave well enough alone. I was more than willing to let you go. To let it be. But… you couldn’t do that. You just had to force the issue.

“Do you know what a blood eagle is, by the way?”

Swinging hard with the back of the hand holding his dagger, Rene clocked Junk on the side of the head.

Knocked from his seat, Junk went tumbling to the ground and lay there.

Rene walked over to the door and slid the bar into the holder, locking it. Then he turned back to Junk, who was on the floor groaning.

“I’ve never done it myself, but I’ve seen it done. Takes a little to die from it, since… well… if done right the end doesn’t come until the lungs are pulled out.”

Walking over to Junk, Rene took his blade and quickly and neatly sliced away the man’s clothes, revealing his broad, pale, fatty back.

“I’m going to cut into your back, break your ribs free from your spine, and peel them out. So they almost look like wings behind you. Then I’m going to pull your lungs out through the hole I’ve made.

“I figure that’s the point you’re going to die at. But I’m not really sure. Let’s find out. We’ll start with a gag, just to make sure you don’t get too loud. Because when we’re done, I do need to rob you. And the guards might make that harder for me.”

Yes. This is justice for the Moons. This is everything it needs to be.

And it’ll be so nice. So sweet. We can tell Lori that her family is avenged. And that we took care of the monster.

Stuffing Junk’s mouth full of some of the fabric he’d cut away from the man’s clothes, Rene was ready.

With that thought in mind, he pushed the side of his blade into the fat man’s back.

He got to work and started to cut downward.

***

Rene had cashed Junk’s checks as soon as he got back into the city. He needed to get his money before the news of the fat man’s death spread.

Standing up as he slunk in through the window, Rene felt drained.

Killing Junk had been absolutely what he needed. Thankfully, the man hadn’t been able to make any noise much louder than a muffled shout.

Pushing his hands into his back, Rene stretched it out, then leaned back and forth.

He walked away from the window and into the study to find Alana and Lori sitting together.

The nine-year-old was clearly lost in her own distress, staring down at the low table in front of them. Her arms, face, and neck were all covered in bandages the doctors had put over the ointment they’d smeared all over her.

They had their backs to him, and he wasn’t sure what to say or do.

Clearing his throat, Rene walked over to the couch.

“Hello, I’ve just returned,” he said as both heads turned to look at him. “It was Junk who did it. Snakes guild arsonist.”

Lori’s faced clouded up at that, her mouth becoming a frowning pout as her brows came down.

“And you… you punished him?” Lori asked. The innocent, slightly naive girl who played with dolls seemed to have vanished in the space of a day.

“I did punish him,” Rene confirmed. “A lot. He’ll never hurt anyone again.”

“You killed him?” Lori asked, her eyes staring into him.

“I did. I killed him,” Rene admitted. “I killed him very painfully, too. I did it in a way that’s going to sound very bad. I hope you don’t think I’m a monster for it.”

“No, you’re my hero,” Lori said, shaking her head. “You’re my hero, Mr. Rene. Bill always told me if I needed something and he wasn’t there, to go to you. He didn’t say it, but I think maybe… yeah, I think he thought you were a hero, too. Yeah.”

Rene smiled at that, not really sure how to feel. He was glad to hear he was still her hero for the time being. That might change in the future though.

“Well, you’ll be staying here with me, Lori,” Rene said, coming around to the front of the couch. He got down on one knee in front of the small girl, coming to her level. “Unless there’s someone else in your family who wants to take you in. Then—”

“No. No… I don’t want to stay with my aunt,” Lori said, shaking her head. “She lives far away and… and my dad didn’t like her. She wasn’t that nice, either. I’ll stay here, with you.”

“Okay,” Rene said, smiling at the little girl. “That’s fine. I’m going to hire you some personal tutors to get your education geared up to a university level. If you’re living under my roof, then we’re going to make sure you’re learning.”

“Alright,” Lori agreed, nodding her head. “But… but I want to learn something else, too.”

“Oh? What’s that?” Rene asked. He was curious and if he could grant it, he would.

“I want to start learning how to blacksmith. Like Bill,” stated the young girl. “I’m going to be your blacksmith. And I want to start learning. And I need a forge.”

Hm. I’m not so sure that’s a great idea.

No. It isn’t. She shouldn’t do such a thing.

“I’m going to be your blacksmith,” Lori said, nodding her head once. “You’re my hero, you’re the Hood, and you need a blacksmith. I’m going to be that. Starting today. If you want me to learn from your tutors, you’ll get me a blacksmith to teach me, and a forge.”

Rene thought on that. He didn’t like that it sounded like a threat.

“Fine,” he finally agreed. “But the moment you slack on your studies, I’ll destroy the forge. Is that a deal?”

“Yes,” Lori murmured. Then she gingerly stood up, and laid her arms around Rene’s neck and shoulders. “Thank you.”

Unable to really touch her back at all, Rene settled for resting a hand on the back of her head. Her hair felt burnt and crispy, and it was likely she’d lose most of it in the next day or so.

“Yeah, no worries,” Rene said.

Alana was watching him. A small smile bowed her lips, and it looked like she was rather taken with what she was seeing.

And why are you here, little Elf? You’re awfully far from home.

Did you experience something similar?


Chapter 29

Rene held onto his briefcase as he exited his last class of the day. Walking out of the building itself and into the afternoon sun, Rene felt rather negative. University, it seemed, wasn’t going to benefit him at all.

Outside of making connections, that was.

In one day, he’d met more young nobles, children of wealthy merchants, and the brightest the city could offer than he’d met in his entire life back in Laetus. Even with his family business.

The curriculum was set by the staff and there wasn’t any room for negotiations.

Everything being taught was wrong, or simple, given Rene’s past life. There really wasn’t much in the way of new information here for him.

Glancing up at the sky, he judged it to be five hours before sunset.

That means Lori is still going through her lessons at home. I’d rather not interrupt that. She’ll likely study better without having me around to distract her.

We could see if we could find Odelia or Alana.

Looking around at all the students going in one direction or another, Rene was momentarily stunned by the number of young people moving around.

He realized that unless he wanted to keep checking his tracking ability, he wasn’t likely to find his friends. There was also no guarantee they were even still on campus. Odelia had been rather busy with her father as of late, and Alana had been spending a good bit of her time working her job at Redemption House.

Caleb would likely be out hustling, or teaching at Redemption House as well.

Or bothering the Billings girls. His obsession with them is a little overwhelming.

To be honest they’re quite fair; it would be quite lovely to see them bare.

Rene couldn’t really argue that fact. It’d been a while since he’d lain with a woman. He was also acutely aware that his very teenager body was pushing out far too many hormones.

Back home, he’d been able to invest in a nice brothel where he could have one woman set aside specifically for him.

Didn’t we have Dephan put a few girls aside for us? We could check in on that.

That was a very difficult thought to not instantly act on. He had indeed asked the madam to set some girls aside for him.

But they were put there for the Mask, not Rene. There were too many things that would be tied up with that and it made him leery of the idea.

Not to mention he’d never planned on having them. He just needed it done to suit appearances.

Personally, I think we should go buy a second courting gift for Odelia and go to her house.

But you’ll just get pissy about doing that.

So, instead, how about we go see Aurora? She seemed to loosen up halfway through dinner.

Now that’s an idea.

Aurora had gone to dinner with him. She’d been stiff at first, but after he’d gotten her to drink a second glass of wine, she’d finally seemed to drop some of her resistance.

The meal had proceeded into a lovely conversation about the city and the current news. Though he hadn’t been able to get much out of her about herself or her family.

Unable to help himself though, his mind wandered off toward what his Monster had said about Odelia.

She’d kept him at a slight distance since their last conversation about courting. So much so, that he really hadn’t talked to her much. He’d only seen her briefly when she’d come over to speak with Lori.

Still have all those lines of credit we got from Junk. Should probably go see Geoffrey and then introduce myself to them. That’s… not a terrible idea, is it?

Of course not. For all we know, we met their scions today. That’d be rather interesting, wouldn’t it?

Unable to really think about Odelia without feeling slightly conflicted, Rene ended up deciding to see Aurora.

Reaching his carriage, he nodded to the two knights who were waiting next to it. One opened the door, while the other kept watch over everything around them.

“I’d like to go see Aurora,” Rene said, stepping into the vehicle.

“Of course,” said the driver. There was no mistaking the driver as anything other than a mercenary Gideon had hired specifically to drive the carriage. Not a knight, but clearly a soldier or something along those lines.

Rene took his briefcase, full of everything he’d thought he’d need for class, and stuffed it into the carriage’s interior storage compartment.

At this point, he was going to just leave it here for when he needed it.

Then again, I might end up skipping classes more often than not to work in the lending office.

I suppose… I have three jobs?

Four.

Hood, Mask, Lender, School Financier.

Well, the school runs itself, but I guess I’d be loaning it money on occasion, wouldn’t I? So that’s somewhat of an overlap.

There was a thought in the back of his head as well.

That part of the reason he’d been so willing to be the Hood was that it gave coin to the Moons, Caleb, and Alana.

Lori now lived with him, which meant she wouldn’t ever need coin again.

Caleb was employed by the Redemption House, as was Alana.

And Odelia never really had a need for coin.

We can let the Hood lie low unless it’s needed. The coin isn’t that important anymore.

Besides, as the Mask, we can control most of the underworld anyway.

We should conquer those not in our guild, lay them out cold and have them all killed.

Was it not a member of the Snakes who set fire to the Moons and caused a wake?

The carriage came to a stop. One of the knights opened the door and held it open for the other.

Hitting the ground with a thump, the knight scanned the area and then moved away a few feet. Knowing that was his permission to get out, Rene got down and looked around. They were standing outside of Aurora’s home.

Glancing at the driver, Rene thought about how to ask the question.

“She’s been promoted,” said the driver, smiling at Rene. “By this hour, her day should be over. If she’s not home, she’ll be home shortly, I’d wager.”

“Oh, thank you,” Rene said, then walked up toward Aurora’s door.

After knocking twice on it, he put his hands behind his back.

Several seconds passed, and Rene began to wonder if perhaps he’d have to wait or come back later.

“Yes?” called Aurora through the door.

“Good afternoon, Aurora, I thought I’d come pay my respects,” Rene said.

“R-Rene?” Aurora asked with a bit of nervousness in her voice.

“Indeed. Could we perhaps talk face-to-face? I’d most assuredly find you a finer view than the door,” Rene quipped. He did love prodding at Aurora.

“Of course,” said a second female voice. Then the door opened, and Rene found someone he didn’t know standing there.

Though it was obvious in her face, especially in the nose and the eyes, that it was a relative of Aurora. They shared all the same bits, but she seemed to have a wider face and her eyes were a shade darker.

If he had to guess, it was likely she was Aurora’s mother—if she had her quite early—or an older sister. Focusing on her, he used his Analyze ability.

Margo Dean

Age: 41

Sex: Female

Race: Human

Wow, she looks a lot younger than forty-one.

“Good afternoon. Would you be Aurora’s older sister?” Rene asked, smiling at the woman.

“No,” said the woman smiling back at him. “I’m her mother, Margo.”

Aurora said something under her breath that caused her mother to wave a hand at her.

“Ah, greetings to you, Margo. I’m Rene Anatolis,” Rene said bowing his head to her. “I can come back another time if Aurora is entertaining.”

“That would be bes—”

“Not at all, come right in,” said Margo, interrupting Aurora. Before Rene could respond, Margo had reached out, grabbed Rene’s arm, and begun hauling him inside. “Now, to what do we owe the pleasure?”

The woman walked Rene over to Aurora’s living room. A tea service was laid out on the table in front of the couch with two plates and cups in a half-finished state.

“I came to congratulate Aurora on her promotion,” Rene said with a grin. He found Margo to be rather amusing. Her personality reminded him faintly of his own mother’s.

We need to write Mother.

“Did you now? Oh, well that’s so lovely,” Margo said, turning Rene toward Aurora. “Well, there she is, your Lieutenant-Captain Aurora Dean. She wasn’t just promoted once, but twice. I get the impression you had a hand in that?”

“I mentioned her to the city regent and what she’d done for me, but that was about it,” Rene explained. “She earned it all on her own, I’d say.”

Aurora was blushing a deep scarlet color, her hands clasped in front of herself. She was wearing a uniform he hadn’t seen before, but it was vaguely reminiscent of Ronder’s.

“Well, go on then,” Margo said, releasing Rene.

Shit. She thinks we brought her something. I was really coming to just bother her.

We took much from Junk and still have some booty; let’s search it quickly and give something to the beauty.

Yes! We never got rid of any of it.

Unable to help himself, Rene took several steps forward toward Aurora while he rifled through his inventory as quickly as he could.

Almost everything was jewelry. Junk had a large number of necklaces, earrings, rings, and bracelets. All were apparently presents for women he was attempting to bed by monetary value alone.

There was also a large collection of perfume bottles that seemed considerably more innocent than giving someone a massive necklace made of gold and diamonds.

That one’s pretty. Red and gold.

I like it as well. Red is a great color.

“I don’t need anything,” Aurora murmured her eyes holding his own. “I’m quite grateful just to have your thanks.”

The tall and lovely guardswoman, who’d been brave in the face of the Mask clearly felt shy around Rene.

It made his heart speed up.

Ok, yeah, the red and gold one it is.

Reaching into his pocket to disguise the inventory swap, Rene pulled out a bottle of perfume that he’d taken from Junk. He’d planned on reselling it through his Mask persona.

“I…” Aurora said as Rene held it out to her. Taking the bottle into her hands she didn’t look at it for long before turning her eyes to him. “I can’t take this.”

“Of course, you can,” Rene said with a wave of his hand.

In for a penny, in for a pound. Aurora’s fun. Let’s keep her rolling.

Slowly, he reached up and took Aurora’s face in his hands, then eased her down to his own height. He did it in such a way that she could pull away, deny what was coming, or say something.

Except she didn’t do any of that.

Holding her face, he kissed her cheeks, right at the corners of her mouth this time, not even trying to disguise his intentions.

Aurora didn’t pull away. In fact, she slightly turned her face toward him as he kissed each side however, her lips pressing to the corner’s of his own mouth.

“Congratulations, Lieutenant-Captain Dean,” Rene said, pulling away from her. “You deserve the praise.”

Smiling at the sentiment, Aurora slowly let her eyes fall to the bottle in her hands, Rene could see the vein in her neck throbbing hard beneath the surface.

Her heart was hammering away much as his was.

“Oh,” Margo murmured from behind. “I… oh. I ah… I’m just going to go set up a third place setting.”

Aurora stared down at the bottle and slowly rotated the red and gold present over. Then she looked at the bottom with her eyebrows furrowing.

“Rene! I can’t take this!” she said suddenly, staring wide-eyed at the bottom. “I can’t take this, Rene. This is… this is from The Garden, isn’t it?”

I have no fucking clue.

Glancing at the bottle, Rene did a quick Analyze on it.

Item Name: The Garden- The Rose (Extremely Rare: Unopened)

Description: Crafted by a master perfumer, this fragrance was perfected, made in a batch of five, and sold for five thousand gold each.

No one without the bottle will ever experience “The Rose” by The Garden. As part of the purchase price, this fragrance will be limited to bottle owners.

The aroma is unique and can be described as “sublime” by anyone fortunate enough to own a bottle. It’s a distinctly Rose-like aroma that also has an unidentified sweetness to it.

If you hadn’t already gained the lieutenant-captain’s attention before this point, you can guarantee you’ve got it in spades now.

Damage: N/A

Effective Range: ten yards

Functions-

Romantic Endeavor: This perfume was made specifically to win over the hearts of women. From the gold inlaid bottle of hand-blown glass made by a master craftsman, to the cut, shaped, and polished ruby that acts as the stopper.

A show piece that any woman would feel almost ashamed to admit they owned, while still wanting to brag about its possession to anyone and everyone.

Attributes-

Refillable: If one brings the bottle to The Garden, they are entitled to purchase more of this unique fragrance for a fee.

Well… fuck.

“It is,” Rene said, deciding to go with it. “It’s from The Garden, and it’s The Rose.”

Aurora’s eyes went as wide as possible, rounding out completely. Her fingers tightened up on the bottle as if she was afraid to drop it.

“Rene!” said Aurora in almost a whimper. “You can’t… I can’t… this is… no. No.”

She didn’t hand him back the perfume bottle, despite her words. Instead, she was holding it tightly in her hands.

“I can and did,” Rene said then took a step to the side, toward the door. He felt like maybe, despite how short the trip was, it would be a good time to leave. He was having a mild panic attack, felt like he couldn’t think, and really didn’t want to be here. “Though I think I’ll return at another time. You’re celebrating with your mother.”

Glancing at Margo, Rene saw that Aurora’s mother was busying herself. Clearly trying to blend into the background and not disturb her daughter and Rene.

“No. You can’t just leave. Not after giving me this,” Aurora said, following him toward the door.

“It’s alright,” Rene said again. “I’ll come back another day. In fact, could I take you to dinner in two days? Sixth bell? Pick you up in the carriage?”

“Rene, I… I don’t… I’m not,” Aurora said, looking extremely pained. Standing there near the door, she was clearly a woman torn. “I’m not as perfect as you seem to think I am.”

Ah… she’s feeling shame for her deal with the Mask.

I’ll avoid her as the Mask for a while longer yet then.

“Sixth bell?” Rene asked, pushing the issue.

“I… yes. Sixth bell,” Aurora murmured, a small smile curling her lips despite still looking shocked. “Dinner in two days, you’ll pick me up in the carriage.”

“Fantastic,” Rene said, opening the front door. Before anything else could happen, he closed it behind him and hurried off to his carriage.

It felt like his heart was going to pound its way out of his chest.

And when his mind went to what he’d just done, and what Odelia was likely expecting of him, he felt sick to his stomach.

Fuck it. We might as well go give a courting gift to Odelia and fuck my life up.

Then we’ll go home and see if Alana or Irini want a throw in the bedroom.

Because, why the fuck not?

I approve of this plan with great cheer. It should prove to be exactly what we need.

To run our hands down Odelia’s rear. Or to ride the Elf until we hear her plead.

Marching straight up to the carriage, Rene found he honestly didn’t care. Maybe Aurora and Odelia would find out about one another and that would thankfully be the end of both.

Then he could get on with his life.

“The Delacroix house, please,” Rene said to the driver.

There’s no reason to pout.

Perhaps it’ll work in our favor.

Given our luck, I think it’ll work out.

Maybe with a harem and a group marriage waiver.

You’re an idiot.

You’re the one going to deliver a courting gift.

Shut up.

“We’re here,” said the driver. Rene had completely lost track of everything around him. To be fair, he might have been keeping his mind busy so he wouldn’t think about what he was about to do.

Get the gold one. With the sapphires.

That’d suit her very well, wouldn’t it?

Very pretty and not overly ornate looking.

Just a little bigger than normal.

Rene couldn’t argue that point. When he imagined it on her in his head, he found the Monster was exactly right.

Selecting that specific necklace, Rene decided to take the advice given and pull it out for Odelia.

In addition, he pulled out all the lines of credit to run by Geoffrey and see what he thought. He at least knew one person who was the man’s friend.

Stepping up the walkway toward the Delacroix house, he was surprised when the door opened and a man in Delacroix livery walked out to gestured inside.

“Please, do come in, Master Anatolis,” said the house servant.

“Ah, thank you,” Rene said.

“The master of the home has just now been informed that you’ve arrived. I’ve been instructed to ask you to wait in the study for him. May I offer you some tea?” asked the man.

“Oh. Thank you,” Rene repeated.

Geoffrey has standing orders, in case I show up.

“As well as notifying the young mistress,” finished the servant.

Great.

Pulling out the several credit documents and the necklace in its presentation box Junk had made, Rene felt more nervous than he had in his entire life up to this point.

As he walked into the study, he didn’t quite know what to do with himself. He stood there and waited.

We never really dated. This is all rather exciting and new.

You kind of made it impossible to date anyone. You constantly told me to kill them.

That’s fair. I did.

“Rene?” asked Odelia.

Turning toward the voice, Rene found Odelia Delacroix. She looked as amazing as ever and had a wide smile from ear to ear.

“Heya,” Rene said.

“Good evening. How’s Lori? Is she alright?” Odelia asked, her brows pressing together as she came to stand in front of Rene.

“She’s alright, I guess,” Rene answered. “As alright as you can be, given her circumstances. She’s chosen to keep living with me.”

“I’m glad to hear that. I’m sure that’s the best thing for her right now,” Odelia said. Then she tilted her head, watching him.

I… what… er…

“Well. You’ve come to visit,” Odelia said, a small smile creeping over her face. “Are you here to perhaps present a gift to me?”

“I, uh… yeah. I am,” Rene said holding up the box. In fact, now that he looked at it, it seemed considerably bigger than he expected.

“Good. I was growing rather tired of avoiding you, so that you could do things properly. You have no idea how hard it was to not come see Lori at your house and—”

Odelia’s eyes flicked to the box and remained there, her words cutting off abruptly.

Rene moved his hand forward, holding it out to her.

Taking it in her hands, Odelia cracked the box open slowly. Staring at the contents for several seconds, she closed it and looked to Rene.

“I think—” she started, then cleared her throat. “I think I’m… going to go before daddy gets here. This is a very… extremely… nice gift, Rene. More so than I think I want to contemplate, right now.”

Moving in close to him, Odelia kissed him for a split second, and then left the room. Holding the box close to her chest.

Mission achieved, received with great adulation.

Relationship conceived, I look forward to rigorous copulation.

Hump-hump-hump-a-bunk.

Glancing back over her shoulder, Odelia gave him a shy but warm smile and then vanished.

Half a minute passed before Geoffrey arrived.

He looked around as he entered, as if confused.

“Odelia came and went,” Rene answered his unspoken question. “I… gave her a gift that seemed to have spooked her perhaps. I’m unsure.”

He wasn’t as sure as the Monster was that Odelia had liked it.

“Well, that’s of no matter. I’m sure she’s just being silly,” Geoffrey said with a grin. He immediately shook Rene’s hand with his own. “To what do I owe the pleasure, otherwise?”

“Well, I have this letter of debt for Frederic Dern. I bought it from the late Master Junk, along with a few other letters,” Rene said, holding them out to Geoffrey. “Could you tell me about them, and whether it’s worth making a deal with them?”

“You have… Fred’s…? Haha, truly? That’s actually hilarious,” Geoffrey said, taking the papers from Rene. Then he started to laugh even harder. “Oh, goodness. You really do. And a few others. Sell them to me if you would? I’d truly love to be able to pay some of their childishness back to them. All in good fun, mind you.”

“Consider them yours,” Rene said with a grin.

He actually liked Geoffrey.


Chapter 30

Returning to his home, Rene felt rather sick and giddy at the same time. After giving both Odelia and Aurora presents that he probably shouldn’t have, he’d found himself unable to really keep his mind still.

So when he opened the door of the carriage, he ended up staring dumbly at the person sitting in front of his home.

It was Caleb, relaxing as if nothing were the matter at all. The two knights next to him, guarding the entrance to the door, seemed unimpressed by Caleb, but also unconcerned.

Except his face looked like someone had done a dance on it. Wearing wooden clogs.

“Ah… Caleb?” Rene asked, going over to his friend.

“Hey, Rene,” Caleb said nonchalantly. “How’s it going?”

“I mean… not so great,” Rene murmured. “Been trying to get Lori situated. Get… get Bill and his parents settled. I had them interred in a mausoleum at the Felicie cemetery.”

“Yeah, I visited,” Caleb said, nodding his head. “It looks… really good. Bill would be pretty happy about it, I think.”

“Yeah,” Rene said, getting down in a squat in front of Caleb. “You ah… you piss the Billings girls off that badly or something or…?”

Caleb snorted at that and shook his head.

“No. This was a gift from someone trying to get to you,” Caleb explained gesturing to his own face. “Pretty sure they would have done worse but I managed to kick him in the nuts and run. Courtesy of our dearly departed Master Junk. ”

“Yeah… yeah,” Rene muttered. There wasn’t anything he could say about that with his bodyguards around.

They were almost more hindrance than help at this point.

“Well, with him being dead, I suppose that makes everything better,” Caleb said. “Because from what I hear, Junk is the one who bought the Moon fire.

“No one can confirm that though, since… well, the person who did it supposedly was found dead. Or at least… his headless body was found. In front of the burned out ruin of the Moon house.

“An apology, supposedly. I guess the way Junk died raised some fears. Kinda crazy. I guess someone pulled his lungs out through his back.”

Rene snorted at that.

All the Snakes had done was buy themselves a little time. He’d go for the Raven’s first, then the Snakes. He was just waiting for their guild leadership to show back up so he could eliminate them.

“Yeah,” Rene said. “I heard he died pretty horribly. I’m betting he ran afoul of some dastardly people.”

“Yep, clearly he did,” Caleb said and closed his eye. The swelling in his face looked worse when he closed his eyes. “I’m going to go visit some family for a time.”

What…?

“Dunno how long I’ll be gone. At least two months. Takes two weeks to get back home. Been a bit of a wanderer since I was a little kid,” Caleb said.

“Alright,” Rene replied. He really didn’t know what to say to that.

He couldn’t really blame Caleb. It was obvious to anyone in their inner circle that it was because of Rene that Bill had died.

That Lori had been orphaned simply because of knowing Rene. Being part of his life had almost ended hers.

But in the same breath, Rene did feel hurt.

Alana and Odelia hadn’t even intimated at the idea of him not coming around. That they might not want him in their lives hadn’t come up at all. It wasn’t even discussed.

“You need anything for the trip?” Rene asked.

“Nah, I’m good,” Caleb said then slowly got to his feet. “Was really just dropping by to say goodbye. Didn’t want you worrying over where I went.”

“Ah, yeah. Okay. I guess, goodbye and fair journey then,” Rene said holding his hand out to Caleb.

“Thanks. Bye, Rene,” Caleb replied, shaking Rene’s hand. Then he started walking back towards the street.

The Monster stirred, grumbled something, and then went quiet.

Rene couldn’t really disagree with the sentiment he felt coming from it though.

Better now than when we need him.

Shaking his head, Rene moved to the door, which prompted a knight to open it for him.

When he walked inside, Rene found Alana rising up from her work desk as the door closed.

“Welcome home,” she said, coming over to him with a smile. “How was university? Did you go to work afterword?”

“I mean, it wasn’t bad,” Rene murmured. “Seems pretty mundane so far. And no, I didn’t go to work. I paid a few house calls to keep myself active in the social circle.”

“Ah. That makes sense. Did you leave your bag in the carriage?” Alana asked as she began to pull Rene’s coat off.

“Yeah, I did. How was your day?” Rene inquired, as his coat came free.

“I’ll go fetch the bag from the coach later. As for my day, it wasn’t bad at all,” Alana said, brushing a hand over his coat’s collar and shoulders. Then she put her hands in each pocket and checked them. “Today’s classes seemed rather simple, but I’m told that’s a normal feeling. I have a split schedule, so I go more often, but get out far earlier. I thought that’d be best given our home situation with Lori.”

Alana pulled out a small purse from a pocket Rene had forgotten about.

Opening the mouth of it, she glanced inside and then closed it again.

“Take your boots off, please, and put them near the door. I’ll clean them and have them ready for tomorrow,” Alana instructed as she walked over to where she’d stored his belongings previously. “Lori is finishing with her tutor right now. She’s been asking when you’d get home for a bit now. I’ll have dinner set in a short time. If you’re hungry, I picked up a bag of rather nice-looking apples on the way home, but don’t spoil supper.”

Uh.

Uhm.

“Thanks,” Rene murmured, doing as he was told and pulling off his boots.

Alana hung his coat up, put the purse into a different drawer, and locked it up. Putting the key back into her pocket.

“Of course,” Alana said, smiling at him. “I’ll be sure to keep your coat purse filled with at least thirty gold going forward. Is that a standard amount you carry around?”

“I… yeah. It’s enough to buy anything I could want impulsively, but not enough that I’d care if I lost it,” Rene mumbled.

“I understand,” Alana said with a nod of her head. “I’ll start on dinner now. Go introduce yourself to Lori’s tutor.”

“Okay,” Rene said, feeling somewhat cowed. For whatever reason, Alana’s decor and projected behavior and expectations had practically turned his brain off.

As he walked away, he passed Alana as she headed for the kitchen. She was humming softly to herself and seemed like a woman on a mission.

Except now that he was looking, he noticed the extreme difference in her. He was floored he’d missed it until now.

She was wearing what he could only describe as a house dress and looked like an Elven woman today, instead of her weird in-between state.

Even her hair had been done in a far more womanly fashion.

Just before vanishing into the kitchen, Alana glanced over her shoulder with a frown and quirked an eyebrow. She stopped in the door frame and met his eyes.

“Is everything alright?” she asked.

“Uh, yeah. Just… you’re wearing a dress,” Rene said.

“Indeed. Do you like it?” Alana asked, grabbing the dress in each hand and lifting it ever so slightly to reveal her ankles. “I think it hangs on me quite well.”

“Yeah. It looks good on you. You look good,” Rene said. He was feeling like a bit of a bumbling fool right now.

Just about the only woman he felt confidence around was Aurora, and that was due to her own shyness.

“Why thank you, Rene,” Alana said, giving him a smile that showed off her two sets of canines. Then she stepped into the kitchen.

Did we get married?

I don’t know. I don’t think so.

I think maybe we did.

Yeah, I think we got married.

But I think if we did get married, we got fucked without fucking.

Cause I’d really like to get laid.

Hell if I know. No experience at all with this.

The one time we almost did in our last life, you nearly had me kill her. Relationship lasted more than a month, but it was still a bit fast.

Remember? Kelly?

Yeah. I remember. Should have killed her.

Rene shook his head and walked into the adjoining room. It was originally a library but was now converted into a study hall for Lori.

An older woman was sitting in a chair next to Lori, as the young girl diligently worked with a pen and paper.

Looking up, the older woman smiled at him and stood. She looked to be in her fifties, but it was a distinct possibility she was younger. This world aged people much harder and faster, he’d noticed.

Especially those who grew up as commoners. Her brown hair was starting to gray and her brown eyes looked rather tired.

She looked like so many others Rene had seen in this world. Tired and nearly broken, much earlier in life than people in his old world.

“Good timing, Master Anatolis,” said the woman, waddling his way. There was something clearly wrong with her gait, but it didn’t seem to pain her.

Rene smiled at the woman and didn’t respond. His mind had already been thrown for one too many loops today. He really couldn’t handle much right now.

“Miss Moon is severely lacking in some fundamentals that’ll be necessary for her to get into the university,” the woman said. Instantly, Rene wanted to punch her in the mouth. “She is an incredibly bright child, though. Her deficits are only in what was given to her, nothing to do with who she is.

“We’ll be able to correct and solidify her educational foundation in no time at all. By the time she’s old enough to enroll, she’ll be ready for a university admission test and will pass easily with that lovely mind of hers.”

Mmm.

To Rene, the Monster felt like he was rather happy with the fact that the woman was complimenting Lori.

Smiling, the older woman let out a soft sigh.

“For such a young girl to have gone through so much, she’s incredibly resilient,” said the woman. “I’ll start sending over the appropriate tutors from my school for personal instruction.”

We should give her a tip. I like her.

“Thank you, I appreciate your time and dedication,” Rene said. He really wished he had learned her name previously.

“Of course. I’ll take my leave for the day. Until we next meet,” said the woman, leaving the room.

The click of the door shutting woke Rene up to the fact that he could have Analyzed her.

Slipping. Really bad.

“There, see?” Lori proclaimed, turning toward him in her chair. “I’m all set. I’ll be ready for university, and I’ll do my best. When do I get to start learning blacksmithing?”

“Tomorrow. Master Smith Tinter said he’ll take you on. He taught your brother. It felt… appropriate,” relayed Rene. He’d set it up previously.

“Tinter… okay… that’ll do. Okay,” Lori said, then she looked down to the ground. “I think I’m going to go lie down in my room. I’m tired.”

“Alright,” Rene said. “Alan said dinner will be ready shortly.”

“Her name’s Alana, not Alan,” Lori said, getting up from her desk. “We talked earlier. She said you and her are going to take care of me.”

Lori left without saying anything more.

The bright cheery girl was gone. The one who played with dolls, held mock tea-parties, and thought the world was a happy shinning place.

Or at least hidden for the time being.

Shaking his head, Rene scratched at his hairline. This wasn’t something he’d be able to solve.

Not with money, items, promises, or violence.

All he could do was be there for her in the place of Bill.

Since it was because of Rene that he was dead.

***

Sitting at the apex of his roof, Rene stared out at the city streets in front of him.

He hadn’t noticed it originally, but the manse was actually somewhat elevated. It was difficult to tell, given the way the nearest boulevard ran along it, but he could certainly tell from the house itself.

Dinner with Alana had been a rather ordinary affair. So much so, that it was almost unnerving.

Doubly so, when the Elven maiden had called Lori to dinner. It’d become a three-person meal, sitting in very traditional positions. Rene at the head, Alana on the opposite end, and Lori in the middle.

Even the table conversation reminded him of growing up in his parents’ house back in Laetus. It’d been odd and made Rene ache inside.

Going soft.

But… that’s okay.

I think… I think we’re a better person when we’re soft.

Says the asshole who coerced me into trying to court two women while I have an Elf playing housewife back at home.

You like it.

You want that affection. That acceptance.

You’re desperate for it. You yearn to feel all three of them in bed, to feel their warmth, and have them accept you, just as we are.

The Monster we are.

Just as I hope they accept us, too.

I are you, you are me. We are we.

Yes, exactly.

“Get off my roof,” growled a voice nearby.

Make that four.

“I swear to the deepest parts of hell, if you do something stupid, I’m going to give you several notches and maybe worse,” Rene threatened.

“It’s my roof. This is where I think,” Irini whined coming closer to him. “You’re not supposed to be up here. This is for me.”

Turning his head, he glared at the cat-girl assassin.

“I’m not going to attack you. You’ve marked me twice already,” Irini said, reaching up to run a finger along the edge of her ear. The two notches were quite visible. “I don’t need anymore. I’m shamed enough as it is.”

Clicking his tongue at that, Rene looked back out at the street.

“I should notch each side of both your ears preemptively,” Rene muttered. “We both know you’ll do something stupid. Eventually.”

“I will not,” Irini disagreed, and sat down next to him. “I know my place. You’ve marked me accordingly and I’ll not risk more. You didn’t have to notch me the second time. I already had the one.”

“You’ll get one for every time you do something stupid,” Rene countered.

Huffing at that, Irini leaned over and snuffled at his hair, then sat up straight again.

“Stop that,” Rene said moving his head away from her.

“I’m just checking to see if you’re bedding the Elf,” Irini grumbled.

What?

What?

“Why would that matter?” Rene asked. “I’m not married to you. I’m not bedding you. I’ve hired you.”

“As if I could marry anyone else, given what you’ve done to my ear,” Irini growled. “Without pristine ears, no good Alis would ever be interested in me. So now I’ll have to settle for something less, like a human. You’ll do. If you start bedding the Elf, I’ll have to change my plan around.”

Blinking at that, Rene shook his head.

“I’m pretty sure that isn’t going to happen,” Rene stated rather firmly.

“Why not? You’re not very handsome, but your abilities make up for it. I think you’d be good to any kits we’d have,” Irini reasoned, though it sounded like she was talking to herself, more than him. “And you have wealth. That and you can actually fight me. It will be good for us to train our kits together. And I know you find me attractive. I can smell your arousal, you realize.”

Irini flexed her hands and then lightly drug her rather sharp looking nails across the roof several times. Looking to the material, Rene could tell she’d done that exact move several times, right where he was sitting.

“So, if you start bedding the Elf, I’ll just have to resolve myself to bedding you, as well,” Irini said. “Which would be rather disappointing to give myself away before marriage. Bad enough you’ve maimed me.”

“An assassin with marital honor, how curious,” Rene mused.

“Is it? You have your own code of honor,” Irini countered. “I’m neither dead nor raped. Both of which could have easily been done to me.

“You also don’t presume on the idiot Elf, despite her making herself available, and you took in a child that isn’t yours. Is this the same man who wears a mask and murders people? Runs brothels? Has people robbed?”

Shaking her head back and forth as her tail starting to whip around behind her angrily, Irini looked extremely annoyed.

“Stupid human. You dare to lecture me for wanting to wait for marriage when you have your own odd codes that don’t match. You should—”

“Okay,” Rene said interrupting her. “Okay. You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“What? Okay? You’re sorry? That doesn’t excuse this,” Irini said, turning her head toward him. “You don’t get to simply apologize and call it done.”

“Yes, I do, because I have nothing else I can offer,” Rene said with a laugh. The madder she got, the more it somehow amused him.

“Hmph,” Irini said with a snort. Then she leaned over and head-butted the side of his face with the top of her skull, then sat straight up again. “It’s good that you’re laughing. Your mood needs to improve soon. We need to plan what we do next. The guild won’t wait forever. You’ll need to check in and put plans in motion.”

She’s right.

Rene nodded at that. It was certainly something he needed to do regardless of anything else.

The Hood was effectively defunct now. It didn’t serve his purposes in the same way the Mask did. The Mask could preemptively stall, slow, or stop crime Rene didn’t want to happen.

Where the Hood could only respond to existing crime.

“Now… get off my roof or pet me. I’d like it around the base of my ears if you decide to pet me, Rene Anatolis,” Irini said, and put a hand on his shoulder. She began to push him away from the spot she clearly wanted.

“You’re so damn bossy all of a sudden,” Rene said, pulling his arm away and then reaching up to scratch at her ears.

“Because I’ve decided you’ll do,” Irini said. “You’ve been selected. And provided I don’t annoy you, you leave me to my own devices. Which means it’s really more like a marriage. So you see? It’s decided. Now, more at the base please.”

Then the Alis began to purr, as Rene did as she asked and scratched at her head and ears. Focusing more deeply on the base of her ears.

Like a giant house cat.

He didn’t mind her being a little bossy.

If we sleep with Alana, that means we could sleep with Iri—

Shut up.

Just shut up.


Chapter 31

Working his way through the Tramp’s Tail with his mask on, Rene was amused as everyone fell away from him.

The only person who dared get close to him was Irini.

Wearing a mask almost identical to Rene’s, but black and covering her whole head, the Alis was right behind him. Her tail had been tied down to her left leg to hide what she was, as well.

The last thing they needed was anything identifiable of her to slip out.

As he made his way to the back, Rene felt the attack coming long before he even saw a hint of it. His senses were strung so tight that he felt like he could taste the anxiety of all those around him.

Which made the man with the dagger edging closer to Rene, burn bright like a bonfire. Lighting up the night with his presence, to the point that it was obvious what he was doing.

At least to Rene.

Lashing out with the blade, the man would have succeeded against anyone else, except perhaps Irini.

Casually as could be, Rene plucked the blade from the man’s hand and put a right hook through his jaw.

When his head snapped to the right, the would-be killer went down in a heap and hit the ground. Then he went limp, as he clearly lost his grasp on the waking world.

“That was stupid,” Rene murmured, looking at the knife. It was unimportant, cheap, and probably would have broken if it had hit one of Rene’s ribs. “Someone carry him for me to my office.”

Several gang members jumped forward to grab the unconscious man.

Filing into the office in the back, Rene was surprised to find Dephan and three young women there.

The one-time-madam had changed her style of dress and now looked much more like a lesser noblewoman. She’d also taken the time to work her hair into a presentable style for the times for the nobility.

A new desk had been added to the far corner of the office and it was littered with pieces of paper, coins, and bits and ends of other things.

Dephan had clearly decided it best to work out of this room, but hadn’t wanted to touch the primary desk.

Good survival sense on that one.

“Put him on the ground,” Rene said gesturing to the center of the room. He went over to his desk and sat in the chair behind it. Irini moved to the corner and got down in a squat.

All she needs is a tracksuit.

Rene smirked, looking away from Irini who was staring at him through her mask. Turning toward Dephan, Rene waited for the men to leave.

“Good evening, Dephan,” Rene murmured once the door closed.

“Good evening, boss,” Dephan said, putting one hand into the other in front of herself. “How are you?”

“Fine. Though that one tried to knife me,” Rene explained, pointing to the unconscious man. “I’ll have to take him apart to find out who tried to get me stabbed.”

“Ah, yes. You could use the back room. I try to keep this building free of killings, but you can’t always stop ’em. You can drain him there and we can dump the body in the night,” Dephan said. Then she gestured to three attractive women standing around her. They were very well put together, dressed seductively, and just a hair over what he’d consider eighteen. “And these are your personal girls. Just like you asked. Paid for your use only, never worked the sheets, all fresh as the day they were born. I guarantee it or you can take my life. This is Rose, Darla, and Pinky.”

Each woman bobbed her head toward Rene as they were addressed.

Apparently, Dephan had been a madam a long time with an extensive client list.

She’d clearly made sure to spread out her selection of girls to what she thought might be to his taste. Rose was a brunette who was almost a redhead with brown eyes. Darla had black hair with blue eyes. And Pinky had very blonde hair with green eyes.

“I had the bedroom cleaned and redecorated, and the storage room converted into a room for the girls,” Dephan finished with a smile.

“Good work,” Rene said, then turned back to Dephan. “I wish I could sample them but my time is limited at the moment. What do you need from me to make business go smoothly?”

“I… don’t understand, boss,” Dephan said.

“I’m your boss. I solve the big problems so you can make everything run smoothly,” Rene explained. “What do you need me to solve, so you can do your job?”

“Oh,” Dephan said. Looking to the ground, her face took on an expression of consideration. “Could you do something about the Ravens?”

“Sure. That was on my to-do list anyway,” Rene said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Do you know where they’re working out of?”

“That’s actually the problem. They’re not,” Dephan said in a huff. “They’re just running around causing problems and mischief. Just the other day, they murdered a merchant after robbing him.

“And then there’s that whole thing with that lieutenant. It’s obvious he didn’t kill himself and was corrupt. There’s a lot of pressure coming down on everyone and the damn Ravens are just making it worse.”

“Right,” Rene murmured, leaning back in his chair. “In other words, the members are just running wild because there’s no guild head.

“And with the actions they’re taking, they’re creating far more of a problem for us simply because they’re bringing down attention.”

“That’s… yes, that’s right,” Dephan said. Rose, Pinky, and Darla were all nodding their heads as well at that.

“You training them to take your place?” Rene said, pointing at the three girls. “Be your lieutenants?”

“I—Yes. I am. Is that a problem?” Dephan asked with some firmness in her voice.

She expects me to challenge her. Why?

“No. Why them though?” Rene asked.

Dephan had lifted her chin up as soon as he started talking. Now she looked as if she didn’t know how to respond to his question.

“They’re smart, willing, and determined,” Dephan said. “And… and if they’re your women, that means most people aren’t going to touch them or go against them. They’ll be beyond reproach.”

“Smart,” Irini growled from her corner. “I like that. You should add a few more to their number just in case. Boss can handle at least seven women, I’m sure. One for each day of the week.”

Rolling his eyes, Rene didn’t respond to Irini. He did think it was a good idea, though. Dephan was right.

Especially if he added some context to what he was.

“I murdered Junk for crossing us,” Rene said, leaning forward and putting his elbow on the desk. “I also murdered Ronder, the lieutenant you mentioned, in his cell. I then paid damages to Rene Anatolis, so that he’ll ignore us.

“You’re welcome to spread that around as you see fit. It may just help your girls keep their heads as well if people understand what I’m capable of.”

“We’re capable of,” Irini argued.

“We’re,” Rene amended, not looking at Irini.

“And… speaking of that,” Dephan said, looking at Irini. “Is she a boss or… something else?”

“Her? Well,” Rene mused aloud, turning to look at Irini, who promptly shrugged her shoulders at him.

They’d talked about this briefly and she said she only worked for him and wanted no responsibilities. “Call her Dark Mask, and she’s not a boss. She’s my right hand,” Rene said. “She’ll act on my orders alone, but she won’t give orders. I’d suggest you stay out of her way if she’s doing something. I’ve given her permission to kill anyone at any time if it’s something I need.

“Though I’ll put a limit on that, now that I think about it.”

Rene lifted a hand and pointed at the four women and looked back at Irini.

“They’re off limits. Consider them white-listed. No hurting or killing them unless they betray me,” Rene instructed. “You can help them if you like, that’s up to you.”

“Okay,” Irini said, shrugging her shoulders again. “What’s white-listed mean?”

“Never mind,” Rene said, putting his focus back on Dephan. “As for the Ravens. Alright. Put a bounty on their heads. Ten gold for a confirmed guild member. Five gold for a supporter of the guild.

“This is to happen without the city noticing. That means no collateral damage, no innocents harmed, no leaving corpses out for the public to find. We don’t need even more attention.

“Actually, no, make that twenty gold a head, ten gold for a collaborator or supporter. I’ll take a guild tattoo as proof or if you personally can vouch for the person. Pay them out accordingly. No need to run it by me.”

That’ll give Dephan more power and a way to smooth over palms she needs taken care of.

After all, she probably has people she relies on, right? Time for her to get a chance to pay them off for their help.

Everyone likes to get paid.

“Thank you, boss,” Dephan murmured. It wouldn’t surprise him that she probably understood what he’d just done as well.

“Anything else?” Rene asked.

“Ah… there’s a new lieutenant-captain,” Dephan said. “It’d be better if we could get them bought before someone else does.”

“Fine,” Rene said with a bored sigh. He already knew she was talking about Aurora. There was no mistaking that.

He’d wanted to put that one off as long as possible, but it didn’t seem like it was going to work out in his favor.

“Anything else?” Rene repeated.

“Actually… there is one more thing. I went ahead and got the noble district brothels set up again. The girls are working and everything’s going well,” Dephan said.

Uh huh. So what is it you need?

“I… put someone in charge of one of the brothels that I knew better than to give power to. I—I fucked up,” Dephan said, holding her hands up. “And now they attack anyone I send over to collect the take.”

Rather than respond, Rene turned toward Irini.

“I’ll take care of it,” Irini said. “I’ll make an example out of them. That way, no one is willing to step out of line again.”

“Good,” Rene said then once more put his focus on Dephan.

“I’ll give you a pass this one time. No more mistakes about assignment Anything else?” he once more repeated, unable to keep the smile from his face. Thankfully the mask hid it.

The older woman shook her head.

“Off to business then,” Rene said, standing up. “Oh, and as for my own personal cut. Just send it to Rene Anatolis’ with the account listed as ‘Mask’. I’ve already made arrangements with him.”

Waving a hand, Rene left. He had work to do.

***

Aurora’s home was, as always, pristine.

The woman was a clean freak, Rene supposed. There was never a time when he’d come over, invited or not, and ever found anything out of place.

Everything was exactly where it should and ought to be.

Though there was one very new addition that Rene was rather glad to see.

The perfume bottle he’d given her was sitting on a dresser in her bedroom. There was nothing else on top of the dresser.

Just the bottle.

See? She liked it. More than she was willing to admit.

Even has it in a location where she can show it off to anyone she wants.

You worry too much.

You worry not enough. This is insane. We literally are pursuing a little girl and an actual woman at the same time.

We’ll lose both.

Odelia isn’t a little girl. She’s old enough to get married, drink, smoke, and die for her country here. She’s older than we are.

If anything, Aurora is the one who feels the most awkward about this. She probably looks at us the way you do Odelia.

Rene had a mental roadblock thrown up by that statement.

The Monster wasn’t wrong. It was extremely likely that Aurora did look at him the same way he did Odelia.

That’s problematic, isn’t it?

Not really. She seems to have accepted the fact that you’re after her. Despite your age.

So why are you unwilling to be as receptive as she is?

Because having two women at the same time doesn’t seem like a good idea? We’ll lose both.

No, we won’t.

This world is far more accepting of those types of situations than the old one was. No reason to fight it.

Father’s brother has two wives and he’s just a traveling merchant.

I’m not fighting it.

Yes you are.

No! I’m not. I just… don’t want to lose both of them.

So if they both accepted, you’d be in for it?

Rene frowned, thinking on that one.

The front door opened suddenly, which snapped his thoughts in half.

Later then.

Getting down low into a crouch, Rene waited.

“I don’t get it,” said a male voice.

“There’s nothing to get,” Aurora replied curtly. Her voice seems rather stiff.

“Well that’s just bullshit. It doesn’t make sense. And it’s not right,” said the man.

“I guess it’s a good thing your opinion doesn’t matter at all, isn’t it?” Aurora answered her voice getting louder. “Alright. Here. Thanks for lending me the platter. You can go now.”

“You could ke—”

“No, I bought a new one,” Aurora said. “If you don’t mind? We’re all done here.”

“Let me take you to dinner,” said the man.

Hmm.

Oh ho?

Maybe we have another kill to handle today. And here I thought it’d be all work and no play.

Rene glanced up at his alignment bar. It was still mostly full. There were a few ticks of red at the top of it, but they were minor.

He could handle killing this man without an issue.

“Sorry, no. Remember?” Aurora answered. “Seeing someone.”

“You can’t be serious,” scoffed the man.

“I can be, and as I said earlier, your opinion doesn’t matter. Leave, or I’ll make you leave,” Aurora said. “And tell your mother I said thank you for the pie.”

Nothing more was said, and the door opened and then closed.

“Asshole,” Aurora muttered.

Apparently I don’t have to do anything.

Rene stood up again and nodded his head. Leaning against the dresser with the bottle, he put his elbow on it.

He figured Aurora had declined the invitation primarily because of his interest in her.

Which made him rather happy for the whole situation. He could also detect the smug joy that the Monster was feeling.

Aurora stepped into her own bedroom and froze when she caught sight of Rene.

“Afternoon, Lieutenant-Captain Aur-”

“Keep your money. I don’t want it, I’m not yours and I’d rather die,” Aurora growled, her sword shooting straight out of her scabbard and practically appearing in her hand.

Holy shit.

Rene reached up and lightly tapped the blade with a fingertip.

“Now, I’m pretty sure I already t—”

“Kill me, then,” Aurora said, her blade tip sliding back to point at him. “Because that’s the only way you’ll have any control over me.”

“Hm. And where’d this bit of spine come from?” Rene asked. Reaching over he idly laid a finger to the perfume bottle.

“From exactly what you think and probably suspect,” Aurora growled. “I’m not an idiot and neither are you. Now… kill me or fuck off, because that’s how this is going to end.”

“I see. Well, I’ll just take my leave and come back later for you,” Rene murmured. “Though I honestly came to see if we could secure some type of give and take.

“Perhaps not buying you, but maybe convince you to not start a massive manhunt if some bodies from rival guilds started appearing.”

Aurora’s forehead and eyebrows began to smooth out as Rene spoke.

“Going to commit a few murders and hope we don’t look?” she questioned.

“No. I’m going to punish the Ravens and the Snakes and remove them,” Rene admitted. “The Snakes were responsible for burning the Moon household to death. They were a friend of Rene’s, mind you. If you didn’t know that.”

Blinking, Aurora processed all that without a word.

“And the Ravens… well… their guild leader took off because of me showing up. So now I have to go clean up some of their members,” Rene explained. “They’re getting messy and killing people. Bad business to kill people if you don’t have to. You can always rob them again.

“Can’t do that if they’re dead. You know?”

“And you just want me to… not… launch a city-wide search or crackdown,” Aurora murmured.

“That’s right. I’m not asking you to release anyone, to not look the other way, just to not blow up the guard response,” Rene said. “Because let’s be honest. Carden? Clearly crooked. Just not to the same people as Ronder. My guess is his pocketbook is fattened from above, rather than below.

“I don’t think Carden will want to push, if you don’t want to push. And as one of only three lieutenant-captains in the guard right now, well, that means you get a lot of say in the matter.”

Aurora let her sword tip fall toward the ground.

“Stop touching that or I’ll attack you, fear of death or not,” Aurora said, her eyes flicking to the bottle that Rene had his fingers on.

“Oh, fine,” Rene murmured, pulling his hand away. “Far be it from me to fault you for finding love. Though he does seem a bit young. Very infatuated with you, however.”

Aurora’s mouth became a grimace.

“Yes. He’s young, but he’s a very intelligent and forthright young man,” Aurora said. “And whom I see is of no business of yours.

“As for your little gang war… if no civilian is hurt, and there’s no damage to any part of the city, and you keep the bodies out of sight… I’ll try to keep the guard out of the streets. I can’t promise anything, though.”

“That’s all I could ask for,” Rene said then shrugged his shoulders. “Alright. That’s all I had. I did deposit that money for you in your name at the Anatolis vault. Sorry. It wasn’t Rene who I spoke to, but one of those clerks he hired recently.”

Shaking her head, Aurora looked annoyed.

“Fine, whatever. Leave. Go,” she growled.

“Going,” Rene said and then he vanished. He had other places to be and with Aurora working to keep the guard out of this, it was the best he could hope for.


Chapter 32

Easing the top of his head up from the rooftop, Rene looked down at the three men below him. Even with full night on him, he could see relatively well.

Especially given his unique abilities.

He quickly Inspected and Analyzed each person. Their titles had already given them away, listing them each as “guild thug.”

And that meant they were perfectly viable targets, since they weren’t part of his guild. Making them either Snakes or a Ravens

Let’s make believe we’re an assassin from that video game.

To fall from the roof and land upon our target is our aim.

We’d break our legs.

That wouldn’t occur; we heal with extreme haste.

We were stabbed, sir, and healed like our red bar was in a race.

Rene couldn’t argue that. It’d also be a really good chance to test how much of a ghoul he was. Because that was the only thing that fit in Rene’s mind. He was more like an undead monster he’d read about as a child than he was an actual person.

Glancing at the red bar in the corner, he found it was full. The face stab had hurt, but it hadn’t lasted. Not even the night.

Pulling out a long dagger he didn’t care about, Rene slid off the roof completely.

He fell for what felt like forever, doing his best to aim his blade correctly. To plunge it deep into the man’s throat and tear it asunder.

Smashing into the guild thug, and flattening him to the ground, Rene sank his weapon to the hilt. Except when he finally stopped moving and had slammed fully into the man, the blade broke off completely.

To be fair, Rene had expected it. Weapons didn’t last as long as people seemed to think they did. Especially ones that saw regular use.

Groaning, and feeling like he’d definitely broken something, Rene got to his feet.

“—the fuck!? Holy shit!” shouted one of the two remaining thugs.

Looking at the red bar, Rene found it had several little red boxes next to it. He assumed those were telling him things he knew, like he was hurt, and ignored them. His red bar was only a quarter empty, though.

Dandy.

Rene pulled out his short sword and moved forward in the same motion.

But his legs didn’t work as well as he wanted them to. Rather than getting the man he’d been aiming for in the neck, he got him in the guts.

Groaning, the man bent around the blade and crumpled forward at the waist. Then he dropped to his knees and pressed both hands to his stomach.

Stumbling toward the third man, Rene hoped he wouldn’t have to chase him down.

Then he realized that would actually be the best thing. With any luck, he’d run off to find friends or others for safety. Leading Rene straight to whoever else there was.

As if the thought had leapt from Rene’s mind to the thug’s, he was off in a flash. Sprinting into the distance.

Rene glanced at the ground and selected the Track ability, wanting that man specifically.

Since his track was the freshest, his name was right at the top.

Perfect.

Selecting him, Rene returned his focus to the two men who were on the ground.

The one he’d landed on was right where he left him, his hands pressed to his neck as blood pumped up and over them in a never-ending flood.

Thug number two was down on the ground now, curled up in a fetal position. The pool of blood around him was significant.

We clipped the aorta and he’s bleeding out.

Pretty good aim, considering you were like a landed trout.

Shaking his head, Rene hobbled over to the man with the broken knife in his neck.

Pulling a heavy stone from his inventory that he kept on hand for just such occasions, Rene hovered over the man’s head.

“Wanna tell me where your gang hides out? Maybe a main location or a few small ones? I can make it quick,” Rene said. “Or I can leave you and let it take a while. I’d prefer the former, so I can deal with your corpse more easily but… I kinda have to give you the option.”

Just smash his brains in.

Shut it.

Looking down at the man below him, Rene realized it was a bit of a lost cause. His eyes looked distant and full of pain. In Rene’s experience, that pretty much meant he was already lost to the pain.

His body just needed time to die. Getting down to one knee, Rene considered him for another second before confirming his analysis.

“Darn,” Rene said, then promptly bashed the rock into the man’s forehead.

A hollow clonk sound followed by a hard snap echoed in the small alley. Lifting the rock, Rene peered into the man’s face. He was breathing oddly now and his eyes were rolled up in his head.

Another then?

Mm, yes. One more should do it.

Rene lifted the rock back up and then smashed it down into the man’s forehead again. There were several crackles and snaps, and the rock partially sank into his head.

That’ll do it. He won’t wake up and he’ll just bleed out.

Mercy is as mercy does.

That makes no sense.

Oh. Fuck you? I dunno.

Standing up, Rene looked at his second victim.

And found half a squad of guards staring at him. Their helmets were buckled on tight and their truncheons in hand.

“Oh, hey,” Rene said waving a casual hand at them. “I’m just getting rid of some Raven guild members. They’ve been causing problems for the city.”

Walking over to the second thug, Rene got down in a squat and prodded at the man with his free hand.

“Hey, you want to make this easy and tell me where the Ravens are hiding? Maybe a main base?” Rene asked. “I’ll make it real quick. You won’t even realize it’s over.

“Or maybe I leave you to the guards? That’d be amusing. Spend your last days dying from a gut wound in a cell.”

“Now… just put down the r—”

“Hush,” Rene growled and turned his masked face toward the guards. “We’re talking here. Don’t you have any manners?”

Clicking his tongue, Rene looked back to the man beneath him.

He was certainly far more aware than the last man, but was just as unwilling as the other was unable to talk.

“I see. Well, that’s a pity,” Rene murmured. “I lied by the way. You’re going to die in maybe a minute more. You’re probably feeling dizzy. Maybe really tired. Sick perhaps. Even a headache.”

Rene reached out and laid the back of his hand on the man’s face.

“Yeah, you’re feeling awfully cold. Skin’s going pale… little blue here and there,” Rene murmured.

“Caravan… warehouse. Number forty-two,” wheezed the dying man.

“Oh? Well, thank you for that. I’ll give you a good whack so you sleep through it,” Rene said.

“Wait, you can’t—”

Rene ignored the guard, raised up the rock, and slammed it home into the man’s temple.

There was a loud crack, both from the rock hitting him, and his head hitting the cobblestone.

The man went limp instantly and lay there, snoring hard.

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (69)

Haha, sixty-nine. I bet Alana would look amazing suc—

“See?” Rene said, tuning out the Monster and looking up to the guards. “Easy as could be. Now. You three should run along. I need to clean these two bodies up so they don’t inconvenience anyone.”

The three guards didn’t leave. Rene thought they might be contemplating how to rush him.

“I’ll pay you to leave,” Rene offered, trying a different tactic. “Twenty gold to each of you to just turn around and walk away. These were just guild members of the Ravens. No one you need concern yourself with.”

“Twenty-five,” said a second guard.

Grinning, Rene shrugged his shoulders. “Fine. Twenty-five, but you have to take these two bodies for me and dump them. You carrying them around is far less likely to cause a stir than me.”

“Done,” said the third guard.

“Perfect,” Rene murmured. Then he inspected the three guards for their names.

He’d give them to Aurora later as a “sorry about that” gift.

***

Following the trail of the guild member who’d run off, Rene kept to the streets and in Sneak.

Your skill in Tracking has increased (30)

Congratulations, you’ve achieved Journeyman status in Tracking.

Your Tracking skill has been upgraded to include Trail Time.

The trail itself changed as he watched, becoming far brighter and much easier to follow. Additionally, a number appeared next to it, floating in the air.

It took only a second for him to realize it was telling him his target had passed through here five minutes previously.

Oh, Watcher, dear Watcher, please don’t hate me.

I’d still dick punch you, though.

Looking at his bars and the red little squares, Rene found one of them was slowly flashing. When he focused on it, he found it had some text, an image, and what looked like a number.

It was counting down and had only seconds left.

Before he could read it, it hit zero and faded.

Almost instantly, Rene felt much better. Like his knee didn’t hurt anymore. Like it was as good as ever.

Watcher! I’m sorry!

I’d still dick punch you as hard as I could!

He’d understand. Remember?

Moving a bit faster, Rene kept going. He needed to catch up to his target and proceed to eliminate him. Then anyone he’d led Rene to.

The more of the filth in the city he could remove, the better off everyone would be.

What about the filth above? The nobles, the officers, the merchants.

Will we take them, too?

In the fullness of time, yes.

We will.

Oh, good. That’ll be delightful.

And profitable.

Rene glanced toward his alignment bar, not feeling great about it. It was looking far redder than it had in a very long time. At least a third of the bar was crimson.

Murdering two people in cold blood for only their affiliation hadn’t done him any good at all. Keeping that in the forefront of his mind, Rene realized he’d have to do some good deeds soon.

Because even good deeds done with a clear benefit to him were still good.

It just lowered the amount his alignment bar went up.

The trail he’d been following took a hard turn up ahead. It vanished into a much smaller street that went down in elevation and straight into the poorer section of the city.

That just happened to be where any trade caravans would stop for short periods. They would be assessed for taxes, fines, and fees, then sent on their way.

And of course… smugglers, thieves, and robbers. Not to mention, anyone else you’d like to buy for a job.

In fact, now that I’m thinking about it, it almost seems obvious that they’d go there with their leadership in the toilet. Doesn’t it?

The Monster didn’t respond to that. Where he used to get very active with the promise of violence, he was becoming more and more introspective.

As he followed the trail, Rene lost himself in the silence of his mind. The quietness that often occurred when the Monster was still. He let his mind wander.

Rene wasn’t a man of deep thoughts or “big brain” ideas. Most of his life had been reactionary at best. He put himself on autopilot far more often than he’d care to admit.

Coming up to a large warehouse, Rene was fairly certain this was the right place.

There was no name listed above the building. The paint was old and worn. Pests were clearly eating away at the wood and looked as if the structure wasn’t long from collapsing in on itself.

When he moved along the outside of the warehouse, he did get reassurance that this was indeed what he was looking for.

An old and very faded address sign labeled this warehouse as number forty-two.

Moving further along the wall, he finally found a spot he could climb up to. Though there really wasn’t much of a guarantee that it wouldn’t collapse as he did so.

Most especially since the place he was looking to grab onto was a hole in the side of the wall.

Jumping up, he stuffed his hands into the hole and began hauling himself upward.

Climbing wasn’t really much of a chore anymore. With his climbing and strength increases, most things that would have probably bothered him before, no longer presented a challenge.

Pulling himself up to the hole, he peered in.

Whole lot of empty and darkness.

Unable to see anything, Rene looked up and saw a shutter up above him. It was likely at some point, the warehouse had needed a location to vent whatever was inside.

That’ll do.

Tightening his grip with one hand, Rene simply propelled himself upward. He grabbed at a thin piece of warped wood with one hand and he got a hold. It wasn’t going to last, though, as he could hear the wood creaking audibly.

Removing his hand from the hole in the wall, he stuffed his boot into it instead, then leapt upward for the shutter. It was an all-or-nothing leap.

Least if we land badly, we know we’ll be okay before morning.

Digging his fingers into the shutter, Rene steadied himself.

That lasted for about a single second before the slat broke. Grabbing at the frame of the shutter, Rene almost lost his grip entirely. Dangling there, not in Sneak, and feeling rather exposed, he wasn’t enjoying himself very much.

Doing what was essentially a pull-up, Rene got himself up high enough that the slats were in his way. He got his feet into a semi-usable hold and then used one hand to reach up and start pulling slats out. He’d need to get several of them out so he could get inside.

I hate this. I’m not… a thief. I’m not good at this.

I’m better at infiltration with the intent to murder everyone I come across.

Agreed we are with that type of action, however we cannot do that anymore.

It’s not allowed in our current faction, so we do safe deeds that we won’t answer for.

Dropping each slat down to the ground below, Rene finally managed to clear himself enough room to wriggle through.

Moving through the shutter and into the warehouse, he finally realized there was a problem with this plan.

There was nothing on the other side he could drop down onto easily. And certainly nothing within reach to simply step on.

Rene was some fifteen feet in the air and the only thing below him was the ground. The warehouse was completely empty and devoid of anything.

Fuck.

The trail he’d been following was as bright as day, though. It led over to a small office-like setup off to one side.

Take the drop and mind the flop.

Shaking his head, Rene did just that and fell forward into the warehouse.

When he hit the ground, he did all he could to roll with it and redistribute some of the impact.

Of course it hurt, and another red box appeared, glaring at him.

Nothing was terrifyingly wrong, however. He could walk well enough, sneak, and would be able to carry on.

There were quiet voices talking over near the office which Rene could barely hear. Even when he looked at his log window, his personal closed-captioning box, there was nothing to read.

Limping forward, as his knee and both ankles weren’t working very well, Rene was determined to hear what they were talking about.

Needed to, in fact.

Because the other lead he had would have led him back here anyway.

The voices got louder slowly, but Rene still couldn’t quite make them out. When he looked at his log, though, he could read what they were saying.

“—coming here,” Frank said.

“Course he’s not. He’s just a guild leader. That’s crazy,” Bob replied. “Fucking shame about Tom and George though.”

“They were already dead. I got out as fast as I could,” Frank said. “I sure as shit wasn’t sticking around there. Fuck that. Fuck them.”

Rene stopped reading it line for line when he got close enough that he could hear them.

“What do we do, then?” Frank asked.

“I dunno. I figure we just keep going. They’ll be bringing in the new shipment eventually. We just wait for that and go from there.

“Gotta send someone new, since the boss got his bucket booted.”

“Hey… you don’t think maybe Mask did the job, do you?” Bob asked. “I mean, they never did figure out who did it. Right?”

“Nah. I figure it was the Jackals or Wolves who done it. Then, the Anatolly kid got pissy and hired hitmen on everyone after,” Frank replied.

“That’s stupid. That doesn’t even make sense,” Bob argued.

I… they’re… part of the kidnapping ring.

Aren’t they?

So it would seem. Let’s get closer. We can play with our rock some more and get them to tell us everything they know.

Or everything they think they know.

Yes. That’s a good idea.

Shuffling into the office where the two men were, Rene realized they’d both stopped talking.

“Swore I heard something,” Bob muttered.

“Me, too,” Frank said.

Rene stepped into the doorway to prevent either man from leaving. Then he stood up and let his Sneak fall away.

“I heard something, too,” Rene muttered. “Something very interesting.”

Pulling his rock out of his inventory, he held it up.

“Tom and George would like to have a word,” he said, pointing to the blood that was liberally coating the rock. “Or what’s left of them. Now, you were saying something about… kidnapping?”

Frank and Bob were as white as sheets, looking like they’d seen a ghost and wanted no part of it whatsoever.

“Oh… and by the way. If you tell me everything, and I do mean everything, I’ll let you live,” Rene said with a smile. “I’ll spare you. That’s a good deed, isn’t it?”

“I’d personally think that’d be so; but it isn’t my place to say who gets to go,” growled the Monster aloud through Rene’s mouth.

“Shut up,” Rene hissed looking down at the ground. “You’re not supposed to talk, remember?”

He couldn’t remember the last time the Monster had spoken through him. It’d been quite long ago. Every time it happened, it tended to unnerve him so greatly that the Monster hid itself away again.

Despite feeling like he wanted to go lie down and not deal with the world, Rene looked back up at the two men.

“Now, where were we?” he asked. He had a job to do.


Chapter 33

Sighing, Rene leaned his back against the warehouse wall.

“They didn’t know much,” he muttered.

They really didn’t.

Closing his eyes, he didn’t know what to do.

The information he’d gotten out of the two men before he’d finally killed them was fairly limited. Mostly because they themselves had been of fairly limited knowledge and intelligence.

They’d been used as little more than warehouse laborers. Used to stack, store, and ship people in and out of the city.

Rene hadn’t come through this facility; he’d been an “off-market” catch. His arrival hadn’t been part of the plan. Nor had Odelia’s. They’d ended up in a secondary facility, because the normal location was being cleaned and reset.

That was the extent of their combined knowledge.

It all made Rene uneasy. That was a lot of time and money invested into a kidnapping ring. If it was a simple operation with ordinary goals, he couldn’t imagine it being so complex as to require primary buildings, secondary buildings, and anything that needed to be “cleaned and reset.”

Not to mention, the way they’d described him as being “off-market” had just worried him further. Specific lingo like that only came to be when a lot of people discussed such a subject.

“Just how big is it, I wonder?” Rene mused aloud. “Clearly they have reach all the way to Laetus. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.

“Though why target me? And why was I added in as a target after the fact rather than during? I wonder if father was doing something. I’ll have to ask him.”

He won’t know. It’s just as likely we were targeted for our wealth alone. It’s no secret that father has become extremely successful with… well… our own contributions.

Rene couldn’t really disagree with that. Even his limited knowledge of banking and investment had really started to pay off for his father.

It didn’t hurt that Rene himself had a really good eye for people.

“I think it’s time to head back,” Rene muttered. “Make sure Lori is fine.”

And bed Alana.

“I’m not going to—eh… well… maybe. Honestly, I wouldn’t say no if she offered at this point,” Rene grumbled. Holding up a hand, he looked at it critically. He was literally a man of blood right now. “Though I’m pretty sure I need a bath first.”

We definitely made a bit of a mess.

But we needed to do it despite the stress.

“Yeah, yeah,” Rene muttered and got to his feet.

Looking around, he realized the two corpses nearby didn’t really even look human anymore. They’d been taken apart in such a way that they were more like lumps of flesh and blood.

Glancing at his alignment bar, Rene winced. It was more than half red now.

“Torture is definitely a bad thing for the alignment bar,” Rene said. “We’ll need to do some good deeds real soon, or the Watcher is going to skull-fuck us.”

Rene left the mess exactly as it was. He would have to talk to Dephan about having someone come clean it up. He wasn’t going to leave it for the city or the guards to find, so he’d need to get someone who could be quiet about it.

Making his way back home, he realized it was now the small hours of the night. Sunrise was perhaps only four hours off. Sleep wasn’t going to be something he got a lot of tonight.

When he reached his home, he found some of Gideon’s men standing around it, as always. The night shift was made up of a different set of soldiers than the ones who worked during the day. They all had their own jobs, shifts and specialties.

He runs a tight and proficient crew.

Climbing up the side of his manse quietly, Rene reached the attic window and then levered it open. Irini kept it unlocked for her own comings and goings. It just happened to coincide with his own needs as well.

Slipping inside the house, Rene closed the window behind him. He was now in what could be called Irini’s living room. Her bedroom was at the far end behind an impromptu wall of furniture with a door that was a table that she could slide around.

It didn’t look like someone was living here though, it looked like an attic.

That’d be a credit to the cat-girl.

I do wish you’d let us play with her pearl.

Rolling his eyes, Rene quietly snuck through Irini’s living space and lowered the trap door that led into the manse proper.

And promptly ran into Alana, who was wearing what looked like a nightgown. It was quite thin, black, and flowed down from her shoulders. It only barely reached her knees.

It wasn’t lingerie, nor was it sexual in any way—she just looked really good in it.

Hello there.

Pulling his mask off and stuffing it into his inventory, Rene broke his eyes away from the lovely, alluring figure that was Alana and closed the attic staircase.

When he turned back to Alana, he found the Elven maiden standing there waiting. Her hands held in front of her.

“In the future, I’d really like you to let me know if you’re going to be out all night,” Alana said softly. “I trust you, but I do worry.”

Uh. That sounds… an awful lot like something a wife would say.

Doesn’t it?

Yes. Now, shut up. She’s a very smart woman and could have done anything she wanted. She’s here by choice. She could have rented a room, a house, anything.

Dressing as she is by choice.

She wants something. I know it.

This… this isn’t normal. Something is wrong here. Something isn’t right.

She wants something.

“Sorry,” Rene mumbled. “Ended up finding something I really wanted to look into.”

“So I surmise. It isn’t yours, is it?” Alana asked, gesturing with a hand at him.

“Huh?” Rene said. Looking down at himself he remembered he was covered in a butcher’s shop worth of blood right now. “Oh, no. I found two people involved with my kidnapping. This is all theirs. I took them apart to find out what they knew. Which was… pretty much nothing, I guess.”

Alana nodded at that, then laid a hand on his shoulder.

“Come along, then. Let’s get you cleaned and put to bed. We do have university tomorrow, among other things to do,” Alana said, then forcefully led him to the bathroom. “Not to mention you need to train the children tomorrow morning.”

She’s going to try and kill us.

With what, her mouth?

She doesn’t have a weapon on her, idiot. Nowhere to put it.

Alana got him into the bathing room and began to strip him immediately.

Our own weapons, she’ll take them and try to kill us.

No, she won’t. Stop being a ninny and just let this happen. When was the last time we got any care at all from a woman?

Other than Mother. She doesn’t count.

Feeling like he was a pig being led to slaughter, Rene let Alana handle him as she wished.

She got him naked, cleaned him of anything that could be picked off without water, gave him a full once-over, and then took care of anything on his person she found that needed attention.

At some point, she’d brought in a bucket of hot water while he sat on the stool she’d put him on. He’d been somewhat lost in the personal care she was providing him. The water was used with a small hand towel to wash him clean of all the blood.

Much faster than he wanted, Alana was done with him. Cleaned, taken care of, and dressed in sleep clothes, he was in bed and fell asleep almost instantly.

And she did nothing to him that was even vaguely threatening.

I like her.

A lot.

Let’s marry her first.

“Okay,” Rene murmured, before dropping off.

***

Feeling far more rested than he’d expected to, Rene slunk into the Tramp’s Tail as soon as Lori went to bed and night fell.

He’d spent the day at university, working in the lending office, and being with Lori and Alana. Dinner with them had been uneventful and pleasant.

Irini was right behind him. She’d joined him just as he’d gone inside. He hadn’t seen her since they’d separated the night before for their respective tasks.

Walking into the backroom once again, where it felt like he was spending most of his nights lately, Rene found Dephan wasn’t there.

Rose, Pinky, and Darla were, however. Each one was clearly working on something at their three much smaller desks arranged near Dephan’s.

Should have the building expanded or something, and add more rooms. This is getting ridiculous.

Standing up, the three women immediately adopted a familiar pose.

They put their hands together in front of them, squared their shoulders, and blanked their faces. It was eerily similar to how Dephan carried herself.

Must be teaching them decorum or something.

Or her version of it.

Irini closed the door and then slunk over to the corner she’d been in the other day. Squatting down, she looked rather comfortable there.

Rene went and sat down at his desk, then looked at the three women.

“Dephan is currently handling a guest,” said Pinky lifting a hand up to curl her blonde hair behind an ear. “Could we entertain you until she comes back?”

“No, thank you,” Rene said with a shake of his head. “You’ll have to tell her what she’s missed, so listen carefully.”

“Sure, okay,” Rose murmured.

Rene turned and looked to Irini.

“Everything went fine yesterday,” she said. “Killed the woman, made sure everyone saw it happen, and told them all why it happened.

“Dumped her body into the night-soil pit. All done.”

“Good,” Rene said, then looked at the three women. “I killed nine Ravens last night personally. I disposed of seven of them. I’ll need someone to go clean up the other two. I left too much of a mess to handle by myself.”

“Ah, of course,” Darla said. “I’ll… handle that, I guess.”

Pinky very subtly turned her heel and tapped Darla’s calf with her own. It all looked like she was just shifting her weight around.

“You can count on me, boss,” Darla said, with a lot more enthusiasm. Her head partially turned toward Pinky then back to Rene.

I wonder.

Is Pinky their leader? Someone always ends up stepping up.

She looks more like the idiot of the trio though. Must have hid her intelligence better than I suspected.

“Thanks. Anything else come up since yesterday?” Rene asked, looking from one woman to the next.

“No, boss,” Rose said. “It’s uh… pretty calm an’ quiet today. Though I can say that Dephan has been payin’ bounties out today. Your offer is definitely makin’ the rounds. It’s doin’ good!”

Rose smiled at him prettily, her words dropping some of the firm pronunciation they’d all had up to this point.

Dephan is definitely instructing them.

“What were you three working on?” Rene asked, now rather curious.

“Dephan’s been teachin’ us how to read an’ write,” Rose said, turning around. It gave him an amazing view of her lovely figure in a dress that was likely to be described as skin-tight. She grabbed a piece of paper and turned around, showing him. “See? I’m learnin’ pretty quickly, she said. Pinky already knew most of it, so she doesn’ count.”

Pinky and Darla both looked somewhat unnerved that Rose was telling him all this.

“Oh?” Rene asked, leaning forward to peer at the paper.

It was full of terribly drawn letters, numbers, and what could barely be called three-letter words. He’d seen small children back home in his last life with better penmanship.

But one had to start somewhere.

“Good work, Rose,” Rene said with some humor. “You can put it on the wall behind me when you can spell out your first word.”

“Oh, I already did,” Rose said, then leaned over her paper to look at it. “See? This is cat. C-A-T.”

Grinning, Rene found he rather liked Rose. She seemed intelligent and stupid in equal measure.

That, or just lacking in common sense or social graces.

“Well, I guess that—”

The door to the room clicked and slid open rapidly.

Dephan walked in, followed by another person wearing a very large cloak. A cloak so thick and dark that it completely obscured whoever might be under it. The attached hood was like a monstrous sack over the person’s head.

“Hello, Dephan,” Rene said, the woman having stopped just inside the room.

The person in the cloak closed the door and their head turned slowly one way, then the other. Looking at everyone in the room.

They don’t want to be known.

“Would it help if I asked everyone to leave?” Rene asked. If he could get to the heart of this quickly, he could move on.

Head moving up and down quickly, the hooded visitor agreed to that.

“Right. Everyone but Dark Mask, out,” Rene said, making a gesture toward his bedroom.

Dephan gathered up the girls and took them out, back into the main areas of the Tramp’s Tail. When the door shut, the hooded figure lifted a gloved hand to point at Irini.

“She stays. She’s bound to me,” Rene said, leaning to the side.

“Fine,” the hooded visitor said, then pulled the hood of the cloak down to reveal it was Lieutenant-Captain Aurora.

“Ah, hello, Miss Dean,” Rene said with no small amount of surprise. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“You were right,” Aurora said with a hiss. “Carden pushed to do nothing. The other Lieutenant-Captains wanted action. Me pushing with Carden guaranteed he got what he wanted.”

“I mean, yeah?” Rene said with a chuckle. “Carden is likely as hip-deep in everything as Ronder was. I just wonder how much he gets paid.”

Aurora shook her head looking rather annoyed.

“It’s like… the whole guard is corrupt to a degree. And it feels like it’s being done on purpose,” Aurora muttered.

“On purpose?” Rene repeated, curious now. “Why would you say that?”

Aurora didn’t respond immediately, just shook her head.

“If you explain that, I’ll give you the names of three guards who took a bribe from me last night,” Rene said.

“What!?” Aurora asked, looking rather heated now.

“I bribed three guards to carry the corpses of Ravens guild members I’d just killed in front of them. They came pretty cheap,” Rene said. “So, explain your comment for their names?”

Pressing a hand to her temple with a sigh, Aurora looked beyond pained.

Is it weird that I want to reassure her?

The personas are starting to mix and blend.

Of course, it isn’t weird. She’s in distress.

Our lady might shed a tear. The poor fair princess.

“Everywhere I look, it’s guards that are hired from… backgrounds you wouldn’t want to hire from,” Aurora murmured. “People who are far more likely to take a bribe and look the other way, simply because of their connections and where they came from.

“It isn’t fair of me to feel that way, I suppose, but it isn’t like they’re being tested. Or educated. They’re just given the job without anything more than an interview. I got my commission through hard work. I tested for it. The front-line guards just… walk in and get hired.”

That… does seem a bit odd. Doesn’t it? I wonder if the recruitment process is the same in Laetus.

We owe Mother a letter anyway. Her brother was in the guard, wasn’t he? We can ask her to ask him.

“Mm. Definitely sounds a bit odd,” Rene replied. “If I were a curious person, I’d look into how they used to recruit before Carden assumed office. See if it was different.

“If it is… what was different and why? Though, you’re not exactly known for stealth and subtlety. If you get caught again, I might not be there to save your rear end.”

Wrinkling her face in clear disgust, Aurora shook her head much more firmly this time.

“No. I’m not going to look into it. It’d probably just get me killed,” she grumbled.

“And you don’t want to die for justice anymore it seems,” Rene murmured.

“What? No. I never wanted to die for justice. That’s stupid. I never—”

“I would disagree,” Rene said. “I’d say you were willing to die for justice up until I saved you from your own squad. After that, you were willing to be bought. Then Mr. Anatolis showed up and you changed yet again.”

Looking pensive and thoughtful, Aurora stared at him hard. The gears were turning in her head as she processed everything she’d just heard.

“Maybe I am changing. Maybe… maybe I was focusing on the wrong things,” Aurora said. “Maybe I’m doing that again. Maybe I don’t want to know what’s going on after all. Maybe… this was all a mistake and I should just collect a paycheck.”

“Or become a housewife,” Rene countered. “Mr. Anatolis has a considerable amount of money, I would wager.”

Turning a faint red, Aurora looked off and to the side.

“The names of those three guards?” she asked instead.

Rene pulled out a single sheet of paper from his inventory, while disguising it as being plucked from his clothes.

“And here you are,” Rene said. “Truth be told, I was planning on giving them to you anyway as a way to make amends. You’re not a bad person, Miss Dean. You’re just a good person trapped in a bad situation without a clear way out.”

“Does seem that way,” Aurora muttered and took the slip of paper. She read it over quickly, then pushed it into pocket on her person, and readjusted the cloak around her.

“I’ll look into Carden,” Rene promised. “I’d been meaning to check him out anyway. See if I can’t buy him. If I can, I’ll let you know. That way you can keep yourself on the right side of the game.”

Still looking rather upset, annoyed, and generally displeased with the whole situation, Aurora closed her eyes.

“Thanks,” she said after several seconds. “Never thought I’d end up having to play these kind of games. Thought… thought I’d just… do the job and catch the bad guys.

“And here I am… working with a bad guy to catch what should be a good guy.”

All while being pursued by a younger man.

“I’m certainly a bad guy,” Rene said. “But my intention is to make sure the other bad guys follow my rules. And my rules are certainly better than the other bad guys’ rules.”

“Rules?” Aurora asked, her eyes moving back to him.

“Indeed. Rules. No use of children in any way. Murder is prohibited unless absolutely necessary, as is maiming or seriously injuring someone, or rape. No need to have rape in the city, when I run most of the whorehouses—and my rates are pretty great, if I may say so myself.

“Now… knocking someone out, robbing them at knife point, prostitution, gambling, smuggling—I’m all for that,” Rene said, nodding his head emphatically. “Lots and lots of other things we can get involved in, without resorting to killing our sheep. You can shear a sheep, as long as it’s alive. Can only eat it once.”

“How kind,” Aurora replied dryly.

“Indeed!” Rene said with a laugh. “Now, shall I see you out? Or did you have other business to conduct?”

“No… nothing else. I’m just—actually, yes,” Aurora said. She’d half turned toward the door, but was now facing him again. “I… that is… is… Rene involved… in any of your business? Does he know who you are? He isn’t a target for you, is he?”

I love her.

“I don’t know Rene personally, no,” Rene said. “Nor does he know of my existence. Rene Anatolis isn’t involved in any of my business whatsoever. Far as I know, he and his father run a very above-board lending office.

“I can honestly say that loans don’t walk in my door as often as they used to since he came to the city. Why come to me when they can go to Laetus Lending? Though I suppose it’s Felicie Lending here.

“And lastly, no, he isn’t a target. Why, should I make him one?”

“No!” Aurora commanded with a chop of her hand. “No. I was just… curious. I don’t know much about him, but you had me help him. Just trying to figure things out.”

“Ah. Well, I hope your romance with him goes well,” Rene said.

Aurora’s face turned red and went stiff at that. Pulling down her hood she adjusted her cloak, and then left.

“You enjoy toying with her,” Irini growled. “Toy with her, and notch my ears, hm? That’s not fair.”

“She didn’t try to kill me,” Rene said coolly.

“Hmph. Next time I try, you’re not notching my ear. You can punish me in other ways—and yes, I’m offering the bedroom as well. I’m heading into my season soon,” Irini said, then pulled a blade out of her belt. “Actually…”

“Hey, no,” Rene said, staring at her. He didn’t have the time to deal with her foolishness. “Bad. That’s bad. I seriously will notch your ear again.”

“Fine, just realize the more you notch me, the harder it’ll be to get rid of me,” Irini purred. “Two is going to be impossible. Three? I might as well just go to a clerk and have my name changed to Irini Anatolis.”

“Don’t,” Rene said as he watched Irini tense up. She was looking a lot like she was going to pounce at him. “I’m going to notch you. I really will.”

“Notch me, then, Rene,” Irini said, pulling a second dagger free. Her legs shifted underneath her as she got ready. “Notch me till I have no choice but to be yours, and you have no choice but to kill me or accept me as yours. Or crop one of my ears. That’ll make it very obvious to others that I’m taken.”

Then she leapt at him with blades in both hands.

Shit.

The threats not working anymore!

Haha! I like her. This’ll be fun.

Notch her and bed her.

Notch and bed everyone.


Chapter 34

Rene sat there, taking slow deep breaths. Wondering how he’d ended up in a situation like this.

With every breath, he worked to get his heart rate back under control. Even then, it still pounded away at his temples and in his chest.

“What the fuck was that about?” Rene asked in a soft gasp.

“That? That…was incredible,” Irini panted out, from where she lay a foot away. Drenched in sweat and sucking down air like she was dying, the Alis was absolutely spent. “And if we have sex…as good as we spar…I think I’ll die. You’re an amazing mate.”

Laughing softly, Rene leaned back onto his hands and stared up at the ceiling through his mask.

“That was sparring? Pretty sure you were trying to kill me,” Rene said.

“I was—you’re too fast,” Irini said, rolling over onto her back. Her mask and hood were still quite firmly attached.

“Huh,” Rene grumped.

That was really fun. It’s been a long time since we could let loose like that.

She nearly got us a few times. That was a great workout.

Shut up.

“Let’s do that again tomorrow. I think I learned a few things,” Irini said. “Are you going to notch my ear when we get home or now?”

“Later,” Rene said. There was no point in notching her ear anymore, but he wasn’t going to admit that.

“Okay. When you do it, do it to the other side. I should start balancing them out. Or just put them where you want them since we’re a mated pair now,” Irini said, taking a deep breath and then letting it out. “Whew. That was great. Really great.”

Rene shook his head, then reached over with his left hand and patted Irini on the shoulder.

Almost instantly, the Alis curled partially toward him, getting his hand to pet her back instead.

Maybe she felt neglected and that’s why she attacked?

Like a house cat?

Like a house cat.

“How are you going to investigate Carden, Rrrrrene? Tail him, maybe? See if he does anything interesting?” the Alis asked, a soft purr edging his name as he started to pet her.

“I’m not going to do that, that’s for sure,” Rene disagreed, shaking his head. “After Ronder, it’s likely Carden is going to dive down deep. Hide anything and everything and make sure he looks as clean as possible.”

“Oh,” Irini said, sounding disappointed. “That makes sense. We should just kill him then. Can I do it?”

“Let’s make sure he’s a target first. I mean, I’m pretty sure, but I’d rather not unless we have a guarantee on it,” Rene said.

“Then I can kill him? That’d be a great test of my skills,” Irini muttered, her fingers flexing open and closed now, as Rene ran his hand up and down her back. “Just watching you, I know I’ve already gotten better.”

Yeah. Just like a house cat. Attention, hunting, and reaffirmation.

But not too much or they—

Irini’s face moved forward suddenly and her mask pressed to his knee. There was some force behind it, but it ended up as the mask just pressing to his pant leg.

He got the impression she’d just tried to bite him, though.

“Guh, stupid mask,” Irini grumbled then rolled over away from him. Getting onto her hands and knees, she stretched herself out one way, and then the other, sticking her rear end up in the air.

Ooookay then. Time to go.

“I’ll just go visit a few people and see who they tell me to stay away from,” Rene said getting to his feet. “More often than not, people are right about who to avoid.”

Irini grunted at that, then flopped onto her side and yawned behind her mask.

That being done, she rolled herself into a partial fetal position and seemed to go to sleep.

House cat.

***

Once again, the Delacroix house was in full action long before Rene had managed to get out of the carriage.

The door was open, servants were running around, and the house seemed to be moving at warp speed.

Shit. It’s even busier than last time.

As he walked up to the door, he was met by two maids who curtsied at him.

“Master Anatolis, would you please allow us to escort you to the main study?” asked one of them.

“Of course, please, lead the way,” Rene answered with a nod of his head.

The two women nodded their heads in return. One entered the house and the other waited for him.

Going to bracket me as I go in. This is very different.

It’ll probably happen after the intersection. So we’ll go just before it.

Take the one in front of me first. A knife just under the last rib on her right side.

She’ll go down that way and curl over it.

If there’s no one in the intersection, we bolt left into the nearby hallway. We can take that line straight out to the side window and go through it.

Or crouch and go deeper into the house and lie low. See what they do.

How about we do nothing?

Huh?

Rene was extremely confused by the fact that the Monster didn’t want to do anything at all.

They’re maids. Not trained killers. They don’t even have a weapon between the two of them.

You’re about to slaughter some innocent maid for no good reason.

I… uh… what?

The Monster ignored him, and Rene ended up walking right past the point he’d been nervous about. Without even realizing it.

“Do please have a seat. The master and young lady have both been notified of your arrival, of course,” said the maid in front of him. She was holding a hand out toward the couch.

“Thank you,” Rene murmured sheepishly to the woman he would have likely just murdered.

Sitting down, he adjusted his vest. He’d gone without a coat today simply due to the heat.

It’s because things are going well. You’re expecting everything to go wrong.

And how would you know? You’re the one who ruined most of it.

I’m aware. And while I feel your regret and sorrow for those losses, I can’t feel anything beyond that.

I are you, you are me. We are we.

Shut up. Shut up!

“Ah, back so soon?” Geoffrey asked walking into the room.

“I’m afraid so. Did I come at a bad time?” Rene asked, standing up and holding his hand out to the older man.

“Not at all, not at all,” Geoffrey said shaking his hand. “Just surprised. I know Odelia ran off without saying much, but I didn’t realize it had unnerved you that much.”

“I uh…” Rene observed with the utmost extreme intelligence.

“I’m sure it—”

Geoffrey paused, his head turned slightly toward a spot behind Rene.

Turning around, he found Odelia standing near the entry way.

“Ah… hello,” she murmured. Both of her hands were fluttering together in front of her bosom. They clearly wanted to move up toward the necklace she was wearing.

The massive gold, diamond, and sapphire necklace that covered her neck, and would dip straight down between her breasts at the lowest point.

It was hard to look anywhere but at the necklace.

And Odelia’s chest.

“Oh,” Geoffrey muttered. “Oh… I… oh.”

“I’m just going to… get straight to the point here,” Odelia said, then reached up to set a finger to a massive sapphire that would likely hang just above where her cleavage would be if she wasn’t wearing something so modest right now. “There is no way I can wear this in public, Rene, to show off my courting.

“This is probably the worst possible courting gift you could have given me. The worst.”

Wincing at that, Rene now understood the whole “it should be something you can wear” bit of what she had said.

“But, I understand your intent, and that you probably didn’t even realize the true extent of the gift,” Odelia said smiling at him. It managed to pull his eyes away from her necklace. “So… I’m so deeply flattered that I’m actually embarrassed, but unless we’re dining with nobility where I’m trying to catch everyone’s eye, I shan’t be wearing this.

“We’ll go shopping later and you can get me something much more reasonable. Okay?”

“Okay,” Rene said, nodding his head.

“You do look lovely in it, dear,” Geoffrey mumbled.

“Oh, I know I do. It’s an amazing piece. It’s stunning. And it looks wonderful on me,” Odelia said, shifting from one side then to the other, as if to show it off at different angles. “I just can’t wear it as openly as I’d like to. This is more something you’d give to your wife of thirty years and you’re the city regent, Rene.”

“Got it,” said Rene.

“Ha, well, I think I definitely understand now,” Geoffrey said with a laugh. “Goodness that really is… big.”

“Mmhmm,” Odelia said with a radiant smile. She tilted herself to one side and stuck her arms out. Then slowly turned around and tilted the other way. “And it hangs so very well. It’s amazing and beautiful.”

Okay. She… likes it. A lot.

In fact, I’d say she loves it.

Uh huh.

Rene felt better.

Significantly.

He hadn’t realized how nervous he’d been about Odelia’s reaction.

Maybe I’m not the one who should spark our worry; you’re losing all your wits in quite the hurry.

Reaching up, Rene lightly scratched at his cheek. The Monster wasn’t wrong.

He was internalizing again. Letting everything build up and slowly chew away at his psyche.

At him, personally.

“I’m glad,” Rene said before he could think about the words. “I was honestly… nervous.”

Odelia clicked her tongue and came over to him with a wide smile.

Placing a hand on his cheek, she gave him a peck on the lips and then a slightly more lingering kiss on his cheek.

“I’m sorry, I just didn’t know how to respond. It took me a little time to think on it and figure it out,” Odelia murmured. “You just don’t think like normal people do, that’s all. Don’t you worry about it, I’m learning.”

Geoffrey cleared his throat and then sat down in a chair.

“Well, you’re welcome to stay and chat, though I’d understand if you wanted to retreat now that your thoughts are settled,” Geoffrey said.

“I… ah… actually, I’ll stay. And given everything that’s happening, I’m truly settling in,” Rene said taking a seat. Odelia sat down next to him and set a hand on his forearm in a possessive way. “Growing roots. Expanding and… consolidating.”

“I’ve heard, I’ve seen. In fact, I received a letter from your father,” Geoffrey said, looking rather smug.

Uh… he what?

Thinking on it, Rene immediately realized what’d happened. Gideon was acting as a spy for his father.

He’d likely reported on all of Rene’s activities to his father.

We’re going to get a letter real soon.

Yes. Yes, we are.

“For what it’s worth, and you didn’t hear me say this, it was full of nothing but praise for you,” Geoffrey said. “He was quite concerned that you’d never shown any interest in any of the young ladies he’d put in front of you. Apparently, that fear is quite dead now. It would seem you’re determined to stay here for quite a while.”

I imagine so… damn. Damn, damn.

“So it would seem,” Rene said with a smile. “Though I must confess, I don’t know as much as I should. Could you tell me who to stay away from in the noble and merchant citizens of the city?”

Geoffrey blinked at that, then sighed heavily.

“Yes, I could definitely see a young man of your stature needing to know that,” Geoffrey muttered. “Else you’ll likely end up falling in with people worse than the late Master Junk. Well, let’s see…”

Odelia gave Rene’s arm a squeeze and leaned into him, as her father kept talking.

Father might send a letter to Geoffrey about Aurora.

Or… vice versa.

Yeah. I know. We’ll need to prepare.

This could get real bad.

***

Geoffrey had given him three names. Names of men he had no need to do business with and should avoid at all costs.

Andel Florian, a merchant who couldn’t seem to make a good deal if it fell from the sky and hit him in the face. Yet he continued to live a lavish lifestyle that ran counter to him losing money.

The word was that he was involved with a large amount of smuggled goods, and that most of his deals failed because they didn’t need to succeed. If he made money on them, that was just a lovely by-product.

The second man wasn’t in town at the moment, but he was a local mercenary captain named Benjamin Davidge.

He took any contract and often had to leave the city when his business got him in trouble with the local law.

Last, was a noble by the name of Coran Riselle. He’d gotten his wealth through murdering his wife and her parents.

Now he lived a life of outright debauchery on her blood money.

The choice between the three was very simple however. Rene needed to know who would be aware of who to bribe.

And that left Andel Florian.

To meet this man, Rene had decided to take the exact same approach he had with Rondel.

He’d broken in, set himself up in the man’s living room, and was now waiting.

Drinking his wine, too.

Rene heard the heavy trod of boots stepping past the entry way.

Setting aside the goblet of very delicious wine, Rene pulled his mask back into place.

Florian stumbled into the room. He looked extremely “well-tousled,” and his pants might be on backwards.

Black hair had come free of a silken ribbon that’d tied it behind his head. His eyes were a dull brown, which matched his rather plain, boring face.

He also reeked of booze and very cheap perfume, which meant he’d likely visited one of Rene’s brothels.

“I do appreciate your patronage,” Rene said as soon as the man was fully in the room. “There’s always more women willing to work than there are men who would part with coin. Do tell your friends.”

“What?” Florian slurred, peering at Rene.

“The brothel,” Rene explained. “Thank you for being a paying customer.”

“Oh. Oh! Course. Whores need coin, I need cunt,” Florian slurred and then barked a laugh. He wasn’t just drunk, but blind stinking drunk. “You though… I know you. We haven’t done business. What do you want?”

“To pay you for your knowledge. In this case, I need to… well, do things. This would be in the upper echelon of society,” Rene said with a casual wave of a hand. “So, I need to know whose palm to grease. I figured you could tell me who that would be, for a price.”

“Ha, and why would I tell you that? I know you. You’re just a guild leader, right now. We wouldn’t even be talking if you were any less than that,” Florian said and then followed it up with a deep belch. “Goodness, that was a wet one. Ha. Oooh… my stomach.”

“Right, yes,” Rene murmured, shaking his head. “I’m going to be taking over the entirety of the underworld. All that remains in my way are the Snakes. The Ravens are being hunted down one at a time.

“That means that eventually, you’ll end up needing to work with me. You can name your price, or we can simply write it down as a favor for later.”

“No,” Florian said, then laughed. “That won’t work. Favors don’t work out when they come due.”

“Coin then?” Rene asked.

“No, I have coin,” Florian said scratching at his crotch. “Women. I want women. I hate leaving the house sometimes. I want women sent to my house instead.”

“I’m sure we could arrange something. House calls for the same price as if you’d gone to visit them?” Rene asked.

Florian looked like he was going to pass out right there.

“Uh… okay,” mumbled the man. “Carden. Go see him. Tell him I sent you. I think… I think I’m gonna—”

Florian bent over at the waist and promptly threw up an unending stream of alcohol.

Oh, god.

What the hell?

I can’t remember the last time we were that gone.

Rene nodded. Then he turned and exited through the window he’d entered from.

Florian wasn’t paying his servants or his guard very well. That or he was much more feared than Rene realized.

His house was a sitting duck waiting to be killed, plucked, and cooked.

Dropping down low, Rene moved up to the wall that encircled the large home and shot up over it.

He clambered up and over to the other side, then ghosted down into the street and started heading for Carden’s home.

He had his answer—now he just needed to confront Carden.

Aurora was going to end up getting killed just by being herself.

She’d claimed to have softened on her disposition. Rene could, in fact, attest to that. That her belief in the system was nearly irrevocably tarnished.

He didn’t quite believe she’d turned the corner, though. It was more than likely that she’d end up getting herself killed, if it meant clearing the corruption out of the guard.

That meant Rene had to solve this sooner rather than later, if he wanted to see more of the former squad-leader.

You’re far softer than we’ve realized. She’s a weakness.

As is Odelia.

We should kill them, cut, and run.

Huh? Weren’t you just telling me I was overly paranoid?

Yes. I was.

What about it?

Now you’re advising something entirely different.

I am.

Are you really shocked that I’m mercurial at times?

My dear, sad little boy; have you forgotten that I’m not a toy?

No.

Just… I’m confused.

I know. So am I.

I are you, you are me. We are we.

We are confused, and unsure what to do.

Once again, we’re teenagers, and are angsty, too.

It could be worse though.

A sudden, sharp thought blew through his mind and smothered any bit of self-pity he’d been feeling.

He wasn’t Lori.

A little girl who’d just lost more or less everything in her life.

Reaching Carden’s home, Rene paused at the gates. It wasn’t a large home compared to Florian’s.

If he had to compare it, it was just a bit bigger than his own manse.

So the fact that it was swarming with guards seemed rather odd to him.

Very odd, in fact.

To the point that Rene wasn’t sure he wanted to go in there tonight.

Might be easier to catch him during the day in his office.

Indeed and agreed. Let’s head home and lay down the knife; and when we arrive let’s bother our Elf and treat her like a wife.

A good, long tumble and she won’t even grumble.

Shaking his head, Rene was starting to worry that his Monster’s appetite was swinging hard away from murder.

And straight into sex and desire.

Not our wife.

She’d bed us if you let us.

Rene couldn’t argue that fact, so he didn’t. He’d just pretend he hadn’t heard it.

Even though he believed it to be true. That it was absolutely true, and he was sorely missing out on not approaching her in exactly that manner. And that he wanted to do exactly that and see where it went.

It was hard to resist.

I hate being a teenager again. Was bad enough the first time with having to bury all the bodies.

Was definitely harder when we weren’t as sure of ourselves.

That, and grown men and women weigh a lot more than a skinny teen.


Chapter 35

Sitting in the corner of Carden’s office, Rene was bored.

He’d been here for hours. So long in fact, that he’d been going through a myriad of other things to keep himself busy.

He’d already re-read the entirety of The Elemental Way, done some mental exercises through it, and tried to figure out how to better adapt it to his own way of fighting.

After he’d gone through all of that, he’d pulled his guitar out of his inventory and started practicing his fret work. So long as he didn’t make any noise, he could practice almost endlessly.

As he moved his fingers from a C to a G and then F, Rene felt like he was definitely working his hands out.

You’ve gained a point of Agility (44)

Your skill in Guitar has increased (32)

Smirking to himself, Rene just kept moving his fingers back and forth through all the chords he could. It was certainly easier to keep his mind occupied when he could put things right back into his inventory.

More so now that he could sneak without being seen. His previous life would have been infinitely easier with these kinds of gifts.

I’m glad we let our Elven wife know we wouldn’t be back for the night.

To keep our sweet love and darling one awake worrying wouldn’t be right.

Weren’t you just professing your sentiments about Odelia a few minutes ago?

I was. Yes. Then Aurora.

Now it’s Alana.

And let’s not forget our Irini. I bet she’s got a tight little pu—

Actually, yes, let’s forget her.

He really didn’t need the Monster reminding him about his body’s very distinct and high-level desire for female company.

There was a light thump from the small room that led into Carden’s office. Like someone setting down a bag to balance their load.

Putting his guitar away, Rene made sure to get down lower. Just in case he’d somehow screwed up his Sneak ability while keeping himself entertained.

A loud clack as the door was unlocked preceded Carden and three others walking into his office. Two of those people Rene didn’t know, but the third was very well known to him.

Aurora looked tired, but determined. He imagined she’d been wrestling with her conscience once more. She seemed like a rather troubled individual at the best of times.

“Save the morning shit for another day. Report,” Carden said stomping over to his desk and putting his bag down atop it.

“Nothing,” said the first lieutenant-captain. He looked to be a man in his forties with graying hair and blue eyes.

“Not a word,” said the second woman in her thirties with light brown hair. Her brown eyes were tired and she had a worn look.

“I laid charges of corruption on three guards and had them imprisoned,” Aurora murmured. “I’ve submitted all the appropriate paperwork, and made sure I had a good deal of proof before I executed the arrest.”

“You did what?” Carden asked glaring at Aurora.

“I removed traitors,” Aurora replied, lifting her chin up fractionally.

“We… we already look terrible right now,” Carden said, his tone becoming softer. “More traitors will just make us look even worse.”

“Are you saying we should overlook traitors in our midst just to assist with the idea that we… don’t have traitors?” Aurora asked, sounding rather confused.

To be honest, Rene understood it. He’d seen it happen enough within corporations and companies. Sometimes it was better to get rid of the problem without processing it.

Letting an employee quit before you fire them for sexual harassment, so the company wouldn’t have to report it at all.

“That’s… never mind,” Carden said shaking his head. “Fine. Anything else? My day is going to be packed full of the city regent parking his load in my asshole, I’m sure.”

“I met my contact yesterday. The Mask guild is moving faster,” said the male lieutenant-captain. “They’ve taken over every single brothel in the entire city.”

“Every brothel?” Carden asked, sounding surprised.

“Indeed,” confirmed the man. “Every single one. My source told me that the Mask put a mistress in command as his second. Her first order of business was to literally secure every single one. Through any means possible.

“There’s apparently a second Mask. Dark Mask, is what they call her. She does his dirty work and reports to no one but Mask.”

I have a leak. I’ll have to look into that and see who needs to die.

“Did your source say anything else?” Carden asked.

“No. They were quite fearful of being found out. Supposedly, the Mask can be anywhere at any time,” explained the man. “He refused to meet me anywhere but inside my home, after dark, and with all the lights extinguished. It was… very odd.”

I’ll swing by his place later, see who I can track away from his home, and go from there.

We’ll make that source pay the price.

And make an example out of them. We can’t allow that sort of thing.

“Fine. That it?” Carden asked.

All three of his subordinates nodded their heads.

“Great, fuck off,” Carden said and, then down in his chair.

The three exited without another word. When the door closed, Carden let out a heavy sigh and pressed his hands to his face.

After waiting several seconds, Rene stood up and leaned against the wall next to him.

“To be fair,” Rene murmured. “They don’t know you’re as crooked as Rondel was. You’re lucky I took care of him before he could spill about you.”

Carden’s head had snapped toward him the moment he started talking.

The older man didn’t say anything, just stared at Rene.

“What, I spill on myself or something?” Rene inquired, looking down at himself. Pressing his hands to his tunic he gave it a good once-over. Then he looked down to his pants. “Everything seems in order, something wrong?”

“You—how did you get here?” Carden asked.

“I walked. Everyone does. You put one foot in front of the other and kinda like… push… off the ground,” Rene said, exaggerating a single step. “I mean, unless you’re moonwalking. But that’s more pushing your weight against the opposite foot while mimicking movement with the other, like this.”

Rene began to slowly moonwalk toward the door, then turned and came back toward Carden. When he reached the desk, he did a small spin and stood up on his toes, gesturing at the other man.

“You’re…”

“Mask,” Rene said, letting his heels hit the floor with a clack. Then he leaned up against the wall again. “So, I thought we should talk. I got your name from a mutual friend who’ll remain nameless for now. I need to buy some leeway.”

“Who says—”

“More than five people, less than ten,” Rene interrupted. “Let’s skip to the part where you tell me your price. Cause that’s the part I’m actually interested in.”

Carden didn’t respond. He kept staring at Rene. His face was a closed mask of denial, his eyes unmoving.

“I mean, if you’re the wrong guy, I can kill you,” Rene muttered. “And we can figure out who comes after you. Certainly not the little girl. I’m sure I’ll have to murder her sooner rather than later.

“Maybe the older one? She seems pliant and done with everything as a whole.”

That broke Carden out of his mild trance.

Letting out a long suffering sigh, Carden leaned back into his chair.

“Depends on what you want,” he muttered. “I can’t do as much as I did previously with that idiot getting caught. And thank you for ending his life. It would have been rather difficult indeed if he’d had the chance to talk.”

And done.

Now we just kill him and let Aurora do what she wants.

“Though if anything, I’m going to have to hire you instead,” Carden said putting his chin in his hand.

“Oh?” Rene asked, his thoughts derailing hard in the other direction now.

“Your… peers… are back in town,” Carden said. “The guild leaders of the Snakes and the Ravens.”

Yes! This is exactly what we need. Exactly what we need.

Now I can take over the underworld entirely.

“They’re making nuisances of themselves,” Carden explained. “More than the city can handle right now. More than I want to deal with. They’re going to be meeting at about mid-day bell.”

Not long from now, we’ll have to hurry. We can end this as time will allow, end it all with two to turn to a slurry.

“Can you handle them?” Carden asked.

“Mm, I can definitely do that,” Rene admitted. It lined up with what he wanted to do anyway. “What’s your pay?”

“Ten thousand for each,” Carden offered.

“Ten thousand for each, and I get the young Lieutenant-Captain. She was pretty. I have plans for her,” Rene said.

“You… have plans—you know what, that’s fine,” Carden said, holding his hands up. “She’s yours.”

“Good. Just leave her alone. I’ll deal with her privately,” Rene said and nodded his head. This wasn’t a terrible way to ensure she’d be left alone. That she could go about her business and not have any problems.

“Deal. The meeting is going to be held outside the city walls,” Carden explained. “Small tavern along the road, maybe five minutes from the east gate. Cat’s Yowl. Very terrible brothel and worse bar.”

“Yes, yes, I know the place,” Rene lied. It was always better to lie about everything than to admit anything. “Anything else I should know?”

“Actually, yes,” Carden said after a slight pause. “There was a… business enterprise that’d been going on in the city for a while. A hostage and ransom business that was doing very well for itself.”

Oh ho? You’re involved in this as well? How lovely.

How perfect.

“They ran afoul of… someone… something and have had some losses in the city as of late,” Carden continued. “They’re sending someone to put it back in order. He’s just arrived and is going to inspect a new facility of theirs.

“Any chance you could post some of your people around it to protect it? There’s some crazy new bounty hunter that’s putting a lot of my friends on edge.”

“Maybe. Maybe, I’m not sure. Got a lot going on. You paying?” Rene asked.

“Yeah, I’ll pay. Five thousand for the guard detail,” Carden said. “They’re going to be setting up in the old prison in the noble quarter. It’s more of a museum now, but it’s closed to the public and is practically a ruin above ground. All the cells and the dungeons below-ground are still working, though.

“They have a new load of cargo they’re bringing in today. They’ll be gone before the end of the day and just need a place to settle for a short while. Less than a bell or two. Honestly, I’d say they’ll probably be leaving just after the mid-day bell.”

Fuck.

Shit.

Shit fuck.

“I see. I’ll see what I can do. Can’t promise anything,” Rene apologized. “I’ve got most of my people out hunting Ravens and Snakes all day, every day, for a bounty.”

“Oh? Anything I could collect on?” Carden asked.

“Sure. Just send the heads of anyone you catch over to the Tramp’s Tail. I’ll have someone identify them and send back the gold,” Rene said with a shrug. He wouldn’t be against paying someone for work.

“Great. And if you suddenly find yourself bored with Aurora, I’d pay you to have her eliminated,” said Carden with a flick of his hand. “She’s too rigid, too… moral. I’m almost positive she suspects me, but there’s nothing she can do about it.”

“When I’m bored of her, I’ll get rid of her,” Rene lied, wondering what it’d feel like to let Carden’s life blood run down his hand. To drive the blade so deep through his throat, that it would break off in his spine.

“Fantastic. Well, this has been an extremely fortuitous meeting,” said Carden with a chuckle. “Alright, I’m going to go get butt-fucked by the city regent now. He’s still hopping mad about the attempted robbery on the Anatolis brat. Little shit.”

Rene could definitely agree with that one. He’d deliberately set the city regent loose to a degree. There was no denying that having a new lender in town with a lot of money was very likely to boost the economy.

Having that person robbed so soon after arriving, and by a lieutenant of the guard, was more than just a black eye to the honor of the city.

It was a beating with metal-shod clubs.

Carden started to shuffle some papers around on his desk, looking like he was trying to collect himself.

“Oh, and those two idiots are probably going to go underground again after today,” Carden said, opening a drawer. “So make sure you take care of them or they’re going to vanish for a bit. No telling how long.”

“I’ll put my best people on it,” Rene said, then ducked down low in a crouch.

He vanished from Carden’s sight almost instantly. As if he’d never been there to begin with. As if he hadn’t existed.

“The fuck? I sw—whatever. Whatever, whatever, whatever,” Carden muttered, and he left his office outright. He apparently didn’t want to be in it at all right now.

His security detail will increase after this. We’ll likely not get another chance at him for some time.

That’s fine. We made our point to him and told him what we wanted. Chances are, he’ll ignore Aurora going forward. For a while, at least.

Leaving Carden’s office, and getting out on the street quickly, Rene felt somewhat torn.

He had more information now than he’d ever had before on the kidnapping ring. Knew someone high up was coming, where they’d be, and what they were doing.

This would be a perfect opportunity to get some answers, and to boost his alignment bar up. Freeing that many hostages would probably push him all the way back to the top.

Maybe even get our benefactor to bless us with another gift.

His gifts are generous.

Rene couldn’t argue with that, but he really wanted to get the two enemy guild leaders squared away. It would be a problem if they went underground again.

He could simply slaughter every member of their guilds he came across, but he’d really been hoping to take them intact. To turn their profits, assets, and markets to his own needs.

Right now, he was more or less simply destroying them.

Which enriched nobody at all.

Sneaking through the streets, Rene lost most of his thoughts in a back-and-forth war as he tried to soothe himself.

He didn’t want to run off and end the kidnapping ring just to appease his alignment bar.

Not truthfully.

He also wanted to do it because it felt right to him. It felt like the thing he needed to do. The way to make sure something like what had happened to him, didn’t happen to someone like his sister. Or another young lady like Odelia.

And the problem was, the more he thought about it, the more he wanted to turn around, and run straight for the kidnapping ring.

To put on his Black Hood persona and take apart the entire facility. To bring it crashing down to its knees.

Coming to a stop at the gate, Rene considered his choice. He could easily to put an end to the guilds and give himself quite a bit of breathing room.

It’d make his life infinitely easier without the two guild leaders as unchecked boxes.

The kidnapping ring didn’t directly affect him anymore.

Outside of his anger that it had happened to him, he wasn’t really involved in it anymore.

Trundling toward him was a series of wagons. Every single vehicle in the wagon train was loaded to the brim with crates, barrels, and sacks. Each one was stamped appropriately by the city it’d left and had its content displayed as well as its weight.

To Rene, though, none of that mattered. Scattered amongst the crates, barrels, and sacks, he saw names. Names floating above the wagons’ contents, as it slowly rumbled by him.

The guards didn’t bother to check or stop the wagons. They’d been paid the fines and fees in advance, and likely the bribe, and were more concerned about the wagons going through quickly.

And so goes the next crop those foul villains are expecting.

For that’s them, as once we went, I’m detecting.

Lori would say we’re a hero for saving them, wouldn’t she.

She would.

And she wouldn’t think we’re as much of a hero for letting it happen, would she.

She would not.

We should… we should give up on our goal to unite the city’s underworld right now. Shouldn’t we?

I don’t know.

That’s… something you must decide for us.

I are you, you are me. We are we.

But… I’m not what I once was. I’m but a passenger with a voice.

You’re our driver and navigator.

My personal prison cell and freighter.

Terrible time for you to start taking a back seat.

No. It isn’t. It’s probably about the right time.

I’m not exactly as needed as I once was.

The Dame is long gone and we’re now in our prime.

A shadow of the past and a relic without a cause.

You’re being stupid and morbid.

No.

Just realizing what you’re already thinking, but haven’t voiced yet.

We’re feeling better, with family, friends, and a goal we’ve set.

Even in murder and a bloody profession.

We’ve lost our fatal need and our fanatic aggression.

Rene frowned, staring at the last wagon as it rolled by. One name stood out to him as it did so. It looked to be floating above a rather large chest.

Olivia Ferdan… and who are you Olivia?

Are you but a child? A young girl?

Were you abducted in the night or on your way to school?

What brought you here and has you stuffed in a barrel?

Unconscious, bound, and gagged more than likely, to be led off and put into a dark cell.

Even as he thought all this, Rene stepped up to the wagon, grabbed the trailing end of it, and stepped up onto its rear mounting board.

The die is cast; the choice is made.

Let’s put our foes on blast and give their victims aid.

Accompanying that statement, Rene felt an overwhelming and driving desire to become more than what he was.

They’re holding out for a hero!

No… no singing. No.

Holding out for a hero ‘til—

Rene groaned, and he did his best to tune out the Monster as it began to sing at the top of its imaginary lungs.


Chapter 36

Are you done?

I think so.

Maybe.

It’s just such an appropriate song for this.

Not really. It’s sung from the point of view of the person needing it.

Then call me Olivia.

Cause I need a H—

No! No. We’re done now. All done with that.

No more.

Because we’re there.

The wagon had rolled along the roads. Completely uninvestigated, ignored, and avoided. It was fairly obvious at this point, everyone who should know what it was, did know.

What it was and how they were supposed to handle it.

To deal with it by letting it pass by without even glancing at it.

Straight up to the ugly house that sat behind the ruined prison. Rene would bet it had a tunnel that led into the dungeon itself.

Putting these kids into something very akin to where he’d found himself and Odelia.

Rene felt like he was going to enter a full-on rage, just thinking about it. At the very idea that Olivia could be little better than a child stolen away from her parents.

Flexing his hand slowly, Rene knew what he had to do today.

He reached up and pulled off his Mask, then donned his Black Hood persona. He’d thought it wouldn’t be needed anymore.

He’d been wrong.

There would, at the very least, be one more Black Hood performance.

Drawing his hand-crossbow out, he hooked it to his belt. It didn’t have a massive pull weight, but it’d be more than enough to punch through unprotected rib-cages and into organs.

Second, he retrieved the club Bill had made for him. It was steel shod, short, and made for clubbing people down.

Then, he pulled his short sword free from his inventory and stared at it.

We should name it the Collector.

Bill made it and it’ll have everyone pay what they owe. Their bill.

Bill’s Collector.

Bill’s Collector.

Sheathing the sword and pulling his club from its ring on his hip, Rene was ready.

He stepped off the wagon without bothering to look around. Rene knew what he needed to do. It was likely going to cost him, too.

Getting down low in a crouch, he ghosted up behind the large number of people who were headed into the house.

He didn’t have to watch long to see all of them vanishing into another room with a trap door in it. One that led straight down and probably into the tunnel, he was expecting.

Stopping there, Rene wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. He suddenly wished he’d gone and collected Irini. Having a partner for this would be ideal.

In fact, could we teach her how to sneak?

Should we? She’ll try to stab us while cloaked.

Moving back to the wagons, Rene had to think on that. Irini would probably indeed try to stab him if he taught her how. But it might be worth it to have her here helping.

Glancing down the line of wagons, Rene was able to count out three remaining waggoneers, with the closest being right in front of him. He was fussing with something just on the inside of the wagon bed.

Not bothering to do anything fancy, Rene just pulled his arm back and clobbered the man upside the head with a good amount of force.

The hollow clonking sound made him wince as the man went down in a heap.

Grabbing him by a shoulder, Rene shoved him under the wagon and then nudged his arms and legs this way and that.

In a few seconds flat, it looked like the man was dozing under his wagon.

Let’s check Olivia now. We’ll have a few minutes at worst and quite a while at most.

Yes. That’s a good idea, I think it’s wise.

Confirm the contents with our own eyes.

Moving up into the wagon, Rene went straight to Olivia’s chest. He’d been unable to take a peek the entire wagon ride over and it’d made him beyond curious.

Inspect and Analyze had both failed, because he wasn’t able to see the girl.

The chest was locked tight with a padlock, which would need a key. Not wanting to waste more time, Rene smashed it with his club.

With a ping, the shackle shot out of the housing of the padlock.

Flicking the twisted thing out of the loops, Rene lifted the top of the chest and peered inside.

It was a young woman who looked about Odelia’s age. With blue-black hair, dark green eyes that were almost brown, and a pale face with a smattering of freckles.

She was pretty, clearly well cared for, and wearing what looked like a very expensive dress. Mistaking her for anything other than nobility or wealth would be stupid.

Sickly and pale, she looked drugged and somewhat out of it. Like she’d been left in the chest far too long on top of everything else.

It really is just like us. This is… it’s all connected.

“Help me,” pleaded the young woman, her eyes turning up toward Rene.

Heroic! Be heroic!

Pull off the hood and reassure her!

HEROIC!

Unable to help himself, and feeling like he had to do this, Rene bent down and pulled his hood up to reveal his face.

“Well, you’re in luck. Because that’s exactly what I’m here to do. Help you,” Rene said. “But I need you to close your eyes, relax, and just take a nap while I finish up here. Alright?”

Pulling a knife free from his belt, he reached into the chest and quickly cut the bindings around Olivia’s wrists and ankles.

Olivia’s eyes focused on him for a few moments as he worked. Then they unfocused, and her eyelids slowly slid shut after he was done freeing her.

“Okay,” Olivia murmured, her body slumping into the chest.

Yes!

Hero!

Closing the chest once more, Rene pulled his hood down and felt stupid. He shouldn’t have done that, but he hadn’t been able to help himself.

He was getting caught up in the flow. His Monster wasn’t directing this—he, Rene, was allowing it.

In truth, he did want to be a hero.

Dropping down out of the wagon, Rene decided the next course of action was to eliminate everyone who’d remained up here with the wagons.

After that, he could go down below and finish this.

Glancing toward the next wagon in the line, he found what he was looking for.

The waggoneer.

Rene caught up to the second man as he was unhitching the rear wall of the wagon, so he could unload.

Smashing him behind the ear with his club, Rene shoved the man up into the wagon.

The driver went limp even as he was pushed up into the wagon bed.

Peering at the man, Rene was rather certain he wouldn’t be waking up any time soon, if ever. There was a definite risk to killing someone when you clubbed them in the head.

Sliding the rear wagon wall back into place, Rene made sure the man wasn’t visible.

Two down.

One to go.

Creeping toward the lead wagon, Rene watched the last of the waggoneers. He was peering at the side of one of his wheels. Rene had no idea what he was doing, but as long as he was distracted, it was all the better for both parties.

When he got within range, the man suddenly turned and looked straight at Rene.

And at the club descending on his face.

With a crack and a weird popping noise, the steel-shod truncheon smashed into the man’s forehead. The man fell to the ground in a boneless heap, then started to stiffen up.

His arms slowly came up in front of chest as his legs straightened out and went stiff.

Shit. That dimpled his skull. He’s done.

He’s brained for sure.

Pull him off somewhere. He’ll be too obvious.

Rene grabbed the dying man by his collar and dragged him off to the side of the house. Pushing him into a dead shrub that wouldn’t do much to hide him, but was better than nothing, Rene shook his head.

He’s not going to wake up from that.

Nope.

Glancing at his alignment bar, Rene could see the red bar had moved further down. Clearly, that had been a no-no in the good and bad books.

Not a lot left. This is… going to be very difficult, I think.

Looking to the wagons, Rene now truly regretted not having Irini here. If she were, they could split into two. She could get the wagons moving away from here while he went and closed out the kidnapping ring.

Now he had to deal with the ring in the tunnels, while leaving all his would-be alignment gain untaken.

Someone could stumble upon this, while we’re down below, too.

Angry at his choices, and promising himself to bring Irini along for all things in the future, Rene went back into the house. Back inside, into the room, and to the trap door.

Staring down at it, he had a feeling this wasn’t a good idea. That it was actually a very bad idea.

That it was likely going to end with him dying or worse.

Olivia needed a hero. We’re the hero.

Now we have to make sure she gets out of this.

Grinning stupidly at that, Rene nodded.

Olivia needed a hero.

But more than that, the kids who come next will need a hero.

Screwing his courage to the sticking place, he decided that failing wasn’t an option. His death was acceptable as a loss—leaving the present and future children to their fate, wasn’t.

Slowly, Rene began to creep down the stairs, using his Sneak ability to the fullest.

Step by step, he made his way down into the dark itself. There was no light coming from below. Quickly enough, Rene’s world became that of absolute darkness, unless he looked back the way he’d come.

Feeling more and more uncomfortable, he kept moving. There was no sense in hanging out and waiting here. That and everything he needed or wanted was up ahead.

Remember that really old cartoon movie we saw as a kid?

I don’t know. Which one?

It was about the hungry little bums who eat all day and drink?

I don’t know.

And… why would you ask me? If you don’t know, I won’t know.

Hm. Good point.

Well, anyway.

Down, down, to goblin town.

You go, my lad.

Ho, ho! My lad.

Could we stop singing? Please?

It’s really just mildly awful to have you singing in my head.

My head, too. And we’re nervous right now.

Singing helps.

Rhyming doesn’t quite have the same relief it used to.

Rolling his eyes, Rene reached the bottom of the stairs and found himself in a hallway. He couldn’t see anything here at all. Walking forward again, he began to wonder if he’d bump into something before he actually saw it.

Finally, he saw the first hint of light. He could just barely make out a dim glow peeking out through what was likely to be the bottom of a doorframe.

Not bothering to try and hide it, because there was no going back, Rene pushed his hand against what he assumed was a door.

It swung inward, and Rene found himself staring into a room full of very nasty-looking men and a few women. They all had weapons, leather armor, and looked like the type of people no one wanted to talk to.

The type of people you’d cross the street to avoid.

Though Rene didn’t have that choice.

They were all staring back at him.

“Hello, there,” Rene said and stepped into the room. Without thinking about it, he whipped his club around at the closest individual. This was certain death and Rene had to trust in his body’s ability to take a hit now.

A hollow bonk that sounded awful was followed by the man hitting the ground.

Drawing his short sword in his off-hand, Rene lunged toward the woman who’d been standing next to the man.

He skewered her through the breast and straight into a lung, then ripped his blade out of her.

A burning pain flew up along his back. A pain he was very familiar with.

He’d been stabbed.

Ignoring it, Rene simply moved forward through the gap he’d made.

Pivoting to the right, he lashed out with his club and blasted it through a man’s kneecap. As the man tumbled backward, Rene stabbed at him, catching him in the side of his chest with his sword.

Moving away again, Rene looked up to find he had three more opponents to deal with.

He dropped his club completely and pulled up his hand crossbow, then aimed, and pulled the trigger.

The thump of the string shooting forward was followed by a second thump of the bolt smashing into a woman’s chest.

Switching his short sword to the right hand, Rene went forward once again.

Facing up against him was a man with a bloody blade in his hand.

You’re the one who stuck me, huh? Well. Let’s return the favor.

Getting in range of Rene, the man struck out quickly. His weapon came out in a straight and sure thrust.

Rene knocked the man’s wrist to one side with his empty hand. Bringing his sword up, he caught the man under the jaw, his sword tip going straight up and stopping cold against the inside of the man’s skull.

With a grunt, Rene jerked out his blade and kicked the man in front of him into the second.

The man crashed into his compatriot, and they became little better than a pile of arms and legs.

“No, no, no! You do—”

Rene stomped down on the man’s chest to silence him, knocking the wind out of him.

“Your boss up ahead?” Rene growled, hooking a thumb toward the only other door in the room. There was a hallway that led off into the dark, but Rene figured that actually led to the dungeons.

Nodding his head, the man looked like he was desperately trying to catch his breath.

“Thanks,” Rene said, then drove his sword down into the man’s chest, spearing his heart completely. He’d be dead in seconds. “Best I can do.”

Looking at the rest of the bodies around him, Rene was confident they were all dead or dying. He didn’t have time to be certain however. He needed to get moving.

Glancing at his health bar, he found it was at about one-third of its total value.

There was also a flashing red box beneath it.

Checking it, Rene was somewhat disheartened.

Status: Bleeding heavily, wounded, regeneration reduced severely.

It was that stab wound he’d been given, obviously. Best he could figure, the man had been somewhat competent and had hit something Rene really needed.

The timer beneath the box verified he’d continue to bleed for another hour or so. His health regeneration would clearly be limited by that timer.

Which means I need to be a bit more careful with boss asshole.

He picked up his club and hooked it to his belt, not about to leave anything behind of Bill’s. Then he grabbed the crossbow and re-cocked the string. Going to the woman he’d shot, he contemplated getting the bolt out of her.

Except it was up to the fletching and she was still in the process of dying. Blood was trickling down the sides of her mouth and she had both hands on the bolt.

“Eh… cutting that out of you is way more likely to break it than get it back,” Rene said critically.

“Don’t want to die,” groaned the woman.

“Well, should have thought of that before you started kidnapping kids, huh?” Rene said with a sigh.

He’d have to leave the bolt despite wanting to get it.

Putting a new bolt in the crossbow he pulled the locking mechanism attached to the string over it, so it wouldn’t fall out. He put it onto his belt, then pulled out his club, and looked at the woman.

“Last words?” Rene asked.

“I didn’t… want to do this. I had no choice,” the woman pleaded.

“Yeah. That’s possible,” Rene said, nodding his head. It was why he’d started his Redemption House. “You’re just too old, though.”

“What? I do—”

Rene clubbed her in the temple with as much force as he could generate.

The steel-shod tip of it crumpled her skull, and a wet crackling noise accompanied it.

“There, now you won’t even feel death,” Rene said, and he turned to the door. “Now for your boss.”

Walking to the door, Rene wasn’t quite sure how to handle this. If it was an open room like the one he was in, there was likely no possibility of him hiding himself.

He’d have to simply fight and kill whoever it was outright.

Something caught his eye at that moment.

A sharp, bright, flashing red light.

Looking up at his alignment bar, Rene was shocked and frightened.

It was red. From top to bottom. It had only the smallest sliver of blue at the edge of it. As if all that remained was him reassuring Olivia.

He didn’t have the alignment to spend to end this man’s life. He’d have to capture him alive without damaging him.

There was no other option available to Rene.

If I step on a damn ant, I’ll end up losing myself. Can’t even swear at this person.

Opening the door, Rene stepped inside with his sword raised.

It was an office. It was well appointed and rather tastefully decorated. In fact, it was clear that a significant amount of money had been spent on getting it to a certain level.

This wasn’t just a layover point, it was somewhere that had been worked out of repeatedly.

And often.

Sitting behind a desk was a male Elf who looked to be in his thirties. His bright blonde hair was pulled behind his ears and his chin rested in one hand.

“So, it is you,” muttered the Elf, looking at Rene. “I was wondering. Though I’m certain I don’t have a bounty on my head. You can consider me confused.”

“Don’t need a bounty when you deal in kidnapping,” Rene said, holding his sword in front of himself. He began to close in on the Elf.

“That’s a fair point,” said the Elven man, nodding his head. “Can’t even fault you for it. It makes sense.”

“Yeah, so how about you very nicely stand up, turn around, and put your hands behind your back,” Rene said.

“If we must, we must,” said the Elf, and then he stood up. “Could I perhaps pay you the fine I’ll be charged with instead and we can consider this all done?”

“Fine?” Rene asked, pulling one of the ropes out of his inventory.

“Yes. The fine they’ll charge me before they let me go,” said the Elf. “Well? Can I just pay it to you and be on my way?”

“There’s no way they’d let you go with a fine,” Rene grumbled, sheathing his sword and grabbing both of the Elf’s wrists.

“Ah, clearly you’re new here,” murmured the Elf. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been caught, I’m afraid. It’s the third.

“I’ll get a big fine, maybe a talking-to with Carden, and then I’ll be sent on my way. You can’t really arrest the formal ambassador of another nation. Which means you didn’t even know who I was.”

Rene frowned at that, finishing the binding around the Elf’s wrists.

I… don’t know what to do with that.

We’ve dealt with those given diplomatic immunity before.

Yes, and it turned out really bad. Remember?

The person who’d ended up taking them to the police had been in more trouble than the ambassador.

There wasn’t a good way out of this in Rene’s mind. Especially if it wasn’t even the first or second time he’d been caught. It meant he would just keep doing it.

Over and over and over.

Until someone took a more permanent solution in hand.

They need a hero.

They do need a hero.

And someone who can do what needs to be done.

Yes. Though I’ll miss the children.

And Odelia. Irini. Alana. Aurora.

They were all so much fun.

Maybe we can convince him to let us try again?

Doubt it.

He doesn’t seem the type.

Yeah… me neither.

Rene pulled his dagger out and drove it into the Elf’s liver. Groaning, the man slumped forward partially into his desk. Trying to get away from Rene.

Drawing his hand back, Rene stabbed the Elf again. This time in the kidney.

“Stop!” shrieked the Elf.

“Can’t—you’ll do it again,” Rene grumbled. Then he stabbed the Elf once more.

“I won’t, I’ll stop!” pleaded the Elf, trying to hunch away from Rene and his blade.

“No, you won’t,” said Rene with absolute certainty. Switching his blade to the other hand, he started stabbing the Elf again.

“Stop, stop, stop!” shouted the Elf.

Rene didn’t respond. Instead, he kept stabbing.

He plunged the knife into the Elf over and over and over.

Sometimes, it took a lot of knife work to put someone down.

“Stooooop!” screamed the Elf even as Rene stabbed him again several more times. Then he switched the blade back to the other hand.

This was going to be one of those times where it took a lot of knife work.

I hope Olivia can get everyone out safely.

Me too.

Good thing we left money for Lori just in case.

Good thing.

Rene buried his blade into the Elf again, even as he moaned and squirmed away from the steel.

The alignment bar flashed red and became a solid crimson. There was no blue left.

Ignoring it, Rene just kept pumping the knife into the Elf.


Epilogue

“Well, that was certainly different,” muttered the Watcher. He was sitting on his throne, staring at Rene.

All around him was the utter blackness of the void. All that existed was Rene, the Watcher, and his throne.

Rene shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t have much to say. There was nothing really he could say. It was exactly as the Watcher had seen.

He’d also demonstrated in the past that he could read Rene’s mind.

If anything, this meeting was more of a formality.

There was no point to it.

“Nothing to say?” the Watcher asked.

“Not really,” Rene muttered. “I knew what I was doing. I chose it. He needed to die, so he died.”

“Personally, I agree,” the Watcher said, nodding his head. “Definitely needed to go. Though the way you sent him… goodness. That was rather messy.

“You could have just slit his throat or gone for an aorta. You’ve done that before.”

“He needed to die painfully,” Rene admitted. He’d considered making it quick.

Decided against it, too.

Sighing, the Watcher shook his head.

“And here you are. Dead again,” the Watcher complained. “Except, really… you don’t belong here. Not this time, at least.”

“I don’t?” Rene asked, somewhat confused.

“No. I mean… wow, that was a lot of murder, death, and mayhem right at the end there,” the Watcher said, then laughed. “You even crushed that lady’s head!”

Unable to respond to that with anything useful, Rene didn’t bother to try.

“But… you did it for others. You did it to save others from being kidnapped in the future. You knowingly sacrificed what was left of your alignment bar, to make sure it didn’t happen to someone else,” the Watcher said, leaning forward in his throne. “You weren’t forced to make that choice. You made it all on your own. Made it on your own, knowing exactly what would happen.”

Frowning, Rene wasn’t really sure how to handle what was being said.

In his head, it sounded a lot like an excuse was being made for him and his actions. An excuse that might get him out of being dead, especially if he didn’t belong here as the Watcher had said.

“The problem though is you’re still dead. You did still empty your alignment bar.” The Watcher held his hands up in a “what do I do?” pose. “And that means you violated the contract and I’m going to skull-fuck you.”

Rene nodded his head at that.

That was more of what he’d expected when he made his choice. His expectation was that he’d receive exactly what was coming his way.

I did it! I made him do that bit.

Punish me and set him free.

“Ha… no. You are you, and that includes your subconscious, even if you have splintered it off from the rest of your mind,” the Watcher said. “Though it’s very curious to hear the Monster try and sacrifice itself.”

To say he was shocked himself at what the Monster was trying to do was putting it mildly. Rene had never heard the Monster refer to it as anything other than a part of what he was.

I are you, you are me. We are we.

But it was worth a try.

“No. The contract will be enacted. Except… I find I don’t care to do that,” the Watcher admitted with a laugh. “I don’t care that the contract was violated, and I see the sheer amount of good you’ve done and have been doing. That you’re capable of so much and you’ve surprised me. Considerably.

“So, I’m going to offer you a deal. Some quid pro quo, as it were.”

“I’m listening,” Rene muttered.

He wasn’t stupid or prideful. He knew his position wasn’t even precarious—it was just bad. There was no other way to say it.

Anything outside of absolute supplication and acceptance was the definition of foolish.

“I need a man of your talents,” the Watcher said. “I’d like to send you out on some wet work here and there.

“The reason for that, is I’m involved in what you’d probably call a shadow war. I have a number of smaller conflicts through allies I’m managing.”

“Right,” Rene said. “How much wet work are we talking?”

“Nothing too bad. A few days out of every month,” the Watcher explained, getting up out of his throne. “An assassination here. Theft there. Maybe some sabotage work. Nothing too terrible, and never outside of what I believe to be your capabilities.”

And we’d go back to our wives?

To go to university and live our lives?

“That’s exactly it,” the Watcher said in response to the Monster. “You do my jobs, you live your life as you see fit.

“By the way, having a harem isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Takes a lot more work than I thought it would. There are literally days where I do nothing but talk to my wives. In groups and as individuals. Just to spend time with them, so they don’t feel abandoned or lonely.”

“I’m not saying no—but what happens if I do?” Rene asked.

“I’d probably hand you off to a demon I know to skull-fuck you for all eternity,” the Watcher said. “I’m personally not interested, but… well… I have many worlds I look over. There’s a few where they get absolute pleasure through the suffering of others. It takes all kinds, you know?”

Rene nodded his head. He could definitely understand that, given his background and what he’d been at one point.

“Yeah, I do know,” Rene muttered.

“Oh, you would, wouldn’t you? Haha, ah, that’s funny,” the Watcher said. Then he started laughing much harder. “The look on those summoners’ faces when you fell dead right in front of them. Oh my shit. It was so funny. And the noise you made. It was like this… splat… sound.”

Rolling his eyes, Rene remembered how much he really didn’t like the Watcher sometimes.

“Alright, so, deal?” the Watcher asked.

“Deal. Though I’d like a time limit on this. Forever seems somewhat… overbearing,” Rene countered.

“Oh. That’s fair. Twenty years,” the Watcher said. “What you’d consider a career of sorts. Then you could retire. Anyway. Deal?”

“Yeah, deal,” Rene said with a sigh.

“Great. Alright, I’ll send you back now. Oh, and thanks by the way,” the Watcher said with a smirk. “Your words to those kids left a mark. I’ve received a number of very honest prayers from your children. I’ve even granted a few of them. It’s always rather nice to hear such earnest prayers.”

He does hear prayers.

Should we have been praying?

“No, but you’re welcome to do so if you need to let me know something,” the Watcher said, then pressed a thumb to Rene’s forehead. “I’m not always watching you know. Poking me isn’t terrible.”

Then Rene was flung into darkness.

“Hello,” said a woman’s voice. “I’ll be guiding you back.”

“Uh… hello,” Rene said.

“I’m Amelia,” said the voice.

“Hi,” Rene mumbled.

“I’m likely going to be your contact for the jobs. I’m the Goddess of Assassins,” Amelia said with a chuckle. “You were such a good one, too! Pity. If you had known about me, I’m sure I could have granted you some powers.

“Oh, here we are. Good luck!”

Wait.

What?

And suddenly, Rene was back in his body in the Elf’s office.

The Elf collapsed forward over the desk, unmoving. Blood was pouring out of him, even though he’d clearly passed out due to blood loss.

Looking down at himself, Rene found he was whole and healthy.

Even the stab wound was gone.

When he looked at his alignment bar, he found it had a black and yellow interior. The word “Disabled” appeared across the whole of it.

Oh. I… okay.

Let’s go get Olivia and the others!

Hero!

Pushing away from the dying Elf, Rene left the office and started back to the wagons.

***

“And… that’s what happened,” Rene said, looking around the room.

Irini, Alana, and Lori were all watching him.

“You really are a hero,” Lori said with a very subdued smile.

HERO!

“Okay. I’m going to go back to my forge,” Lori said, getting up from the table. She walked out of the room and vanished, heading straight to the backyard where work had begun on her forge.

Just as she’d requested.

“Should have gotten me,” Irini growled, her tail lashing wildly behind her. Her ears were also quite flat on the top of her head.

She was the very definition of angry house cat.

“You’re right, I should have. I fucked up,” Rene admitted. “You and I are going to train a bit and then you’ll be coming with me going forward.”

“Oh,” Irini said, her ears slowly perking up. “Okay. Last time we played together was fun. I was exhausted when we were done. I just wanted to lie there and not move. I was so sweaty, though.”

Alana’s brows twitched at that, but she didn’t say anything. Clearly, she wasn’t overly fond of Irini, nor was the Alis fond of the Elf.

“You’ll need to tell Odelia about all of this,” Alana murmured, tapping the table between them.

“Yeah. I sent a note to her house to let her know I’d be visiting today,” Rene said, trying not to completely admit what he was going to do with Odelia. They were going shopping for a courting present. One she could actually wear in public without feeling like a spectacle. “Going to talk to her about it. Not sure what the city regent is going to do with all those kids though.

“I kinda dumped them off at his doorstep as the Hood, along with all those corpses.”

“Yes. I can’t imagine that’ll go over very well,” Alana said. “Especially with the Elven ambassador missing.”

“Yeah. They won’t find his corpse. I broke it down and ditched it on the way. Only have his head and torso left,” Rene said.

That wasn’t quite true, however.

Most of the Elf was in his inventory, though he was indeed broken down into bits and pieces. There wouldn’t be a problem with disposing of him a piece at a time here and there.

Behind Rene, and towards the front of the house, there was the sound of the door opening. The trod of feet and muffled voices came next.

Then the door closed, and boots clumped and thumped toward him. Several of them.

Before he, Irini, or Alana could respond, the door opened to the study they were in.

His sister flew through the doorway and wrapped him up in a hug. Pressing her head to his shoulder.

“Brother! I’m so glad to see you! You look like you’re doing really well!” His sister leaned back and smiled at him.

She shared features with both their mother and father, though she did lean closer to their mother. Curly long brown hair and dark blue eyes set in a rather pretty face. She’d grow up to be very pretty, Rene didn’t doubt.

“Ellie?” Rene said

“Hello, dear,” his mother said, walking in through the door next. She had long brown hair, a more mature figure, and brown eyes. “Oh, stop it, Ellie. He has guests and we showed up unannounced.”

“Ah, so it seems,” his father said, coming in next. “I suppose we could have let him know we were coming.”

His father gave him a wide smile. Rene definitely shared some of his fathers looks but certainly not all of them. It was obvious, he’d done it exactly this way on purpose to catch him out.

Clement Anatolis delighted in doing such things.

“You must be… Alana and Irini,” his father said, looking at the two women.

Both had shot to their feet the moment Ellie had entered the room.

Alana suddenly looked extremely nervous. Her hands fluttered to the rather pretty dress she was wearing and then her hair.

“I am indeed Irini the Alis. I’m a master assassin currently in his employ,” said Irini with a grin. Then she pointed to her ear with the cuts in it. “Your son has notched me. I’m claiming his kits in return, since he’s spoiled my beauty forever forward. He’s very ugly, but he is very useful in other ways.”

Both his mother and father looked rather shocked at that.

Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck, this isn’t-

“I’m Alana Cleary, and I was formally invited into his home to be his Elven housewife. I’ve accepted and am living under with him under Elven custom,” Alana said, bowing her head toward his parents. “We haven’t formally slept together as of yet, but it’s likely to occur very soon. At which point, I’ll adopt your surname and we can begin family planning.”

“Now wai—”

“Rene?” called a voice from the door. “Oh, hello. Whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?”

Odelia!?

Stepping in through the doorway was Odelia. She was wearing the freakishly massive and overbearing necklace he’d given her. Apparently, she’d wanted to wear it for visiting him.

“I’m Rene’s father. You must be Odelia. That’s a lovely necklace by the way. I’ve never seen the like,” his father said.

“Oh, thank you. And yes, I am,” Odelia said, smiling at his father and then his mother. “Oh, I can see that he doesn’t get his good looks just from his father, but his mother. Hello, how do you do?”

“Hello, dear,” Rene’s mother said with a kind smile. “I’m doing quite fine.”

Odelia’s eyes slowly went to Alana and froze there.

They were locked on the Elven maiden that was now revealed to be exactly what she was.

“Alan,” Odelia said, inclining her head to Alana.

“It’s… Alana,” said the Elf, looking sheepish.

“Ah,” Odelia murmured, then turned to Irini.

“Irini. I’m Rene’s Alis and assassin,” Irini said, then pointed to her ear again. “Rene has notched me. I’m claiming his kits in return since he’s spoiled my beauty forever forward. He’s very ugly, but he is very useful in other ways. He’s very talented with his hands.”

“Ah… I’m Odelia Delacroix, of House Delacroix,” Odelia said with a wide and frightening smile.

She didn’t seem that surprised with Alana or Irini.

It made Rene terrified for his life.

Odelia didn’t respond to either women. Instead she turned to his parents and gestured to the massive necklace.

“This is the courting gift Rene presented me with. We’re due to go looking for another courting gift today or tomorrow now that we’re formally in an arrangement. As his fiancé I welcome you Felicie,” Odelia said. Then she bowed her head once to his parents. “The Delacroix house would be most pleased if you could come to tea service later, Mother, Father.”

Looking mortified, and somehow pleased, his parents nodded at Odelia.

I… think I want to die.

This was a mistake. I’m sorry for ever wanting a harem.

I’m sorry, I’m sorry!

Can we die?

Dear Watcher, I’m praying to you, kill us?

There was no response from the Watcher.

Please? Kill us?

Just like Monster asked?

Please?

There was, as of yet, still no response from the Watcher.

Slowly, all eyes turned to him.

His unknown-to-him Elven housewife, his Alis assassin who claimed his kits, and his noble very-much-courted fiancé of sorts.

Rene opened his mouth and stupidly said the first thing that came to him.

“Hello, there,” Rene said.

Then finally heard the Watcher.

It was nothing but laughter. Loud, obnoxious, laughter.


Thank you, dear reader!

I’m hopeful you enjoyed reading this story. Please consider leaving a review, commentary, or messages. Feedback is imperative to an author’s growth.

Oh, and of course, positive reviews never hurt. So do be a friend and go add a review. 


Feel free to drop me a line at: WilliamDArand@gmail.com

Join my mailing list for book updates: William D. Arand Newsletter

Keep up to date—Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/WilliamDArand

Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/WilliamDArand

Blog: http://williamdarand.blogspot.com/

My Personal Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/WilliamDArand

Harem Lit Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/

If you enjoyed this book, try out the books of some of my close friends. I can heartily recommend them.

Blaise Corvin- A close and dear friend of mine. He’s been there for me since I was nothing but a rookie with a single book to my name. He told me from the start that it was clear I had talent and had to keep writing. His background in European martial arts creates an accurate and detail driven action segments as well as his world building.

https://www.amazon.com/Blaise-Corvin/e/B01LYK8VG5

John Van Stry- John was an author I read, and re-read, and re-read again, before I was an author. In a world of books written for everything except harems, I found that not only did I truly enjoy his writing, but his concepts as well.
In discovering he was an indie author, I realized that there was nothing separating me from being just like him. I attribute him as an influence in my own work.

He now has two pen names, and both are great.

https://www.amazon.com/John-Van-Stry/e/B004U7JY8I

Jan Stryvant-

https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L


Daniel Schinhofen- Daniel was another one of those early adopters of my work who encouraged and pushed me along. He’s almost as introverted as I am, so we get along famously. He recently released a new book, and by all accounts including mine, is a well written author with interesting storylines.

https://www.amazon.com/Daniel-Schinhofen/e/B01LXQWPZA

cover1.jpeg
I\I'ows TER’ S

WILUAM D. ArRAND i





