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Summary: 
                While waiting on an Akihabara train platform one day, ordinary high schooler Yoshi Shinonome was suddenly plucked from his normal life in Japan and whisked away by a beautiful goddess to Ephemera, a world of magic and adventure, to serve as her Hero and drive back the evil Dark Lord.

This is not his story.

Standing nearby at the moment Yoshi was isekai'd was a man named Seiji - a rude, cranky, misanthropic musician who was not at all pleased to find himself also snatched up and transported to Ephemera by the goddess's wicked sister, Virya.  According to this self-proclaimed Goddess of Evil, the whole fantasy adventure thing was a game she and her sister played to stave off the boredom of immortality, and since the good goddess, Sanora, had picked her Hero...well, Virya needed a Dark Lord. 

A grown man with his own career and ambitions, Seiji has no interest in playing.  Unfortunately for him, the call to adventure was not a request.  Now, he must conquer Ephemera and defeat the Hero...or Virya promises to make him beg for the release of death before granting it.  Playing along for his own survival, Seiji nonetheless is under no illusions who his true enemy is, and it's not the naive young would-be Hero from his own world.

Placed in an impossible position, Seiji must make enough progress toward world domination to keep his sadistic patron goddess off his back, but not so much that he can't strike an accord with the forces of Good and convince the Hero Yoshi that it's the goddesses who are their mutual enemy.  Forced to embrace Evil without being too evil, Seiji walks the razor's edge, building his forces and biding his time till he can get revenge on the goddesses and be free of them, his only certainty that he will not be getting out of this with his hands clean.

A Dark Lord's gotta do what a Dark Lord's gotta do.



Updates Tuesday and Friday.

Most Patreon tiers get to read one chapter in advance of the public release!

            







1.1 In Which the Dark Lord Technically Doesn't Push a Girl in Front of a Train


                “Ugh, I wish the train would come. One of these smelly otaku is going to grope me, I just know it. You wouldn't believe what I'm seeing, Keiko! One of them is carrying a body pillow! Yes, with an anime character on it. I know! This is why I hate coming to Akihabara.”



If the girl wasn’t so annoying, the spectacle she was making of herself, talking on her phone at the top of her lungs, might have made me nostalgic for California, where that kind of behavior is tolerated. You don’t make a scene on a train platform in Japan.

  

“Oh my god, one of them is staring at my ass,” the annoying girl notified Keiko in a stage whisper that projected beautifully across the platform. “I swear, if he comes any closer I'll scream.”



Look, I don’t particularly like otaku either, but that was a little rich. Not only was nobody here carrying a body pillow (I’ve worked in Akihabara for two years and never once seen somebody do that, and I have seen some shit), none were coming within groping distance of the obnoxious gyaru. Despite the rush hour press, she had a zone of personal space like a shark parting a school of fish, that’s how much her behavior was annoying everyone. She was a walking caricature, from the school uniform tucked and pinned into a stripper outfit to the platinum-bleached hair and over-the-top makeup. It was as if she'd tried for the “Hollywood actress” look, widely overshot and landed halfway to “French street clown.” Do you know how irritating you have to be, as a hot girl, to turn off a whole platform full of sweaty virgins?

  

“Wait, don't go, Keiko!” the gyaru whined. “I'm all alone here and—oh, fine, I understand. Bye. Bitch,” she added in a tone just slightly lower after ending the call. The motion of tucking her phone into her tiny purse caused her to turn slightly to her left, which brought the nearest cluster of fellow travelers—including me—into her view. Most of the normal people who had the misfortune to get stuck in this crowd were politely pretending the rude idiot didn't exist, as normal people do. I was the only one staring right at her.



“What are you looking at?” she snapped, glaring back at me.

  

“I’d need a team of anthropologists to answer that question.”

  

She looked shocked, and someone nearby muffled a laugh, though of course most were continuing to politely ignore the spectacle. You’re also not supposed to snap back at rude people in Japan. Man, I couldn’t wait to make the move to San Diego. One more year of saving…

  

“Fucking otaku,” the girl sneered, roughly shoving the phone the rest of the way into her purse and turning away with her nose stuck in the air in the same violent motion.

  

That, despite my determination not to give the bitch the satisfaction, brought a scowl to my own face. I can put up with a lot, but lumping me in with those losers was going too far. At that moment the voice over the PA system announced the imminent arrival of the train, though, and I bit my tongue. No point in getting into it now. She wasn't worth the trouble, anyway.

  

Immediately to my right, a guy stepped forward and bent over, catching my notice. He was clearly one of the special-edition hunters, carrying a shopping bag with a square bulge the exact size of the stupid game I'd been handing out all day, and wearing a t-shirt bedecked with one of the characters from it. Chubby fellow, not quite to the point of being obese, unkempt hair in need of a trim. And, to judge by its greasy sheen, a wash. How the hell does a Japanese person manage to go out in public with dirty hair? We bathe more often than people in some countries eat. I was regrettably forced to agree with the dumb gyaru in principle: fucking otaku.

  

“Excuse me,” the chubby boy said to her, straightening up. “You—”



“Ugh,” she growled, stepping in the other direction without looking at him. “Don't talk to me, creep.”

  

He actually reached toward her. “I'm sorry, but—”



“Get away,” she squawked. “Don't fucking touch me, pervert! I'll scream!”

  

She had sidestepped all the way to the other side of the bubble cleared by her own sheer obnoxiousness and could go no further without plowing into a mixed crowd of salarymen and scruffy nerds, all the while avoiding eye contact with Fat Boy. Thus, she'd managed not to see the object he was trying to hold out: her own phone, which she must have dropped when trying to put it away and snarl at me at the same time.

  

The otaku froze in panic, all his stunted social impulses put into conflict. He stood there, holding out her phone, failing to catch her eye, and now afraid to speak to her again. I couldn't help feeling bad for the guy, if somewhat contemptuous. Why go to the trouble for the sake of such a worthless excuse for a human? I'd have just given it to the next station employee, if not tossed it in the trash. Well, there were only seconds before the train arrived, so unless he screwed up his courage and she suddenly developed some common sense, they were both out of luck.

  

I couldn't say what moved me, except that after a long day at work I was even more tired of everybody's shit than usual. Before I even thought about it, I found myself stepping forward and plucking the phone from his hand. The tubby guy was too surprised to resist, instead turning to gape at me as I held up the phone.

  

“Look at that,” I said loudly, “she didn't even lock it. Hey, how much you wanna bet she's got nudes on here?”

  

He stammered helplessly, but the gyaru turned to look. The expression on her face was the most satisfying thing I'd seen all day.



“My phone,” she shrieked, her voice rapidly climbing as she pointed dramatically at me. “He stole my phone!”



“No, you stupid bitch,” I retorted, raising my own voice. I'm not much for yelling, especially in public, but with everyone turning to stare at this spectacle I wanted to make it clear what had really happened. “You dropped your phone. This guy was trying to return it to you while you were cursing at him for it. If you don't have the basic sense to look after your things, at least try not to be an asshole to people who are just trying to be nice to you. I don't even know why anyone would bother.”

  

I tossed the phone to her before she could begin shouting again, already turning away to face the platform. That meant I only caught the amusing spectacle of her fumbling to catch it out of the corner of my eye, but so be it. I was completely done with this idiot and her nonsense.

  

The next second, though, gasps and a couple of shouts from the onlookers made me turn back, just in time to see her stumble forward toward the edge of the platform. The phone bounced from her hands, arcing out over the tracks, and the fool lunged after it, realizing her mistake too late. She was already screaming and pinwheeling her arms as she lurched into space.

  

And that, of course, was the moment the train arrived. Slowing as it prepared to stop, but we were close to the end of the platform in the direction it was coming from. It wasn't going to be slow enough.



It was strange, how time seemed to slow down when you were staring at an onrushing tragedy. Even as my own pulse spiked in my throat, it seemed as if the girl was soaring out over the tracks in front of the train's lights in increasingly slow motion. It couldn't possibly have taken more than a second to hit her, but I had plenty of time for my whole chest to tighten and to think about how the effect was just like a movie, how I'd read that the human brain did this when it was in extreme danger, and how as much as I had despised the stupid girl I hadn't wanted to kill her. In that frozen moment all I could feel was crushing guilt.

  

Then the moment passed, and she didn't die, and I was left very confused. More relieved than I wanted to admit, but mostly confused.

  

I stared at the girl for a few more seconds before I was really willing to believe what I was seeing: she hung there, mid-fall, suspended in the air off the edge of the platform, right in front of the train. As if she was frozen in time.



In fact, so was the train. So was everything. The station had gone dead silent, I realized, which was chilling. Nothing in the vicinity of Tokyo is ever silent. People thronged the platform like statues, those close enough to see in various poses of reaction as they'd been caught in the process of seeing the girl fall, while others farther back could have been a painting of any crowd of Akihabara travelers waiting for a train.

  

Suddenly, I was alone in a frozen world.

  

“Huh.”

  

Almost alone. I whirled at the voice, and found the fat guy from before still moving. Actually, he was in the process of testing our new situation by poking a salaryman in the shoulder. It apparently wasn't hard to move the frozen people, to judge by how far he was able to tip the guy.

  

“Force equals mass times acceleration,” I said, and he jumped violently. Apparently he hadn't noticed I was still alive, either. “We're moving incredibly fast relative to anybody else here. That's probably gonna leave a hell of a bruise.”

  

“Oh,” he said nervously, and very gently tried to move the salaryman back into position, doubtless making it worse. “Sorry.”



I sighed, turning in a full circle to take in the uncanny sight. “What the hell is going on here?”

  

“Everyone's frozen in time,” my chubby fellow survivor said.



“Bullshit. That doesn't make any sense.”

  

“Well, look around you!”

  

“Light has to move in order for us to see, idiot. If everything except us was frozen, light wouldn't travel and we'd be blind. Also, just moving through the air would be like getting sandblasted from the friction.”

  

“Oh,” he said again, peering closely at me. “Are...you a physicist?”



“No, I'm a musician,” I said, annoyed and well aware that my store clerk uniform told a different story. But whatever, that was just a job I had, not who I was. “But I paid attention in school instead of daydreaming about anime tits. I don't know what this is, all I know is it doesn't make sense. Are we the only ones?”

  

“Good question,” he agreed, then raised his voice. “HELLO! Can anyone else hear me?”

  

Silence.

  

“Anyone?” he repeated.

  

“I guess that answers that,” I grunted. “I wonder why the effect skipped the two of us.”

  

“Maybe there's something special about us!”



I could see the dawning hope shining in his eyes, as if this was one of his video games and we were the chosen ones. A scenario like that had to be the lifelong dream of an otaku. Best to crush that before he started acting really weird.



“There is nothing special about anyone,” I snapped. “The universe is random unfeeling chaos, and humans are just a particularly aggressive species of upright monkey. Don't go looking for purpose in this. The question now is, what are we doing to do?”

 

We looked at each other, and then away at the immobilized world all around us. I turned in a complete circle, just to make sure I hadn't missed anything. Nope: creepy frozen train station.

  

Fat Boy cleared his throat. “Well, uh. I'm Shinonome Yoshi.”



I don't care. I didn't say that, though; if he was the only other person awake in... How far did this extend? The station? Akihabara? Tokyo? The world? I obviously needed to know what to call my new companion, even if he was just a hopeless otaku. 

  

“Omura Seiji,” I introduced myself curtly.

  

“It's nice to—”

  

“We'd better go look around, see how far this extends,” I said, turning back toward the station's entrance.

 

“Wait!”

  

I turned and gave him an impatient look. He was pointing back at the edge of the platform, where the dumb girl was still suspended hanging in the air in front of the train.

  

“Omura-san, aren't you forgetting something? We need to save her before we do anything else!”



Oh. Actually, I had forgotten, to my extreme embarrassment. I hate being embarrassed. My instinct is always to cover it up with cockiness.

  

“Why?” I asked, looking past him at the hanging gyaru with a smirk.



His expression was satisfyingly shocked. “Why— She could die! What if time starts up and she's still hanging there? This is a chance to save her!”

  

“Oh, please, were you listening to that bitch? Why is the world better off with her in it?”

  

The poor guy stared at me in outraged horror. After a moment he started stammering incredulously.

  

“Relax, Yoshi, I'm kidding,” I finally said. I patted him on the shoulder as I stepped past. “I guess you're right, it's no good leaving her there when it costs nothing to rescue her. I'd feel bad if time started up again and she got splattered. Hm... This might be tricky.”

  

She was just past the edge of the platform, frozen in the act of leaping forward; the only part of her still within easy reach was one foot, which was down nearly at platform level. Even that we would have to really stretch to grasp. I knelt at the edge and started to reach toward her leg, but had a thought and withdrew my hand.

  

“When you touched that guy, did anything happen?” I asked, looking up at Yoshi, who had come to stand next to me. “I mean, did it feel different from normal?”

  

“Actually, yeah.” He frowned, thinking. “It was weird. It felt almost like he was...stuck in jelly.”

  

“Jelly.”

  

“Or glue, or... Like there was some force holding him in place. It wasn't too powerful, I could push him through it, but he definitely had more inertia than normal.”

  

“Makes sense,” I agreed, standing up. “It'd take something like that to keep her from falling... Well, that's no good. If she's gonna be hard to move, we just don't have much leverage with the only part of her we can reach. We'd need to touch her near the top.”

  

He sighed, studying the girl. The way her body was angled, she was well out of reach from the knees up, with her arms stretched forward trying to catch her phone. I couldn't help but wonder whether this was worth the hassle. This was not someone who was any use to society, after all. I snuck a glance at Yoshi's determined expression and said nothing, though. Tubby nerd though he was, there was no telling how long I'd be stuck with nobody else for company.



Besides, I suppose you can’t just let someone die, no matter how worthless they are.

  

“I think I can reach her hair,” he said, “if I stand at the very edge of the platform and lean out. If you'll stand back and hold my other hand for balance, I should be able to pull her in.”

  

“You wanna yank a girl by her hair? Ouch.”

  

“Well, do you have a better idea?”



“I guess 'let her fall' isn't what you want to hear.” He gave me another look, and I grinned back. “Didn't think so. Well, if you think I'm gonna carry your weight...”



I trailed off, reconsidering. The prospect of being the anchor for both his fat ass and the girl was not appealing. I had started to suggest I should be the one to reach for the girl, since he was obviously better suited to be a living counterweight, but I suddenly realized we still had no idea what had caused time to stop, or how long it might last. If it suddenly started up again, I did not want to be the one stretching out in front of the oncoming train.

  

“No, I guess I don't have a better idea,” I said instead. “Well, let's get this over with.”

  

He stepped up to the edge of the platform, a look of such ostentatious determination on his face that I had to roll my eyes. Bracing himself right on the brink, he held out one hand back toward me. “Ready?”

  

I grimaced, but set my own stance and reached out to take his hand, then grimaced again, harder. His palms were damp. I had to get a two-handed grip on his wrist to be reasonably certain he wasn’t going to slip right out of my grasp.

  

Then he began to lean forward over the tracks, reaching out toward the stupid girl we were for some reason going to all this trouble for, and immediately almost dragged us both over the edge. Gritting my teeth, I leaned backward as far as I could manage while still holding onto his arm, and even so the weight pulled me forward. My shoes slipped on the platform’s surface, yielding one centimeter at a time as he strained to reach. Yoshi’s fingers brushed an outstretched lock of her frozen, bleach-blonde hair, and my own foot came to rest against his.

  

That was it, nowhere else to slide. If this didn’t work in the next few seconds, we were both going over the edge.



“Lucky for me you’re so trim and petite,” I grated against the strain, “otherwise this would be really hard.”

  

“Got her!” he gasped, finally getting a fistful of hair. Yoshi heaved his entire weight backward, with the most immediate result that I went sprawling onto the concrete, losing my grip on his hand. I was forced to execute a desperate crab scuttle backward before having the chance to get my feet under me as he immediately began to topple, the girl’s weight adding to his momentum and overcoming his balance. Yoshi staggered and for a second I felt the very real fear that I was about to be crushed under a pile of dumbasses.

  

He caught his balance, though, to my relief. I scrambled back upright while Yoshi carefully steadied the frozen girl. That proved difficult as she was stuck in a leaping pose which wasn’t well suited to standing up. As I brushed off my clothes, he finally settled for lowering her to lie awkwardly on the platform. The position looked uncomfortable, even if it beat the alternative of falling on her face once time started up again.

  

Yoshi apparently agreed, as he continued to fuss over her for a minute, his hands hovering as if he wanted to try moving her limbs into a better pose but was afraid to.

  

“Well, cop a feel if you’re going to,” I said. “Otherwise, we should probably get moving.”



“I would never do something like that!” he exclaimed, glaring up at me in a picture of reproach.



“Of course you wouldn’t,” I replied. Yeah, I know my otaku; he’d never do something like that—while anybody was watching. “Now come on. Unless we figure out what’s going on—”

  

Suddenly, the light in the station changed. Nobody else started moving again; in fact, the other people around us began to seem as if they were fading from view as gloomy shadows rose in the corners, while a bright light shone down upon the two of us as if from some massive spotlight hidden behind the ceiling.



“Oh, what the hell now?” I demanded.



Yoshi and I turned in a circle, back to back,to seek the source of whatever fresh nonsense was unfolding. For a few moments, there was nothing, and we made a complete revolution before coming to a stop, shifting position to look questioningly at each other. By the look on his face, he had no better ideas than I did. No surprise there.

  

Both of us jumped when the powerful tone of a bell resonated through the silent station, lingering musically on the air for long seconds afterward. It rang a second time, and this time we managed not to make fools of ourselves, though this time it was accompanied by the appearance of two more spotlights, shining onto points on the concrete floor a few meters in front of us.

  

The bell rang a third time, and something burst down from above through the spotlights with the force of an explosion—not a physical one, but bringing an intensity of light that forced Yoshi and I to cover our eyes and look away. It lasted only for an instant, though. Hesitantly, afraid of what I was going to see, I lowered my hand from my face and looked up again.

  

Two goddesses had arrived in Akihabara station.

  

As ridiculous as the idea was, I could think of no other way to describe them. One was a very pale blonde with white highlights, the other had hair of purple streaked with blue; the first wore an ornate gown of white and crimson with golden trim, while the second wore a much skimpier (if just as elaborate) garment that matched her hair while showing off a lot of pale skin. They both had distinctly European features, but even so, my first thought was that they looked like anime cosplayers. That’s not an uncommon sight around Akihabara; even foreigners do it.

  

Except these two were floating more than a meter off the ground. And glowing. In fact, both the mysterious, sourceless spotlights and the station’s own lighting seemed to have shut off, leaving them the only source of illumination.

  

“G-goddesses?” Yoshi stammered. See, it wasn’t just me.

  

The blonde one floated forward, and while I couldn’t actually hear a choir of angels singing, it really seemed there ought to be. Leaning forward in midair, she extended one hand down toward Yoshi. On her face was the purest expression of kindness and gentleness I had ever seen. It immediately made me think she had to be up to no good. Nobody who’s actually benevolent makes a spectacle of it.

  

“Shinonome Yoshi,” the golden goddess said in a breathy soprano, “you are pure of heart, brave in the face of struggle, and most importantly, willing to help others, even when it avails you nothing. Long have I searched for one such as you.”



“Are you kidding me?” I heard myself ask out loud.

  

“What I ask of you is no small thing,” she continued with solemn tenderness, ignoring me. “You will face untold hardship, and the fates of many will hang upon your courage. If you—”



“Yes!” he blurted, gazing up at her in outright worship. His rapturous expression made me want to throw up. How many hours must this kid have wasted, daydreaming about this exact situation, while knowing that in a rational world no such thing could ever possibly happen?

  

“Be warned, and do not take this lightly,” the goddess told him ever so gently. “Another world cries out for your help, a realm of unending struggle which will test you to your limits.”

  

“I’ll do it!”

  

“But if you endure, through that very hardship, you will learn to unlock the potential you have long sensed within yourself. What say you, Shinonome Yoshi? Will you take up the mantle of a hero?”



“Yes,” he cried desperately. “Please give me this chance! I won’t disappoint you!”

  

“Seriously?” I asked, looking back and forth between them. Neither acknowledged me.

  

“Then take my hand, young hero,” she said in her soft, gentle tone, extending her hand further. Slowly and reverently, Yoshi reached out to grab her delicate fingers in his big, sweaty mitt.

  

She lifted him right off the ground as if his flabby bulk weighed nothing, and the pair of them levitated slowly upward in their own column of light, toward the ceiling of the station.



“She is obviously conning you!” I exclaimed. “Please tell me you can’t possibly be this naive!”

  

But then, with a final blinding flash, they were gone.



“Idiot,” I said, starting up at the spot from which they’d disappeared. “Well, he’s dead.”

  

That was when the other goddess shifted around right in front of me, and I winced, mentally cursing myself for forgetting she was there. While the blonde goddess had floated elegantly, this one swam through the air like a fish, deliberately showing off the long lines of her body and letting the train of her dress drift along behind her as if it too were suspended in water.

  

She was smiling down at me, and unlike the other goddess, her smile was in no way gentle or kind.

  

“Omura Seiji,” she said with an avid grin, “you really are a contemptible piece of shit.”

            


1.2 In Which the Dark Lord Bends Over Backwards


                “Well, fuck you too, lady.”

  

Yes, that was the first thing I said to the goddess. I won’t defend it as an intelligent move, but what can I say? I’ve always been kind of a mouth.

  

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to mind too much.



“And that,” she said with a self-satisfied smirk, “is why I chose you. I’ve had strategic masterminds, cruel tyrants, thuggish bullies… Every manner of villain I could think of to try. But it all gets so rote, you know? Once in a while, I like to shake things up. And so here we are, Seiji: Me, the Goddess of Evil, and you, a rude, pushy, self-centered dick. This is going to be such fun!”



“I’m gonna stop you right there,” I said, holding up one hand. “I see why you might be confused, what with that hopeless dork your friend just picked up, and all these otaku in the station right now, but I am not one of them. Okay? I’m not an…an isekai protagonist. I have a career, goals, and plans, and I know what a vagina feels like. I’ve got a personality. And if you’ll excuse me, I’m just gonna go get back to those. So, good luck with your…whatever it is. I’m sure any one of these socially maladjusted simps would be delighted to sign up, just look for the ones who look like they’ve never seen sunlight. You’ve got a wealth of choices here.”



“Aww, Seiji,” she cooed, squirming closer with an eel-like motion of her whole body that would have been sexy had everything about this situation not been setting off danger signals in the primitive part of my brain. The goddess reached for my face, and I leaned back from her. She kept reaching, and something told me trying to actually run would be a bad idea, so I held still while she gently placed her fingertips under my chin. “But I don’t want any of these other socially maladjusted simps. I want you. And you seem to have misunderstood something.”



In a flash, her hand left my chin and surged forward, seizing me by the throat. For such a dainty-looking thing, she had an amazingly strong grip, and in the next moment I found myself dangling from her grasp, struggling to draw breath and clutching her wrist ineffectually.



“I,” the goddess said sweetly, holding me right up to her face so I had a front-row seat for the most viciously psychotic grin I had ever seen, “was not asking you.”

  

She held me that way for just a moment longer than necessary to make her point. Just to drive home who was top dog here.

  

Then she dropped me, hard. I hit the floor, acquiring a painful bruise on my tailbone, coughing and clutching my own squeezed neck.

  

The goddess floated over me, looking down her nose with a maliciously triumphant expression, just drinking in the sight of me humiliated at her feet.

  

“You know,” I said, my voice raspy, “you’d actually be pretty cute if you’d stop making yandere faces.”

  

Again, mouth, but there’s a method to my madness. Bullies want, above all else, to feel they have power over somebody, and I have one simple rule for dealing with them: if you can’t beat them anyway, ruin their satisfaction. When you’re being manhandled by some kind of clearly insane cosmic being, there are basically no victory conditions. If all I could do was spoil her fun, well… That was pretty on-brand for me, anyway.

  

This time, though, the results weren’t what I expected. The purple-haired goddess only smiled wider, as if my backtalk was exactly what she wanted to hear.

  

“For someone who professes to hate otaku so much,” she said sweetly, “you sure are up to date on their terminology, Seiji.”

  

Oh, you bitch.



“And for someone who calls herself the Goddess of Evil, you sure do like to pick on people weaker than you. What, too risky to slap people around if they can slap back?”



That brought a full-throated laugh of apparent delight. “Oooh, we’re going to have such fun together! I knew I was right to pick you. I had a good feeling about you, right off the bat. Allow me to introduce myself!”

  

She floated backward and upward, positioning herself even higher above me, and rather than bow or do anything remotely polite or normal, spread her arms wide as if inviting me to behold the spectacle that was her.

  

“I am Virya, the Lady of Malice, the Mistress of the Night, the Paragon of Mischief and She Who Rules the Dark!”

  

Virya leaned forward, extending one hand in a similar posture to the one the other goddess had used to approach Yoshi. Hers was palm down with the fingers curled, though, as if she expected me to lay a kiss on her knuckles.

  

“And I am your new Goddess.”

  

Needless to say, I didn’t reach for her hand.

  

“I’m an atheist.”



“Of course you are, Seiji,” she said with withering condescension. “It takes someone who only worships at the altar of his own ego to meet a goddess in the flesh and act the way you do. But that’s all right; I don’t require prayers from you. In fact, where you’re going, praying won’t help you.”



“I’m not going anywhere with you, lady.”



“Oh, you are just too precious! Behold!”



Again, she flung her arms wide, this time swiveling in midair to face away from me, and only then did I realize that Akihabara Station was gone. When had that happened? Being choked out and thrown around is surprisingly distracting. I was now sitting on a patch of… It wasn’t the floor of the station. In fact, it looked as if the round circle of light the goddesses had projected there had remained, somehow solid enough to hold me up even with the actual floor gone. All around us was an infinite black void, glittering with stars. I had never seen so many stars, even in the countryside; it was as if there was no black space left between them, and many seemed to have jewel-like colors rather than the plain white dots one could see from Earth’s surface.

  

At her gesture, though, something appeared in the distance, larger than the stars and standing out from them. It grew rapidly until I could tell it was a sphere. In fact, a planet. Though the starry sky all around didn’t seem to move, the rapid approach of this celestial orb gave an even more terrifying perspective to it all; we’d have to be moving at nearly the speed of light to be nearing it so fast. Somehow, that was even more alarming than apparently being out in space, especially as there was no sense of movement.

  

But no, surely it was all just some kind of illusion. The time stop effect in the train station had to have been more of the same. I could accept there was some kind of magic at work here, but not that this crazy goddess could possibly have that kind of power over time and space.

  

“Welcome,” Virya said proudly, “to Ephemera. Our world.”

  

We had drawn close enough for me to see details, and finally slowed, eventually settling into what I felt would be a low orbit from which I could study the surface of the planet as it slowly turned beneath us. What there was of it, anyway.

  

There were no oceans, only vast empty spaces where they should be. Of the landmasses, there were none large enough to be called continents, but only sprawling archipelagos, most of the islands connected by a series of land bridges, many of which looked needle-thin from up here. I supposed they had to be pretty massive to be visible from space at all, but they looked tiny in context. I could see some of the colossal stone spires holding up the islands, descending down toward the world’s core, but they vanished into the fog. Most of the world’s surface was just missing, and below it, endlessly swirling mist that seemed not to come up even to sea level. Deep down where its core should be, there was a steady glow illuminating the subterranean clouds, making shifting patterns of crimson and golden light that filtered through the fog. As far as I could tell, despite the shattered state of the planet itself, the surfaces of the surviving islands were not unlike the surface of Earth, complete with green forests and plains, plus areas that looked more purple and blue. Different colored vegetation, maybe? There were snow-capped mountains, lakes and rivers, the latter of which tumbled off the stark edges of the world into the infinite abyss below. It was just…a broken shell of a world, wrapped around a hollow space filled with mist.

  

“Wow,” I said, unimpressed. “What’d you do? Drop it down the stairs?”

  

“Oh, you know how it is,” Virya replied with an offhanded shrug. “There was…an incident. I’ll admit, things got a little out of hand in some of our early games.”



“This is your idea of a little out of hand? What the hell kind of game does something like this to an entire planet?”

  

“Do you have any idea what it is like to be a goddess, Omura Seiji?” she mused, gazing down at Ephemera rather than at me.

  

“So far it seems bitchier than I would’ve thought.”



“Well, it’s boring!” Virya spun about and lunged at me like a striking moray eel, faster than I could react, and seized me by the shoulders even as I tried to stumble away from her. She clutched me hard enough to leave fingertip-sized bruises, glaring wide-eyed and with bared teeth into my face. “Imagine it, if you can! Absolute power, the ability to do anything you can think of… But only on one world. You can’t leave, can’t explore the cosmos, can’t even die. How long do you think it would take to run out of every possible thing there is to do?”

  

“I guess that depends on how much imagination you’ve got.”

  

Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the smartest observation to make under those circumstances, but it was the only thing that came to mind. Fortunately for me, she seemed to agree.



“Exactly!” Grinning, Virya gave me one last squeeze (ow) before releasing me and swirling away. She began to drift horizontally around my little island of light, like a goldfish circling its bowl. “You saw my sister Sanora—she’s all I have, really. Everybody else lives fifty, a hundred years at the most. After a while, there’s just no point in getting attached to them. For all these eons it’s been just Sanora and me, cooped up with only each other and our increasingly stale little world and an ever-changing parade of little people no more significant than mayflies. We’ve had to do something to keep from going insane out of sheer tedium.”

  

“I don’t think it’s working.”

  

“So we invented our game.” She didn’t answer me directly, which in hindsight was probably for the best. “Good versus Evil! And you know what, Seiji? It’s actually a lot of fun!”

  

“I’m happy for you.”



“The game is always in session, you see, in one form or another. All those tiny little people down there, they’re born into it; it’s all they know. They are on the side of Evil or Good, they live, fight each other, make more little people, and die off. It makes an ever-changing selection of game pieces—a wonderful device to keep it interesting!”

  

“Has anybody ever sat you down and had a conversation about just how fucked up that is?”



“Oh, don’t pretend you care about anybody but yourself,” she chided, grinning at me as she idly swam through space between me and the view of the broken planet. “You, of all people. Ah, but where was I? Even though the game of Good and Evil is eternally ongoing, there are actual sessions, you see. They begin when my dear sister and I choose our key pieces. The Champions of Sanora and Virya, the Hero and the Dark Lord! Our most potent weapons. Do you play chess, Seiji?”

  

“I prefer shogi.”



Actually I preferred video games—specifically offline ones that didn’t require me to interact with anyone—but I was not in the habit of admitting to any interests that were even otaku-adjacent. Once you get that stink on you, it never comes off.



“Well, Seiji, you can think of yourself as my queen.” She drifted in front of me, planted her elbows on nothing in midair and propped her chin in her hands, smiling sweetly. “My strongest piece, the one which can move with virtually no limits, strike harder than any other, wreak the greatest havoc in my name! But here’s the thing about the queen, my little Dark Lord.” She reached out with one hand to stroke the side of my face, and this time I tolerated it stoically rather than giving her the satisfaction of flinching back. “It’s the king that’s necessary to win the game. I cherish you for the strategic value you bring…but I can still win without you.” Once again, that smile took on a yandere aspect, just a few too many teeth showing, eyes wider than looked healthy, with her pupils shrinking down to dots. “You’d be well-advised to keep that in mind, Seiji.”

  

“Well, gee, you sure know how to make a guy feel special.”



“So!” She swirled away again, spinning in an exuberant ring above my head. “You’ll be wanting to know the rules of this game!”



“I literally cannot imagine caring less about anything. What I want is to go home.”



“At first, you see, we designed it to be sort of a free-form battle royale kind of thing. We added magic to the world, made it freely available to all people, and just let them go at each other. And…you see what happened.” Virya glided past, gesturing gracefully at the shattered world below. “But it all worked out in the end! Ephemera makes a much better game board as it is now, with nice built-in limits on things like how people can move from one island to another, and how many people can be supported on any one place. It’s all so much more orderly. We learned that lesson on the importance of limitations in a proper game, and put similar strictures on magic. Instead of chaos and everybody doing whatever they can imagine, there’s a system in place now. It has simple rules, keeps anybody from getting too powerful, ensures the game is fair and fun for everybody!”



“Uh huh.” I took out my phone. It worked, but there was no signal. So either this was another world, or her illusion extended to little details like that.

  

“You may want to pay attention, Seiji. The object of the game is simple: the Dark Lord tries to conquer all of Ephemera, and the Hero tries to stop him…to the death. You—and your little friend from a moment ago—will live and die by the rules of this contest, quite literally.”



“You want me to murder Yoshi?” I demanded. “That poor, tubby nerd-boy your sister’s manipulated into thinking all this bullshit is his fantasy come to life? Fuck you, that kid can’t be more than fifteen. I’m not doing it.”



“You seem awfully confident you’ll have a choice in the matter,” she cooed, swirling around me uncomfortably close, almost like an affectionate cat. “That poor, tubby nerd-boy is getting the same head start you are. And there’s the fact of why she picked him, which you already know: that manchild has spent his whole life hiding from reality and craving the fantasy of being a Hero. Now he is one. Do you really think he’s going to ask questions when the beautiful Goddess who made all his dreams come true tells him to go kill a Dark Lord?”

  

Virya had practically coiled herself around me—she was amazingly flexible—and now came up with her grinning face right alongside my head.



“Especially since he’s met you, Seiji. Oh, for only a few minutes, yes, but what kind of impression do you think you left? Be honest: if you were in his position, would you question for a moment that Omura Seiji was an evil bastard who needed a sword in the chest?”



For the first time, she’d left me without a ready response. Maybe because it was the first time she was right. If there was one thing I understood, it was that human beings were stupid, selfish, aggressive animals. Especially otaku like Shinonome Yoshi who’d gone their whole lives with barely one toe dipped in actual reality. He wasn’t going to question orders from a pretty goddess who brought his favorite isekai fantasy to life; I vividly remembered the desperate joy on his face when she’d offered him the hero gig. That dumb fatass was gonna come at me with everything he had.

  

Of course, helpful goddess or no, he was still…Yoshi. I couldn’t imagine any possible suite of isekai cheat powers that would render that boy anything but hopeless. Even if I did end up having to fight him, maybe I didn’t have to go for the kill.

  

I’d murder Virya in an instant if I could, but I just didn’t have it in me to start planning the death of a stupid teenager whose only crime was being a stupid teenager. Yoshi was as much a victim of this as I was, even if he was too dense to realize it.

  

“Yes, I thought that might finally get through to you,” she murmured, smugness incarnate. “Now that we’re all on the same page, let me clarify the rules. You—”

 

“There’s one thing you haven’t taken into account, you know,” I interrupted.



She swam back in front of me and folded her arms, looking no less smug than before. “Oh, do tell. I expect this will be absolutely priceless.”



“Well, it’s just as I said,” I informed her, calmly and with a smile. People who think they’re making a point by getting red in the face and shouting only reveal their ignorance; there is nothing like proper Japanese social graces to emphasize a searing verbal takedown. “As I have already explained to you, I’m not doing it. You set all this up because you’re bored, right? Then you should consider my responses thus far and ask yourself whether a man who’ll criticize you right to your face is going to dance for your amusement. I don’t care about your silly game, I have no interest in your broken wreck of a planet, and I have absolutely no quarrel with Shinonome Yoshi. I’m not about to waste my time conquering people I don’t know in the name of someone I don’t like. My sole emotional stake in this, Virya, is that I think you’re a cunt and if the options are death or being your champion… Well, darling, you aren’t the more attractive prospect between the two.” I smiled more widely, keeping my tone pleasant. “So fuck you, fuck your sister, and fuck the eternal battle of Good and Evil. I’m not doing it. If you want someone to play a living RPG character, you could’ve picked almost anyone else from that train station. And hey, you still can! Really, this isn’t going to work out well for you, so you might as well just send me back to Akihabara and get yourself a better Dark Lord.”

  

The goddess just gazed down at me in silence when I finished speaking, her expression thoughtful.



“Actually,” I said after a pause, “now that I think of it, you did make me miss my train. So if you could just set me down in Yokohama—”



Virya didn’t move, but something seized my whole body in an inescapable grasp and wrenched me out of place. I broke off with a strangled gasp as I was physically bent over backward, nearly double. I could feel muscles and ligaments stretching beyond their capacity, my spine flexing till the vertebrae ground against each other so hard I swear I could hear them.

  

And then the force that held me began to twist me to the side. I was fairly proud of the brave face I’d been putting on this long; I’m not ashamed to admit that this wrenched a strangled scream of pain out of me. With my neck bent backward farther than it was meant to go, my windpipe was compressed enough that I could barely breathe even without that.



“Now, Seiji,” the goddess said in a tone of kindly reproof, like a first grade teacher correcting a child, “that’s not how this works. I chose you. It wasn’t an accident, and your opinion was not asked. Really, what do you think the point is of grabbing people from Earth to fill these roles? There are thousands right here on Ephemera who’d love nothing more than to be named a Champion of a Goddess. Bringing in fresh blood who don’t know how things work here is the point. And like I said… I picked you for a reason.”

  

I found my arms forcibly pulled out to the sides by an unseen grip, and then slowly, inexorably, twisted in opposite directions until I could feel the strain in every joint and was sure my shoulders were about to dislocate. Despite having just learned to conserve air by keeping quiet, I couldn’t completely repress a whimper of pain.



“I promise you, little boy,” Virya crooned, sounding like she was coming closer, “you are going to entertain me. You can either do it by putting up a good fight against the Hero, and have all the fun of gaining fortune, power, and glory in the process… Or, I can just keep you here, let a more amenable Dark Lord do your job, and spend the entire time finding new ways to make you scream. I should warn you, these games tend to go on for several years, at least. Often decades. So if that’s the way you want it, say the word! Just be aware that by the time I allow you the reprieve of death, you will thank me for the mercy.”



My spine cracked audibly, prompting a muffled shriek. With both feet firmly pressed to the floor, I had been bent so far backward that the crown of my head finally came to rest on the ground. Having your limbs bent just a little too far doesn’t sound so terrible, in theory, but I had never experienced pain like that in my life. It takes a lot to shut me up, but she did it.

 “Oh, sweetie, I know,” Virya went on, her smirking visage appearing in my vision as she apparently flowed up over the agonized arch of my body. Upside down, she descended till her purple hair pooled on the floor, holding my panicked eyes while she spoke. “You’re just so used to thinking you’re better than everyone else. You, Seiji, with the oh-so-unique backstory that makes all your bullshit justified. The amateur musician saving up to go seek his fortune in California, the child of two cultures caught between them and feeling himself superior to both, the son of a broken family that just…how very sad…doesn’t understand him. And so you walk around sneering at everybody, telling yourself you are surrounded by inferior idiots who don’t deserve your respect. Contriving to despise both your homelands by judging each only from the standards of the other, and carefully not thinking about the stunning hypocrisy of that.”

  

She grinned, broadly, and reached out to lay a gentle hand against the side of my face, that deceptive tender gesture in contrast to the agony she was wreaking through my entire body by systematically twisting every part of it out of joint. The strangled noise that emerged from my throat was hard to describe; I was simply stretched too far to manage a proper sob. My lungs just didn’t have the necessary room to expand.



“You’re an asshole, Omura Seiji,” Virya informed me. “Oh, I know—you think you’re unique, that you’re different. The only real person in a world of NPCs, justified and entitled to treat everyone the way you do. Because that is exactly what every bog standard asshole thinks.” She leaned in closer, batting her eyelashes prettily. “You. Are. Not. Special.”

  

She stared at me that way for a few eternally long seconds, the vindictive cruelty she was taking in this peeking through her cheerful facade.

  

Then, abruptly, the pressure let up and I collapsed onto my back, gasping. The sudden absence of intense, all-over pain was such a relief it took me a few seconds to even notice I’d landed in a really uncomfortable position, with my legs and one arm tucked under myself awkwardly. In carefully straightening myself out, I discovered that having all my joints yanked hard the wrong way and held there was the kind of experience I wouldn’t get over quickly. Everything still hurt. Not nearly as bad, but I was going to be feeling this for days at least. But she’d been careful, apparently; nothing seemed broken.



“Until now,” Virya said softly, gazing down at me with insufferable self-satisfaction. “I have made you special. In Japan, you were a nobody with delusions of grandeur, and you can protest all you like, but you know it was never going to be any different in America. On Ephemera, you are important. You will do what I tell you, Seiji. And in the end? You’ll thank me for this. Maybe not soon, but you will.”



I got carefully to my feet, wincing and flexing my fingers to make sure they were undamaged. Looking up at the smug goddess, I made the decision that if I was going to be some kind of Dark Lord, it wouldn’t be the forces of Good I set out to destroy. I had one enemy on this world, and it wasn’t Shinonome Yoshi.

  

“Well, smart mouth?” she asked sweetly. “Nothing to say this time?”

  

I had to clear my throat twice; the recent strain on my neck had made my voice a bit raspy.



“What the hell do you mean, amateur? Bitch, conjure up my guitar and yourself some dry panties, I’m about to rock your universe.”



Virya laughed with almost childlike glee. “It’s not even that I think you’re going to win, Seiji, but oh, what fun this will be! I’ve never had a Dark Lord quite like you. Win or lose, this is going to be a hell of a show! And now, before we put you to work, you should meet your familiar.”

  

“My what?”



“It was part of those rules you were too cool to listen to. Have it your way, little Dark Lord; now you get to learn as you go. Fortunately, this will help with that.”

  

She snapped her fingers, producing a shower of sparks and a puff of smoke. When it cleared a second later, there was a little monster hovering before me.



Barely bigger than a rat, it resembled nothing so much as a large black gecko, with the addition of buzzing wasp wings that kept it floating in the air at the level of my shoulder. Its eyes were crimson, which would maybe have looked sinister except that the overall impression the creature gave was… Well, it was cute. For some reason I found that even more exasperating.

  

“Your familiar will serve as your guide, among other things,” Virya intoned. “As you grow in power, he will gain skills, increasing your ability to gather intelligence about your enemies and providing you a great strategic advantage in your conquest. The bond between you is struck when you give him a name. Now, Seiji, what is your familiar called?”

  

I gave the little wasp-lizard a sidelong look of disgust. It gazed back, its little tongue darting out to taste the air.

  

“Ah, ah,” Virya interjected when I opened my mouth, grinning down at me. “I suggest you take this seriously, Seiji. You will be heavily dependent on this little spirit, and there will be no second chance to name him. You’d best pick something you won’t mind hearing every day for the rest of your life.”



That only deepened my antipathy, of course. Fuck, I didn’t care—I didn’t care about any of this. What was a good name for a little fantasy spirit lizard? I don’t even like fantasy.

  

“I dunno,” I said impatiently. “Bilbo?”

  

“The bond is struck!” Virya exclaimed gleefully, spinning off on another circuit of the empty space around me.

  

“And so it is,” the familiar agreed in a squeaky little voice that I already knew was going to get on my nerves the longer I had to hear it. “Pleased to meetcha, boss! By your will, I am called Biribo.”



I glared at him; he tasted the air again and grinned back. I’ve been speaking English since I was four, I do not mangle my L’s and R’s. So that was how it was going to be? I’m stuck with a little helper-demon that intends to give me a hard time?

  

“Listen here, you little shit—”



“There’s just one final thing you need,” Virya cut me off. “You and Yoshi are both starting with certain advantages, but it’s just no fun if you have the exact same set of powers!”

  

“Wait, what powers?”

  

Biribo tasted the air again. “Wait, did you seriously not listen to the rules?”



“He felt it was more important to tell me how ungrateful he was for my generosity,” Virya simpered. “Now, you’ll need one additional power…an extra advantage that will differentiate you from the Hero in style and approach. But what’s your area of expertise, hm? Might, magic, or wisdom?”

  

Wisdom, obviously. My greatest strength was my understanding of how people worked and how to leverage that. Watching the dark goddess’s pensive expression, I had the disconcerting feeling she could tell what I was thinking, and didn’t agree.



“I think we’ll make you a sorcerer,” she mused, her lips curling up in a smirk. “Yes, I will augment your magical skill. Your Gift of the Goddess shall be… Spell combination!”

  

“Ooh!” Biribo actually did a little loop-de-loop in excitement. “We haven’t seen that one in forever! Gonna be interesting, boss!”

  

“And so, you are ready for your adventure to begin,” Virya proclaimed. “Go forth, Lord Seiji, and conquer in my name! Destroy your enemies, subdue your rivals, and above all…” She winked, grinning insufferably. “Be sure to put on a good show for me.”

  

“I guess it may be a long time before I see you again, Virya,” I said solemnly, “so let me just get this out while I still have the chance: I sincerely hope someone you love survives a protracted battle with bone cancer, only to perish in a gasoline fire. While you watch.”

  

Biribo made a strangled squeak. “Uh, boss, you know she can…”



“Oh, Seiji,” she giggled, “you should know better. People like you and I don’t love anybody but ourselves. That’s why I like you. Now go knock ‘em dead, tiger.”

  

Unsurprisingly it was I who was immediately knocked—not dead, at least, but down. A sudden burst of force shoved me straight through whatever invisible surface had been holding me up and I found myself plummeting toward the broken surface of Ephemera at horrifying speed.

  

I’ll freely admit I screamed and flailed my arms in panic. I’m a musician, not a paratrooper.

  

“Wheeeeee!” Biribo crowed, which caused me to notice for the first time that he was clinging to my left shoulder with all four clawed limbs, his wasplike wings and tail trailing straight up with the force of our descent. “This is the best part!”



I didn’t actually know how long it should take to descend from orbit to the surface, but we were clearly going much faster than that; the ground loomed up at a speed that meant we’d hit in seconds. We should definitely have been burning from atmospheric friction, but that didn’t happen.With my familiar in tow I plunged straight at one of the larger archipelagos, toward a narrower spray of islands extending north from its main group, and as it drew closer, I could tell we were heading for one smallish island in particular. It raced to meet us, affording me a view of purplish forests, a mountain range at one edge and a town or city amid green plains, and then we were zooming straight into the forest. I just barely had time to get a glimpse of a large stone structure before Biribo and I slammed right into its roof.

  

Except we didn’t hit the roof, but landed somehow in an interior room. I staggered slightly as my feet touched the floor; it was an awkward landing, but at least it wasn’t the lethal impact I’d expected from that descent.

  

As traumatic as the fall had been, I immediately had other things on my mind. We were in a dimly-lit stone room, with cobweb-strewn shelves along one wall and a single rough table in the center. There were three men already there, and one of them was dead.

  

He sat in the only intact chair pulled up next to the table, lolling against its back with his arms hanging limply at his sides and his head leaning backward in a way that made a grotesque spectacle of the still-bleeding slash across his throat. I could see straight down his trachea, and had to immediately suppress the heaving of my stomach.

  

It wasn’t hard to tell how he’d died, either. The two other men in the room were staring at me in confusion. Both were carrying swords. One was smeared with blood along one edge.

  

“Yeah,” I said aloud, “this seems about right.”

            


1.3 In Which the Dark Lord has the Run of the Place


                “Who the fuck is this guy?” the one with the bloody sword shouted, straightening up and pointing it at me. “How’d he get in—hey, you!”

  

“He musta been with the peddler,” said the other one, who looked more nervous. “How come you didn’t see him come in?”



“You were supposed to be watching—you know what, never mind, doesn’t really matter.” 

  

“What’s that…hey, what kinda animal is that?”

  

Biribo darted around behind my head, which I ignored, my attention being on the apparent murderer, who now started around the table toward me with a determined expression I did not like at all. I looked at him, at his companion’s slightly more uncertain face, at the freshly-slain corpse, and found my mind was a complete white blank. Never in my life had I even imagined being in a situation like this.

  

So I can’t explain what happened next, and I certainly won’t take the blame for it.



“HALT!” I thundered, my voice echoing almost painfully in the cramped stone chamber. Drawing myself up to my full height, I threw out one hand in a dramatic gesture, ignoring the jibbering voice in the back of my head demanded what I thought I was doing. “Insolent swine! You dare raise a weapon to the Champion of Virya? Kneel before the Dark Lord, and perhaps you shall find me…merciful.”

  

They both stopped, staring. I must say I’ve always had a good stage presence, even when I don’t know what the hell is going on.

  

“Aw, Kasser, he’s just a crazy guy,” the nervous thug said, reaching over to pull his companion’s sleeve. “Do we really have to…”



“A rich crazy guy,” Kasser retorted, eyeing me up and down. Rich? I didn’t know where he was getting that; I was still in my store uniform. “It doesn’t matter. Rocco said no intruders.”

  

“But—”



“You know this is why we’re always stuck on guard duty?” Kasser burst out, rounding on him. “You know that, right? You and your bleeding heart!”

  

The second guy frowned reproachfully. “You always said you liked that about me.”



“I like it, but you know what the gang’s like about weakness! What if Rocco decides to make some kind of example out of you and I’m not there, huh?”

  

“You guys seem like you’re in the middle of something,” I heard myself say. “Sorry, was this a bad time? My mistake, I’ll just come back later.”

  

They both turned on me again.



“Uh, boss, what’re you doing?” Biribo hissed in my ear.

  

Good fucking question.



“We’ll talk about this later, Harold,” Kasser said, drawing in a deep breath and stepping toward me again, bloody sword at the ready.



I did the only thing I could come up with and kicked a chair toward him—not the one with a body in it. Unfortunately that worked out poorly for both of us. The room contained the table (currently strewn with scrolls of paper and a spreading bloodstain) and two chairs, all of which I’d taken for wood at first glance. It was not wood. I had expected it to bounce toward Kasser and hopefully tangle his legs; instead the thing rocked forward abruptly, being much heavier than I’d expected. Its back tipped to catch him in the stomach, which doubled him over with a whoof as the breath was driven from his lungs. I didn’t come out of it much better, yelping and limping backward with a foot suddenly throbbing with pain.



Was that thing made of stone? No, it wasn’t that heavy, not quite. I didn’t have any time to mull the question, being fully occupied with retreating on a foot that I was only mostly sure wasn’t broken.

  

The room had two doors, I saw upon frantically looking about for them. Maybe a more experienced Dark Lord would have cased his exits immediately on arrival, but I’d been pretty distracted what with one thing and another. One door was past the two thugs, the table, and the corpse—the other, behind me up a short flight of stairs which followed the arc of the curved wall. My injured foot throbbed harder at the prospect of climbing that at speed, but I didn’t hesitate; getting past them wasn’t really an option.



Fortunately Harold stopped to make sure his friend was all right before chasing me, so I made it to the top before either started after me again. His distraction was the only reason I managed it; quite apart from the fresh pain in my right foot, I discovered my entire body still ached too much from Virya’s recent handling to climb stairs in a hurry. All my joints screamed in protest and my entire back, which had been flexed far more than it was meant to bend, sent twinges of pain through every part of me with every step. I may have emitted an undignified sound as I climbed, but I climbed anyway. It was that, or get murdered.

  

The steps curved up the side of the rounded wall with no railing and terminated at a door which I’d first taken for wood and learned to my regret was the same heavier-than-wood-but-lighter-than-stone material as the furniture when I rammed into it with my shoulder. It opened, allowing me to stumble through, but I gained a fresh bruise for my trouble.

  

I slammed the door behind me, turned to take stock of my new surroundings, and had to pause and stare.

  

It was a fortress. A medieval stone structure that could’ve been plucked from anywhere in Europe. It was also falling apart, the stonework broken and cracked in multiple places, the crenelations on the wall right next to me worn down to rounded nubs. I’d just come from a squat corner tower and was standing now on an outer wall of the fortress, with exterior stairs down to a courtyard below on my left and a door into what looked like the central keep just a few meters straight ahead. The courtyard was strewn with junk—piles of hay in the corners, parts of two broken wagons, various detritus I didn’t take in too clearly because most of my attention was in the other direction. To my right, outside the fortress, was a forest.

  

Sort of.



There was nothing green. There were no leaves, no trees. Staring out across a panorama of multicolored nonsense I felt a wave of vertigo that had nothing to do with being on top of a wall; for a second my brain couldn’t make sense of the shapes I was seeing, but then perspective snapped into place and I realized that this “forest” resembled nothing so much as a coral reef. I could see segmented dome-like structures covered in pulsating growths, colossal upright plates and fins of some hard material whose edges trailed feathery fronds that swayed too languorously to be propelled by the wind, branching structures of spikes and blunt curves which also had growths of living tissue emerging from strategic apertures… It wasn’t coral, obviously, as most of these things were bigger than trees and weren’t underwater, but that was a closer analogue than a forest of wood and leaves. The colors preponderated toward blue and violet, with accents of yellow, green, and pink, and a heavy mixture of enormous spiky vines of vivid red that looked thicker around than I was twining over a lot of the other structures.



The fortress…I could sort of place. Virya had talked about a game; this ruin in fact looked exactly like something out of Skyrim. That forest, though. I might be on another world, but it clearly wasn’t going to be a run-of-the-mill quasi-European medieval fantasy. This world was alien.

  

“Uh, boss?” Biribo prompted, buzzing in front of my face and blocking the view. “It’s scenic and all, but maybe you should keep running?”

  

“Shit,” I agreed, then turned to bolt way too fast and almost fell over because my foot was still in agony and basically all my joints were at the very least excruciatingly sore. Way to start your champion off right, Virya.

  

At the other end of this short stretch of wall was a door into what looked like the main keep, so that was where I went, limping as expeditiously as I could manage. It was a lot closer and less exposed than trying to descend the worn steps to the courtyard, and I was already hearing angry shouts approach from behind. I made it to the door and hauled it open, hurling myself through and tugging it shut behind—like the other door, it was made of long planks of something that was heavier than wood but lighter than stone, and I thought it might be a grayish color but it was a little hard to tell due to the weird quality of the light. So far I’d either been in a dimly torchlit tower, outdoors under an oddly pinkish sky, or now in a dark corridor barely lit by arrow loop windows opening onto said sky.

  

This place might as well be a labyrinth for all I knew of the layout. I wasted a precious second frozen in indecision between trying to hide in one of the rooms behind the doors lining one side of the hall, or heading for the far end and whatever lay beyond. The downside to the first option was that I could very easily corner myself in a dead end, having no idea what lay behind those doors, but on the other hand, I wasn’t at all sure I could limp all the way down the corridor before my pursuers caught up.

  

Splitting the difference, I set off down the corridor as fast as my screaming legs could propel me; may as well not lose precious seconds while coming to a decision. It was eerie how clear and alert my mind felt, but then again my life had never been in physical danger before. Adrenaline is a hell of a drug.

  

“In here, Boss!” Biribo shouted, zipping past me and diving to pull at the handle of one of the doors, the one nearest the end. He apparently wasn’t strong enough to turn it, but I caught up in moments and got myself through, shutting the door scarcely a second before I heard the one down at the end of the hall open. Kasser’s outraged cursing was only slightly muffled by the door behind me.

  

This was another corridor; I set off stumbling down it as quietly as I could. There were more doors down near the end, leading to who knew what.



“I’m open to suggestions,” I hissed. “Aren’t you supposed to be helpful? Get me out of this!”

  

“We gotta get you set up with some skills, Boss,” Biribo whispered, hovering right next to my ear. “Fortunately the goddess dropped you right where you can start with some magic! Obvious choice, what with you bein’ specialized for it and all.”



“I don’t know any fucking magic!”



“Right, not yet. You learn spells from magic scrolls, and we landed right on top of a starter set! That’s what was all over that table back there, with the dead guy.”

  

Despite the urgency of the situation, I had to pause and turn an incredulous stare on him, my hand on the latch of the next door which I’d chosen at random.



“And…it didn’t occur to you to mention this before we left that room?”

  

“Hey, it was a tense situation! I’m pretty sure you made the right call getting the hell away from the guys trying to murder you. Not that one, you’ll get cornered in there. Door on the left.”

  

I released the latch and grabbed the one he’d indicated, slipping inside and shutting the door after me as quietly as possible; I could still hear the footsteps and grunting of my pursuers—or at least one of them—and couldn’t tell how close they were due to the echoes and intervening walls.

  

We were now on a small porch-like structure overlooking some kind of dining hall, identifiable by the tables and benches. There were dishes with the remains of food on several of them, and paths through the detritus on the floor to indicate this room was actively used, though nobody was here at the moment. Whoever lived here did so in squalor, though. What looked like squashed tumbleweeds were strewn across the floor, there was broken furniture piled in one corner, moss and vines climbed the walls and from the rafters hung weird trailing things like tattered lace in shades of black and purple. If that was what the local cobwebs looked like, I was not looking forward to meeting this planet’s spiders.

  

This position felt painfully exposed, so I limped forward, trying to balance speed and stealth around the pain in my foot and legs. I had to brace myself with one hand along the wall, where the lichen that lived in this room had been rubbed away by people doing exactly that.

  

“Okay, then I guess we need to double back,” I muttered as I descended. “Shit. Can you guide me another way to that tower?”

  

“Risky, Boss,” Biribo objected, buzzing in a complete circle around my head. “Gotta either go across the courtyard or back through the upper halls where they’re actively lookin’ for us.”



“I fucking know it’s risky, but it’s either that or escape outta here into Hell Forest and get eaten by a xenomorph!”



“What’s a—never mind, I got another idea. I can’t pick up much, but I can carry magic scrolls, one at a time. If you cut across the mess hall through that door you’ll come to the stables. Should be easy to hide in there an’ they probably won’t expect you made it this far down. Most intruders won’t have a familiar guiding ‘em!”

  

“One spell at a time, huh,” I grunted. “All right, fine, get me the most powerful spell in the batch, then.”

  

“Comin’ right up!” he chirped, then swooped off—toward an upper window, I noted, not the door through which we’d come.

  

I limped across the mess hall, suddenly alone, and fortunately with the presence of mind to try to walk through the established paths rather than leave a trail by disarranging the plant matter strewn all around. What I’d taken for tumbleweeds were actually slim branches with fluffy, feathery brown leaves, spread all over the floor.

  

I had to depart from the cleared path to reach the door Biribo had indicated, because the dusty state of the tables and floor suggested nobody came over here. Fortunately that meant there were no branches near the wall itself; there was some moss growing up over the door, but hopefully opening it wouldn’t disarrange that too visibly. The handle was stiff, the hinges rusted, and the door partially blocked by something beyond. I cringed as I dug my heels in and forced it open, both because of the noise and what this did to my recently-tortured body.

  

Beyond was darkness and a truly incredible stench, which I ignored while turning to push the door shut again. Only once the room was secured did I pause to get my bearings, which I immediately regretted.



This being a stable would account for the smell, which was a blend of rot, manure, and rotted manure. It was also virtually pitch black, with the only light being from the front, which opened onto the courtyard. Either Ephemera’s sun was farther away than Earth’s or it was evening, because the dimness outside did nothing to illuminate the stable more than a meter or two inside. Worse, once I was shut into the darkness, there were sounds.



Sourceless, inscrutable skittering sounds. Rustling, eerie little squeaks that didn’t resemble any rodent I’d ever heard… Abortive rushes of frantic tapping that made me envision a centipede the size of a cat, wearing horseshoes. You’d expect rats and spiders in a disused stable, but remembering my glimpse of the alien forest outside I was excruciatingly aware that I had no idea what kind of creepy-crawlies would live here. After a few seconds of this, I became aware that the only thing I could hear besides the pitter-patter of tiny horrors was my own labored breathing.



It was the first moment I’d had to catch my breath since landing on this ridiculous hell planet; it figured all I had to breathe was ancient stable funk. Adrenaline thrummed in my body, muting the pain and urging me to move, to do something, despite the fact that what I needed to do right now was stay put and hide. I began creeping forward toward the open front doors, stepping as carefully as I could in the darkness and wincing at every crunch and rustle underfoot, mostly just to keep in motion. Adrenaline was a great thing while it was up, but once it faded the crash could reduce a person to a helpless, blubbering wreck. I’d only read about that and was not looking forward to the firsthand experience.



The courtyard outside was mostly as I remembered it from my previous brief glimpse, I observed as I crept closer. Dim, strewn with trash… I hesitated, pressing myself against the wall next to the door, listening. I could hear Kasser and Harold stomping and shouting…somewhere? I had no sense of the layout and the echoes were confusing. Another thought intruded: my hand was pressed against the wall and it felt weird. It wasn’t wood, or stone. Now that I thought about it, I’d not been paying much attention to the architecture for obvious reasons but I had vague impressions of the walls and rafters of the areas I’d passed through being oddly colored. The doors and furniture were made of something that resembled wood at a glance but was heavier. What the hell were these people building with?

  

“Boss!”

  

To my abject embarrassment, I shrieked like a girl when Biribo zipped around the corner and almost smacked me in the face. He dropped the scroll he’d been holding and by sheer reflex I grabbed it, fumbling and nearly dropping it into the muck at my feet before getting a grip.

  

“Yo, maybe keep the volume down?” he suggested, flittering back around the door frame to check outside. “We’re sorta tryin’ to be discreet, here.”

  

“Thanks for the tip, asshole,” I growled, holding up the scroll. It was a simple roll of what looked like parchment, bound with a thin red ribbon. In the darkness of the stable, though, I noticed a faint lightness about it, a glow which hadn’t been visible in the tower. Or maybe I’d just been too distracted then to take note; it was pretty subtle. “Okay, how’s this thing work? How do I get the magic out?”

  

“You’ve got the Blessing of Magic, so all you gotta do is read it to learn the spell.”

  

I reached for the ribbon but before I could touch it, the red strip suddenly came undone, allowing the scroll to partially unfurl and causing me to hesitate, but only for a moment. Automatic opening? Made sense for a magic scroll, but I could hear my pursuers approaching and didn’t have the luxury of thinking this through step by step. I yanked the scroll fully open, almost hard enough to tear it, and beheld lines of text in shimmering ink set against a faintly luminous surface.



I didn’t have a chance to start reading; the words immediately lifted straight up off the parchment, glowing brighter, and the scroll itself disintegrated under my fingers into motes of light. The text seemed to loom huge in my vision, as if my consciousness were narrowed down to a pinpoint focused upon it, and I felt a strange pressure inside my head. All around me existence lit up, as the filthy stable vanished and for one brief moment I was alone inside a world of light, cocooned within a sphere of radiance upon which were meticulously arranged symbols I couldn’t read, obviously forming some intricate message or recipe. Even if I wasn’t able to consciously parse the text, I could sense its purpose, the crucial part of it burned directly into my mind so that when the entire thing vanished a second later, leaving me blinking in the dark, stinky stable, with a brand new magic spell lodged in my consciousness:



Heal.



I turned incredulously to Biribo, blinking. “Are you fucking serious? A healing spell?”

  

His tongue flickered out. “You asked for the most powerful spell in the batch, boss. That was it. By, like, several orders of magnitude.”



“What the fuck am I supposed to do with a healing spell?!”

  

“Is…” He tasted the air again. “Is that a trick question?”

  

Here we are, getting chased by armed bandits, and instead of fireballs or lightning bolts, this idiot brings me a scroll of Heal. Of all the… Well, on second thought, it wasn’t like I didn’t have a use for it.



“Ugh, fine. How am I supposed to cast it?”



“Oh, it’s super easy once you’ve learned the spell!” he said, now darting back and forth in enthusiasm. “Just takes focus! Focus on your target and focus on the spell in your mind, and the rest is magic! Most Blessed will say the name of the spell out loud to cast it, vocalization helps with concentration. As the Dark Lord you should be powerful enough to cast mentally, but verbalizing’s a good practice to start with till you’ve got the hang of it.”



This felt idiotic, but it wasn’t like I had many options. And I could focus on it better than I would’ve expected; the spell had a weight in my mind that felt distinct from my own thoughts. All I had to do was think about it and it was there. I suspected this would remain constant, unlike normal memories which degrade every time you recall them. Concentrating on my own aching body and the foreign presence of the spell inside my brain, I could feel it pushing at me. Something wanted to break through, to bridge the connection. I gave it a final shove.



“Heal!”

  

Vivid pink light burst around me, regrettably illuminating the squalor of my decomposing surroundings and causing a horde of alarmingly multi-limbed shapes to scamper away back to the shadows, but this time I wasn’t paying any attention to that.

 

I was actually sort of amazed that it worked.

  

There was a rush of cool, tingling sensations, concentrating on my back, my joints, my heavily bruised foot and other areas that had recently been abused, and then…nothing. No pain. In fact, I felt really good, though at least part of that was probably the adrenaline still buzzing in my system. Apparently Heal didn’t get rid of that.



“All right,” I said aloud, invigorated despite myself. I rolled my shoulders and flexed both my hands. “Now we’re talking.”

  

“See? Tolja that was a great spell,” Biribo enthused, doing a complete loop around my head.

  

I snatched him out of the air and clamped my other hand over his face, listening to noises from behind us. It was muffled by the intervening not-stone wall, but as it drew closer the shouts became more distinct.

 

“…like it came from over there!”

  

“The old stables?”



“Shit,” I muttered, tossing Biribo outside and dashing after him, on legs that suddenly worked perfectly. Fixing the damage Virya had done to my body improved the odds, but I was still stuck in this moldering castle with bandits trying to kill me. I was still unarmed, completely ignorant of everything on this planet, and possessing only one Ephemera-related skill, with zero offensive utility. The only real advantage I had was that casting magic was stupidly easy, now that I had the trick. If I could Heal anything, instantly… As long as they didn’t manage to lop my head off in one blow, then if nothing else I could stay alive and outlast them.



“Well,” I said aloud as I jogged toward a tower which I hoped was the one with the spell scrolls in it, “I guess I know what I’ll be doing for the entire rest of the day.”
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                He watched the peculiar young nobleman stride to the door of the Guildhouse, collecting a more shabbily-dressed man loitering nearby whom Rhydion took for a servant. Shifting his concentration, he let the almost blindingly intense blaze of magic illuminating Lord Seiji give way in his sight to the more restrained (in this case) view of mundane auras, otherwise inscrutable details of thought, feelings and personality writ visibly to him in the form of shifting patterns of color.

 

Aster and the servant showed him little of interest, save that the connections between the three of them were still quite tenuous. Reasonable, for people who had met only the day before under violent circumstances; the meager threads of light which shifted between them suggested a bond which had had little time to develop, though it seemed to Rhydion’s admittedly uncertain interpretation that it was tinged by more wariness all around than he would have expected, based upon their story.

 

This was far from the first time he wished the so-called Helm of Truth revealed more than shifting displays of colored light, or at least had come with some manner of instructions. He saw no reason to disbelieve Aster’s account, exactly, but Rhydion didn’t need to wear an oracular artifact on his head to tell him there was more to their story than she’d told. Well, it was probably down to the sorts of secrets nobles and their staff always kept, especially as Lord Seiji had hinted he was some kind of refugee, or at least had left his home in a hurry and arrived in Fflyr Dlemathlys with little to his name.

 

What a curious individual.

 

Seiji paused at the door, turning to glance back into the Guildhouse and meeting Rhydion’s eyes. Not that he could tell, of course; he’d be staring at the closed visor of the Helm. Rhydion made no attempt to disguise the direction of his attention, though, just watching to see what the man would do.

 

He frowned in open annoyance, an expression Rhydion was not accustomed to having directed at him, but it was nothing compared to the crimson flash of anger that spiked through his aura momentarily before giving way to is apparently normal seething orange. He had been like that throughout the entire conversation, despite his apparent composure: constant, simmering frustration and annoyance, punctuated by miniature surges of open fury whenever literally anyone spoke to him. Not anger at anything, no tendrils of light connecting his aura to other sources. No, he was just mad. Generally. Rhydion had never encountered someone so fundamentally irritated by his own existence. It must be an exhausting way to live.

 

Then Lord Seiji turned and strode through the door, gathering his followers with a curt gesture. In a second, they were gone, leaving Rhydion to his thoughts.

 

Their short encounter had given him reason beyond the simple peculiarity of the man to dig into his story, but there would be precious few avenues to pursue. He couldn’t even place his nationality by his features or accent. Usually the Helm of Truth’s vision would reveal some hint upon which he could follow up; he was sufficiently experienced at interpreting its cryptic visions at this point. Lord Seiji was not the first person to thwart its power, and he was just like the rare others in that it wasn’t anything he was doing on purpose. To Rhydion’s knowledge there was no defense against the Helm’s sight, it was just that some people had something so single-mindedly consuming their personality that it obscured all other traces. Seiji was the first he’d encountered who was just congenitally pissed off about everything, but it did the trick. He had seen nothing of particular use in the man’s aura, save the incredible intensity of his magic. Nothing that offered him details upon which he could follow up.

 

Well, there was one. It was a tenuous thread to be sure, but it was what he had, and so he did not waste time. Rhydion turned and strode toward the keyboard, as always moving quietly for an armored man thanks to the Boots of Grace. The inanimate object had no aura and would reveal nothing to the Helm’s sight, but the woman with whom Seiji had briefly conversed was still over there, watching. 

 

She straightened up in alarm upon realizing he was approaching her, self-consciously smoothing her robe and absently touching her hair. That was nothing compared to the roil of emotions which blazed through her aura, so many overlapping and shifting in such rapid succession that he could barely pick any out.

 

Rhydion did not grimace, even knowing his face was fully hidden behind the visor. He did not plan to wear this armor forever; sooner or later another would come along who would be a worthy bearer, and it was his intent to pass it on well before age or injury forced him to. When that day came, it would not find his social skills atrophied, and so he moderated his expression behind the Helm just as any well-bred person would do, anywhere. But by Her light, the hero-worship was exhausting to deal with. Particularly when it came from an individual with whom he needed to have an actual conversation.

 

In the last steps before reaching her he altered his focus, changing the glow of her aura from the basic emotional state to the glow of a Blessing. She was a sorceress, and decently powerful for someone in this little frontier branch of the King’s Guild. It was like a mental version of adjusting the focus of his eyes, something he had stumbled upon by pure accident a few years after first donning the armor, and which still left him wondering what other features the Helm might have that he hadn’t discovered.

 

“Good morning,” he said, nodding to the woman upon stopping before her and politely ignoring her star-struck expression. “My name is Rhydion.”

 

“Of course!” she blurted. “I mean, everyone knows—that is, it’s an honor, my lord—I mean, your—”

 

“Please.” He held up one hand, deliberately making his tone gentle even as he cut her off, a fine balance at which he had an unfortunately substantial amount of practice. “I have forsworn all titles so long as I wear this armor. We are merely fellow adventurers and members of the Guild.”

 

“Oh! I, uh…of course, I’m sorry. I knew that, I just…” 

 

Confusion and embarrassment flashed through her aura; Rhydion hated to make it worse, but he couldn’t see any way around the inevitable next question.

 

“And might I have your name?”

 

Naturally, her face was so stricken with mortification that he didn’t need to see the surge of deep purple and gray that suffused her entire aura.

 

“Oh! By Her grace, I am so sorry. I have no idea where my manners are today… I’m Dhinell. Ah, Ezoreda Dhinell, Lesser Sister of the Convocation.” She made an abortive jerk with both hands as she fumbled to decide which heirat to use, then just folded them down. Rhydion politely ignored this, well aware that his unusual position threw a lot of social calculations into disorder.

 

“Ah! May She light your path, Sister. It is always a pleasure to meet a priestess in the Goddess’s service.”

 

“Perhaps She guided us together,” Dhinell replied, recovering her outward composure. Her aura, though, flared with a combination of religious fervor, eagerness, and sheer avaricious ambition that Rhydion had come to associate with the most annoying and dangerous members of the clergy.

 

“It may be so,” he said neutrally. “Please forgive me for so abruptly approaching you without an introduction, Sister Dhinell. I noticed you speaking with that foreign lord a few minutes ago. I wonder if you would deign to recount your conversation, and share your thoughts about him?”

 

“What, him?” Her expression crumpled, its disgruntlement reflected in the darkening of the invisible lights around her. “Well, he plays the keyboard beautifully, even if the music he knows is strange. To be expected from a foreigner, I suppose. But that is the rudest man I have ever had the misfortune to meet. We exchanged all of three sentences, and he managed to insult me in every one.”

 

“I see.” That was not totally dissimilar to his own encounter with Lord Seiji, though he had been more restrained when dealing with his bodyguard. “Did you discuss anything of import? Anything which might reveal the reason for his presence here?”

 

She shook her head. “Just music. I didn’t care for his first composition, and he did not take criticism gracefully. Though he did go on to play something more suitable without hesitation,” she acknowledged, scowling. “If I may ask, your—that is, Rhydion, why the interest? One annoying foreigner is pretty much like the next, even if he does have nimble fingers.”

 

Rhydion was instinctively wary of her barely-contained hunger for connections and advancement; the patterns in her aura matched eerily with the career politicians he had known within the Convocation and the Radiant Temple. She was young, though, and not adept at such maneuvering, to judge by how closely her expression matched her true feelings. Besides, it would be terribly high-handed to demand information from her and offer nothing in kind. There was nothing in the minor mystery of Lord Seiji which suggested to him that he should keep the man’s secrets.

 

“He is Blessed with Magic,” Rhydion explained, “and more importantly, a healer. He said he had…‘minor spells of a medical nature,’ but he was dissembling. Perhaps with no deceptive intent; I do not know the customs in his homeland, or even where it is, but it’s common enough for noblemen in every country I have visited to understate their accomplishments out of socially acceptable modesty. The man possesses powerful magic—to an extent that I have rarely seen in someone his age. Either those medical spells are immensely potent or he has a huge catalog of them.”

 

“Then it’s true?” Dhinell burst out eagerly. “Your Armor of the Goddess does give you the power to see the truth of men’s hearts? I’ve heard the rumors, of course, but…” A moment later, though she controlled her expression this time, muted colors of unease and worry flushed through her aura. He could see the moment when it occurred to her that standing in front of someone with such rumored abilities might have its drawbacks, and it reaffirmed that Ezoreda Dhinell was unlikely to pose a threat to his plans. That would have been the first thought of a sharper or more experienced operator.

 

“Any artifact’s gifts of perception are quite limited. I have simply learned through experience to interpret people’s words and actions with nuance.” Now he was dissembling, but it wasn’t strictly incorrect: getting a handle on the Helm of Truth’s powers had required a lot of trial and error, and Rhydion did not expect he would truly master it before the time came to give it up. Regardless, he had never needed to be warned it was unwise to reveal the true scope of the Armor’s powers to anyone. “As it happens, I am interested in acquiring the services of a healer while pursuing my mission on Dount, but there are few registered to the local Guild, and all of those fully committed.”

 

“It is the rarest path a Blessed can take,” she acknowledged, “and even those who start out as adventurers usually graduate to a cushy job as a Highlord’s personal physician as soon as they can. Ah…sorry, of course you understand all that, I don’t mean to babble. It’s just…that guy?” She wrinkled her nose, expressing a sentiment very honestly reflected in her aura. “Forgive me if I am prying, Rhydion, but what task on Dount would require you, of all people, to need a Blessed healer? I thought you were practically indestructible to begin with.”

 

She was prying, even if it was a reasonable question; the emotions flaring around her were threaded with ambition and base cunning. Still, his mission here was far from secret, and in fact spreading the word to someone who sought out connections so eagerly might bring more talent to his side.

 

“I assume you have kept up to date with the posted notices.” He nodded toward the message board on the other side of the chamber. “The pattern of undead incidents have not become a major concern yet, but they are isolated on the border of Fflyr territory. It suggests the true source is deep within the khora forest, either some Void witch hiding in neutral ground or perhaps even a scheme of the dark elves beyond. I mean to find the truth of this, and destroy the threat at its source. Painful experience has taught me never to lead gallant adventurers against undead, devils, or any craft of the Void unless we have the skills of a healer beside us.”

 

He had an inkling what was coming purely based on the growing eagerness blazing around Dhinell even before she finally burst out, barely waiting for him to stop speaking:

 

“But that’s perfect! I mean, not the…zombies and Void witches aren’t perfect, or a good thing at all, I didn’t mean to imply that, but I can help you with that, Lo—yo—Rhydion! I am Blessed with Magic at the behest of the Convocation’s Inquisition, trained to seek out and destroy the taint of the Void wherever it rears its head! By Her grace, I have Consecrate, Sanctify, Burn Abomination, Divine Aura and Holy Light among my spells.”

 

“Is that so? Then perhaps it is indeed the Goddess’s will that we should meet.” Not that he particularly cared for this woman; even now, he could see her hunger for opportunity and career advancement overtaking the religious fervor in her aura. Still, the Goddess made good use of imperfect tools, and Rhydion did not delude himself that he was any less flawed a vessel. An Inquisitor was exactly what he needed for a mission like this, even a very junior and personally avaricious one. “What brings a Lesser Sister of the Inquisition to Dount, if I may ask? Are you perhaps here to investigate the same cause as I?”

 

“Ah…I’m afraid not,” she admitted. “I didn’t even know there was a zombie problem on Dount until I checked in with the local Guild and read the notice board. Actually, I was born and raised here in Gwyllthean. The Convocation gave me leave from my training to visit home and try my hand at Soulfire. I’ve already failed at that,” she added, not without bitterness.

 

“Pray do not be discouraged, Sister Dhinell. Soulfire has refused to select a bearer in her last three appearances. I suspect that in her old age she has grown…I believe persnickety is the term I heard used. If you are at liberty and willing to aid my cause, I should be glad if your presence at my side. Surely our meeting was serendipitous.”

 

“Nothing would give me greater honor, Rhydion!” she swore. He nodded gravely, examining her aura and withholding his opinions. Well, there was no harm per se in her using his mission and reputation to advance her own career, so long as she did her job well. The Inquisition did not tend to produce half-hearted agents, after all. 

 

“This will not be a short mission, I fear,” he cautioned. “The need to investigate, especially in dangerous territory like the khora forest, makes everything more complicated by far than simply slaying a Void witch or errant devil. The mixed blessing of that is the time it grants us to recruit more companions, for I would not take on such a foe with only two. At minimum we will need a skilled healer. Perhaps another will come along, but unless that occurs, I would like to continue investigating this Lord Seiji as time permits.”

 

“Seiji? Is that his name?” Dhinell wrinkled her nose again. “Do you really think he is a good choice for this kind of work?”

 

“I believe that the Goddess sends me the tools I need to carry out Her will.” Rhydion shifted to glance at the door through which the lord in question had departed moments ago. “If a powerful healer is placed incidentally in my path just when I need one, experience has taught me to see Her hand at work. Besides… It is only a hunch, of course, but I think there is more to that man than we have seen.”

 

“He’s a—” She caught herself short of what was probably an expletive, to judge by the darkening of her cheeks an aura.

 

“No doubt,” Rhydion agreed, then went on more softly. “But…he was kind to his subordinate. And that says a great deal.”

 

“Anyone can put on a pleasant face when it advantages them,” Dhinell said skeptically. He suspected she would know.

 

“Indeed, context and agenda matter a great deal. It is precisely that which inclines me to seek out his aid. While in an emotional state in which most noblemen I have met would be either throwing a stomping tantrum or calmly murdering someone, while his new bodyguard was having an emotional crisis which unequivocally was wasting his time, he stopped to show her consideration. And not simply from bare politeness—he made the effort to think of a solution to her problem, one which will cause him further inconvenience later. I would much rather work alongside a man who is aggressive toward his equals and compassionate to his subordinates than the reverse. Obviously, one prefers comrades who are simply kind and well-mannered without qualifiers, but is it reasonable to ask that the Goddess send us perfect companions when we cannot claim to be perfect ourselves? She is adept at producing divine results from base components.”

 

He paused, noting her still-skeptical expression and thoroughly disgruntled aura, and added more pensively.

 

“I think…this Lord Seiji is a deeply unpleasant person who will try to do the right thing if he can. For the sake of the latter, I can endure the former. Can you?”

 

“As She wills it,” Dhinell intoned, sidestepping the question. “I…suppose it would be hard to call in aid from the Convocation, if they did not send you any to begin with?”

 

“I am here as a free agent,” he agreed. “The tension between the Convocation and Clan Aelthwyn will create complications that slow us considerably if we begin to import powerful Blessed from the capital with high rank among the King’s Guild or Convocation itself. I only hope your status as a Dountol native and relative novice will avoid such nuisances.”

 

“Oh, you needn’t worry about that. I have it on excellent authority that I am no one of political interest even to the Clans on Dount.” Her tone and face managed to mask the bitterness behind that statement, but it flowed through her aura like black poison.

 

Rhydion controlled his own instinctive reaction. This, too, made her a useful addition to his quest, even if it would make her rather a trial to deal with. A difficult person who did not bring political entanglements along with their skills was precisely what was called for here. Lord Seiji would be more of the same, if he could be persuaded to lend his power. But perhaps the mission would be to their benefit, too; after all, Rhydion had seen how the right quest and companions could bring out the best in the most obstinate people, and change them for the better. Sanora rarely acted with only a single purpose in mind.

 

“Then let us embark,” he said aloud, offering his hand encased by the Glove of Precision, “and execute the Goddess’s duty.”

 

“May Her grace guide our path,” Dhinell agreed fervently, placing her smaller hand in his armored grasp.

 

And so the quest began in earnest. Her will be done.

            


Bonus 2 In Which the Hero's Harem Go to Bible Study


                They rose from their kneeling postures simultaneously. Not by planning, but simple familiarity; Pashilyn and Flaethwyn had prayed together so many times over the years they instinctively recited the Benedictions at the same pace and rhythm, even when doing so silently.

 

Gwyllthean’s temple sanctuary was somewhat less than impressive compared to Fflyrdylle’s Grand Chapel of the Convocation, but that was only to be expected of a temple in an outlying town. It still showed the care and devotion owed to the faith in its construction, from the huge pieces of pure golden akorthist which formed its shell right down to the smaller decorative touches: richly embroidered crimson banners, stained glass lanterns which by their intensity seemed to be burning pure asaukhad. Displayed behind the pulpit were four ornate artifacts, once held by Dount’s greatest champions of the faith—powerful weapons which surely would have fetched an enormous price or served some new Blessed very well indeed, but were held back as a display of power, and for the local Convocation to deploy as it saw fit in a crisis. While rumor continued to insist that Clan Aelthwyn’s relationship with the Convocation was tense at best, they had clearly not skimped on their duties to the faith in their lands.

 

Pashilyn watched Flaethwyn raise her eyes to study the sword, bracers, chain mail hauberk, and amulet on display and frown slightly. She could practically see the elf realizing who would most likely end up wielding these artifacts in the Goddess’s name.

 

They didn’t linger, though, turning and stepping quietly over to the side door of the sanctuary, where a robed lowborn priestess was watching over the worshipers. It was not the day or time for temple services, but there were others in the chapel praying.

 

Pashilyn and the priestess on duty exchanged the appropriate clerical heirats; the woman’s eyes widened slightly when Flaethwyn respectfully folded down hands at her, but she made no comment. As an elf, Flaethwyn technically owed no obeisance to anyone save another elf of higher or equal standing, and especially not a lowborn, but she had never lacked respect for the faith. Seeing her fellow priestess’s surprise, Pashilyn deduced that while Clan Aelthwyn funded their temples adequately they probably didn’t let the clergy forget who was born into the Goddess’s favor.

 

“Sister,” Pashilyn said quietly. “To whom should we speak about accessing the temple’s restricted archives?”

 

“The Goddess graces your journey, Sister,” the other priestess replied with a warm smile. “I am one of the librarians. What section in particular do you need to study?”

 

“The Viryan texts, if you please.”

 

The woman’s expression remained smooth, though she hesitated, glancing fleetingly at Flaethwyn. Had Pashilyn been alone, even as a priestess and a highborn, this would have required at minimum some lengthy explanation and likely a letter of reference from the Convocation in Fflyrdylle. But this was Fflyr Dlemathlys, and priestess or no, a lowborn did not say “no” to an elf.

 

“Very good, Sister. Highlady. I’ll conduct you to the appropriate archives.” She leaned to the side, making a discreet gesture at the other priest on duty; he nodded to her in acknowledgment. “This way, if you please.”

 

They slipped out of the solemn atmosphere of the sanctuary into a much less well-lit corridor following the outer curve of the building. With the need for appropriate quiet lifted, the three strode faster, footsteps echoing on the akorthist.

 

“Just for the record,” said the priestess with a smile, “a show of devotion isn’t necessary to first access the archives, ladies.”

 

“Oh, it wasn’t that,” Pashilyn said ruefully. “We’ve had…a rather rough night. Sometimes, one needs to take a moment to bathe in the Goddess’s presence and rejuvenate the soul.”

 

“Ah, so it is,” the woman agreed, then hesitated. “If I may be forgiven for asking, why do you need the Viryan texts in particular?”

 

“Lady Pashilyn wants to study the enemy,” Flaethwyn answered. “We’re part of an adventuring party in Dount on account of the local King’s Guild warnings about goblin activity. The Guild thinks there may be a Goblin King down there.”

 

“I see,” she said, frowning. “Not you two alone, I hope. Goblins may be small, but in numbers…”

 

“Oh, we have more comrades than this, never fear,” Pashilyn assured her. “But Viryan writings are restricted for good reason. Lady Flaethwyn is…who I trust with this information.”

 

Flaethwyn lifted her chin, and the priestess looked overtly relieved.

 

“Then I hope your quest goes with the Goddess’s favor, ladies. I am pleased to be of some small help, and will keep you in my prayers.”

 

“We would be honored, Sister.”

 

They passed through the temple’s library, impressive for its size and distance from proper civilization, to the restricted section. Their guide had to unlock first a gate into that entire suite of rooms, and then to the specific chamber they sought. The Viryan archives warranted their own small room, though it proved to be nothing but a cramped little office with all of three shelves of texts and a reading table.

 

“These books must not leave this chamber, ladies, for obvious reasons,” the librarian told them at the door. “I must lock this behind you. When your studies are complete, please ring the bell and an acolyte will escort you out.”

 

“Our thanks, Sister,” said Pashilyn, offering another polite heirat, which was reciprocated with a smile.

 

Flaethwyn relaxed visibly once the heavy door shut them inside, to the point of letting a scowl drift over her features. “Do you really think we needed to come alone? If this is so important, surely Yoshi at least should be with us. That boy needs all the education we can possibly cram into him.”

 

“Yoshi may have had the honor of meeting the Goddess in person,” said Pashilyn, already selecting books from the shelves, “but that is not the same as having a thorough grounding in Her doctrine. You’re right; his education is ongoing, and likely will be for some time. Amell I suspect has lived too focused on her alchemy to have much time for religion, and as I’m sure you’ve noticed, Raffan is…charmingly profane.”

 

Flaethwyn curled her lip; her opinions about Raffan were firmly on record.

 

“It’s as I said to the Sister,” Pashilyn continued, setting books down on the reading table and pulling out a chair. “You I trust with this, Flaethwyn. I know your piety and familiarity with scripture. The others… Viryans are neither insane nor monstrous, is the problem. Their philosophies have merit, and that is what makes them dangerous. I would not expose these ideas to innocent souls who might find themselves…swayed.”

 

“Hm.” Flaethwyn took a seat opposite her at the table, picking up one of the books and scowling at its cover. “Well, at least it’s in Fflyr. I was going to ask when you learned to read…wait, is this orcish?”

 

“Of course the Convocation has translated and kept copies of these texts for study,” Pashilyn said, smiling. “For exactly the reason we are here now.”

 

“Yes, I have to admit I’m still not certain how you think this is going to help us exterminate goblins.”

 

Pashilyn tilted her head slightly, studying her companion. “Why do you think Lord Seiji went out of his way to help us, his enemies?”

 

Flaethwyn blinked, momentarily thrown off by the non sequitur, but then a bitter frown fell over her perfect features. “It was a trick, obviously. He’s trying to worm his way into our confidence, shake our resolve. Ugh, having to accept help from the Dark Lord was even more humiliating than spending the night in that cell.”

 

“Yes,” Pashilyn murmured, “if only there had been some way to avoid that.”

 

The elf flushed and averted her eyes.

 

“Perhaps you’re right,” Pashilyn continued, “and Seiji is just a conniving sneak, playing with Yoshi’s head. Or, perhaps he’s a man of firm principle who just finds himself situationally opposed to us. Or perhaps he is a generally unprincipled person, but what the captain suggested would happen to us crossed a line even he could not countenance. Perhaps he currently feels more loyalty to Yoshi as his only living countryman on this world than to his own patron goddess. Or, it could be any combination of those, or anything else besides. The point is that we don’t know. We understand almost nothing about the man, and that leaves us totally in the dark as to what he might do. What if we proceeded on your assumption, assumed the Dark Lord is a veteran schemer, and prepared ourselves to contend with his byzantine intrigues, only for him to smash straight through our careful preparations with brute force? That’s not a hypothetical example, Flaethwyn; that has happened to past Heroes and their parties. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not be remembered in history for managing to be outsmarted by someone who is not actually smarter than I.”

 

Flaethwyn had set down the book of orcish legends, but now frowned at the collected texts Pashilyn had arranged on the table. “Know your enemy.”

 

“Exactly. This is why the Convocation, and every Sanorite institution I know of, collects and preserves materials like this, dangerous as they may be in the wrong hands. We have very little interaction with Viryan societies unless a Crusade is brewing. Well, the Hero and the Dark Lord have been called, and now we need to understand our foes. We will not defeat them otherwise.”

 

“Very well, I can accept that premise, but… Pashi, these titles! Myths, children’s tales, creation stories? What is it you hope to learn from Viryan fairy tales?”

 

“Do you remember the story of creation?” Pashilyn asked, already flipping through a book.

 

“Of course I do.”

 

“Would you tell it to me?”

 

Flaethwyn stared at her. “Pashi. Really.”

 

The human raised her eyes from the pages, meeting her stare. “Indulge me.”

 

Flaethwyn hesitated, then broke eye contact first. Ordinarily, direct confrontation was not the best way to manage the temperamental elf—a craft at which Pashilyn was a veteran. On that day, however, when they had just emerged from a night spent in prison due to Flaethwyn’s impulsiveness and temper, the elf’s stock had never been lower.

 

“When Ayoha, the realm of the gods, was destroyed, the Shattering it caused destroyed worlds throughout the universe,” she began to recite—with ill grace, but at least she did it. “Seeing the destruction their fall had caused, rather than rebuild their homes, the gods scattered across the cosmos to inhabit broken worlds, to bring succor to their people and rebuild. The sisters Sanora and Virya came here to Ephemera, finding nothing left but broken floating islands and a remnant of people struggling to survive on nothing but wild khora. The sisters gave the people animals and plants, the ones we still use today, that were more suited to their needs, and offered protection from disasters and evil men while they rebuilt. Seeing that they could not be everywhere, Sanora created her own perfect race, the elves, to guide and champion the rest of the races of Ephemera in Her harmony and peace. But Virya had always been jealous of her sister, and traumatized by the loss of her home, the sight of Sanora’s final masterpiece made her snap. She began twisting and tainting Sanora’s creations to spite her, beginning by making the dark elves, and then orcs, goblins, naga, harpies, and all the evil beings that still dwell on Ephemera’s islands. Long ago losing sight of her mission, she sends her tainted spawn to disrupt Sanora’s task, which should have been her own, and that’s why they still plague us while the Goddess and her chosen labor to bring the world back to perfect harmony.”

 

“Very good,” Pashilyn cooed, just like a scripture teacher encouraging a young student, earning a rude gesture from Flaethwyn. “I note you didn’t talk much about Ayoha, or how all those worlds were created in the first place. Does the story really begin with its fall?”

 

Flaethwyn let out a huff of annoyance. “Well, the important parts do, anyway!”

 

“In the tradition in which we were raised, absolutely. You know, to the dwarves, those earlier sections are extremely important. To the Church of the Sun in Vaadmar, reciting the creation story the way you just did verges on blasphemy.”

 

The elf bared her teeth, torn between disdain for outlandish foreign customs and piety to the Goddess. “Does all that…really matter?” she finally asked in a strained tone.

 

“Then there are differences of opinion on even the parts you did say,” Pashilyn mused. “The official doctrine of the Radiant Temple is that Ayoha were the race of gods, not a physical place, and that they were not personally affected by the Shattering but dispersed through the universe out of compassion for the people of broken worlds.”

 

“Surely that’s just nitpicking.”

 

“And even within that same tradition, there’s a variant sect which holds that the Shattering wasn’t a universal phenomenon, only affecting Ephemera, and that Sanora and Virya were the only Ayoha who were moved to intercede.”

 

“I don’t see what—”

 

“And,” Pashilyn pressed on relentlessly, “even within that sect, an alternate interpretation exists which claims that they did not leave the realm of Ayoha, but were cast out by the other gods and had nowhere else to go.”

 

Flaethyn slammed her fist onto the desk. “That is heresy!”

 

“Sure is,” Pashilyn agreed, “at least to us. Though, interestingly, that variant sect is the oldest line of the tradition which became the Radiant Temple—of which our own Radiant Convocation is an offshoot. They were the ones who purchased the miracle from Sanora which created the great city of Lannitar. Obviously she didn’t find their beliefs offensive.”

 

Flaethwyn sucked in a long breath through her teeth. “Pash, what exactly are you building up to? Tell me this is going somewhere.”

 

“Just that I agree with you,” Pashilyn replied with a mild smile. “These differences are interesting, but ultimately not very important. Do you know why?”

 

“I hate this schoolteacher routine you do,” Flaethwyn complained. “Why can’t you ever just tell me things when you want me to learn them?”

 

Pashilyn’s smile widened. “And when I just tell you things, do you listen?”

 

Once again, a flush rose on the elf’s cheeks. She made a stubborn grimace that just barely managed not to be a pout, but found nothing to day.

 

“It doesn’t matter,” Pashilyn finally said, “because the end result is always the same. These differing accounts can offer us some insight into the cultures which produced them, but overall? The themes that emerge are all alike. Restoration, harmony, reclamation, compassion. Order, and a return to it after it was broken by some great chaos. Virya and her followers as a disruption of the great work. These are universal, the hallmarks of every Sanorite tradition.”

 

She reached out to pull one of the books in front of herself and flipped it open.

 

“Now. Do you feel ready to learn what the Viryans hold universally true?”

 

Flaethwyn leaned back in her seat, her expression transitioning from disgruntled to thoughtful. “All right, let’s hear it, since you think it’s so important.”

 

“This is a Fflyr copy of the Way of Queens, a foundational text of the Moonlit Path, which is the predominant Viryan faith in Shylverrael—or was a hundred years ago, the last time Fflyr Dlemathlys had any meaningful contact with them. It includes an account of their creation story, which is what we’re interested in.”

 

“Yes, I hope you don’t feel the need to explain the full nuances of dark elf philosophy,” Flaethwyn sneered.

 

Ignoring her attitude, Pashilyn held up the book and began reading from it. “The great Shattering destroyed the pathways of the gods throughout the cosmos, leaving those who had traveled to distant worlds no way of returning to their home in Iyoh… Hm, this printing reproduces the alternate spelling, but it’s clearly the same word. Ahem. ...no way of returning to their home in Iyoh. Thus were the Sisters stranded upon the wreck of their own labor. Where once islands had floated upon vast expanses of water, they now drifted in the Void, held together only by the will of the Sisters. Sanora, in her boundless compassion, moved to protect and shelter the survivors of their mortal children—”

 

“Even they get that much right,”Flaethwyn interrupted smugly.

 

“…the survivors of their mortal children from drought, pestilence, monsters, and the myriad hardships of a broken world. She built them safe homes in which to dwell, blessed their lives with abundance, healed all the sick and forfended all injury, even mediating against the passions of mortals to prevent them making war upon one another, as is the wont of all thinking creatures. Thus the numbers of the mortal races grew in safety and happiness, while around them the broken world continued to crumble.

 

“The younger Sister, Virya, looked upon these works and grew troubled. She saw that her creations had grown complacent and weak, depending upon the charity of the goddesses for their every need. In Sanora’s unthinking kindness, she had made of her creations helpless pets, who would be lost and perish should her sheltering hand ever be withdrawn. The world of Ephemera continued to fail, with no clever or gallant stewards to tend it. Thus did Virya steal away a number of the Sisters’ greatest creations, the elves, to train in secret. Teaching them the knowledge of the gods of Iyoh, of combat, cunning, and all the mortal crafts by which civilization is built, she trained these chosen few of the elves in solitude until they were ready to receive her final and ultimate gift: abandonment. Leaving them to their devices among the wild khora, she withdrew her protection, save to shield them from the notice of Sanora and her well-meaning subjugation. Well-taught, the chosen elves honored their goddess by thriving of their own strength, beginning the work of rebuilding and restoring Ephemera.

 

“Continuing to work in secret, hidden from Sanora’s smothering kindness, Virya spread across the islands the means to train and harden more generations of her children. She built great dungeons and placed crafty Spirits to tempt and test them, honing their skills, culling the unworthy and rewarding the strong with greater power. From these came the first Blessings, by which those worthy of their power would go forth and wrest Ephemera back from the brink of destruction.

 

“When she saw that her students were thriving, Virya came to them a last time, and delivered her final instruction: Teach all others the way to power. Then she removed her last protection, leaving them open to Sanora’s sight. In honor of their goddess, the chosen elves rebuffed the Lady of Light’s offered protection, instead striving forth to challenge her weak and softened children, forcing them to adapt and grow. In this way the great work has continued ever since, as every soul who walks the path trains every soul they encounter to walk it in strength.”

 

Pashilyn stopped reading, raising her eyes from the page to regard Flaethwyn.

 

The elf sat in silence, brow deeply furrowed, staring at the wall past Pashilyn’s shoulder and seeming to find nothing to say, for once. After letting the quiet drag out for a few minutes, the human shut the book, then reached for another.

 

“This one is orcish, as you noticed. Dark elves are still elves; they have a very sophisticated understanding of the world. Orcs are…simpler creatures. Ahem. While the lands crumbled, the stars fell, and the great plains of water boiled away, the goddesses sheltered their many peoples within safe sanctuaries. For a hundred days and a hundred nights, while the world continued to die outside, the people of Ephemera huddled in safety. They did not work. They were forbidden to fight. There was nothing to hunt. They ate only what was fed to them by the hands of goddesses. Pleasures of every kind were provided, that the people might be happy in their imprisonment. This continued peacefully until Koshku the Champion saw his people turning to sloth and timidity, growing subservient upon generous and all-powerful hands, granting them life at the expense of everything that made them orc. Gathering his clan, he rode forth from their sanctuary, ignoring the calls of kind Sanora to return to her bosom.

 

“Stars fell upon them, and orcs died—but those who lived learned to watch the skies with care and avoid death from above. The ground crumbled beneath them, and orcs died—but those who lived became alert and fleet of foot, heeding the signs of the earth, racing back from the cracks and too spry to fall victim to the collapsing land. Game and foraging was scarce, and orcs died—but those who lived became canny in their hunting and gathering, hardened against poison and rough food so their bellies could be filled on all manner of things that other races would not eat, that they could survive in lands where all others failed. Fear and hunger were their constant companions, so much that they became cherished friends, no longer beating the orcs down but urging them on, to survive, to grow stronger.

 

“Watching from their safe strongholds, Sanora fretted to see brave orcs perish, but Virya laughed to see the survivors become greater. Well pleased with them, she named Koshku her favorite among her creations, rewarding him with women and his offspring with great strength, that his descendants would spread across the world as a mighty race.”

 

Flaethwyn’s lip curled in a grimace. “That’s disgusting. Not just the orcs and their…orcishness. This is insanity! An entire religion based on…on causing trouble?”

 

“Not at all,” Pashilyn replied, and winked. “An entire category of religions based on causing trouble. Ah, but I haven’t even gotten to my favorite one, yet. This’ll be the most relevant to our upcoming adventure.” She pushed away the orcish text and opened another. “The Tales of the Goblin Heroes.”

 

Flaethwyn heaved a disgruntled sigh and slouched back in her chair. “Oh, I’m sure this will be just delightful.”

 

Pashilyn flipped through a few pages, past the first passages of the book. “Ah, here we are. In those days, death and suffering were everywhere. The cunning but feeble elves—”

 

“How dare they!”

 

“—cried out for help as they were… Okay, actually, I’m going to summarize this one. The whole account is a lot of chapters long; it’s a series of stories about various goblin heroes, hence the title. The first half of the creation saga consists of stories pairing a goblin hero and his followers with one of the other races, and how they survived the Shattering. So, the elves appealed to the goddesses for help from fire that fell from the sky and were given their characteristic magics, while Horgun took the risk of digging into the ground and taught his people to live in tunnels where they couldn’t be struck. Humans begged for help because living in the wild was hard on them and they were starving, and the goddesses taught them the arts and crafts of civilization, how to build cities and organize themselves, develop technology. Adzu the Clever took the lead in figuring all that out herself and taught other goblins the same methods. Various beastfolk…” She flipped through a few more pages. “It goes on like that for a while…ah, yes, this is the one I wanted. Sorda raised his fist to the burning sky, shouting curses at Virya. ‘You help all these other races! You gave the elves their magic, the humans their crafts, the orcs their strength, the dwarves their hardiness, and a hundred other gifts for a hundred other peoples, but you do nothing for goblins! Why did you make us if only to leave us to die?’ And Virya appeared before him, smiling. ‘I have not helped you, little goblin, because of all the races upon this broken world, yours alone do I respect. Where the others need my helping hand to survive, you have passed every test fate could devise, of your own cleverness and will. I will tell you a secret, little goblin: the other races depend upon us, and so will always serve us. Your kind depends upon only yourselves and the gifts with which I created you, and so you alone honor me. It will be goblins who are the last left upon Ephemera when all else fades. That is your task: depend on only yourselves, grow and learn, and survive beyond the bitterest end. Then, at last, you will yourselves be as gods.’”

 

She turned a few more pages. “And then the second half of the creation account is more hero stories, explaining how the goblins did acquire their specific gifts. Their dark vision, sharp hearing, cutting teeth and so on. Each was earned by a goblin hero and passed down to their descendants, never given to them from above. But you see the theme common to all of these, Flaethwyn?”

 

“Struggle.” The elf’s face was twisted in a scowl of angry confusion. “The maniacs worship struggle.”

 

Pashilyn nodded, closing the book of goblin tales. “In their way, the Viryans are as devoted to restoring Ephemera as we are. They simply disagree about the appropriate method. Based on these texts, some of them may not even see us as their enemies. There are other hints in the dark elves’ theology, for example, that they regard we Sanorites and themselves as two sides of a coin, both necessary to test and strengthen each other. But you understand, now, why I didn’t want the others to read these?”

 

Flaethwyn was many things and not all of them complimentary, but she did not lack intelligence. Nor was she shy about facing the unpleasant; elf or not, no woman could succeed as an adventurer in Fflyr Dlemathlys without that willingness to confront the ugly side of life. It was that specific reality which she drew upon now.

 

“It’s…adventurer logic. This is the whole progression of Blessed. You find and take on ever greater challenges, improving your skills and gaining more power. But…adventurers are always somewhat apart from society—at least, in our society. It sounds like the goblins—the Viryans in general—build their whole cultures around that.”

 

Pashilyn nodded. “What’s always seemed oddest to me is how we rarely hear from Viryans unless there’s a Dark Lord goading them onto the attack. Based on what relatively little we understand about them, it seems like they should constantly be trying to test our strength. But it seems constant across every known part of the world that they mostly keep to themselves, most of the time, until Virya summons a Dark Lord. And then they come boiling out of their hidden civilizations, pushing ours to the brink.”

 

“Strengthening themselves through struggle,” Flaethwyn whispered.

 

“And, in the process, strengthening us. Which has always left me with the really scary question: are they actually, as we’ve been taught, evil? Or merely…different?”

 

 The silence sat heavy between them.

            


Bonus 3 In Which the Broker Plays Both Ends Against the Middle


                “Thanks for comin’ in early, Nagoun.”

 

“No sweat, boss. Specially since you always make it worth my while. And speaking of…”

 

“Yeah, yeah. There’s a whole pot of tea ready. Strong-brewed, in that spicy Fflyr blend you like, ya freak.”

 

“Hey, I’m not gonna take that from somebody who likes that damn sour wine,” Nagoun retorted, grinning as he made his way toward the steaming kettle set up in the kitchen corner of the cluttered office.

 

“Excuse me,” Maugro said with deep dignity, “I like free wine. Sufficiently that I’ll take the sour kind if it’s on offer. Sides, it ain’t all that bad. Least it doesn’t blow out the sinuses like that shit.”

 

Nagoun was already pouring himself a fragrant cup of that shit. “You best hustle, or you’re gonna miss the tram, boss.”

 

Maugro pointed at the bodyguard as he backed up out of the front door. “And that’s a surrender. I won this round!”

 

“Oh, up yours!” his employee’s voice rang out after him as he stepped out, still chuckling to himself. 

 

Often, on his rounds, he liked to pause an admire the exterior of his office space, whose akorthist brickwork was made to resemble the exterior of a surface fortress, set into the carved tunnel wall. Today Maugro was on a schedule, but he did indulge himself in savoring the scenery even while putting one foot as expeditiously as possible in front of the other. He’d made sure to cultivate dlinroots in the alcoves made for that purpose everywhere along the stretch of tunnel from which his front door was visible, just so all the murals could be seen and enjoyed. The dlinroots’ bluish glow washed out some of the colors, but he wasn’t running a Fallencourt operation out here; Maugro wasn’t about to spring for asauthec lamps just out of vanity. He’d exercised favors and influence to get artists up here to paint the walls in color schemes that were enhanced by the particular illumination, which they had been glad to do because he hadn’t given them any other instructions concerning what to paint.

 

Maugro knew how artists thought; he knew how everybody thought. Besides, he didn’t particularly care what was painted on the tunnel walls outside his office, just that it was fresh and current. Art was nice, he enjoyed art as much as the next goblin, but status led directly to profit, as long as you knew how to leverage it.

 

Status wasn’t the only thing, of course. He’d sacrificed some of that by buying an office out here on the periphery of Kzidnak, when he could’ve afforded a smaller space not far from Fallencourt itself. Maugro’s chosen office was on the rim of goblin society on Dount, and hell and gone from human society—an inconvenient location in some respects, given his chosen profession and area of focus. But he didn’t mind taking Sneppit’s trams to get around, even at what they cost, and his place did have that convenient tunnel straight into North Watch. At the time, he’d thought that might prove a real ace in the hole.

 

Lately, he was starting to think he’d critically underestimated just how important it would become.

 

Maugro’s steps carried him quickly out of the light; some of his neighbors also illuminated their exteriors, similarly for reasons of vanity and status, but in this part of town just as many goblins either couldn’t spare the resources or just didn’t consider light a worthwhile expense. Goblins didn’t need light to navigate, only to differentiate colors; light was useful for reading, writing, and a variety of other such professional tasks. In public tunnels its only purpose was to make the omnipresent murals and graffiti visible. Now, he was walking into a stretch where that artwork had probably not been seen since its creators had come here with their own lamps to splash it on the walls.

 

In fact, in a dark stretch uncomfortably close to his own door, he found more at exactly that. Goblins painting the tunnel walls weren’t an uncommon sight, but this particular scene was off. It wasn’t a single goblin applying paint alone, but one surrounded by three who were clearly standing guard. As if that weren’t ominous enough, they hadn’t brought a lamp. 

 

That, plus his own familiarity with current events in Kzidnak, told him what they were up to. It would be really impressive to draw or paint in the dark, but it wasn’t too hard to scrawl slogans if you weren’t overly concerned about penmanship.

 

At his approach, the three lookouts swiveled to face him, as did the artist a second later. Maugro and the four could see each other clearly in the pitch blackness, even if none were able to make out what they were actually writing on the wall. Drawing closer, he discerned that they were adolescents—well, mostly, one of the guys lurking over the artist looked older. So far, so typical; it was always the kids who got into stuff like this.

 

“Morning, gentlemen!” he called out cheerily, waving. In his line of work, defusing tension was a necessary skill, and they’d been visibly brimming with it since the second they’d noticed his approach. He didn’t think things had progressed to the point that they’d actually attack him, or he’d have brought Nagoun or Radzo, but still. You never knew.

 

“Oh, I know you,” said one of the lookouts. “Maugro, you’re that info broker.”

 

“A professional lurker,” said the artist with open scorn, brandishing a blackchalk stick at him. “What’s it going to be, broker? Will you declare for the Goblin King?”

 

Whoah. Maugro, of course, kept his flash of alarm well clear of his face; if people were out making statements like this to strangers, things were moving faster and farther than he’d anticipated. He allowed himself a look of more muted surprise, raising his eyebrows.

 

“Say what, now? There’s a Goblin King? Well, this is professionally embarrassing, but I confess I haven’t heard anybody’d proclaimed himself King. Did he make the announcement this morning?”

 

All of them looked abashed, and the older fellow nudged the speaker with an elbow.

 

“Well…he hasn’t yet,” admitted another, “but it’s only a matter of time.”

 

“Goblin King Jadrak!” shouted the first speaker, pumping a fist into the air.

 

“Freedom for goblins!”

 

“Revenge on the Fflyr!”

 

“Dount should be ours!”

 

Maugro let them shout themselves out; he knew it would be smarter to just walk away, but they might get aggressive at a perceived rejection…and dammit, he hated to see kids set themselves up for this kind of trouble.

 

“I think you lads should be careful,” he advised.

 

“So you are against Jadrak!” sneered the guy who’d been scrawling on the wall in a mix of triumph and malice. “When the—”

 

“Okay, whoah,” Maugro said soothingly, holding up both hands. “Careful of Jadrak, not me. If Jadrak hasn’t proclaimed himself yet, then he either will or he won’t. If he doesn’t, you kids are sending a lot of trouble his way. And if he does, it’ll be with a plan, on his own timetable. Guy’s way too smart to half-ass something like that. In which case, you’re out here fucking up his strategy. I dunno how…gracious he’s gonna be with anybody who bungles something as important as his proclamation. Get me?”

 

That brought them all up short; the older guy frowned in sudden concern, while the rest looked openly nervous.

 

“Did Jadrak tell you guys, specifically and in person, to be out here doing this?”

 

The silence was sufficient answer.

 

“Right. Going forward, I’d advise you at least clear it with his organization before you start taking action on his behalf. You dunno what he’s planning; you might fuck with his agenda by accident.”

 

“C’mon,” urged the older fellow, beginning to shepherd them off up the tunnel.

 

“It will happen, though,” the artist declared stridently. “You’d better be ready, broker! There’ll be no lurking in holes when there’s a real Goblin King taking back what’s ours!”

 

“Damn right,” Maugro agreed with a grin. “Just respect the plan, boys. Don’t blow your loads too soon.”

 

He sauntered off on his way while they retreated.

 

Then, after he was sure they were gone, Maugro quickly and quietly backtracked to where they’d been, fished out his pocket sparker and ignited a brief glow. Just a couple of seconds, to see what they were writing on the wall. There it was, a coarse scrawl of blackchalk over somebody’s much more intricate mural.

 

Drawing in a breath, the broker turned and headed off again, lengthening his stride to make up for lost time.

 



 

He reached the tram landing in time, but just barely. At least the crowd was light enough today that he didn’t have to jostle for a place on the tram.

 

Warm wind blew through the landing as always, thanks to the clever shafts which harnessed updrafts from the core to propel the trams. This brought the usual round of complaints from goblins having to readjust their hair or clothes, but Maugro had always found it rather refreshing. He paid his coin to the overseer, noting that there were twice the usual number of armed guards looming over the cash box and the tram itself. Sneppit was as aware of the fractious tension rising in Kzidnak as anybody, and she wasn’t one to take chances.

 

A frequent traveler, he hopped lightly into the tram, unlike the more ginger steps of the other goblins who were less familiar and not as sanguine about riding in a swaying cage which hung by its wheel mounts from the single rail lining the roof of the tunnel above. Maugro simply picked a pole to grip and hung on as the tram loaded, watching the landing’s hourglass.

 

Right on time, landing attendants untied the tram’s moorings; the engineer up front began cranking levers (Maugro always picked a cage close to the front so he could watch this). The wheel brakes were released and the cages shuddered slightly along the rail, prompting gasps from the less experienced passengers, and then the sails began to unfold from the sides of the lead cage with its engineer’s compartment. They filled immediately with the warm breeze, and the vehicle began to move.

 

Maugro just hung on, lost in thought. The ride to the Underloft landing was all of half an hour, one he’d taken countless times, and by this point he’d given up worrying about the creaking and swaying that so clearly terrified some of his fellow riders. There hadn’t been a tram crash in years; Sneppit’s engineers were meticulous. The cages probably wouldn’t fall, and if they did, what could you do? He didn’t even bother to look down during the segments of the journey wherein the bottom dropped out of the tunnel, leaving them racing along suspended above titanic walls of stone extending countless limns straight downward, or the flickering mists of the core itself. That never failed to make some newbie scream.

 

It took a while to decelerate from the speeds at which that thing got going at its peak. The engineer folded back the sails about halfway through the journey, and began applying the brakes near the halfway point of the remainder. The akorshil roofs of the cages shielded the passengers from most of the sparks, and the few which made it through almost never ignited anything.

 

Maugro politely let the more desperate to escape get off first once they were tied up on the landing at Underloft. He wasn’t traumatized by the tram; it seemed the decent thing to do.

 

The outpost of goblin civilization closest to Gwyllthean would have been a stone’s throw from the outskirts of the Gutters, had it been on the surface. Nobody lived on the Underloft and very little actual business was done, just a couple of hawkers taking advantage of the passing goblins to sell various wares. Nobody would set up anything of value here; it was always the first place attacked when humans decided to raid the tunnels. For the most part, it was just a long stretch of subterranean clifftop, deliberately lacking either lighting or the artwork goblins liked to put up everywhere else. There wasn’t even a safety rail shielding the edge which overlooked an endless plummet into an underground chasm which, though it wasn’t obvious from up here, took a few turns far below that would dump anything which fell down there straight into the core. The only thing of value attached to the Underloft was the tram landing, which was behind its own small tunnel which could be collapsed and buried under rubble at the pull of a switch.

 

This had been done, multiple times. Humans never bothered to dig it out and see what the goblins thought was so important to hide. The silly lumbering things were just terrified of digging, especially once they were already on edge from being underground.

 

Tunnels branched off all along the cave wall, leading to various surreptitious exits in and around Gwyllthean, and a few to other outposts of goblin civilization. You could get back to Kzidnak on foot from here, if you knew the route and had all damn day to spend at it.

 

Mindzi was waiting right at the expected tunnel entrance, sitting on the ground with her back against the wall; her eyes were open, but by her posture she could have been dozing. At Maugro’s approach, she looked up and gave him a weary but genuine smile beneath her disheveled bangs.

 

“Damn, hon,” he said, offering a hand to help her up. “That bad?”

 

“I think I got…maybe three more sessions with this one,” Mindzi admitted, leaning on him and limping slightly as they made their way back toward the landing. “Thanks for coming, Mau. I coulda made it home okay, but…”

 

“Yeah, don’t you worry, I gotcha,” he said, patting her back. “You think Lord Dirn is gonna try to…get rid of you?”

 

“Not on purpose, that ain’t my concern,” she grimaced. “It’s the standard highborn problem. He’s bored and got too much imagination. It just keeps fuckin’ escalating with this guy; he’s working up to a level of kinky that’s gonna leave me a lot worse than sore. We didn’t even use the bed the last two visits. Problem is there’s no real limits, cos to him a goblin is an exotic plaything, not an actual person. Way his serfs live, I’m not sure ‘person’ is a concept Dirn understands. If I break, oh well, he’ll just have to get another one. It’s a damn shame,” she added with a sigh. “He’s just about the most loose-lipped of the fuckers, and connected enough to make it well worth the while. The notes I got from last night alone are a treasure.”

 

“Fine work as always, love, but there’s no intel that’s a more valuable asset than you. I want you to be a bit more conservative in your threat assessments with this guy, kay? Cut it off before something severe happens to you, and I don’t care what news you miss out on.” He hesitated, then lowered his voice. “We may be scaling back operations soon anyhow.”

 

Mindzi gave him an inquisitive look, but Maugro had turned his attention to the ticket handler.

 

“Two for Kzidnak main landing. Private compartment, please.”

 

“Maugro!” Mindzi protested. “I’m fine, you don’t gotta throw money around like—”

 

“Hush,” he said, planting a kiss atop her tousled head. “In the small cage I can hold onto you and the bar so you can relax. You deserve a break. Anyway, I wanna chat without bein’ in a crowd. Thanks,” he added, accepting a ticket.

 

“Something up?” Mindzi asked as they began climbing the footbridge which extended over the tunnel and rail from which hung the tram. The one which had brought him was still parked, the engineers clambering about double-checking everything; there would be a wait on the next tunnel rail over for the tram heading back to Kzidnak. 

 

“The…usual business that’s on everybody’s lips is escalating,” he said quietly. “This morning I met some kids proclaiming Jadrak the Goblin King. They were writing it over the murals in our own tunnel.”

 

“Shit,” she whispered. “Just kids, right? He hasn’t…”

 

“Not yet, but we’ve all thought for a long time this was where it was leading. Whether he’s planning to proclaim himself shortly or has entirely lost control of his little cult of personality…end result’s the same. We’re gonna have a decision to make.”



 



 

 The rest of that conversation waited until they were safely back at their residence and office. Nagoun, thoughtful soul that he was, had prepared a breakfast of porridge and some of the less spicy but still strong tea that Mindzi preferred, which she had worked through while writing down her memorized observations from her night with Lord Dirn.

 

It would take a proper rest to bring Mindzi back up to full strength, but she had perked up considerably after being off her feet and getting some nutrition down, so they had repaired to the secure room where they would not be overheard.

 

“Okay,” Maugro said, once both were settled into the little office’s comfortable overstuffed chairs, “I’m pretty sure I’ve done the calculations myself, but you’re better at it. I wanna hear it laid straight out, Mindz. Chances that Lord Seiji of North Watch is the Champion of Virya?”

 

Mindzi drew in a slow breath through pursed lips and let it out equally slowly while her eyes took on a keen focus, her whole face falling into a cold, analytical expression. She deliberately did not do this kind of code-switching in public; her job would be a great deal harder if anybody realized exactly how smart she was.

 

“Points in favor of the theory,” she said in a flat tone, staring at nothing behind the far wall. “One of his subordinates claimed he was the Dark Lord, once, when unsupervised. His ability to read Khazid strongly suggests he is Blessed with Wisdom; we haven’t seen a familiar, but the clever ones usually hide theirs anyway. Given that he was interested enough in acquiring both spell scrolls and artifacts to spend money to learn how, that at least suggests multiple Blessings. And there is the matter of the other boy with similar features—both of them of apparently the same ethnic extraction, but from a country no one can identify, their respective situations being classic placements for early Dark Lord and Hero starting positions. Conclusive evidence: none. All of it is circumstantial. Alternate explanations exist for every point in favor.” She paused, narrowing her eyes. “What sticks out is the lack of compelling alternate explanations. Every one of those things could be the result of something else, but the something else in no case is easier to believe. Some are less so, like the fact that a Fflyr bandit is quite unlikely to announce his boss is the Dark Lord unless he’s very certain of it. Fflyr know what tends to happen to people who falsely claim things like that.”

 

Mindzi stopped talking, but she continued staring into space with the same expression. Maugro knew that meant she was mentally collecting another statement and just waited patiently for it to come.

 

“And…there is no single point convincingly counter-indicating the theory.”

 

“Okay,” Maugro said quietly when she shifted her focus back to his face. “So, what do you think?”

 

“Those are the facts as I see ‘em,” she said with a reproachful frown.

 

“Yeah, I know. I’m asking for your opinion, Min. I know you prefer facts and pure reason when possible, but I have a lot more faith in your instincts than you do.”

 

“That’s exactly why I don’t like expressing my instincts!” she said, exasperated. “Only facts can be trusted! If I spew an instinct and you act on it and it’s wrong, then I’m responsible!”

 

“No, you aren’t,” he said gently. “Sole responsibility is mine, love. You’ve made your objections plain. I’m sorry to put you on the spot like this, but this time… I need to hear it. Please, Mindzi.”

 

She heaved an irritated sigh and blew it out so hard it set her bangs fluttering. But then she met his eyes dead on and spoke without hesitation.

 

“I think we got a brand new baby Dark Lord on our doorstep.”

 

Maugro nodded slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, I was leaning toward that conclusion myself. And I know Sneppit is at least humoring the theory, or she wouldn’t have had Gizmit test him like that. They don’t know as much as we do, though.”

 

“We know little enough,” Mindzi grumbled. “Okay then, bossman, what’re you planning to do with this…educated guess, now that it’s on the record? And why’s it now a concern, after we’ve been sitting on all these tidbits for weeks with no developments? I thought we agreed to just watch Seiji to see what he does, like Sneppit’s doing.”

 

“Answer to both questions,” he said, settling back into his chair, “is I’m gonna reach out to Miss Sneppit and tell her everything we know about Lord Seiji, on the house.”

 

Mindzi’s breath caught. “Maugro…that’s playing politics. We don’t take sides, remember? That’s the first rule of our business: we’re neutral.”

 

“I’ve been over it and over it in my head.” Maugro surged out of his chair and began to pace up and down the cramped little room, making only a few steps per rotation. “Jadrak is gonna proclaim himself a Goblin King. It’s a question of when, at this point, not if. I don’t honestly know whether he’s acting according to a long-term strategy or just riding a wave he kicked off without knowing where it would lead, but practically speaking that’s not what matters. A Goblin King inevitably means a goblin uprising. I know better than anybody the relative strength of Kzidnak and Fflyr Dlemathlys, and we have no fucking chance.”

 

“The Clans are kinda famously divided against each other, the central government is ineffectual, the Radiant Convocation is messing with local politics, there’s foreign agents from every state in the archipelago pulling strings in both Gwyllthean and Fflyrdylle…”

 

“Yeah, and you’re just playin’ devil’s advocate. We don’t have the straight up numbers, Min, not to mention that the goblins of Kzidnak are not any kind of army. The Kingsguard and Clansguards may be sad excuses for armies by international standards, but they do qualify. A mob of angry goblin scavengers and tradesmen doesn’t. Which isn’t even the most important thing: the Fflyr being divided and fractious mostly creates opportunities for other Fflyr. Any outside force attacking them will make them unify, especially if it’s somebody like us who they’re used to feeling better than. If I’m wrong, call me out at any point.”

 

Mindzi stared at him in silence for a moment, then lowered her eyes.

 

“It’ll be the end of us, Min,” he said almost plaintively. “Even if we survive the initial fighting, and that’s a big fat if, goblin/Fflyr relations will be in the shitter for at least a generation, even compared to how they usually are. Our entire business will become impossible. If a Goblin King rises and tries to attack Dount, our best case scenario will be to end up homeless and starving. The likelier one is we’re just butchered along with all the rest of the fodder. We’re not taking a side, Mindzi. We have been put on one, whether we like it or not.”

 

“Okay,” she said in a small voice. “And that leads how to you making sure Sneppit knows Seiji is—probably—the Dark Lord?”

 

“The bigger business concerns always play their cards close to their chests—I haven’t been able to tell where they stand on the Jadrak issue,” he admitted. “Some will oppose him, some’ll bend the knee. But we have a special insight in one case. The Kzidnak potions market is completely unchanged. We know Sneppit is getting a big influx of high-quality slimes for her in-house alchemist to work with, but they’re not selling any high-quality potions. She is stockpiling. Sneppit sees an internal struggle coming and is planning to take a stand against Jadrak.”

 

“Or bribe him with a stockpile of high-quality potions…”

 

“She’s got no need to do that. Her engineers are the only ones who know how to run and maintain the trams; her monopoly on underground travel around Dount is the only asset she’d need to bring to be guaranteed a tall seat at the table.”

 

“So you wanna team up with Sneppit and throw Seiji at Jadrak,” Mindzi said slowly. “One problem, Mau: Seiji’s entire army right now is six unusually pathetic bandits. Well, and Sakin.”

 

“An army invading Kzidnak is specifically what we don’t want,” he reminded her. “Besides, it wouldn’t be necessary. Even just starting out, a Dark Lord is triple-Blessed, which makes him an absolute terror in any one-on-one confrontation. Between us and Sneppit’s organization, we can find or make an opportunity for him to have a shot at Jadrak. And if the Dark Lord takes out the Goblin King, he will walk away with a lot of goblin loyalists.”

 

“I wouldn’t mind getting in on the first wave of a new Dark Lord’s empire,” she admitted. “Sneppit will definitely see the advantages in that. But…what if Jadrak sees the advantages? Keep in mind, Seiji and Sneppit may be in business, but they’re not close. He likes Youda, but he’s been personally antagonized by Zui, Gizmit, and Sneppit herself.”

 

Maugro flopped back down into his chair, then slumped downward in it until he was in danger of sliding right out. “That, too, can be arranged. Whether he’s truly in control or not, Jadrak’s moves have been aggressive. Won’t be hard to set him up to royally piss off the Dark Lord without knowing who he’s dealing with.”

 

She stared at him in silence for a moment.

 

“That,” Mindzi said finally, “is playing a dangerous game, Maugro.”

 

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Yeah. I just wish we had the option not to fuckin’ play it. But…here we are.”

 

“Here we are,” she agreed in a whisper. “Nightlady take my little green ass, here we are.”

            


Bonus 4 In Which the Emperor Speaks to the Dead


                Aelityr Tyridon Noriloch, Highest of his Name of House Noriloch, Sovereign of Lannitar, Emperor of the Endless Domain of Lancor by Her Divine Grace, was a sufficiently easygoing fellow that when he found himself playing the role of a common servant, lugging heavy objects around with no one having told him what was going on or why, he found the whole thing rather amusing. Part of it was his own fault, anyway; the priests had offered to carry the chest. But since it contained an appreciable percent of the Empire’s miracle fund and he didn’t know what was going on, the Emperor declined to let it out of his grasp until both it and he reached their destination and he was satisfied that none of this turned out to be as silly as he was starting to suspect it might be.



 

Of course, all of the priests were circumspect enough to studiously not notice that their Emperor was slightly out of breath by the end of their journey through the Temple of Crystalline Gold. Aelityr himself had found some cause to regret his assumption that he could easily haul a box the size of his torso filled with coins, though fortunately he was in better shape than many who worked in the realm of politics. One didn’t become, much less remain, an Emperor by shying away from difficult tasks, even if the difficulty was somewhat less…intellectual than he was accustomed to.

 

“You now walk in the most hallowed of Her halls, your Most August Excellency,” intoned Divinus Heminoch as the most recent set of heavy doors was shut behind them and an arched corridor stretched forward to the next and hopefully final set. It had certainly not escaped his notice that they’d shed the last of the Temple paladins escorting them, the Goddess’s holy warriors having stayed behind to shut that last door. There were none left in the party now but elves: the Emperor, the Divinus, and another priestess whom Aelityr did not know and who apparently had not yet merited an introduction.

 

Aelityr nodded with the most solemn expression he could manage with his mouth open; breathing through his nose at this moment tended to produce a most undignified whistling sound. 

 

The corridor, clearly designed for visual effect with its pointed arched supports with the sourceless crystalline lights for which Lannitar was famous embedded right into them, was blessedly not that long. They crossed it in a dozen or so strides, whereupon the unnamed priestess ducked forward to open the door for them with a diffident bow. 

 

To Aelityr’s surprise, Heminoch graciously gestured him to be first through the door. Nearly everyone yielded the right of way to the Emperor, of course, but here in the Temple of all places the Divinus was entitled to that prerogative. Still, he wasn’t shy about the opportunity to put down the box.

 

Inside was a most curious shrine. The door opened directly onto a small foyer area cut to the same dimensions as the hall behind it, which itself opened directly into an octagonal dome supported by the same pointed arches, rising to a sharp peak into which was set one of the crystal lamps. Shelves packed with books and scrolls lined the walls of the foyer, while a variety of artifacts were displayed along the periphery of the domed area, but the Emperor was too distracted to pay them much notice. Both by his increasingly strained arms, and the central contents of the shrine itself.

 

In its center stood a Spirit altar. This was a most unusual place to find a Spirit; there were no others within Lannitar itself. Prior to this moment, Aelityr would have said there were none in the city at all.

 

“Your Excellency?” the priestess prompted softly, gesturing toward an empty stand along the right wall of the foyer. Technically not the proper full address of one of her rank to the Emperor, but Aelityr wasn’t inclined to stand on ceremony when she was clearly helping him out. On a matching stand on the other side of the foyer was a similar akorshil chest, this one opened to reveal the neatly stacked coins within, obviously the Radiant Temple’s contribution to the miracle fund.

 

He carefully set his burden down in the indicated spot, and carefully did not breathe a sigh of relief or flex his lower back.

 

“Her Temple is grateful for your forbearance, your Most August Excellency,” Divinus Heminoch said with far greater pomp, as if to compensate for her shortcomings. “These events must be most puzzling. I appreciate the grace with which your Excellency has met Her Temple’s requests.”

 

“I do only what I must to further Her will,” Aelityr demurred, pleased to find his voice even and his breath not noticeably labored. “One not ought receive praise merely for serving the Goddess, but scorn for failing to do so.”

 

“Her will be done,” the priestess murmured.

 

Not that he wasn’t immensely curious. Rarely during his reign had Aelityr been called upon to execute one of the Sealed Precepts, but here they were. The Precept had been validated by his stewards and viziers, unusual as the request was, and so he had reported here as summoned with a portion of the Empire’s miracle fund. The priests had of course treated him with all due respect and courtesy, not that he had expected otherwise. There was no chance of this being any kind of scheme against him; this was Lannitar, and in particular the Temple of Crystalline Gold. Such things were not done. Aelityr might be occasionally irritated by the existence of Sealed Precepts as a concept, but even an Emperor must answer to higher powers, and his refusal to obey one would have triggered a crisis that likely culminated in his violent removal from the throne.

 

As if he needed such impetus to obey. An Emperor served the people and the Goddess. It might rankle, having to subject himself to arbitrary demands which invoked the power of ancient scrolls he wasn’t allowed to have read beforehand, but that was the test. A person who considered himself answerable to no one must not be permitted to hold an Emperor’s power.

 

“Now that we are securely within the shrine, your Excellency, I may reveal all,” the Divinus said, stepping forward and indicating the Spirit with one outstretched hand. “When the Goddess executed the miracle at your most revered ancestor’s behest which created this great city, along with the Ethereal Palace and the Temple of Crystalline Gold, this Spirit was found within, at this shrine built to house, protect, and conceal it. Rarely have new Spirits been brought forth within the memory of the living. Few indeed are they which do not date from the Goddess’s creation of Ephemera.”

 

“And what is the Spirit’s nature?” the Emperor asked, as the Divinus expected him to. There was a rhythm to these things.

 

“The price it demands is in the coin of the Goddess and Her Dark Sister,” Heminoch explained. “My predecessors have found that, as with the purchase of miracles, it accepts Viryan coin as well, though obviously we prefer not to have such things within this Temple. The price is less than that of miracles by far, but it is still…not small, your Excellency. By ancient pact as recorded in the Sealed Precepts, the Empire and the Temple have agreed to pool resources when it is agreed that the Spirit must be consulted. And by the same pact, such agreement is necessary,” he emphasized, regarding Aelityr solemnly. “Should your Most August Excellency, upon hearing the full explanation of these events, not concur that an invocation of the Spirit is called for, you shall return to the Palace with the Empire’s coin untouched, bearing no ill will from the Temple.”

 

“I hardly suspect that your Reverence would have invoked the Precept were the need not real, Divinus,” Aelityr replied, inclining his head courteously, “but of course I must learn the full truth before I can make a judgment.”

 

“Of course, your Excellency,” Heminoch said, nodding to precisely the same degree. “Once its price is paid, the Spirit’s gift… It calls forth the memories, or perhaps the souls, it is not clear, of past Heroes. They will exist for only a short time, but they may be spoken with, asked questions, as if the living Heroes stood here in the flesh.”

 

“I see,” the Emperor murmured, still withholding judgment. Obviously, that was a thing of tremendous value to historians and the like, but it did not begin to explain why the Temple and Empire had agreed it important enough to create a Sealed Precept. So far, he hadn’t even heard a good enough justification for dipping into the miracle fund.

 

“Of key import is the Spirit’s inherent limitation,” Divinus Heminoch continued. “Its summoned memories of long-dead Heroes are empowered, or activated, or in some manner influenced by the existence of the currently living Hero. The Spirit is only active and able to be used when a Hero walks the isles of Ephemera.”

 

Despite his years of political training, Aelityr’s breath caught. He looked at the Spirit altar, seeing the soft glow of its engravings indicating that it stood ready to be approached. 

 

There was a Hero. Now, within his lifetime—within his reign. And if there was a living Hero…

 

“Then a Dark Lord has risen, as well,” he said aloud.

 

Elves did not tend to get lined faces with age, but the Divinus’s expression drew taught, his brow wrinkling with worry. “The timing…is not always precise, your Excellency. The two overlap by necessity of their nature, but their summoning is not necessarily simultaneous.”

 

“Sometimes Heroes are called only once a Dark Lord has gained power,” Aelityr said, nodding. “Your knowledge of the history and lore doubtless vastly exceeds my own, Divinus. Has there ever been a case of a Hero rising before a Dark Lord has appeared?”

 

Heminoch closed his eyes for a moment, but opened them to meet the Emperor’s gaze when he answered. “Never within our records, your Excellency.”

 

“Then the Dark Crusade has begun,” Aelityr whispered. “May She shelter and guide us all. There must be more, Divinus?”

 

“Indeed,” Heminoch agreed, “this alone is a warning, but would not justify the cost of invoking the Spirit. Its true value is that the summoned shades of Heroes past find themselves influenced by the Hero present. When they tell us of their lives, details of their currently living counterpart slip in by seeming mistake. This provides us a way to learn about the Hero. In the past—and perhaps the future—this can be used to reveal things about the Hero’s intentions or methods, should they not choose to cooperate with the Goddess’s faithful. Some…have not. But its greatest and most immediate use is now, at the very beginning, when these little slips may provide us with hints that can be followed to learn who and where the Hero is. He or she must be found, and brought to Lannitar. Only here can the Hero receive the necessary support and training to fulfill their destiny.”

 

“Then truly, I see the need for this,” the Emperor said, himself now frowning in thought. Heminoch’s statement was true on the face of it—Heroes needed support, and early on in particular they benefited greatly from proper training and resources. What the Divinus left unsaid was that the Lancor Empire was far from the only Sanorite nation of note which would consider itself the proper polity to provide this. Nor was it unlikely that some others had comparable methods of early notice that a Hero had risen. Lancor and its Radiant Temple were now in competition with an unknowable number of powerful rivals to be the nation which found and adopted the next Champion of Sanora.

 

Why did this have to happen within his lifetime? It had been such a peaceful era so far…

 

The Divinus nodded gravely, then gestured to the priestess, who had stood silently by while they spoke. “This is Ilvirene Iliod Nimunon, a Sister of the Radiant Order. She is the Temple’s currently foremost expert on the histories of the Heroes. The knowledge of this Spirit must be restricted as much as possible, your Excellency, but her expertise is necessary for our purpose. If anyone can spot the historical discrepancies in anything said to us by the Heroes of the past, it is she. And it is those discrepancies on which we must rely to find the Hero of the present.”

 

“We are pleased to have the benefit of your invaluable aid, Lady Sister,” Aelityr said courteously. So, she was a noblewoman, then. House Nimunon’s base of power was way off in one of the Empire’s most remote southern provinces, but that was still a respectable bloodline. Looking at her more closely now, he noted a metal-bound magnifying lens hanging on a chain next to her Temple amulet. And, he observed with amusement, ink stains on her fingernails.

 

“Your Most August Excellency honors me far too much,” Sister Ilvirene said, bowing deeply. “It is no less than my privilege to serve the Goddess and the Empire.”

 

“The Empire thanks you for bringing this to our attention, Divinus,” Aelityr said to Heminoch in the formal inflection that momentous occasions required, even when they spoke under a veil of secrecy with an audience of only one. These things must be done in the proper way. “We concur with your assessment that the Spirit must be consulted. Obviously this is a matter of great urgency. The Hero must be found.”

 

“Your Most August Excellency continues your line’s revered tradition of faithful service to the Goddess,” the Divinus replied in the same cadence. “We are blessed by Her will, that so able a servant of Sanora sits the throne when these times have come upon us again.”

 

Proprieties were important, but Aelityr still found himself grateful that there wasn’t a lot more to it than that. They were, after all, alone. It was Sister Ilvirene who counted out an equal measure of coins from both chests. Star coins, every one. The Emperor and the Divinus stepped forward to the edge of the shrine, but it was the priestess who carefully laid each stack of coins in a row along the Spirit’s base.

 

Clearly she’d been told the correct amount beforehand; once the last stack had been placed, they immediately began to glow. Only for a second, and then the coins lifted slowly into the air, each outlined by light. It faded quickly, and when the light went, so did the money. An entire fortune, vanishing into nothing.

 

Aelitry barely managed not to wince. He was no miser, but those coins were drawn from taxes and tithes. The labor of his people, all their diligence to country and faith, vanished like a sunset. 

 

This had better be worth it.

 

The Spirit pulsed to light, as Sister Ilvirene scurried back to grab a notebook and pen, watching with an avid expression and clearly preparing to take notes. A historian through and through, this one. Aelityr and Heminoch simply stood with the dignity of their stations, watching as a figure solidified in the air above the Spirit’s altar.

 

It was a glowing, translucent figure shaded in blue, like the other Spirits he had seen. They tended to have stylized, doll-like features, though, and were shown only from the head up. This was an entire man, hovering above the altar. He was human; the color of his skin was obscured by the shade of his glowing projection, but he had black hair of a coarse texture and angular dark eyes in a face with overall flattish features. He wore a robe of layered design with a wide cloth sash, through which was thrust a peculiar sword: quite slim, almost like a Fflyr rapier, but slightly curved and with a very long handle wrapped in a crisscrossing pattern.

 

“Hajimemashite.” The long-dead Hero bowed deeply; his voice had the same peculiar, resonant effect as every Spirit Aelityr had ever encountered. “I am Ito Ryotaro, Champion of Sanora.”

 

“We greet you with honor, Hero,” Heminoch replied. “I am Divinus Heminoch of the Radiant Temple, a humble servant of the Goddess. I have the honor of presenting his Most August Excellency Aelityr Tyridon Noriloch, Emperor of Lancor.”

 

“An Emperor?” He bowed again. “An honor indeed. How may this humble warrior be of service?”

 

Aelityr was forced to conceal his surprise. This was Ryotaro the Berserker? The man who had, mostly with his bare hands, crushed the greatest Viryan kingdom of the northern isles to ruin from which it had never recovered? A man famed in legend for not only his power, but the bestial savagery with which he wielded it? But he was so…well-groomed, and polite.

 

“We hoped that you would grace us with the story of your victorious campaign against the Dark Lord, Champion,” Heminoch requested.

 

For some reason, Ryotaro’s spectral shoulders slumped. “Victorious? I suppose it was. The northern kingdoms were rough places even before they were united into the Black Empire. I had thought—hoped that I could dissuade the worst of their cruelties through reason. I sought out my counterpart, the Dark Lord Hiroshi, thinking I could persuade him to rein in the worst tendencies Viryan worship had wrought.”

 

The ancient Hero hesitated, then continued with a bitter expression.

 

“I was naive. Over the years, I came to know many people of Viryan faith—dark elves, goblins, humans, orcs, harpies. They were like anyone, seeking only to get through their lives as decently and honorably as a person could. It was their leaders whose twisted perversions forced misery upon them. And to the great shame of our shared heritage, it was Hiroshi who was the worst of all. When we finally met, I found almost nothing in him of the country from which we both hailed. His cruelty was…psychotic. Absurd. The man could not seem to live without inflicting suffering upon others. Even his kings and generals, even the priests of Virya grew sick of his viciousness, attempting to throw him off, but he crushed them all, consolidated their countries under his nation of misery. His reign covered the whole of the north by the time I journeyed from Ilmindr to plead with him.

 

“The Dark Lord… He inflicted…” Ryotaro paused, closing his eyes, his face creased with remembered pain. “I suffered indignities at his hands. Tortures. The price of my foolish belief in his good nature. But in that way, he undid us both. My suffering unlocked features of my Blessing of Wisdom, traits which turned my anger and grief and pain into unstoppable power. In me, Hiroshi unleashed a monster that even he could not control. My rampage left nothing but ruins all across the north.”

 

“We mourn your sacrifice, Hero,” Aelityr said, bowing. “It may be cold comfort, but you defeated evil in the end.”

 

Ryotaro shook his head. “Mine is a cautionary tale, Emperor of Lancor. I failed, bitterly. As much death and suffering stains my hands as those of the Dark Lord. True victory would have come through honorable means, not this…unrelenting destruction. Do not seek to emulate me. The Goddess deserves better service. I beg you, surpass me in all ways.”

 

The ancient Hero bowed deeply, and with that, his pale image faded to nothing. The gleaming intensity of the lights on the Spirit altar dimmed to their softer luminescence, waiting to be activated again.

 

Aelityr had to bite down several competing emotions. “And that…was it? That much of the Goddess’s coin bought us…”

 

Sister Ilvirene cleared her throat diffidently, still scribbling in her book. “Your Excellency, among the notes left by our predecessors who have performed this task, the most common sentiment is that the process of gleaning pertinent information from the Spirit is…frustrating.”

 

Heminoch sighed softly. “Indeed. Sister, have you any observations?”

 

“He mentioned the north,” she mused, frowning and still writing. “Several times. That struck me as odd.”

 

“But Ryotaro’s campaign was in the Shattered Kingdoms,” said the Emperor. “That’s as far north as one can go on the great archipelago.”

 

“Yes, that’s—ah, I mean, yes, your Excellency. But the thing is, Ryotaro never left the Shattered Kingdoms. His entire time on Ephemera was spent there. It wasn’t the north to him.Starting from Ilmindr, most of it was to the south.”

 

The Divinus gave her a look of patrician disapproval, which she didn’t notice, being fully engrossed in her notes. Aelityr, for his part, was not put off by the lack of proper formality. Propriety was important and all, but in his position he rarely got to speak with anyone outside his immediate family who dared to say what they actually thought in his presence. Rarely, and the others were all absent-minded academic types. He never failed to find them refreshing.

 

“It seems a slender thread, Sister,” Heminoch said.

 

“Yes, Divinus,” she said, nodding and finally looking up, her pen having stilled. “I will transcribe my shorthand so that we can both study it in more detail. Perhaps more will reveal itself to us under scrutiny. For now…that was all that jumped out at me. I’m sorry.”

 

“No need to be,” Aelityr assured her before the Divinus could reply. “I gather that the hints we seek will, by nature, be somewhat vague, and resistant to observation.”

 

“I fear your Excellency is quite correct,” Heminoch answered with a sigh. “Very well, then. For a first attempt, it could have gone worse. Does your Excellency agree to try again?”

 

Ah, so his approval was needed for every attempt? Good to know. “It seems too early to give up,” the Emperor agreed, even as he inwardly cringed at the cost.

 

Ilvirene doled out more coins to the Spirit, then retreated behind the other two elves to take up her pen and book again.

 

This time, the image which coalesced above the altar was much more familiar. The man wore robes of a distinctly classical Lancoral style; there was plenty of historical painting and statuary around Lannitar dressed that way. More to the point, some of that artwork recognizably depicted this man in particular.

 

“Lord Hara,” the Emperor said in surprise.

 

“Hara Satoshi at your service,” proclaimed the Hero’s shade, executing a formal bow in a style which was still used in the Imperial court. This man had walked there less than fifteen decades ago; he was, unless another Dark Crusade had since occurred on another archipelago with which they had no contact, the most recent Champion of Sanora. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, lady and gentlemen. What can I do for you?”

 

“My Lord Hara, this is an unexpected honor,” said Heminoch with a warm smile. “We thought to speak with the shade of an ancient Hero, but not necessarily one so beloved by our nation.”

 

“Why, I recognize this,” said Hara’s ghost, looking around the shrine. “Hah, it’s quite strange to be on the other end of it. The Temple was good enough to let me learn from my predecessors here. Then you must be the Divinus, and his Excellency the Emperor? I’m glad to see that Lancor still stands. How fares the Empire?”

 

“Prosperous still, thanks in no small part to your labors, Lord Hara,” Aelityr assured him.

 

“I only did my small part,” the Hero said, waving a hand modestly, “as must we all. Since you’ve gone to the trouble of summoning me, and I see only elves and no one from Japan, the new Hero must just have been summoned. Gentlemen, I wish you the Goddess’s favor in finding him first! I prospered mightily by Lancor’s patronage. Surely no other nation could serve Sanora’s will nearly so well.”

 

Both Heminoch and Aelityr preened slightly in spite of themselves. Ilvirene furiously scribbled her notes.

 

“Let’s see, I believe I remember how this goes,” Hara mused. “Then you’ll be wanting to hear my story.”

 

“If you would kindly indulge us, Lord Hara,” said the Divinus.

 

“It would be my pleasure,” replied the Hero with a beneficent smile. “Of course, I was just one humble soul chosen by the Goddess, and did my best to serve her honorably…”

 

The Hero trailed off, a peculiar expression falling over his face.

 

“My Lord Hara?” the Emperor prompted after a moment.

 

Hara shook his head, and then smirked. “Well. You know what? I’m dead, after all, and dissembling to you gentlemen probably won’t help you. That might mess up the Spirit, in fact. What does a ghost have to fear from anyone’s disapproval?”

 

Lancor’s greatest Hero spread his arms and grinned, a dark expression that sent an unpleasant tingle down the Emperor’s spine.

 

“Being the Hero was the sweetest gig imaginable. I lived as well as any nobleman in the Empire—probably better than anyone but the Emperor himself, and hey, nobody can say I was too ambitious! It was plenty comfortable for me, I didn’t aspire to take his place. I quite liked the old man, in fact. Sure, the training was rough, but it’s all worth it when you begin to see the strength, the power gained from your efforts. And the women! Mm, the finest in all the Empire, and let me tell you, there was nothing they wouldn’t let a Hero do. I didn’t even have to Enamor most of them.”

 

Heminoch looked slightly queasy; Aelityr hoped his face wasn’t the same.

 

“Ah, but then Yomiko had to go and ruin it all. The Dark Lord invaded, I went north to face her… I had plans, you understand? Especially once I actually saw her. Elves are succulent, it’s true, but there’s no beating a classic Japanese beauty like that. Never mind all this goddess versus goddess nonsense; it was nothing but a game those two play anyway. Good and Evil, my ass. Can you imagine what a Hero and Dark Lord united could achieve? Why, with Yomiko as my queen, Lancor would only have been the start of our dominion!”

 

By that point, even the scratching of Ilvirene’s pen had paused.

 

Hara let out an irritated huff, folding his arms. “She didn’t want to, was the only problem. Stubborn bitch. That didn’t necessarily have to be a deal-breaker; I had ways. The Blessing of Magic was my specialty; spell amplification was my unique gift from the Goddess. Enamor was my favorite spell to begin with, but the Dark Lord Yomiko was the only woman I ever had to amplify it on. I’m pretty sure that would have made it last well beyond bedding her. But no sooner did I get her alone than the crazy twat killed herself! I’m kind of impressed she was still lucid enough to realize she’d been bespelled; she was clearly trying to take us both out, along with most of the castle. I barely survived. Can you believe that? I would have made her queen of all Ephemera, and that was her response? What an ingrate. Never trust a woman, lads; they’re all crazy.”

 

Sister Ilvirene had begun writing again. For a moment, her pen was the only sound in the shrine was her impartial pen. Neither Emperor nor Divinus could find anything to say.

 

“Well, I think I feel the pull of oblivion,” said Hara after a momentary pause. He grinned, winked, and gave them an old-style military salute. “I hope that helps, gentlemen. Do me a favor and keep it to yourselves; I worked hard on the ‘official’ account of defeating the Dark Lord, and let’s face it, besmirching your Hero’s reputation won’t help Lancor any. The Empire eternally!”

 

He faded from view, and there was silence.

 

“Well, that was disappointing,” Ilvirene muttered.

 

Neither man bothered to object to her improper interjection.

 

“N-no one can…” Heminoch trailed off, cleared his throat, and tried again. “He was right. No one must learn of this. Lord Hara is too important to our nation. His…legend is clearly of more use to the Empire than…that…individual.”

 

“North, again,” Aelityr said softly. “Did you notice? He said he went north to face Yomiko. Her seat of power was in the north, and she invaded Lancor from that direction, but their confrontations were all in Imperial lands. In fact, the final…uh, battle took place at Cara Dorimus, which is to the southwest of Lannitar.”

 

“Hm.” Heminoch nodded. “Your Excellency is correct. Two small hints, suspect and of little use individually, but it is the start of a pattern. Is your Excellency in agreement that we dare not stop at only that?”

 

“I’m afraid I am,” Aelityr said, frowning. “It’s something, but it remains tenuous. North doesn’t tell us all that much. It seems your instincts were on point, though, Sister.”

 

“Your Excellency is too kind,” Ilvirene murmured, her cheeks flushing faintly as she tried to hide behind the journal.

 

They let her finish her notes before doling out the next share of coins. Aelityr had to suppress a grimace again. The boxes were close to half empty already. The fortunes they had already vaporized doing this… But if it meant getting the next Hero safely here, it would be worth it. It would be worth spending the Empire’s next miracle to do that, but the Goddesses had long since made it plain that miracles pertaining directly to their two Champions would not be entertained.

 

The Emperor had dared to assume that after Hara, nothing could be as disconcerting. He was immediately chastened by the Goddess’s will.

 

“Well, aren’t we fancy,” drawled the next historical Hero, folding her arms across her chest. She wore a ragged-looking sleeveless vest and a divided skirt stitched with rough leather panels, with fingerless gloves on over cloth handwraps. “The fuck do you want? I’m dead, how is that not enough to get some fucking peace and quiet already?”

 

Heminoch seemed even more unsettled by this than by Hara’s unfortunate revelations, but he rallied quickly. “Lady Hero? We are sorry to disturb your rest, but we hoped—”

 

“Huh?” the wiry-looking woman snarled, bending aggressively toward him. “You want your ass kicked? Do I look like I’m interested in listening to any fancy court speak? Start making this worth my time or I’m out.”

 

“Hey!” Aelityr barked, making Heminoch jump. “Like he said, we’re sorry to bother you, but it’s five minutes out of an eternal rest. You can spare it! And this is important.”

 

“Well, well, an elf with a pair,” she said, eyeing him up and down, then smirked. He’d been playing a hunch, but in the end, it wasn’t unlike dealing with orc diplomats. Or orc “diplomats,” as he more often thought of them. “That just might be interesting enough to pay attention to. And who’re you, then?”

 

“My name’s Aelityr, and I’m in charge around here.”

 

“Airu— Eerito— Toru—ugh!” She threw up her hands in disgust. “Nobody could pronounce that! I swear, you people and your fucking names.”

 

“Right,” he said, sighing. “Can you just tell us about your campaign against the Dark Lord?”

 

“What’s to tell?” she shrugged. “Lord Satoru was being a dickhead. Sounded like a big fat load of not my problem, but he was the only other person on this whole planet from my country, so I figured I had to stick up for Japan’s reputation. I went north, to where his orcs were kicking up trouble. I beat the shit out of them, then I beat the shit out of him. End of story. Guy died like a punk bitch, too,” she added with malicious relish. “Face down, ass up in a swamp. I was gonna plant a flagpole in his butt, just to make a point, but his carcass sank while I was looking for one. Oh, well, would’ve been funny, but what can you do.”

 

The Hero shrugged again, then smirked and held up a closed hand with her forefinger and middle finger extended.

 

“Hope that’s all you wanted, cos that’s all you’re getting. Peace out. Don’t bother me again unless it’s actually serious.”

 

Once more, there was quiet after the Hero faded from sight.

 

“It had to be Ryoka,” Sister Ilvirene sighed. “I am sorry you had to deal with that, your Excellency. But if I may say so, you handled her extremely well. Most who have summoned her shade did not get even that much out of her.”

 

“She was…different,” he agreed.

 

“I have studied the notes left by all those who performed this duty, your Excellency, and it seems that more than half of the Heroes were very much like Ryotaro. The culture they come from appears to value formality, to an extent that can seem stiff and cold to Lancor sensibilities. But, ah, many of the exceptions seem like they go out of their way to defy the stereotype.”

 

“I heard the all important word again,” said the Divinus. “I fear I am not acquainted with the tales of this…Ryoka, or Lord Satoru. Sister Ilvirene?”

 

“It was close to two thousand years ago, your Reverence. Records are spotty, but I do know their war was in what’s now Nomoskun. That’s…north of somewhere, I suppose, but relative to Lancor it is very far to the east and a bit south.”

 

“North, then,” mused the Divinus. “A theme. The new Hero must be in the north.”

 

“That narrows it down…somewhat,” said the Emperor. “From Lancor’s position in the archipelago, only the east has less landmass than the north.”

 

“History is Sister Ilvirene’s area of expertise,” said Heminoch, “but I do know that most Heroes have either started in a relatively safe place in which to learn and grow their strength before facing real battles, or were dropped directly into the depths of Viryan territory. There is…no shortage of the second to the north, I fear, and very little of the first.”

 

Aelityr nodded, frowning. The Shattered Kingdoms, the dominion of Vairoth…

 

“The Imperium is north,” he said thoughtfully. “They are Sanorite, at least nominally. Religion tends to be one of their less important considerations, however.”

 

“Dlemathlys is north of us,” Ilvirene said suddenly. She was still scribbling, but spoke in an absent tone while completing her notes. “That’s sort of both, isn’t it? The Fflyr are brethren of the Goddess—their church is one of the Radiant Temple’s offshoots, I believe. But the country’s also kind of a violent mess, from what I hear.”

 

“That is…a fair point,” Divinus Heminoch agreed after a moment, giving the Sister a dour look which she did not notice with her eyes on the page. Far from objecting to the priestess’s lack of decorum, Aelityr was actually beginning to like her quite a lot. “The Fflyr isles are plagued with banditry and civil strife. Many of the outlying islands are all wild khora and monsters. And on one, the last I heard, there is still a Viryan city the Fflyr have never organized well enough to dislodge. Still, the Radiant Convocation would give a nascent Hero their full support, were they blessed enough to find one.”

 

“It sounds like that would be a good testing ground for a Hero,” Ilvirene said, finally looking up from her writing. “Maybe the search is an opportunity to do some good there, your Excellency! Dlemathlys needs a touch of Lancoral civilization if anywhere does.”

 

“You forget your place, Sister Ilvirene,” Heminoch said icily.

 

She blanched, and bowed deeply to the Emperor. “I humbly apologize, your Most August Excellency.”

 

“Let us remain focused,” he deflected. The woman was clearly not trying to offend; if she knew what a politically divisive subject Dlemathlys was in this of all places she would not have dared utter the name. In truth, Lancor did exercise its influence, but only by sending the Gray Guard to encourage the Fflyr status quo. For the Empire to expand its borders, even by formally vassalizing Dlemathlys, would be a provocative move against the powers of the farther north. The Fflyr were simply too useful as they presently were: formally neutral but sympathetic and nominally brethren of the faith, but too disorderly and weak to pose a threat to Lancor’s border security. If any of the northern countries did manage to get past Godspire to invade, Lancor would of course send its armies to defend its sister state—and ensure the fighting happened on Fflyr rather than Imperial lands.

 

The Radiant Temple did not share the Palace’s priorities, nor did they approve of this handling of fellow Sanorites who were clearly in dire need of a civilizing touch. Aelityr wondered how they would like to balance a budget and secure a border when Lancor had to maintain militarized perimeters on three separate fronts already. 

 

Clearly, though, the Divinus was not interested in raising this old debate again. “Yes, let’s. Whether or not the Hero is there, the Fflyr isles are the gateway to the north. Given the hints we have received, I suggest sending careful feelers that way, as a starting point.”

 

“I will begin immediately,” Aelityr promised.

 

“Your Most August Excellency.” Divinus Heminoch turned a grave expression on him. “Before this work can begin in earnest, you must know the additional risks inherent in what you have learned here today. I fear it will not be that simple.”

 

It never was, was it?
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Bonus 5 In Which the Hero Falls


                “Are you sure this goblin is trustworthy?” Flaethwyn stage whispered for the third time in those exact words in the last fifteen minutes. This was the better version; the other two she had called their guide “this creature.”

 

Yoshi appreciated that about her. Really, he did. Ephemera had enough in common with the isekai formula that he knew so well to be recognizable, but was otherwise filled with surprises and disappointments, yet his first meeting with an actual live elf had been precisely as it was in all the stories. Flaethwyn was beautiful almost beyond belief, graceful and magical, complete with a figure of a kind he hadn’t thought 3D women could actually possess, which she typically dressed to show off. If she didn’t suck all the wonder right out of it by insisting on being such a pain about everything all the time, he wouldn’t have been able to have a conversation with her without stammering or staring. Yoshi shuddered to think how badly and how often he would have humiliated himself had he gotten mixed up with an elf whose bearing matched her beauty.

 

“I don’t think we can be sure of anything,” he answered quietly and patiently, making an exercise out of varying his wording so he, at least, wasn’t repeating himself verbatim. “I’m following up on a tip that I consider good, but we’ll have to see what comes of it. I appreciate you all for coming along. I wouldn’t want to try this without competent people here to watch for trouble.”

 

Flaethwyn sniffed and lifted her nose into the air, but her expression softened markedly, and Yoshi managed not to smile. It really was funny how easy she was to flatter; even he could do it. It was all that consistently worked, for most of them. The group had gotten about a week of relative peace after Flaethwyn got them all thrown in jail; outside of that, Pashilyn was the only one who could really manage her.

 

“I suppose it is my duty to look after you,” the elf mused. “Goddess only knows what trouble you’d wander into unsupervised.”

 

“Pardon me if I overstep,” said Raffan in the sweet tone he only used when about to deliberately and widely overstep, “but would someone remind me which member of the group isn’t allowed to browse the bazaar unsupervised because she gets swindled every time? I know it’s someone, but I’m blanking on a name. Pretty sure it wasn’t Yoshi.”

 

Flaethwyn’s cheeks went pink and Yoshi sighed.

 

“We all have our strengths,” Pashilyn interjected soothingly. “I look forward to the progress this group will make when its various members commit to learning from one another instead of snipping at each other’s little faults. Perhaps we could all stand to emulate Yoshi in that regard.”

 

Raffan shrugged. “I guess this ain’t exactly dealing with shady shopkeepers. We’ll probably be fine.”

 

“It’s near enough to that,” Flaethwyn sneered, barely lowering her voice. “As is any goblin business.”

 

“You kids know I can hear ya, right?” said Maizo, looking over his shoulder at them from the head of the group. The goblin was grinning, his expression apparently amiable, but Yoshi strongly suspected goblins understood very well the effect that the sight of their sharklike teeth had on humans and never displayed them for entirely friendly reasons.

 

“We’re sorry about our elf, li’l buddy,” Raffan said sincerely. “Lady Flaethwyn isn’t accustomed to making conversation with anybody who actually works for a living. Lady Flaethwyn refuses on principle to become accustomed to—”

 

“Raffan, enough.” Pashilyn could handle him nearly as adroitly as Flaethwyn. Her tone was calm and not confrontational, and yet put a firm end to the chatter. Yoshi really envied her ability to do that.

 

“Hey, I get it,” the goblin said lightly. “It’s tough bein’ outta your element. Good on ya for stickin’ with it this far. Hell, I don’t enjoy stomping around out here in beastfolk territory, but we all do what we gotta.”

 

“You do know where we’re going, though, right?” Yoshi asked.

 

“Course! You can trust ol’ Maizo to getcha where you oughta be. I may have to stop and get my bearings now an’ again, but we’ll get there!”

The soft buzz of wings grew louder in Yoshi’s ear as Radatina fluttered down to hover over his shoulder. “There are three people at the very edge of my senses, southeast of us. They’ve started moving parallel to our course.”

 

Flaethwyn’s lips drew back in a snarl and she laid a hand on the hilt of her rapier. “If this little green worm has betrayed us—”

 

“No!” Radatina said hastily, shooting upward to hover in front of the elf’s face and waving both of her hands. “They’re too big to be goblins! Squirrelfolk hunters, I think.”

 

“Yeah, we’re in squirrel territory,” Maizo commented. “Nothin’ to worry about. None of the beastfolk on Dount would try to jump a whole party of adventurers, and the squirrels aren’t aggressive at all unless you try to go into their village. They’ll keep pace just to make sure we aren’t doing that.”

 

“That tracks with what I know of the local tribes,” Raffan added.“I keep up with reports at the local Guild branch. Relax, Amell. End of the day, the beastfolk are just people, not monsters or anything. They’re not like—”

 

He caught himself, but the fact that he broke off rather than finishing his sentence was damage enough.

 

Not like goblins.

 

The whole group paused because Maizo did. Facing away from them, the goblin turned his head this way and that as if making sure of their route, but Yoshi wasn’t the only one who winced. Raffan took the opportunity to gently extricate his arm from Amell’s grip; she had latched onto him at the mention of beastfolk hunters shadowing the group.

 

Flaethwyn wrinkled her nose, tossed her hair, and began, “Well—”

 

Foreseeing disaster, Yoshi intervened. “I hope this isn’t going to get you in trouble, Maizo,” he said hastily, raising his voice. “Is there a risk of other goblins seeing you lead us to this hidden tunnel entrance?”

 

“Nah, but thanks for worryin’, boss,” the guide replied, turning his head again to give Yoshi a grin and a wink. “You’re a good kid. Specifically, we’re goin’ to an accidental exit from one o’ the old mines that’s been tapped out longer’n anybody’s been alive. Won’t be anybody there, probably. Though you got a point—if I do see other goblins around, I’m gonna have to beat a retreat.”

 

“Typical,” Flaethwyn muttered.

 

“Mines?” Pashilyn tilted her head. “What is that?”

 

“Wh—you know, mines?” Yoshi gave her a quizzical look. “For mining?”

 

“Which is…?”

 

“Mining,” he repeated, gesticulating helplessly. “Digging up metal and gems and stuff out of the ground.”

 

Pashilyn frowned. “Why would metal and gems be underground?”

 

“Because goblins stole them, obviously,” Flaethwyn sniffed.

 

Yoshi opened his mouth to try to explain further, then thought better of it. What would be the point? At that moment his eyes fell on Maizo and he stilled. The goblin had himself seemingly frozen, turned fully to fix Yoshi with a piercing stare, his green brow furrowed in thought and eyes narrowed to analytical slits.

 

As soon as Yoshi’s gaze fixed on him, Maizo resumed his amiable grin as if it had never faltered and cleared his throat loudly. “Oh, hang on! Sorry, got turned around. We need to go this way.”

 

He backtracked through the group, who stepped out of the way for him, and bounded off down another narrow game trail that Yoshi hadn’t even noticed.

 

“He doesn’t even know where he’s going!” Flaethwyn complained.

 

“Well, then he can’t be leading us into a trap, can he?” Raffan retorted, grinning. “C’mon, Lady Flaethwyn, we’re gonna get left behind.”

 

The group shuffled into motion, following Maizo deeper into the khora. Flaethwyn was only not uttering another litany of complaints because Pashilyn had stepped alongside her and preemptively engaged her in murmured conversation. Yoshi trailed along after them, with Raffan and Amell bringing up the rear. Yoshi himself frowned in thought as he silently made his way through the alien-looking underbrush. He couldn’t escape the feeling that something important had just happened. Maizo had clearly had a similar thought—and then taken pains to hide it.

 

Were they heading into a trap? He opened his mouth to suggest caution, then closed it again silently. All of this was his idea; if he chickened out now Flaethwyn would never shut up about it.

 

“I think we’re over the goblin tunnels here,” Radatina noted quietly, centimeters from his ear.

 

“You’re over goblin tunnels in more places on Dount than not,” Maizo called back cheerfully, which really said something about the acuity of goblin hearing. “But yeah, this here is above those mines I was talkin’ about. All the entrances were supposed to’ve been sealed off, but even so the remaining shafts are closer to the surface than on most parts of the island. We’re lookin’ for the one that’s cracked open in the years since the miners shut down operations.”

 

“Looking for?” Flaethwyn snipped. “I thought you were supposed to know where this was! Is that not the entire point of this expedition?”

 

“Well, I know in a general sense,” Maizo said in a particularly nonchalant tone.

 

“Yeah, there are spaces really close to the surface,” Radatina said softly, hovering closer to Yoshi’s ear. “As in…I suspect parts of this forest are matted dirt over khora roots over ravines, not tunnels.”

 

“You tallboys,” Maizo cackled. “Always so certain you’re gonna fall through if you dig a ditch! You guys have any idea how far down this island goes? We’re fine. Long as you’re not dumb enough to put your leg in a hole, the ground’s perfectly solid.”

 

No sooner did he say that than Yoshi jerked his foot back from a patch of ground which sank alarmingly under his weight. “Uh…”

 

“Your little Spirit critter ain’t wrong, it’s packed dirt over root networks in a lot of the khora forest,” Maizo said glibly, still swaggering along ahead. “If the ground gets soft enough to mess with your footing, walk on the bigger khora roots. Look, there’s a nice one here, right along this path. Practically our own private paved road.”

 

That was putting it generously; the yellowish tendril of hard khora which extended down the trail was barely wide enough to put one foot on, and rounded in a way that made balancing a challenge. Maizo immediately hopped onto it and sauntered along, whistling. His center of gravity was notably lower, Yoshi thought in annoyance, but said nothing, just clambering onto the root and concentrating on his footing, as did the others.

 

It didn’t surprise him that he was the first to fall off, though given what had happened next he really wished it hadn’t been.

 

Again, the ground sank under his foot, but this time, it continued to. A deep groan sounded from below them as the entire path started to buckle; alarming depressions began to appear as if rivulets of soil were trickling through the holes of a net. Yoshi scrabbled frantically at the big khora root upon which they were all walking, succeeding only in making the entire thing sway.

 

One by one, the others toppled, save Flaethwyn, who held her balance with her arms outstretched until the root itself snapped with a deafening crack. By the time she tumbled off its suddenly broken end, the weight of four people had proved too much for the ground. Earth, vines, and roots tore away, sending all of them tumbling into the dark depression below.

 

It didn’t feel like he fell all that far, but it was a confusing descent, entangled with roots, cascading dirt, and Raffan’s legs. Yoshi landed face-down in some kind of muck with something on top of him.

 

“Oh, no,” he heard Amell gasp as he tried to claw his way back upright. “No, no, no…”

 

Raffan cursed as Yoshi’s attempts to push him off only entangled them further. He finally got his head up out of the mud in which he’d landed, taking in a deep breath of relatively clear air. Light blossomed in the pit, revealing Flaethwyn as the only one still standing upright with her glowing aura illuminating the entire depression. Amell was just in the process of opening her satchel, and as Yoshi turned his attention on her, she let out a deep sigh of relief and slumped her shoulders, finding the stiff interior walls and padding had protected her various bottles and vials during the fall.

 

“Well, this is another fine mess!” Flaethwyn snarled, then twisted her neck up to stare at the long gash of the opening above them. “Hey, you! Goblin!”

 

Maizo’s head appeared over the edge of the pit, the light of Flaethwyn’s aura revealing his broad grin. “I have a name, you know. You’ve heard it repeatedly, elf. Do you even remember what it is?”

 

“Whatever,” she retorted, impatience incarnate. “Find us a rope or something!”

 

The goblin tilted his head to one side, still grinning, and said nothing. That sinking feeling in Yoshi’s stomach sank further.

 

“Hey, Tina?” Raffan said quietly. “You seeing what I’m seeing?”

 

“Yeah, this isn’t a natural cave or ravine,” Radatina answered in a resigned tone. “And that wasn’t a network of live khora roots covering the top. From the look of the edges, it was dried vines. Also, the ‘mud’ all over the walls isn’t mud, it’s some kind of slime.”

 

“Smells like theuryct paste,” Amell said in a small voice. “Harmless, but very slippery. It’s a byproduct of the process that turns uryct sap into akorshil varnish. Used to lubricate wagon axles. A big enough alchemy operation, like the goblins are suspected of having, would produce a lot of it.”

 

“I told you—”

 

“Actually, Flaethwyn, you didn’t,” Pashilyn interrupted her. “You just made a lot of snide comments implying it right where Maizo could hear.”

 

Yoshi forced himself to meet Maizo’s red eyes, if only because it was easier than looking at any of his own companions now that he’d led them into this trap. “All right, Maizo,” he said, glad his voice managed to be as even as it was. “What happens now?”

 

“Oh, you’ll be fine, ya big babies,” the goblin said without a trace of sympathy. “It wasn’t that deep and the bottom’s squishy. Aren’t you adventurers supposed to be resourceful? I’m sure you’ll get outta that before too long. But here’s some advice for you to think about while you’re workin’ on it.”

 

Maizo leaned forward, bracing himself against the broken end of the khora root—which, now that Yoshi could see it from below in the golden glow of Flaethwyn’s aura, was clearly dried and had been filed away in multiple places below, designed to break somewhere if enough weight was placed on it.

 

“We ain’t stupid,” the goblin said, his grin fading. “Everybody in the tunnels knows what’ll happen if a Goblin King rises here on Dount. There’s no predicting all the steps it’ll take to get there, but the unavoidable end result? A shitload of dead goblins. Nobody wants that. The only thing that’ll make enough of us wanna back a Goblin King and try to rise up is sheer desperation and rage. Y’know, the kinda thing that results from how you tall folk fuckin’ treat us. At this point? It ain’t lookin’ good, kids. There’s enough helplessness and anger… Well, I dunno what’s gonna happen. But if you assholes will just stop, the whole thing might still go away. There’s enough of us who definitely want it to…ain’t a sure thing, but it could still happen! If you keep pushing, though, you’re just gonna rile everybody up even further.

 

“You wanna stop a Goblin King from rising? Then quit trying to make our lives miserable. It might be too late already, but there’s still a chance. But if you kids keep doing what you came here to do, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy and nothing will be able to stop it.”

 

“What a load of—”

 

Flaethwyn’s strident rejoinder was cut off by a clump of mud which impacted her right in the face. She screeched in sheer rage, stumbled, and sat down hard in the muck next to them.

 

Yoshi tore his eyes from that spectacle to look up at the rim of the pit again. By then, Maizo was gone.

 



 

It was a good trap.

 

Apart from the clever and well-laid top part which they’d fallen into, the pit was designed to keep them there fairly effectively. The walls sloped upward; the angle was steep but shouldn’t be impossible to climb, except for that khora slime they were coated in. The gunk made traction impossible, and seemed to be in a layer several centimeters deep and then soaked into the living earth beyond that, making a gooey mess of the entire surrounding walls.

 

“Okay,” Yoshi said while a grimacing Raffan tried to scrape the goo off his hands, “we can get out of this. We just need to dig out enough of the slimy part that we reach proper dirt and rock, and then we can climb up that. We’ll have to use hands, but…”

 

He trailed off as Raffan and Amell turned horrified stares on him.

 

“Dig up the walls? Of the pit we are in?” Flaethwyn demanded scornfully. “And have the whole thing collapse on us! Are you daft, boy?”

 

Yoshi flushed, opened his mouth, and then had to steel himself to speak in a more careful tone. “I…um, I think that…in my experience, I mean, digging into dirt may not be as hazardous as you might have been brought up to believe…”

 

“Maybe on a magical planet covered in water, but this is Ephemera,” the elf said, dismissively turning her back.

 

Yoshi tried to think of a way to phrase a disagreement, but gave up. The response would be the same.

 

He was generally having trouble acclimating to this culture. Grateful as he was for the way his friends gathered around him and smoothed over misunderstandings, Yoshi had to wonder if he might have overcome some of his difficulties by now if he’d been forced to adapt on his own. The Fflyr were very plainspoken and straightforward—to to mention loud—which was difficult enough, but there were caste issues to navigate on top of that. Highborn just said whatever they felt like, and he didn’t have enough frame of reference to know whether elves saw no need for the concept of manners or that was just Flaethwyn. And then, lower-caste people would speak openly and assertively to him, but when talking to Pashilyn or Flaethwyn drop into a kind of intricate deadpan sarcasm. Pashilyn said Fflyr lowborn commonly did that to make fun of their superiors right to their faces in a manner they couldn’t be called out for. It had the unfortunate knock-on effect that Yoshi sometimes couldn’t even parse what they were saying.

 

Even knowing nobody would mind, he couldn’t just start snapping orders at people. It was such a simple thing to imagine, but in practice? Impossible.

 

Not for some people, of course.

 

“All right, someone needs to get up there and go find us a rope,” Flaethwyn stated with a characteristic toss of her head, the effect somewhat ruined by the mud entangled in her hair. “Hopefully they won’t have to go all the way back to Gwyllthean for it, but…it will be as the Goddess wills.”

 

“Lesson learned,” Raffan sighed. “Always pack a rope.”

 

“Indeed.” Flaethwyn gave him a grudging nod.

 

“If one of us can get up there,” Pashilyn suggested, “couldn’t they then pull the others up?”

 

“I thought of that,” said Flaethwyn, shaking her head. “That’s not as easy to do as you may think, Pashi. The upper body strength required is significant, and more importantly, the leverage. The entire rim of this pit is more soft dirt over a woven ceiling that’ll break if any further pressure is put on it. So, yes, someone up there can pull us up…”

 

“With a rope,” Pashilyn finished with a sigh.

 

Flaethwyn nodded again. “Well then! Amell, you’re the smallest, so it’ll have to be you.”

 

“Me?” Amell squeaked.

 

“Yes, you,” the elf said irritably. “Don’t make that face, all you have to do is go back to town and get a rope. The rest of us will boost you up. Boys! Into position.”

 

“Uh…” Yoshi opened and closed his mouth again. “By position, you mean…”

 

“Against the wall!” Flaethwyn exclaimed, exasperated. “You two are the biggest, obviously you have to form the base.”

 

“Ah. Right.”

 

“Welp, here we go,” Raffan said in resignation as he picked his way over to position himself next to Yoshi. “I feel like I oughta make some comment about having beautiful women step on me, but honestly, my heart’s not in it.”

 

“That is a sign from your conscience that perhaps you ought not say such things, for once.”

 

“Thank you, Pashilyn. Always helpful to have a priestess’s perspective in a crisis.”

 

“I am pleased to be of service.”

 

This operation took a lot longer than it should have, which proved to be a blessing in disguise. Yoshi was tired, the necessity of the position he and Raffan assumed pressed them face-first into the slimy grease lining the pit, and the actual process of being used as a human ladder was more uncomfortable than he’d expected it would be. All of which meant that he ended up not being embarrassingly distracted by the sensation of having girls climbing up and down him, which was good, because the process was not over quickly.

 

Amell managed to clamber awkwardly onto their combined shoulders, only to discover that from there she was too short to reach the rim of the pit. So she had to come back down, then Flaethwyn and Pashilyn crawled up to stand on the boys and finally Amell laboriously climbed up all of them, achieved a handhold on the broken vines edging the top, and managed to drag herself onto solid(ish) ground.

 

By that point Yoshi was too exhausted from holding up his share of the weight to even be embarrassed that he was the one to buckled under the strain. Unfortunately it was Flaethwyn on his shoulders, so he inevitably earned a tongue lashing as he gasped for breath in the muck (she managed to land much more lightly, of course), but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

 

“Okay, I’m up,” Amell called from the top. “So…um. Which way is back to Gwyllthean?”

 

“Back the way we came,” Flaethwyn snapped.

 

“Right. Um. Is that…which side of the pit did I climb out of? I mean…this path looks the same in both directions. It’s barely even a path.”

 

“Gwyllthean is east,” Pashilyn called. “You should be able to see the sun overhead through the fronds. It’s afternoon, so head the other way.”

 

“Ah, right, right, thanks!”

 

Amell’s head disappeared, then seconds later, she peeked back over the edge.

 

“Um…”

 

“What is it now?” Flaethwyn exclaimed.

 

“Do…do any of you remember all the turns that goblin took us on? Because, there were several paths, and they branched off and met…”

 

“Oh, for—if you get lost, just check the sun and keep going east!” Flaethwyn shouted. “It took us less than an hour to get here, even going straight through the khora it can’t take you that long.”

 

“Right. Okay.”

 

This time she was gone for twice as long before her (currently green) hair and eyes reappeared. “D-do you think those beastfolk hunters are still out there?”

 

“Squirrels won’t attack you, ‘Mell,” Raffan reassured her. “If you see them at all, they might even help you out.”

 

“O-okay…”

 

Amell disappeared yet again.

 

“So help me,” Flaethwyn whispered, “if she comes back one more time…”

 

“Brace yourself,” Radatina advised.

 

On cue, Amell’s wide-eyed face peeked over the edge at them. “I-if I cut through the khora to get back to Gwyllthean, how will I find you again?”

 

“Oh, Nightlady take your watery eyes!” Flaethwyn roared. “Yoshi! Raffan! Assume the position!”

 

“Oh, to hear any other woman saying that,” Raffan groaned, standing back up. “And ideally only my name.”

 



 

Flaethwyn’s departure with a much chastened Amell left a pall over the remaining group, despite the blessed peace and quiet it brought. For one thing, the loss of her elven aura of light left them sitting in deep shadow with only a dim and distant sliver of sky high overhead. Also, Pashilyn had had to bear her weight alone on the boys’ shoulders. Only for a few seconds, but the priestess was not physically accustomed to being furniture and the effort left her gasping almost as hard as the two of them when their pyramid collapsed and left all three lying in the muck.

 

At least part of the discomfort was alleviated; once Pashilyn got her breath back, she conjured an Orb of Light for them. The clean white illumination was less cheery than the golden glow of Flaethwyn’s aura, and gave them an unpleasantly perfect view of the greenish muck lining their prison, not to mention the filth all over themselves, but it beat sitting in the dark.

 

“I’m sorry,” Yoshi blurted out just as the silence started to stretch into discomfort.

 

“This isn’t your fault, Yoshi,” Raffan said immediately.

 

Yoshi shook his head. “It was my tip we were following up on. I’m the one who insisted on trusting Maizo. I didn’t even tell you guys the full reason. If I had—ow!”

 

Raffan had reached out and bonked him on the head. “Oi, enough of that. I wasn’t sparing your feelings, Yoshi, it was just the facts as I see ‘em. You didn’t tell us it was a sure thing, we all knew there were risks, and we decided to chance it. C’mon, even Flaethwyn didn’t get on your case about it, and she barely needs a reason to complain at the best of times. We took a calculated risk and this time it didn’t pan out. That’s the adventuring life.”

 

Yoshi drew breath to argue, thought better of it, and just nodded mutely. It wasn’t that he didn’t see the sense of what Raffan was saying, but it didn’t make him feel any less guilty.

 

“This is not to blame you, Yoshi,” said Pashilyn, “because as it happens I agree with Raffan. Your lead was as good as any. But I did think it odd that you were hesitant to tell us why you thought it was good. It seemed like you had a particular reason, I thought so at the time, and now you say there was something else?”

 

He hesitated, then sighed and began digging in his vest pocket. “Well… Okay, so Maizo gave me a reason to think he knew a lot more than he let on and was sympathetic toward…um, the Hero’s cause. He sold me these.”

 

The treasure was intact despite the fall; Yoshi had put them in a small knife case with a rigid lining. He finished digging them out and held up the two tapering, lacquered sticks of polished akorshil, the magic light gleaming along their surfaces.

 

Raffan frowned. “Uh… Hairsticks? I mean…you’d have to grow yours out, but I guess…”

 

“They’re not for pinning hair,” Yoshi huffed. “They’re chopsticks. For eating.”

 

Pashilyn and Raffan squinted at the chopsticks, then looked at each other, then back at Yoshi.

 

“How?”

 

“Why?”

 

He shifted them to the proper grip in his right hand and clicked the tips together. “Like this. You pick up food this way.”

 

“My question stands.”

 

“Mine stands twice as hard!”

 

“That seems unnecessarily difficult,” Radatina added.

 

“I don’t want to hear it,” he said crossly, tucking the chopsticks back in their holder. “You people don’t even have forks!”

 

Raffan barked a derisive laugh. “Forks, he says! What, you think I was raised in a mansion?”

 

“Forks are used in fine dining, but not common among lowborn,” Pashilyn explained in response to Yoshi’s confused look. “They have to be either cast from metal or very laboriously carved by expert ninwrights. Fine details like tines are difficult to make from akornin, and akorshil is too prone to splintering for eating utensils. Speaking of which…you should probably not try to actually eat with those.”

 

“Oh. Well…these are what we use to eat where I’m from, okay? They’re…sentimental to me. And Maizo had them, when apparently they’re not a thing in this country, and he acted all…y’know, knowing. All winks and hints that there was more where that came from. I figured he had to know something. Which I guess was right; he just wasn’t using it in our favor.”

 

“Hm.” Raffan leaned back against the pit wall, ignoring the resulting squelch. They were all so splattered with muck at this point that more made little difference. “Okay, I see your point. There’s definitely something there. Now I wonder if we should be more worried about that little shit.”

 

“Yoshi,” Pashilyn said in a thoughtful tone, “does the name Yomiko mean anything to you?”

 

Yoshi blinked and said up straighter. “Yomiko? Yeah, that’s the protagonist of a classic anime I like. And there’s a Yomiko in my class. We’re not close or anything… Actually, she never talked to me. She’s on the girls’ softball team. Not the circles I move in.”

 

“So that is a Japanese name?”

 

“Yeah, a fairly common one. Why, where’d you hear it?”

 

“Yomiko was the name of the last Dark Lord,” she said, “fifteen decades ago. What about Satoshi Hara?”

 

“Oh, definitely. Well, it’d be Hara Satoshi, we put the family name first for both men and women, but yeah. That could’ve come out of a Wikipedia list of common Japanese names. Who’s he?”

 

“The Hero who defeated Yomiko. There are still statues of him all over Lancor. I’ve always thought it was odd that so few names of Heroes and Dark Lords are remembered farther back than those two, but for whatever reason, only a few particularly famous names survive. What about Ryotaro? Maximus Caesar?”

 

“Ryotaro’s another common Japanese name. Maximus, no—but that is a Roman name.”

 

“Is that close to Japan?”

 

“Hah! Uh, no, Roman civilization has been extinct for a thousand years. But the Roman Empire was huge in its time and very culturally important; almost all Western countries are descended from it. Names like Maximus and Caesar are still famous.”

 

“So a Japanese person would be likely to know them.”

 

“Yeah, I guess so. Though I imagine most Japanese people wouldn’t think of a name like that. It’d take a really particular kind of otaku.”

 

“Hm.” She shifted her gaze to Raffan. “Can you think of any others, Raffan?”

 

“What, the highly educated priestess is asking me for a history lesson?” he teased. “Well, as it happens, I do know of one you forgot: Dark Lord Kroshkranth.”

 

“That is definitely not a Japanese name,” said Yoshi. “Actually, I’m not even sure I could pronounce that.”

 

“Yeah, we’ve all heard you trying with Fflyr,” Raffan said, ruffling his hair.

 

Pashilyn shook her head. “Kroshkranth is an orcish name. Thank you, Raffan, I did forget him. But apparently Virya summoned him into the middle of the Hazed Lands; by the time he emerged from their territory, it was with his army of orcs, and he was going by the name they gave him.”

 

“Where are you going with this, Pashi?” Raffan asked in a more serious tone.

 

“I have always thought it quite peculiar,” she mused, frowning into space between them, “how the names of Dark Lords and Heroes alike have mostly vanished from history. And the way they vanished. There are countless surviving tales of both and in particular their battles with each other. But it seems more of those stories than otherwise label their protagonists only as ‘Hero’ or ‘Dark Lord.’ That is just not the way history works, at least when it’s about anyone other than Champions of the goddesses. I can’t help suspecting the last two are only still recognized because Lord Hara’s name still has significant political power in the Lancor Empire, enough that purging him or his enemy from the histories would be too difficult.”

 

“Purging,” Raffan repeated, now frowning. “You think someone’s doing this on purpose?”

 

“Why would anyone do that?” Yoshi demanded.

 

“For the same reason we agreed not to tell anyone outside our group about you, Yoshi,” she said pointedly, “and even Lord Seiji, though this would be a perfect opportunity to shut him down before he does any actual harm. A Hero or Dark Lord early in their career is frighteningly vulnerable—lacking most of the power they can eventually accumulate, but every bit as important as they will ever be. Socially, politically, spiritually. If they can be identified before they are ready to reveal themselves, either Champion could easily be killed, or more importantly, controlled. If the goddesses call all their champions here from one single nation on the other world, then any knowledge about that nation could be used to identify the Hero and the Dark Lord as soon as they appear. And then, if they survived, they would end up as pawns of the existing powers. I doubt that is what the Goddess or her dark sister want.”

 

Yoshi slumped back against the slimy pit wall, now staring wide-eyed at nothing in much the way Pashilyn had been a moment ago. “You mean… Japan is taboo?”

 

“It’s a theory that explains all of this,” she said, “though of course we can’t know. That is, unless you have something to add, Radatina?”

 

Belatedly, Yoshi realized that while he was distracted by Pashilyn’s unfolding theory, his familiar had been zipping back and forth above him in increasingly agitated maneuvers. At being directly addressed, she finally came to a halt in midair and burst out with clear relief.

 

“Finally, one of you figured it out! Oh, man, I hated sitting on this one, but it’s a direct command from the Goddess, you know? One of very few things I actually can’t talk about—or at least, can’t bring up. But if the topic comes up anyway then the point’s moot and I can finally give you the details! So, yes, Pashilyn is exactly right, the goddesses call all their champions from that one nation on Earth and for exactly the reasons you laid out, all knowledge of that nation is forbidden. And, yeah. That is by order of the Goddesses themselves. Both of them. It’s one of the only things both Sanorite and Viryans alike are held to equally.”

 

Yoshi’s head was spinning. He felt betrayed, and the worst part was that he couldn’t quite articulate why. If he tried to view it logically, the rule made sense and his reaction didn’t. But… The goddesses only took Japanese people? And then took steps to erase every hint of Japanese culture that they brought to Ephemera? It was… It didn’t seem…fair.

 

“Waaaait a second,” said Raffan. “If this is some big deep dark secret mandated by the goddesses themselves, how come that random-ass little goblin knew about those eating sticks? And recognized Yoshi?”

 

“Knowing things they should not is one of the characteristic pastimes of goblins,” Pashilyn replied, a hint of gentle wryness entering her voice. “We’re not down here going to so much trouble to suppress their ambitions because they’re ugly.”

 

“Well, I figured that wasn’t the only reason…”

 

“But that brings up why my mind started going down this road just now, and why it’s important,” she continued more seriously. “In order for information to be suppressed, there has to be someone who knows which information to suppress. And for it to be suppressed successfully, that someone has to have a considerable degree of authority and power.”

 

“Yeah, that’s the thing,” Radatina agreed, having descended now to hover directly above Yoshi’s shoulder. He appreciated the gesture of closeness, and well understood why she didn’t set there like usual; he was absolutely filthy with slimy muck. “With any rule or agreement the goddesses make, you can count on Virya to break it whenever she’s not directly under her sister’s sight. And just to keep up, keep her faithful from being overwhelmed, Sanora is forced to make little exceptions herself. So, Japan may be a prohibited subject, but there are always some who know about it among the highest authorities of the most powerful Sanorite and Viryan religious institutions. Several have collections of artifacts that Heroes or Dark Lords have designed, writings in their language, even personal memoirs they recorded.”

 

“So,” said Pashilyn, her face positively grim now beneath its splattering of greenish mud, “we can take it as given that there are forces, both enemy and allegedly allied, who might recognize Japanese features or accents, and be able to produce things like…chopsticks, was it? Things to get a Japanese person’s attention. The Viryan agents will very likely try to kill Yoshi—we’re lucky this one trap is less deadly than it could have been. But even the Sanorite institutions are dangerous, because they’ll want to control Yoshi. The biggest Sanorite faith in this part of the world would be the Radiant Temple of the Lancor Empire.”

 

Raffan let out a low whistle. “Didn’t you imply they already turned the last Hero into their pawn?”

 

Pashilyn nodded gravely. “And apparently managed to defy the Goddess’s order to suppress information about him afterward. With the backing of the Empire and a powerful church, apparently that’s possible. So they’ll be desperate to get the next one, too. With two Heroes in a row as their direct agents, they could cement their authority for thousands of years.”

 

“Aw, man.” Raffan turned a stricken expression on him. “Shit. Yoshi, brother, I’m really sorry to say this, but—”

 

“But from now on I need to play dumb,” Yoshi finished. “Any reminder of home I ever see from this point will probably be a trap. It’s okay,” he added, managing a forced smile. “Don’t worry, I won’t repeat my mistake. And, hey, it’s not like it’s forever, right? This is specifically a concern for Heroes and Dark Lords early in their careers. I just need to get strong enough that the Radiant Temple or anyone else isn’t able to control me.”

 

“Yup, that’s all!” Grinning, Raffan clapped him on the shoulder, causing a splatter of mud. “We’ll have that squared away in no time.”

 

“This raises a couple of points, though,” Yoshi went on, letting his smile fade. “Things we’re gonna have to deal with relatively soon.”

 

“Is one of them the fact that there are now a whole colony of goblins, with an incipient Goblin King, who know your secret?” Pashilyn prompted dryly.

 

He nodded. “Yeah, exactly. So…I guess we can’t afford to follow Maizo’s advice, even if we were tempted do. Now, we have no choice but to finish what we came here for, and shut down this goblin uprising. Hopefully before it happens.”

 

“I agree,” she said. “But you said a couple of points. What else did you think of, Yoshi?”

 

He drew a deep breath. “You’re probably not gonna like hearing this, Pashilyn. Flaethwyn definitely won’t.”

 

“Oh, Flaethwyn doesn’t like hearing anything,” Raffan snorted. “Disappointment is good for her moral character.”

 

“Well, there’s the fact that we’ve now met, and are apparently both on the same small island,” Yoshi said seriously. “So if one of us is taken by some religious institution, they could very easily be forced to reveal the other. So, even if we’re technically enemies…”

 

Pashilyn’s eyes widened as she caught on, and finished his thought aloud.

 

“We need to warn the Dark Lord.”
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Coda: In Which the Call is Heard


                The miracle stone was visible for limns in every direction, its incredible height rising as it did from nearly the center of the Bronze Reaches. The savanna had only occasional outcroppings of rock and small stands of stunted khora, nothing that would impede the view; the stone could be seen from nearly every part of the Reaches, even from the surrounding mountains if one had a decent spyglass. Razik had tested that himself. Even without one, the glowing crescent moon symbol of Virya marking its peak had become a landmark that could not be missed at night.

 

Now, most of a month after its appearance, the Moot sprawling around the base of the miracle stone had become nearly as impressive in size. It had been many years, close to a lifetime, since the tribes of the Bronze Reaches had drawn together like this, and their numbers had only swelled since the last Moot.

 

The Raptor Ridge tribe had come from one of the longest distances away, barely making it by the appointed day for the Chiefmoot; between that and their relatively small size, they had had to settle for a camp on the farthest outskirts of the Moot. While some tribes would have chafed at the lack of prestige, Razik and his people were pragmatists. The inconvenience of having to walk so far into the trading spaces was minor, and heavily outweighed by the advantages of being able to swiftly depart should this turn out as ugly as large gatherings of orcs tended to.

 

“It’s calm, though,” Draghan commented, peering around as they walked. Razik grunted in agreement. Norr just stomped along in silence on his other side, never one to talk without good and specific reason.

 

“It’s calm!” Akk squawked, leaning over to affectionately nip at Razik’s ear. On his other shoulder, Ikk let out a set of cheerful whistles and nibbled at him from the left. Draghan gave the two parrots a long-suffering look, but said nothing. He’d long since given up fussing about his chieftain’s dignity.

 

In fact, their immediate surroundings were so tumultuous that Draghan’s soft words were barely audible, and even the piercing sound of Ikk’s whistling wouldn’t travel far. They were walking past a fighting ring at that moment, clamoring with shouts, cheers, grunting, and the thud of fists against flesh. On their other side, a vendor at a meat stall was engaged in a shouting match with three potential customers who had firm opinions about his prices. Orcs stomped through the open spaces between tents and stalls that made impromptu streets, cursing and snarling or laughing and boasting. It was noise and chaos everywhere.

 

And nobody within the range of Razik’s senses was bringing out a weapon, or going at anyone else hard enough to draw blood. For such a huge gathering of orcs, that was pretty calm. For such a mixture of orcs of every breed and tribe in the Bronze reaches, the sheer tranquility was incredible.

 

Greenskins intermixed with brownskins, a sea of flesh through which the towering gray bulk of ogres plodded here and there. Few of them, of course. Seeing them like this, so uncommon compared to their smaller brethren even over a century later, hammered home the scale of Satoshi Hara’s—cursed be his filthy soul—genocide. It was one thing to know ogres were rare, another to look at the contrast in numbers firsthand. All the tusked folk were here in numbers, even the pink skins and hairy pelts of those who were still excluded from some orcish gatherings and tribes. Despite Dark Lord Kroshkranth’s proclamation and the subsequent centuries of successful interbreeding, there were some interpretations of the Old Paths which stubbornly insisted that the pig and boar beastmen where not true orcs. 

 

 Yet here they all were, blending together. Not just every kind of orc, but every style of dress and body art, many decked out in full ceremonial regalia as this was the best chance in a generation for them to parade their glory. All mingling together—watching each other warily, of course, baring tusks and not infrequently exchanging blows. But it never escalated. They were, if not peaceful, at least…waiting. A month ago, Razik would never have believed that such a thing could come to be in the Bronze Reaches.

 

 That was before the miracle stone, of course.

 

 “Nearly as stable as our own camp,” he grunted. “It’s good to see. And…important to know.”

 

 Draghan nodded, saying nothing. On Razik’s right shoulder, Akk ruffled his feathers and croaked softly, but also kept his peace. 

 

 The three of them were examined in turn as they passed through the crowds. Fortunately they made an imposing enough trio that others made room without protest; the bulk of the credit for that, of course, went to Norr, who was huge even by the standards of ogres. That, and he was carrying the banner of the Raptor Ridge tribe, signifying a chieftain’s escort. Doubtless most assumed the banner to refer to Draghan, for all that Razik walked in the center of their little formation. The old shaman’s bare arms were no less muscled for his advanced age, and the traditional tattoos that marked him Blessed with Magic showed off the considerable number of spells he possessed. He could be a chieftain in most tribes, if he wanted.

 

 In contrast, the looks directly Razik’s way were either scornful or confused, which was just how he liked it. His baggy pants and the crimson bandanna knotted around his neck didn’t exactly fit the image of an orcish chieftain, much less the two noisy parrots riding on his shoulders. His only body adornment was the cap on his left tusk—which was gold, not something respectable like akornin or iron.

 

 At any rate, they weren’t slowed by the crowd, and in fairly short order emerged from the throng of tents, stands, and other hasty structures which made up the Moot, as well as the crowds filling it. A space had been left, of course; the Moot was set up near the base of the miracle stone, not around or too close to it. At the very foot would be the chiefmoot, and this close it was clear that the circle had been settled around the firepit and was nearly filled, with the hosting tribe’s chieftain’s quarters set up practically against the base of the stone itself.

 

 Ballsy move, that. Razik approved.

 

 There was a space between the trading area and the line of guards protecting the chiefmoot; he took the time as they strode across it to examine the miracle stone from so close.

 

 The height and proportions of the thing made it look slender from a distance. From here, he could tell that just one side of the perfectly square obelisk was wider than the walls of some forts that had not proved strong enough to repel his raiders. He couldn’t even make out the top from this angle, only the pale glow of Virya’s symbol from somewhere high above, casting a moon-like illumination over their surroundings as the afternoon faded into dusk.

 

 He really was pushing the timing; the chiefmoot was to commence at sunset. Razik had made all haste to get here, and even so had not been sure just a few hours ago that he would make it.

 

 A trio of guards moved to intercept them as they reached the boundary line, and he stopped before them, Draghan and Norr doing likewise. Since the Burned Plains tribe had called this Moot, all three were pigfolk, complete with pink hides, flat noses and beady little eyes, and a thick build that ran to fat even over what he knew would be as solid a core of muscle as any other orc. It spoke to the rising power of Burned Plains that so many orcs of so many tribes would answer their chieftain’s summons.

 

 Then again, maybe that helped explain some of the peace in the Moot. If the traditionalists who wouldn’t accept pigmen as orcs hadn’t deigned to show up, that took care of one source of trouble.

 

 “I am Razik.” He pounded his fist once against his left shoulder in the traditional salute. “The Raptor Ridge tribe answers the call of Burned Plains.”

 

 One of the guards wrinkled his muzzle, showing off tusks as he eyed Razik up and down. “You are a chieftain?”

 

 “Sounds the drums! Sound the drums!” Ikk squealed, bobbing up and down on his shoulder. Little bastard had the absolute worst timing, as always. That was why Razik loved him.

 

 Norr thumped the butt of his towering bannerstaff into the earth, the impact hard enough they could all feel the tremor through their feet. Funny how others tended not to notice that the staff flying the banner of Raptor Ridge was an enormous khorodect spine thicker at its base than some people’s legs. After all, what was the point of having the biggest ogre anyone had ever seen as your bannerman if you weren’t going to flex a bit?

 

 “You disrespect my chieftain?” Norr growled, his voice resembling distant thunder as much as the sound of someone speaking.

 

 Of course Razik hadn’t taken offense; it he wanted to be taken seriously at first glance, it would be as simple as not dressing like this. The Burned Plains guards looked up at Norr with no sign of unease, obviously. They wouldn’t have been made honor guards if they could be spooked by the prospect of a swift, messy death. Then both men studied Draghan, who as usual stood in silence with his arms folded. 

 

 One of them nodded, then saluted Razik in reply, thumping his shoulder twice. “Such warriors would not follow an unworthy man. The Burned Plains sees the Raptor Ridge; honor repaid for honor given. Come as friends and go as you will, chieftain Razik.”

 

 Both honor guards stepped aside, and the third approached between them. She was in full regalia, the cowl and shawl of a Black Priestess dangling with trophies and trinkets of her tribal allegiance.

 

 “There is peace at the chiefmoot, as much as there is peace anywhere,” she intoned, holding out her hands. “I am Korag the Bluefoot, a Black Priestess of the Burned Plains tribe. By my name and honor, I will keep your weapons held in respect till the chiefmoot ends, and return them to you unmarred, chieftain of Raptor Ridge.”

 

 He nodded and thumped his shoulder—twice, to the visible surprise of both guards—and handed her his scimitar and wristclaw without hesitation.

 

 “Honor to your service, Virya’s daughter.”

 

 She accepted his arms, handling them as reverently as if they were holy relics, as per the strength of her oath. Then all three of the guarding party moved aside.

 

 “Try not to embarrass the tribe, boy,” Draghan grumbled, punching Razik’s shoulder. “For once.”

 

 “Grow a thicker skin, old man,” Razik retorted, shoving him.

 

 “Sound the drums!” Ikk squawked.

 

 “Embarrass the tribe!” Akk screeched.

 

 Draghan sighed, rolled his eyes, and turned to stomp back toward the outer line of guards, where other chieftains’ escorts stood with their tribal banners, watching and watched by the Burned Plains honor guards ringing the chiefmoot. Norr followed him without a word, exactly as he did most things.

 

 Twilight was falling; it was dim enough that the fire cast the assembled chieftains seated in a half-circle around it in reddish light, not having to compete with the sun. Razik was apparently the last, the appointed hour mere minutes away now. There were gaps between the assembled orcs, of course, since there was no set roster for this gathering, much less assigned seating. Not every tribe in the Reaches would have bothered to come, and some that were coming could not get here in time for the chiefmoot.

 

 Razik made for one of these gaps, between a brownskin whose full beard was beginning to go gray, and the only woman in the semicircle, a greenskin like himself. He knew there were more female chieftains than this in the Bronze Reaches, and made a mental note to find out whether they hadn’t deigned to answer the summons, or had not been called, or were just late. There were conflicting rumors about the practices of the Burned Plains, and it would help to know what prejudices they held.

 

 The old man grunted and nodded at him, impressing Razik by not reacting visibly to his odd attire and pet parrots, even when Ikk whistled at him. Razik didn’t much like being impressed; he could always get whatever he needed from a blustering fool, but those with enough composure to control their knee-jerk reactions tended to be trouble. In the dim firelight, he hadn’t realized until he drew closer that the woman wore a Black Priestess’s shawl; he’d missed it at first glance because she had the cowl lowered, signifying she was not here on spiritual business. She eyed him up and down, and allowed her upper lip to curl faintly, but then turned back toward the fire with no other outward reaction.

 

 He settled down on his knees, in the formal posture of tradition, from which any reasonably fit orc could spring upward and into action at an instant’s notice. 

 

 Akk made a couple of meaningless squawks, then leaned closer, rubbing his head against Razik’s face and chittering affectionately, which prompted Ikk to do the same on his other side.

 

 “She’s Blessed with Magic,” Akk whispered right into his ear, inaudibly to anyone outside arm’s reach. “Decently powerful.”

 

 Razik reached up to tickle Ikk’s head with a fingertip.

 

 “Nice birds,” said the old man on his left. “They tasty?”

 

 “They’re my eyes,” Razik replied, grinning with his tusks on full display. “You eat mine, I’ll eat yours.”

 

 “Fair,” the elder chieftain said with a grunt that was half chuckle, then hammered his fist once into his shoulder. “Gadna, Lion Forest.”

 

 “Razik, Raptor Ridge.” He saluted back. Then turned an expectant look on the woman to his right.

 

 She cocked an eyebrow in surprise, but pounded her shoulder. “Zhav, Silent Spring.”

 

 Razik saluted her in the same way, noting the expressions of the other chieftains around the fire. There were other conversations going, but as the most recent arrival—and one with a rather loud presence—he had a lot of attention. It was well worth his time to mark which faces looked approving and which disdainful. More of the former than the latter, to his satisfaction. If this ended up being one of those groups that wouldn’t respect a woman chieftain, it was unlikely anything of value would happen here. So far, so good.

 

 “It’s been a good Moot,” Gadna said, staring idly at the fire. “Lots of trade, some good fun for the brats. I’d say the journey wasn’t wasted for that alone, even if this meeting turns out as useless as I expect.”

 

 “Well, it’s obviously to do with that,” said Razik jerking his head up toward the enormous miracle stone looming over them. “Any inkling what Burned Plains plans to say about it?”

 

 “We’ll find out when we find out,” Gadna grunted. “I half suspect their chieftain’s just using the miracle as an excuse to throw a big party and position his tribe as leaders in the Reaches.”

 

 “Burned Plains isn’t reckless enough to antagonize every other tribe that way,” said Zhav. “It remains to be seen whether they’ll offer us anything valuable enough to be worth it. That we’re here at all means they think they can.”

 

 “I think you give them a lot of credit, Virya’s daughter,” Gadna retorted, using the title of respect to take the affront out of his rebuttal. “These are strictly New Paths orcs. Not much to ‘em but burning and looting.” He glanced at Razik, eyes darting up and down him, then grunted. “No offense, I guess.”

 

 “Burning and looting!” Akk sang.

 

 “Sound the drums!” added Ikk.

 

 “Offense at what?” Razik asked, grinning. “Raptor Ridge is an Old Paths tribe.”

 

“Really.” The elder chieftain finally showed naked surprise at that, half-turning where he sat to study Razik more closely. “What interpretation?”

 

 “My own.”

 

 “Hnh. You must think a lot of yourself, boy.”

 

 “Well, I ought to. I impress myself regularly, and I am not easily impressed!”

 

 Gadna blinked at his grin, seeming to have no idea what to say to that. Zhav just curled her lip again and moved the conversation back on track.

 

 “New Paths doesn’t mean mindless destruction, any chieftain should know that. Some New Paths tribes go that route, but they never last long. The Burned Plains are organized and successful. Their chieftain has a plan and the ability to execute it. You saw the honor guards, you know they can at least see value in traditions, even if they don’t believe in them as ardently as some.”

 

 “They wouldn’t even have Black Priestesses if they didn’t keep some of the strengths of the Old Paths,” Razik agreed. “Ah, good. Wait’s over.”

 

 The flap of the big tent arranged at the base of the miracle stone had been thrown back, and a form emerged.

 

 “Wait’s over, he says,” Gadna grumbled. “You just got here. Real test of your patience.”

 

 Razik grinned at him, but said nothing further. Conversations around the fire died out as all the assembled chieftains watched their host approach.

 

 The huge pigman had to be the chieftain of the Burned Plains tribe, and it was obvious at a glance how he had risen to the leadership of a New Paths tribe: he was nearly the size of an ogre. That kind of brute strength would be needed to keep raiders who respected only violence in line. Privately, Razik agreed with Zhav; this orc would need as much wits as brawn to make his tribe as successful as it had become in the last few years.

 

 The chieftain wasn’t the only focus of attention, however. As he drew closer, Razik realized there was another, much smaller person walking quietly behind and to the right of him. He leaned forward, narrowing his eyes, as did several of the other chieftains around the fire. Some mutters rose, though no one spoke up vociferously.

 

 The chieftain of the Burned Plains tribe had brought a slave with him to the chiefmoot: a dark elf woman. That was taking a risk. What New Paths raiders were prone to do with slaves was a major sore point for those who valued tradition. He wasn’t the only one immediately suspicious; Gadna growled to himself and Zhav bared her tusks fully in displeasure, muscles bulging as she tensed her whole body as if preparing to spring. Razik held his peace, for now. The elf was attired as a tribeswoman in a functional leather dress that even had the usual thickened patches stitched in for light armor, which boded well. Had she been in the skimpy rags New Paths orcs tended to put on slaves they were abusing, Razik would have stood and walked out without another word—as, he suspected, would quite a few of the assembled chieftains, including those to either side of him.

 

 Subterfuge was one thing, and diplomacy another. There were some sins, though, that were not to be tolerated. 

 

 Akk pecked the side of his head urgently.

 

 “She’s Blessed with Wisdom,” his familiar hissed, while the mundane parrot Ikk covered the sound with his cheerful whistles. “She’ll see us.”

 

 Razik made himself breathe slowly and evenly. Well, it had to happen eventually; a familiar would know a familiar on sight, and they could all identify Blessings just by looking. He’d always known his cover would be blown the first time he came face to face with another Blessed with Wisdom, and had laid plans in advance to deal with it. Still, prepared or not, it was a blow. He had hoped to unlock a Wisdom perk that would enable his familiar to hide from others before it happened. Razik didn’t know for certain that such a perk existed, but suspected so just because there were Wisdom perks for every conceivable purpose and event. He had deliberately not asked Akk about it, fearing that even knowing of its existence would prevent him from unlocking it.

 

 He studied the dark elf slave closely, ignoring the chieftain hosting them for now. She seemed healthy, not underfed and with no visible injuries, and wasn’t tied. The heavy bracers marking her enslaved status had tribal decorations; Razik didn’t know the Burned Plains customs exactly, but that was usually a mark of high favor. He saw nothing with her that looked like a familiar. Most interestingly, she wore a blindfold. It didn’t seem to prevent her from moving about smoothly, though. The woman walked as confidently as anyone with no visible guidance from the orc she accompanied, keeping pace and in her position behind him, and stopping when he stopped in front of the fire, the pair of them the focus of the chiefmoot.

 

 “Chieftains of the Bronze Reaches,” the huge pigman orc greeted them in a deep, ringing voice, pounding his shoulder once in salute. “You give honor to the Burned Plains by answering my summons. Honor shall be given to you in full. I am Aruvogg, chieftain.”

 

 “You’d better not have brought us here to show off your little pet, Aruvogg,” said one of the chieftains Razik didn’t recognize, earning mutters of agreement and a few chuckles.

 

 “Did you blind that girl yourself?” demanded another.

 

 Aruvogg reached one hand unerringly to his side and backward, laying it with surprising gentleness on the elf’s shoulder. The gesture emphasized the difference in their sizes; he could have crushed her head with a good squeeze. Razik decided he was almost certainly not abusing the woman. She’d never survive it.

 

 “My Zyrphen sees more than any of you,” Aruvogg growled. “Hers is the Blessing of Wisdom.”

 

 And at that signal, her familiar appeared. It had been hiding behind her, or perhaps invisible—there was probably a Wisdom perk that did that, too. Orcs muttered as the small creature, a flying serpent with a mane like a lion’s, swirled around Zyrphen’s head, the firelight flashing golden across its glittering scales. The thing wasn’t much bigger than Akk, really, but it knew how to leverage its long body and iridescent hide for maximum dramatic effect.

 

 “In part, you are here because of her,” Aruvogg continued, looking directly at the chieftain who had chastised him, then pointed one meaty finger back at the enormous miracle stone blotting out the evening sky. “And because of that. I have called you here to tell you what I know, because all the tribes should know it, so we can decide what we shall do. Zyrphen serves among the Black Priestesses of my tribe, aiding and aided by their arts. The Wisdom perks she has unlocked pertain to the mysteries of Virya, and those who walk her path. The night the miracle stone appeared, other miracles occurred on other islands, all across Ephemera. Some of you will have heard word of these.”

 

 “I have,” said Razik, echoed by agreement from a few other chieftains.

 

 Aruvogg nodded his head once. “The world is in a furor to discern the meaning of these events—but some are privileged to know. Certain Spirits who give answers. Certain Blessed with Wisdom who possess the proper, rare perks. On that night, my Zyrphen was granted a vision, and showed it to my tribe. Verified by my Black Priestesses and shamans. Be honored, chieftains. While the great nations of the archipelago scrabble for hints of the truth, our people alone shall know.”

 

 “Enough suspense,” growled the chieftain of the White Sands tribe, one of those Razik knew by sight. “If we wanted to listen to a storyteller, there are better ones in the Moot. Out with it.”

 

 Rather than taking offense, Aruvogg grinned, baring his tusks in an expression of savage, triumphant vindication, and bellowed his answer.

 

“The Dark Crusade has begun.”

 

 Everyone had more respect than to start yelling and carrying on in the middle of a chiefmoot, but the muttering at that was intense and came from nearly every orc present. Razik was one of the few who neither moved nor spoke. Zhav also refrained from grumbling, but she leaned forward, narrowing her eyes intently.

 

 “So you say,” she interjected, her voice ringing over the rumbling and quelling it. 

 

 Aruvogg turned again, holding out one hand toward the slave, and spoke with surprising gentleness.

 

 “Come, girl, share the vision. As you did before.”

 

 Zyrphen stepped forward, approaching the bonfire, and only stopped when she was close enough that the heat of the flames would be uncomfortable even for an orc. Then, suddenly, she reached out and stuck her hand into the fire. Razik wasn’t the only onlooker who reared back in surprise.

 

 “She’s fine,” Akk muttered in his ear. “This is a rare perk, but what she’s showing us is legit.”

 

 The flames had changed shape when the dark elf touched them, rising upward in a spiraling column and then branching out, forming a picture in the air above the chiefmoot: a flickering sculpture of a vast khora forest, of the dense and healthy kind that was not found in the Bronze Reaches. Then, in a single great wash of fire, the illusory khora were wiped away.

 

 “The Dark Lord rises!” Zyrphen cried, her voice projecting powerfully across the gathering. Razik noted its cadence, the intense delivery he had heard from shamans in the midst of deep trances—and charlatans who’d learned how to mimic that. “His rage burns an island from one coast to the next! His enemies are scoured away by cleansing fire! In Virya’s name, he raises a banner of flame and perfidy against those who would rule him! War is declared upon Sanora and all her get! Behold his coming, and pay heed to his challenge!”

 

 The flames roared upward again, this time forming into the shape of a person. It was indistinct, being made of shifting fire; the face was too vague to be recognized, save that the figure was obviously human. The goddesses’ Champions were always human. 

 

 The burning man towering over them had his legs braced in a firm stance. He raised one hand to point at the distant horizon, and a voice deeper than thunder echoed over the entire Moot.

 

“I AM BECOME DEATH, THE SHATTERER OF WORLDS.”

 

 Razik was, as he had boasted, not easily impressed—nor was he unfamiliar with trickery and the use of emotion to drive responses from an unwitting audience. Still, he felt it this time. The shiver that climbed up his spine was pure, ferocious euphoria, calling to the burning in every orc’s blood.

 

 Zyrphen staggered back from the fire, her familiar twining about her neck in sudden, desperate support. Aruvogg stepped in before she could collapse, catching her slender form in his enormous paws. The great chieftain picked up the slave as if she weighed nothing, stepped far enough from the bonfire that she would not be singed, and set her down upon the hardened earth with astonishing tenderness. The dark elf barely manage to sit upright once he withdrew his grasp, panting for breath.

 

 Aruvogg released her and watched carefully, only stepping away once he was certain she was not about to pass out. Then he turned back to the assembled chieftains, again baring his tusks in a grin of orcish challenge.

 

 “And so you have heard it. The Dark Crusade comes again. Once more, the great game of the goddesses has begun. And once more, the age of the orcs will begin!”

 

 “The Age of Destruction,” Razik echoed, far more quietly.

 

 Well, this was going to make a mess of all his plans. But on the upside, it definitely wouldn’t be boring.
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Bonus 6: In Which the Ranger Springs a Trap


                It was all falling apart.

 

Nazralind stood in the center of what had days ago been a tiny hamlet—not a proper village, but a cluster of houses where four families lived and worked the surrounding fields, out here near the very edge of the island. Everyone was gone, hopefully fled; at least, she’d found no bodies. Nothing remained of the houses but charred, burned-out husks.

 

She’d seen the aftermath of housefires before, they weren’t uncommon in Fflyr dwellings, stuffed with paper and fabric as they tended to be. Sometimes the heat could be intense enough to crack akorshil beams, but usually one just had to clean out the ash and rubble, repaint and maybe replace the roofing. Here? These homes were destroyed, burned to fragments. The kind of heat it took to shatter akorshil planks to this extent ruled out accidental fire, or even a hasty raid. Someone had taken the time to liberally and strategically apply asauthec before setting it alight.

 

 “Naz,” Ismreth said quietly but urgently, her boots crunching amid the charred debris as she approached. Nazralind steeled herself; this was no time to crumple under the pressure. The more dire things were, the more important it was that she remain composed and in control. It was exhausting. “No sign of him?”

 

“Clearly not. It looks like we’re really on our own, now.”

 

“He might still be alive, just escaped the damage,” Ismreth offered. “Coridon could outmaneuver the Clans if anyone could.”

 

 Which didn’t help them, because he wasn’t here. Whatever move Nazralind came up with next, it would have to be without the aid or even advice of the only professional who’d ever backed her campaign. But there was no point in dumping more mud on Ismreth’s spirit by saying it our loud.

 

“How’s it look out there, Izzy?” Good, her voice didn’t quaver.

 

 “It’s…bad.” Ismreth was trying to put on a good face, clearly, but she didn’t feel the same pressure to project strength. She wasn’t the leader. “Just like this, all over. The Ardwych, Llian, Thloch and Yffleward farms, gone. Burned out with asauthec. Three more hamlets this size, too.”

 

 “Are the people…gone? There no sign of anybody here, have we found what happened to them?”

 

“It seems they were allowed to go. Master Llian is dead, Naz; Master Thloch and his son are nursing rapier wounds. They all tried to resist. The ones who fled were let go.”

 

 Nazralind started to reach for her own face, then forced her hand back down. Control; her strength was their strength. She couldn’t afford to be mortal. Instead, she pictured the locations described on her mental map.

 

“The other hamlets. Where?”

 

“The little one on the bladegrass border closest to our base, one between the Yffleward and Thloch farms, and the crossroads on the eastern edge of Clan Thelflyn’s land.”

 

Her breath caught. “That’s…an encirclement. Except for the last one. They’re pushing inward.”

 

Ismreth nodded, her face grim and hollow. “And slow enough to make it obvious. They mean to converge on Flynswith and burn out our allies.”

 

“We have to—”

 

“Nazralind. It is too obvious. This is bigger than Clan Thelflyn could organize alone; other families are involved. Possibly even yours. It is aimed at us, and it is a trap!”

 

 “I wasn’t proposing to meet the Clansguard in a pitched battle! If we can at least warn our friends in the village—”

 

 “Do the obvious thing we would do, that we are clearly being goaded into doing? They know who’s helped us, Naz! That’s who they’ll be watching, ready to pounce if we show our faces.”

 

 “What do you want me to say?” she demanded. “We started all this, Ismreth! These people are in danger because of us. How can we abandon them now?”

 

Ismreth didn’t flinch from her gaze. “And we can finish all this by walking into the trap that gets us all dragged back to our families. Is that the order you want to give? Because… I don’t know if the girls will obey it. They can all see what this is.”

 

Nazralind stared at her. “Will you?”

 

She still didn’t flinch, but the long pause hung heavy between them.

 

“If that is your order,” Ismreth said finally, “I’ll carry it to the others.”

 

 The elf forced herself to breathe, to think. Outward stillness was a poor substitute for inner calm, but she made do. Instinctively she wanted to be aghast, enraged. Their entire purpose for everything they’d done was to help the people of Dount in their oppression; this retaliation against them was happening because of her and her followers. And now they wanted to turn their backs on the people when the need was most urgent? It took scarcely a second’s thought, though, to see how cruelly unfair she was being. Just as they had put these people in this situation, she had put the other young ladies following her where they were by recruiting and inciting and leading them. Pushing them into a course where they would lose their own freedom and suffer the punishment of their Clans was just the same problem from a different angle.

 

 The rock and the hard place. No matter what she did, someone—many someones—to whom she had pledged her aid and solidarity would have to be abandoned to their fate. It was…intolerable. Above all else, Nazralind couldn’t stand to abandon anyone. Not since the night of her own escape; she’d sworn never again to turn her back on someone. And now, she’d been backed into a corner from which she couldn’t see any outcome but to fail everyone. Everything.

 

 In that light, it was grimly clear. Her failure had already happened; now to face the consequences. It was a trap. They were not going to be able to aid the villagers no matter what they did. How could she possibly ask her girls to sacrifice themselves for nothing?

 

“You’re right.” Nazralind shook her head. “What’s everyone’s position?”

 

Ismreth looked a bit relieved. “Outside the encirclement, for now. When I checked in with everyone I warned them all of the pattern; I don’t think anybody’s reckless enough to charge in and get caught, but we should group back up as soon as possible. They’re all trying to find and aid the civilians who fled their homes outside the area being attacked.”

 

“So they’ll be moving farther from the hot spot, not closer,” Nazralind murmured. “There’s that, anyway. Okay, Izzy, I have one more thing I need to try. I need you to link back up with everyone, gather the group.”

 

“Where?” There was new tension in Ismreth’s voice, as if she half expected to be ordered back into the fray.

 

“Sister Maeflyn’s chapel.”

 

“Everyone? That’s awfully close to Olumnach lands, Naz. If their Clansguard find a whole group converging…”

 

“Right, we can’t afford to stay there long, but it’s far enough outside the area being hunted. We need a meeting place and that’s one spot we’re not being actively looked for.”

 

Ismreth nodded. “Okay. There’s one other thing you should know, Naz: I haven’t found them myself, but several of the fleeing villagers I spoke to talked about somebody looking for us. For you, specifically.”

 

Nazralind sucked in a breath, along with the scent of soot. “Someone…new?”

 

“Not the Clans, I don’t think. It’s the same pair, a young highborn woman and a big muscular woman who looked like an adventurer or bandit. Apparently they’ve roamed around this part of the island as much as a person can in the last three days or so—all over the Flynswith area. Asking leading questions about our gang, and several people told me they specifically asked if an elf was with us.”

 

In her current state, the stab of hope that pierced Nazralind’s heart was almost painful; she was grappling with too many emotions as it was, and pushed that aside.

 

“What do you know about them? Any description beyond that? Has anyone tried to…deal with them in any way?”

 

 Ismreth shook her head. “People have universally been afraid to interfere with them. When I pressed nobody said they did anything aggressive, one goodwife even insisted they were very polite, but… The highborn girl was described as brown haired but very pale and with brown eyes, high enough in rank that most sensible lowborn wouldn’t antagonize her. Also the other woman’s supposedly as tall and strong-looking as a man, and a strong man at that. And both are armed.”

 

“Okay.” Nazralind drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “All right. One more thing to watch out for.”

 

“What should we do if we come across them?”

 

She chewed her lip for a second. Hope was a poisonous thing… And this was no time to take risks.

 

 “Be careful. Find out who they are, if they’re not hostile. Then arrange a meeting later in a neutral place and ditch them. These…may be allies. Possibly even someone I know. But right now, I’m not willing to risk anybody’s life on the chance.”

 

“Yeah, we have enough problems. Okay, I’ll make sure everybody knows that, too. Can I help with your next task, Naz?”

 

“I think it’ll be better if I try that one alone. It’s a detour, but I’ll still probably reach the chapel ahead of you by the time you’ve gathered everybody up. I’ll see you then, Izzy. Be fast, but be careful.”

 

Ismreth stepped forward to catch her in a brief hug. “You be more of both, young lady.”

 

“C’mon, when am I not?”

 

 “Ugggh. Don’t even joke.” The other woman backed up and raised her head. “Ayy yi yi yi!”

 

Behind Nazralind, Newneh raised her head from where she’d been crouching behind the husk of a farmhouse, recognizing the voice. But it wasn’t Nazralind’s voice, so she didn’t fully emerge. Ismreth’s own Haddi did, the gwynnek bursting out of cover behind a stand of bladegrass in the near distance and charging right into the village.

 

Ismreth vaulted deftly into the saddle as Haddi skidded on crouched legs to lower her body, then kept on running with her rider without ever having fully stopped. The woman raised her arm to wave as they dashed away, and then she was gone around a rise in Dount’s rolling terrain. They hadn’t had as easy a time staying concealed as they would have in the western part of the island, with all the khora, but there were abundant places to hide practically everywhere on Dount. Also, for the same reasons, the really dangerous bandit gangs were in the west, and Nazralind hadn’t wanted to contest their territory on top of antagonizing the Clans.

 

Especially since events had proved she couldn’t even successfully do one of those things, let alone both.

 

 “C’mon, Newneh,” she murmured, swinging a leg over the gwynnek’s neck, “let’s go get in some more trouble. Hepep.”

 



 

Hope was a luxury that often proved too expensive to sustain, and Nazralind had grown adept at stomping it out of her own heart even as she tried to share it with others. Thus, she wasn’t surprised or even really disappointed by the results of her meeting with the goblins at the one underground access she knew of that was outside the shrinking noose her enemies were closing on the village of Flynswith. Begging for aid from that disc-pinching schemer Maugro had always been a tragically long shot, one so obviously pointless that it was a testament to her desperate situation that she even bothered.

 

Even so, while the goblins had refused to sell her any tactical information on credit, she’d come away with surprising gains.

 

Her “debt” with Maugro had been squared, for one, by some third party who preferred to remain unknown. Even if the goblins refused to sell her any data on Clan maneuvers that might get her out of this mess, that was a ray of sunlight through the clouds; if he’d sold her out to any of her opponents, either the Clans or just a rival bandit gang, in her current beleaguered situation that would mean the end. The headsman’s axe had been forestalled, but she was still on the chopping block. No word on an exploitable weak point in the tightening noose, nothing on the mystery pair apparently hunting her. But it was a chance to live another day, if she didn’t blow it.

 

Plus, while Maizo was not about to offer his employer’s stock in trade for free to someone already in debt to them, he had given her advice based on the information he couldn’t sell her.

 

 “Gather your girls and hold out a few more days, yer Ladyship,” the goblin had said. “This guy who bailed you out? He’s the real business. You might’ve fucked up royal, but he’s got a real chance to pull off what you were tryin’ to. Keep yourselves alive long enough for him to get in touch, and then take the deal he offers. That’s my recommendation, a gift from me to you.”

 

It was good that it was just Maizo and not his employer; had Maugro insulted her efforts that was she might have kicked his head right off. It was even worse because he wasn’t wrong. Fucked up royal, indeed.

 

All of this she put aside as she drew within sight of the old chapel and dismounted her gwynnek just over the rise.

 

“Yi shasha hep,” she softly instructed Newneh, patting her neck. The bird croaked very softly, affectionately bumped Nazralind’s shoulder with her beak, and then hunkered down in the shadow of the large bush beside which they’d stopped. Early in her campaign, as she was establishing a base and recruiting her first followers, Nazralind had considered dispensing with the system of traditional gwynnek calls; aside from the trouble of teaching the whole series to new recruits, they weren’t exactly subtle, particularly the shrill, warbling cries used to summon the birds from a distance. Ultimately it had worked more in their favor than against them, though. Nobody who hadn’t been formally trained in traditional Fflyr gwynnek riding—which was most people by far—could interpret the calls, and thus wouldn’t understand what the gwynneks were being told to do. 

 

You could summon a really well-trained horse, but you couldn’t instruct it to flank and attack your enemies from behind.

 

 Nazralind approached the chapel slowly, on foot, keeping low and to the shade of the thick bushes and bladegrass which grew here. It should be a safe location, as far as she knew, but after the events of this week she was making no assumptions.

 

 The abandoned temple was no longer as overgrown as it had been, thanks to Sister Maeflyn’s gradual effort, but still didn’t look like much with its missing roof and broken walls. It stood in the shadow of one of the only surviving clumps of khora this far east, a relic from before this part of the island had been mostly cleared for agriculture—which had happened so long ago there were no remaining records of when it was. The chapel probably wasn’t that old, but what remained visible of its architectural style matched neither modern Fflyr structures or those of the old Savin colonists. Most immediately relevant was that it was easy to sneak up on; rubble and overgrowth provided excellent cover.

 

Almost immediately her caution was validated; she could hear faint voices from the temple itself. The vast majority of the time there was no one in the chapel save the eccentric lone priestess who had chosen to make it home and gradually reclaim it from the wilds. Sister Maeflyn had always been discreet, and it stood to reason her curious endeavor might draw other visitors besides Nazralind’s cohorts, but today of all days she was unwilling to trust anything to the Goddess’s mercy.

 

 Moving with every bit of the skill she’d been taught to avoid making a sound, she crept closer to the ruined chapel. One of the voices was Maeflyn’s and it was not raised in alarm; that was promising. Nazralind eased under the drooping fronds of an outlying khora sentinel, slowly as she had to pass between to bushes to avoid rustling them, and pulled closer to the half-broken wall until she soft noise of speech coalesced into comprehensible words.

 

 “…you say, of course.” That was Sister Maeflyn’s voice—Nazralind could have wept for the relief of hearing one of her precious few allies not being rounded up by the vindictive Clans. Needless to say, she didn’t. “Do you not wish to cover any other potential rendezvous points? I can get word to you if they turn up here.”

 

 “The situation out there has grown too unstable to risk it.” The elf lurking outside barely managed not to physically jolt in surprise. That voice—could it actually be? Was wishful thinking making her hear something she desperately wanted in place of what was really there? She inched closer as he kept talking, keeping low to the ground. “Besides, this is an exercise with a specific win condition. This is the logical place for them to regroup. I’ve been disappointed by some of—well, many of the girl’s decisions up to now, but not so much that I’m willing to give up on her outright. If she has the wit to gather them here, that will be the sign to me that my investment in them was not a loss.”

 

 It was. It was his voice, she was sure of it even before she managed to position herself in the shadow of both a far-reaching khora frond and a chunk of fallen akorthist that had once been part of a pillar to sneak a single peek into the chapel sanctuary. Despite the broken walls, the sanctuary itself was cleaned out and kept meticulously swept by its sole resident priestess. Sister Maeflyn was there—and so was Coridon.

 

 The man she’d hoped to meet at that little hamlet where he had spent much of his time. The only elf on Dount, so far as she knew, not connected to her family or any of the other local Clans, with the mysterious past and strange arsenal of survival and other skills who had taken it upon himself to train her in all the arts that had enabled her to make it this far. Her teacher, the first person in her new life to offer her any support at all, the man she’d been prepared to mourn as another casualty of her ineptitude…whom she had just overheard commenting to one of her only other surviving friends about that very incompetence. The shame of it would have been crushing had she not been so relieved.

 

 And…confused. Since when did Coridon and Maeflyn know each other? Or even know of each other?

 

The priestess, a pale human woman with medium brown hair, was currently sweeping the floor of the chapel while she spoke with him, and now paused to glance about at the broken walls as if checking for eavesdroppers. Nazralind repressed the urge to duck back down out of sight. She should be invisible to them from here, but moving suddenly could ruin that.

 

“And what’s the plan after that?” Maeflyn asked, resuming the steady swish-swish of her broom. “I like those girls, don’t get me wrong, but I must say they’re not who I would nominate for a permanent presence on Dount.”

 

 “No, no,” Coridon chuckled. “You’re not wrong, Sister. They have potential, hence my interest, but none of them are ready for a field posting without significant further training. And not training in the field, either. The next steps would necessary take place for outside your purview.”

 

“It’s not my intent to pry, of course,” the priestess said placidly, eyes on her work. “Forgive if I overstep, agent, you know the Guard gives relatively cursory training to adjuncts like me. Was that a prohibited question? If I don’t need to know, then I don’t.”

 

“Relax, Sister, we’re not so heavy-handed with Temple allies. In fact, this is specifically your business, as my next plans will leave you as the only Imperial presence on this island.”

 

“Oh? Do you not need to clear that with the Grey Guard first?”

 

“I have significant discretionary authority, in fact. There are no specific plans this far north, save the general policy of keeping Fflyr territories unstable and disorganized. On Dount’s best days, most of that work is done with no help from us, thanks to that sadistic buffoon they call an Archlord. The current mess out there will suffice to leave this island a zone of zero priority for some time. Your only responsibilities would be to serve as secondary support for agents traveling to and from Godspire.”

 

 Nazralind was physically unable to move under the pure weight of shock and betrayal. For long seconds, she couldn’t breathe.

 

 Gray Guard. Temple… The Radiant Temple. They were Imperials. Not just people who happened to be from Lancor, but agents of the Empire, sent here specifically to sabotage Fflyr interests and maintain the status quo of Dlemathlys’s weak, subordinate position relative to its massive southern neighbor. Goddess have mercy on her idiot soul, she’d been trained by the Gray Guard. Coridon’s training, Maeflyn’s gentle support and sanctuary—they weren’t helping her, they were using her against her own country. She was no freedom fighter, just a dupe and a traitor.

 

Nazralind hadn’t even decided what to do before her body began to move on its own. Slowly, silently, with the greatest care she could manage, she began to creep closer, seeking a better vantage, while pulling out her shortbow and drawing an arrow.

 

“I see,” Sister Maeflyn mused. “That sounds not much different from what I’ve been doing, then. And you? No matter how talented those girls may be, I think you’ll have a rather hard time moving the whole group across the entirety of Dlemathlys back to safe territory.”

 

 “On the contrary, that should make for serviceable field training. The only trouble spots are the landbridge crossings, and what passes for Fflyr security is a great chance to coach new operatives with low stakes. Once off Dount itself, I anticipate no real problems. No, the issue comes before that. Promising as they are as recruits, they are also stubborn and overly idealistic, to the point that some of the most important lessons I have tried to impart have been unfortunately wasted. Those girls are already more than halfway to giving up on this teetering wreck of a country and going on to do something more meaningful with their lives, but…they are significantly less than halfway to realizing that. If only…”

 

He paused, then turned to look directly at Nazralind, and smiled.

 

“Well, Highlady Nazralind, do you see what I mean?”

 

 She was still fully in shadow; she knew she was nothing more than in indistinct shape in the dimness between two scraggly pricklepit bushes. Maeflyn straightened up, her eyebrows pulling together in a frown; the priestess tried to follow Coridon’s gaze, her eyes continuing to shift as she visibly failed to locate the person to whom he spoke.

 

Nazralind had her bow already taking aim; she had a perfect line of fire at both of them, right through the space between two standing columns where all that remained of the wall was a low mound of crumbled bricks.

 

She held Coridon’s eyes for a moment, then pulled back the string further.

 

 “Ah, ah,” he chided, holding up one hand and looking not the least bit alarmed. “What did I teach you, young lady? Never start a fight you are not sure you can win. All you know for sure about my capabilities are that they exceed yours. I taught you everything you know, Nazralind, not everything I know.”

 

She breathed in and out, holding the tension in the string, sighting down the shaft.

 

 “You know how good you’ve become at sneaking,” Coridon continued more softly, smiling. “Look, the good Sister still can’t see you. A wiser person would ask herself how I did, and refrain from initiating hostilities.”

 

“You’re just trying to manipulate me,” Nazralind retorted. He wore no armor; there was no way he could counter an arrow fired at this range. Could he?

 

 “The ‘just’ in that sentence is carrying a lot of weight. What is manipulation but an attempt to sway someone to your point of view—and what is any communication if not that? Yes, I very much prefer that to violence, both professionally and morally. Come now, young lady, the moment has passed. You’d have shot me already if this were the day you were to learn what a terrible mistake that would be. Let’s settle this with words.”

 

“Settle this? You think there’s anything left for us to discuss?” And yet, she found herself straightening up and stepping forward out of the shadows, even relaxing her bowstring. Sister Maeflyn stood silently, clutching the broom in front of herself and watching Nazralind’s movements with wide eyes in a stark contrast to Coridon’s calm demeanor.

 

 “But of course,” he said, his smile unwavering. “Neither of us are thugs, and we are not enemies.”

 

 She bared her teeth, raised her shortbow again and drew the string back. Maeflyn’s eyes widened, and the priestess retreated a few steps. Nazralind ignored her, keeping her aim locked on Coridon.

 

 “You disagree?” Coridon’s tone remind soft, conversational. Idle, even. “Everyone you meet has layers you aren’t aware of.”

 

“Layers? You’re a Lancoral agent and you have the gall to stand there and claim we aren’t enemies?”

 

 He shrugged. “Why would we be? Lancor and Fflyr Dlemathlys are not at war. Formally, they are not even on bad terms. So I’ve been disrupting the activities of the Clans on Dount—what of it? What is it you think you have been doing?” 

 

 Nazralind jerked as if struck, nearly losing her grip on the arrow; Maeflyn twitched backward, apparently expecting that outcome. Coridon, despite having the shaft aimed at his chest, didn’t react at all, save to continue talking.

 

 “In fact, it might interest you to know that training and assisting you is the entire scope of my activities against the Clans, Nazralind. There’s nothing you can accuse me of that doesn’t encompass you. Why this sudden outrage? You know better than anyone how contemptible the leadership of this country is. Think instead of just reacting, and you’ll quickly realize we are still on the same side. Just as we’ve always been.”

 

“I am trying to help free my people,” Nazralind hissed, drawing back the string another rhid. “You are the stooge of an all-devouring power-hungry despot!”

 

 “Citizens of the Lancor Empire do not go hungry,” Coridon retorted, calm and implacable. “Commoners have legal recourse if mistreated by the nobility. There are no summary punishments of any kind, all crimes are tried by trained jurors. If a Lancoral citizen is unable to find the dignity of work, it is found for him by the relevant bureaucracy. That all-devouring power-hungry despot, long may he reign in peace, provides schools and hospitals for his people, and the relevant administration to ensure citizens can access to them. He builds roads and aqueducts while your Clans hoard the harvests and feast as those who support them starve.”

 

 “Just because—”

 

 “Your problem, Nazralind, is that you will not compromise, or sacrifice.” Coridon’s smile had vanished; he now leaned forward, holding her gaze and relentlessly hammering her with his words. “That is why you have failed, and why you will continue to do so. You want to change the world, to make it better? That is what drew me to the service of the Empire. In the Gray Guard I have learned that to achieve a greater good one must often make peace with a lesser evil. And I serve faithfully, as one who is often called upon to dispense those lesser equals, because I have seen the good that is done by upholding the stability of the Empire.”

 

 “By making sure Dlemathlys never knows any of that stability!”

 

 “You know very well that it is you highborn who are the architects of most Fflyr suffering. I know you’ve seen too much to believe this country would fix itself overnight if the Gray Guard were all purged. It is beyond our power to right the course of Fflyr Dlemathlys; that would take annexation and administration by the Empire. Is that what you want?”

 

 Nazralind opened her mouth, and no sound emerged. The bowstring slackened in her grip as her arms had begun to quiver with the fatigue of keeping it taut for so long.

 

 “I didn’t undertake your training and support your campaign because it advances the cause of Lancor,” he said more quietly, “but because nothing you do here will harm Lancor’s interests, and in you I see a talent that should be nurtured. Talent, and a desire to right wrongs and improve people’s lives—and the will to act when action must be taken. And flaws, of course. Your overall incompetence is the entire reason for the mess you and your followers are in right now, as you well know. Your unwillingness to accept losses led you to attack indiscriminately in every direction, causing the Clans to rally against you—which you could have avoided by picking your battles, accepting the suffering you did not yet have the strength to remedy. And having so bungled this, you presume to pass judgment on an Emperor who leads the most prosperous people in this archipelago?”

 

 She wanted to shoot him just to shut him up, but of course couldn’t. Not for that. All she could do was stand there and take it.

 

 “And I remember what that feels like, Nazralind.” Coridon sighed and finally broke eye contact, turning his head to gaze at the shadows beneath the khora. “That’s why I decided to help you, truthfully. Because you remind me so much of myself, before I learned to act on those convictions effectively. Flaws can be remedied; that’s the point of training. It’s the talent, the drive and the will that must be there from the beginning. If you can learn patience and discipline, I can train you to become what you need to be. Someone who can achieve the things you long to do.”

 

 He returned his gaze to hers, his eyes so earnest she wished she could believe them.

 

 “As a Gray Guard?” she retorted bitterly. “While my country continues to suffer because your ‘greater good’ finds it convenient?”

 

 “And what can you do about that, as you are?” he countered. “Lancor’s policy toward Dlemathlys isn’t the only possible one, nor necessarily the best. It’s merely…good enough, sufficient that the Empire feels no impetus to change it. Would it not make just as much sense, from an Imperial foreign policy standpoint, to support and uplift Dlemathlys as a client state, invest in its stability? But to make that happen, you would need to rise high enough in the Imperial ranks to be in a position to influence such large-scale decisions. And to accomplish that, you would have to willingly suffer the status quo while you worked toward a better future. Accept what you cannot change, for the sake of positioning yourself such that you can. That is what you have refused to do, and what you would need to learn, Nazralind. Can you?”

 

 She could see the logic in it, that was what was so infuriating. Especially as it all hinged on the abundantly evidenced fact that her own judgment was questionable. A voice still screamed inside her head that she was being played, that he’d deceived her already and would again, but it was being slowly but surely drowned out by his oh so reasonable tone, his meticulously logical arguments… By the reality that her own stubbornness had gotten her into this entire mess in the first place.

 

 Maeflyn held still, eyes wide and darting back and forth between them.

 

 “We’ve barely scratched the surface,” Coridon said quietly. “I have so many things still to teach you, Nazralind. Things that would be of great use to you in this situation, just to begin with. There are ways to survive an arrow fired at this range—ways to detect someone approaching stealthily. Imagine what you could do with what I know. The only question is whether you will make the right choice.”

 

 “When are you going to tell her that the stealth detection trick is Void craft? Does the Gray Guard teach that stuff to its agents, or is that just a little something you’ve picked up along the way?”

 

 Maeflyn gasped, spinning toward the new voice; Nazralind jerked, raising her eyes to stare at the slim figure which emerged from the shadows of the most ruined section of the chapel, opposite where she herself had entered. For just a moment, she stopped breathing.

 

 She was thinner than when Nazralind had last seen her, dressed in a lowborn boy’s clothes, and had a big floppy hat covering most of her hair. In her hands was a crossbow—a style of weapon even Nazralind’s gang hadn’t managed to acquire. Her brown eyes met the elf’s and held them for an endless moment, a new thread forming between them despite the layers of tension already laying over the scene.

 

“Elemyn,” Nazralind whispered.

 

 “Ah,” said Coridon, reminding her that he was here. He had turned to face the new arrival slowly and with much more poise. “So this is Lady Elemyn. What a relief to see you alive and hale—even if you are claiming extremely improbable knowledge of Void craft.”

 

 “Improbable?” Elemyn’s eyes cut back to him. “Interesting that you saw Nazralind coming, but I was able to sneak up on you. That particular trick can be defeated by multiple people crossing the ward perimeter within a few minutes of each other; it will only trigger once. So tell me, Gray Guard, if my information is so improbable, how do I know how it works?”

 

 “Is that true?” Sister Maeflyn interjected. “The Void? Surely even—you would not dare, agent.”

 

 Coridon glanced at her, and then so visibly dismissed the priestess from consideration that she bristled. “Sauce for the gander, then. I wonder how you happen to know such craft, my lady.”

 

 “And he deflects,” Elemyn retorted. “Predictable. Nazralind and I may not be trained agents of the Gray Guard, but don’t underestimate a noblewoman’s education. Particularly in matters of social manipulation, agent.”

 

 He smiled disarmingly. “I hardly—”

 

 “Jumping between topics to keep her off-balance,” Elemyn pressed, raising her crossbow to aim at him directly. “Combining flattery with scathing criticism so that it penetrates one’s defenses against flattery, making it ironically more effective even on a target who knows better. That’s a great trick, one of my favorites. And of course, let us not forget the most effective of all: striking at someone at a moment of greatest emotional vulnerability.”

 

 It was like chugging a healing potion. Elemyn’s words flooded through Nazralind, accompanied by the surge of joy and relief at finding her maedhlou still alive, and washing away the poison of Coridon’s insidious blandishments. A screwup she might be, but she was not about to let him muddle her conviction any further.

 

 “And I was so close to falling for it,” she growled, drawing back her bowstring again. “How utterly embarrassing.”

 

 Elemyn shot her a smile that made her heart sing.

 

 “Manipulation,” Coridon murmured. “There’s that word again—as if you’d caught me in some offense. Nothing I said was insincere, or even incorrect. You would have pounced immediately had I told you a falsehood, Nazralind. It is not I in this situation who is exploiting your vulnerability to emotion.”

 

 Even while speaking, he had slowly shifted his position, moving with creeping steps until he could keep them both in view at once. She noted his braced posture, flexed hands. He claimed to be able to dodge or deflect an arrow in flight.

 

 Just one?

 

 Nazralind took aim at his heart. “I don’t need the help of my enemies.”

 

 “Do you not? You were lost, helpless and utterly useless before I took it upon myself to train you.”

 

 “I took what I needed from you,” she replied, reveling in the icy defiance restored to her voice. “It must be confusing to be on the other end of that transaction, Gray Guard.”

 

 When the shot suddenly came, it was from neither of them, instead flashing out of the shadows beyond the ruined walls from a completely different angle. Even so, he nearly managed it. Coridon spun with impossible agility, taking only a grazing hit along the ribs from a crossbow quarrel that had been aimed at his midsection.

 

 But he could not dodge again in mid-dodge, not at that speed, nor watch in three directions at once. Even as he evaded one killing shot, Nazralind’s arrow hit him directly in the back. Straight through the heart.

 

 Her teacher staggered, bent, crumpled to the ground with a groan. Maeflyn screamed once, backpedaling with her broom clutched in both hands.

 

“I’m the one who knew that trick,” said a new voice, stepping over a pile of rubble as she emerged from the shadows. “Helped take out a couple of Void witches in my King’s Guild days. You can never trust anybody who’s screwing around with the Void.”

 

“Goose!” Nazralind’s voice cracked from sheer emotion, and she couldn’t find it in herself to be embarrassed.

 

 “Damn, but I’m glad to see you, m’Lady,” the big woman said, grinning at her.

 

 “So we’ve just got the one witness left,” Elemyn stated, turning her crossbow on Sister Maeflyn. She alone hadn’t fired.

 

 “I am a priestess,” the Sister protested, backing up further.

 

 “Don’t get ahead of yourselves, girls,” Goose warned, and for that one second it was just like the old days again. “That’s a trained spy; just because he’s lying still doesn’t mean he’s dead.”

 

 “…he is,” Nazralind said after staring for a moment. “The position of the arrow, the depth of penetration, the…amount of blood. You can tell if you know what to look for. He taught me that,” she added more quietly.

 

 Too many contradictory feelings were roaring about inside her in that moment for her to settle upon one to experience fully. The whole added up to a surreal sort of giddy numbness.

 

 “Right, then,” Goose said with a nod. “What about this one?”

 

 “She’s Imperial,” Nazralind said, her voice going cold again. “Radiant Temple. And working with the Gray Guard.”

 

 Under their combined glares, Maeflyn seemed to recover some of her poise, straightening up and shifting the broom to one side. “Be that as it may, girls, I am still a priestess of Sanora. Temple, Convocation—we are sister faiths. I know that concerns of mere politics will not induce you to risk the Goddess’s wrath by—”

 

 The crossbow bolt slammed straight into her heart, toppling her backward and driving the breath from her.

 

 “Hail Virya, you duplicitous bitch,” Elemyn spat.

 

 None of it, not the shock or violence or the sheer murder of the last few seconds, could have held her back. Nazralind carelessly dropped her bow, stepping forward, and then lengthening her stride until she was running the last few steps. Elemyn dashed to meet her, tossing aside her own crossbow.

 

 They collided in an embrace and clung together, rocking gently. For the first few moments, Nazralind couldn’t even tell which of them was crying. It turned out to be both.

 

 “I’d lost you,” she whispered. “I—I was so sure you were gone.”

 

 “It’s been—I don’t even know where to begin. But I’m back, Naz. We found you!”

 

 “And I hear there are others?” Goose added. Nazralind wanted to hug her, too, but all things considered it was probably for the best that at least one of them remained watchful and armed. Naturally, that was Goose, ever the professional. It really was like the old days.

 

 Except it wasn’t, and never would be again.

 

 “Hail Virya?” she finally said, pulling back just enough to see Elemyn’s tear-streaked face. “I know the kind of trouble I’m in. Hell’s revels, Myn, what’ve you gotten yourself into?”

 

 Elemyn scrubbed at her eyes with a sleeve, grinning up at her. “Ah… Well, Naz, the good news is we won’t actually need backing from the likes of the Gray Guard. We’ve found something much better. But, ah…something that requires some explanation.”

 

 Nazralind suddenly remembered Maizo’s warning. Someone had intervened, paying off her protection money to keep the goblins and the other gangs off them. Someone Maizo had said was the “real deal,” able to accomplish what she’d failed to.

 

 Hail Virya… An idea tickled the back of her mind, sending a chill through her. The rest of her girls would be converging here within the next few hours. Suddenly, Nazralind had the feeling she had better hear this before they arrived.

 

 “I’m listening.”
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Bonus 7: In Which the Chancellor Schemes


                He liked to hold private meetings pacing along this upper colonnade in the Viridian Palace for more than just its breathtaking view over Fflyrdylle and the rolling hills of Dlemath beyond. Few were willing to climb all the way up here, even for the vista, and of course he had his own means of detecting interlopers before they saw him. Still, it was a (relatively) public part of the Palace, so he didn’t receive reports that were too sensitive here. Ultimately, it was all about tailoring the venue to the audience. The woman currently updating him on events was one of those plagued by a surplus of nervous energy; he’d long since learned he got better results by talking to her while physically moving. Trying to interview her in a confined office resulted in an amusing but very distracting display of every possible kind of fidgeting.

 

 “Still no result from the gambit you ordered against those Lancoral ‘venturers loitering in Hathwyck. One of my rogues has found evidence at least one party—the really annoying one, you know the group—has ties to the Gray Guard, but he suspects they let him learn that, possibly even arranged it. As for your scheme…” She shrugged. “No result. Wining, dining, flattery, even hired courtesans. We stopped short of outright bribery in coin, as you ordered, Chancellor. Just to judge by how completely they’ve refused to be swayed or become any friendlier, I suspect they’re all Gray Guard, or at least trained by them.”

 

“Good,” he said, earning a surprised look. “As expected. Have your people change tack, now. I’d like them to start expressing frustration at this lack of progress in front of the targets. Specifically—and this is the important part, Grand Captain—arrange for them to ‘overhear’ expressions of surprise that they proved this resistant. Seed suggestions that all our intelligence led us to believe Lancoral agents would be easy and cheap to suborn.”

 

He paused, admiring the view and noting her increasingly wide eyes from his peripheral vision.

 

 “I will have my forger create documents indicating it was exactly that easy for us to plant an agent in Queen Milletaile’s bed. If this group begins actually prying for intelligence, or doing anything more direct than making their presence felt, I want you to plant those in a position for them to steal.”

 

 “Lord Vanderhoen,” the Grand Captain of the King’s Guild said in the too-even tone of someone who had known him too long to be truly surprised anymore, “did you really have me put half a dozen of my top adventurers on a plan to surreptitiously insult Lancor?”

 

Vanderhoen stopped walking, turning to give her a self-satisfied smile. “It’s not as if we can stop the agents of Lancor from testing our borders, Grand Captain Nivara, as they so enjoy reminding us. If they insist on loitering in Fflyr territory, I see no reason to make their stay…enjoyable. Do you?”

 

Nivara made a good try to giving him a long, severe stare of the kind that made her own people toe the line, but even she couldn’t prevent her lips from beginning to twitch.

 

“As you say, Chancellor. I’ll update their orders immediately.”

 

“Splendid. Thank you, Captain.” Her foot had already begun tapping, so he resumed walking.

 

The King’s Guild was easily his best innovation, the one which had borne the most fruit. Ostensibly it solidified the loyalty of Dlemathys’s adventurers behind the King, who funded and organized them on better terms than they’d ever enjoyed before the Guild was instituted. That was as it should be, as Vanderhoen’s main purpose had been to shift the balance of power toward the crown and away from the Clans. It was things like this, however, which shifted a lot of that loyalty toward himself, personally. Not that he aspired to direct rule, but there were innumerable benefits to having the goodwill of most of the country’s dangerous Blessed.

 

 Adventurers loved pranks; they liked him because he had, over the years, carefully cultivated the impression that he thought and believed the way they did. In particular, Fflyr Dlemathlys was helpless against the might of the Lancor Empire, and there was nothing the helpless enjoyed more than mocking their tormentors, right to their faces, in a manner that could not be retaliated against. It would have been something else entirely if he had any better use for those agents, but there was little of practical weight they could do against the Empire. Tweaking the Gray Guard’s nose now and then helped keep morale up.

 

“With that settled,” Captain Nivara continued, shuffling a new sheet of paper to the top of the stack in her arms, “the only other matter of note is a report from Dount.”

 

 “Dount?” Vanderhoen curled his lip, for once allowing his expression to harmonize exactly with his mood. “Ugh. What has that inbred, warped imbecile Caludon done now?”

 

 He did trust Nivara enough to reveal a bit of his personal feelings from time to time, but in this case she was a specifically receptive audience for this sentiment. Cairith Nivara was the most highly-born Fflyr he knew who welcomed criticisms of the highborn, both in specific instances and with regard to the system itself. Her own mother was a purebred elf, and it showed in her crystalline pale complexion, silver-blonde hair and reddish, nearly-black eyes. Nivara, though, was a self-made woman—she’d had to be, as her family’s pristine blood hadn’t prevented them from being bumped right out of the nobility due to their failure to produce a male heir in her generation. Few others recognized the stupid, arbitrary nature of the rules the way she did.

 

Besides, everybody hated Caludon Aelthwyn, except that equally deranged bitch he was married to, and Vanderhoen wasn’t even sure about her.

 

“It’s not him this time,” Nivara said, not even troubling to hide her amusement.

 

No news from Caludon was always good news…except that there was little else of note on Dount, and all of that little was potentially volatile.

 

“Trouble with Rhydion?” Vanderhoen felt a sudden chill that had nothing to do with the autumn air or the altitude. “Not Shylverrael?”

 

 “No, no,” she assured him. “Still no peep out of the darklings, and my people haven’t reported on any major developments in Rhydion’s hunt, which I take to mean he’s had none. This is just one of those unexpected things that pops up sometimes, Chancellor. A rogue Blessed has appeared on Dount—a real character, sounds like. A sorcerer who positioned himself as a kind of folk hero without giving his name, wears a mask and a hood and everything. People call him the Healer. He’s got incredibly powerful healing spells; one of my people speculated the spell he’s using is actually just Heal itself.”

 

“That’s far too high a caliber of magic for a backwater like Dount,” Vanderhoen murmured.

 

“Exactly. He also, apparently, summons slimes? They get left behind in places he’s been.” She shrugged; Summon Slime was a common enough spell, but really only of interest to alchemists. “He’s got another spell my people couldn’t name, something that causes the victim to burn alive for a few seconds and then fully heal.”

 

 Vanderhoen frowned. “Nasty.”

 

Nivara nodded. “Here’s the thing, though. The Healer only seems to care about the lowest of lowborn. He goes around healing prostitutes and orphans, specifically. At least, at first. That brought him into conflict with the local crime lords, and he seems to have…well, wiped them out.”

 

 He raised his eyebrows, waiting for her to continue. Nivara flipped to another page, quickly re-reading the report while talking. Undoubtedly she already knew everything it said, but she was incapable of doing only one thing at a time.

 

“My watcher in the local Guild chapter speculates he’s the same person as another interesting character who showed up around the same time, a foreign noble named Lord Seiji. This one seems to come and go from Gwyllthean at random and nobody knows where he actually lives, but he cooperated with and may have organized a Kingsguard push that finished crushing the local gangs that were left after the Healer messed them up. He’s cozy with the local Kingsguard captain and has been to the Guild a few times. Seems he’s even on amicable terms with Rhydion. This one’s also Blessed with Magic and is rumored to have healing spells.”

 

Vanderhoen’s steps had begun to slow, and now he came to a full stop. Nivara paused a pace beyond him, turning back to give him a questioning look.

 

“What was that name?”

 

“Lord…” She unnecessarily triple-checked her notes. “Seiji.”

 

“A foreigner. Of what nationality?”

 

“Nobody seems to know.”

 

“What do his features look like?”

 

“I don’t have notes on that,” Nivara admitted, frowning at her papers. “My people didn’t seem to consider it important. Does it matter, Chancellor?”

 

 “It might,” he murmured. “Have them find out, please. In fact… I’d like to know everything your people can turn up about this Healer, and Lord Seiji.”

 

“Yes, my lord. I’ll have them dig a little.”

 

“Discreetly, Grand Captain. Let’s keep this only to your most trusted agent in Gwyllthean, and impress on them the need for secrecy. I don’t want this man—either of them, if they’re not the same man—to suspect there’s any interest from the capital, and especially not to tip off anyone else that they may be important.”

 

“I’ll see it done,” she promised, nodding.

 

 Seiji. Say-jee. Could it be…?

 

He had been warned to watch out for Japanese names, which was a frustrating piece of advice as he was far from sure he would recognize one out of any other random string of syllables. Maybe if it had been the eighties, but… He had no interest in cars, baseball, or video games; by the time Tom Vanderhoen had entered business school, the most important tech brands were American and the East Asian market everyone cared about was China. In his entire life, he had never had a reason to give Japan a second thought—until he’d been brought to this strange world where for some damn reason it was the only country on Earth that mattered.

 

But this was no time or place to ruminate on that of all things.

 

“Anything else, Captain Nivara?”

 



 

Of utmost importance was not to draw attention to these most sensitive activities. Thus, Lord Vanderhoen had gone about the rest of his daily duties as the King’s Chancellor without hurry or deviation from his customary habits. Only now, in the falling dark well after dinner, did he begin preparations for what must be done in response to the Grand Captain’s report. Nivara was one of his most trusted allies, but he had secrets which could be entrusted to no one, no exceptions.

 

“Thank you,” he said to the maid who set down the third tray on the table in his private sitting room.

 

She folded down her hands at him, smiling. “A pleasant night to you, my Lord Chancellor. I shall be on call all night should you require anything further.”

 

“And to you as well, Miss Daroza.”

 

It wasn’t strictly proper for her to address him so, and she would not have to anyone else of comparable rank—but then, by Fflyr custom it was not common to say “please” and “thank you” to servants. Vanderhoen always did so anyway. Nobles and the like were best manipulated by leveraging greed and/or fear, but the common folk responded most positively to simple dignity and respect. Especially in a country which treated them with as much contempt as this one.

 

 It had been eleven years. He was making progress, but the inequities of Dlemathlys would be the work of a lifetime to truly straighten out. Much more groundwork had to be laid before he dared begin to chew away at the privileges of the nobles, lest he create a civil war that left the situation even worse. This history of his own home country on Earth was an ample warning of what happened when you suddenly took away people’s slaves. In the meantime, he reaped the incidental benefits in how very easy it was to earn the loyalty of the lower class.

 

As soon as the door clicked shut behind the departing maid, Minerva appeared in a muted shimmer in her customary perch on his right shoulder.

 

“Clear?” he asked.

 

The white rat stood up on her haunches, raising her pointed nose to sniff at the air. He knew she wasn’t actually smelling anything, but they both enjoyed her little mannerisms.

 

“The suite is secure,” his familiar reported. “No new watching or listening holes have been drilled. Looks like we have one snoop—ah, it’s that new girl, Zassin. She’s at the end of the hall outside, pretending to dust. She hid around the corner when Miss Daroza left.”

 

“Same as the last three nights?”

 

“Mm hm, just opportunistic lurking so far. Nothing on her that’s magical or able to penetrate this room’s soundproofing.”

 

He nodded, stepping over to the table and extending his arm so she could scamper down it onto the tray. Minerva went right for the bowl of raisins, which he had ordered for her specifically. Neither he nor his intended guest liked them. Familiars didn’t need to eat, but above all else Vanderhoen believed in rewarding talent. If anyone was entitled to a bit of luxury now and again, it was Minerva.

 

If he didn’t figure out who that maid was working for in the next week, he’d have to get rid of her. It would be a shame to discard a known spy without first using her to plant false information, but anyone able to thwart his own agents’ background checks was too dangerous to leave at liberty in the Palace.

 

“Anything worth noting from today?” he asked after giving the rat a moment to enjoy her first raisin. She hadn’t alerted him to any emergencies during the day, but not infrequently she detected things which didn’t demand his immediate attention but were important enough to bring up as soon as they were alone.

 

“It was a quiet one, aside from that bomb Nivara dropped,” Minerva said, twitching her little nose at him. She began dry-washing her hands in that way she did when feeling particularly smug. “Incidentally, Tom, that woman still has an enormous crush on you.”

 

 He indulged in an annoyed sigh. “As you are well aware, I meant any indication of anyone possibly countering your invisibility. I’m prepared to handle it becoming known that I have a familiar, but my plans for that contingency require advance warning.”

 

 “Relax, Tom. Like I tell you every time, it’s a really rare perk. Even most other Blessed with Wisdom don’t suspect it exists. None of those we’ve met have rumbled me, and if they haven’t, nobody will. If we meet somebody dangerous it’ll be the first thing I report.”

 

“That’s the kind of over-certainty that sinks empires, Minerva.”

 

 “You sound stressed,” she said solicitously. “You know what’d be good for that? A girlfriend.”

 

 “You know very well why that will never be an option. Speaking of which, if there’s nothing else?”

 

“No, we’re still solid,” she said with a sigh. “As solid as Cairith Nivara is pretty! Just saying.”

 

 “Yes, yes. Tonight’s company is less pretty, so let’s focus up.”

 

Minerva stuffed another raisin in her mouth and gave him a look, but took a flying leap back to his sleeve and climbed back up to her shoulder vantage. He’d never have said it aloud, but he enjoyed these exchanges in which they went over the same little arguments and reassurances they had a thousand times before. There was no need to tell her, really; she knew.

 

With security established, he proceeded without further ado to the summoning.

 

“I call upon the devil Yoinarch!”

 

It has always seemed wrong to Vanderhoen that that was all it took. One envisioned magic circles, candles, chanting, maybe robes… But no, anyone who had had contact with a devil could gain their attention with nothing but their name. It made sense that the Devil King wanted his minions to have the easiest possible access to Ephemera, he supposed.

 

Of course, the ability to get a devil’s attention was no guarantee that they would show up. Early in their relationship, Vanderhoen’s designated contact had made a point of making him wait. This time, as was the norm for the last several years, the distortion formed in the air after barely three seconds’ delay. In fact, that was on the longer side for how long it tended to take these days.

 

The visual effect was both underwhelming and disorienting, as if a person-shaped patch of empty space went suddenly flat, like a cardboard cutout. The image of the room within it rotated to reveal the flat shape of the devil—and then he was moving and breathing, physically there in the room.

 

“Tom!” Yoinarch enthused, throwing wide his arms and beaming.

 

“Hey, Yoink,” Vanderhoen replied, grinning back and letting his shoulders slacken slightly as if the presence of an old friend relaxed him. “Sorry I’ve been out of touch. What’s it been, a month?”

 

“Thereabouts, but no worries, man. We’ve both got shit to do. Where’s my girl—ah, there she is! What’s up, Minnie?”

 

The devil clapped him on the shoulder, way too hard, then leaned forward and tickled Minerva’s head with a condescending little coo. She hated that even more than the nickname.

 

“Hi, Yoink!” she chirped with every appearance of happiness. Minerva, as always, was a professional. That was why she and Vanderhoen got along so well.

 

God, but he couldn’t stand Yoinarch. The devil reminded him of every idiot frat boy he’d ever known—extroverted, lacking a filter, crude and probably only not hedonistic because the Devil King kept him too busy to properly indulge. Indeed, as usual he went right for the table of food Vanderhoen had ordered, grabbing a peppered goose leg and an entire bottle of the sharp Fflyr sweetwine he liked, which of course Vanderhoen had ordered for that reason specifically.

 

“You’re a sight for sore eyes, Yoink,” the Chancellor lied smoothly, flopping down onto the sofa opposite the table from Yoinarch. The gesture was totally unlike his normally controlled motions, but he made a point to mirror the devil’s body language and general demeanor when they were alone together. “Are they keeping you as busy as I’ve been?”

 

“C’mon, Tom, you know I can’t talk about the bossman’s affairs,” Yoinarch chided him around a mouthful of meat, accompanied by a truly disgusting grin which Vanderhoen, as usual, ignored.

 

The devil’s sloppy habits were a stark contrast to the uniform in which the Devil King kept his agents: a 21st century style Western business suit. In Yoinarch’s case, black with gold pinstripes, a black shirt, and a slim unpatterened necktie of gold cloth in a standard Windsor knot. If not for his dusky pinkish skin, flame-yellow eyes and the small horns poking out of his hairline, Yoinarch could have been taken for any rich kid from back home.

 

“Hey, you don’t have to tell me anything, you know that,” he replied, grabbing a handful of red berries and popping a few carelessly into his mouth, which he then chewed while speaking in violation of his normally immaculate manners. “How long’s it been since we managed to just hang out? I can indulge in a little small talk, man.”

 

“Yeah, fair enough,” Yoinarch agreed easily, winking. “It’s not just you, I can tell you that, Tom. The bossman’s business is none of yours but I can admit that I’ve had a general lack of downtime lately. What, does that mean this isn’t just a social call?”

 

“Fraid not,” Vanderhoen admitted, grimacing. Over the years he had made a point of summoning the devil now and again for no particular reason save to give Yoinarch a short respite from his duties. Like it or not, Yoinarch was his sole point of contact with the Devil King, and Vanderhoen could not afford to be on his bad side, however disagreeable he found the man personally. His efforts, at least, had paid off; Yoinarch responded quickly to his summons and was far more inclined to do him favors than he had been in the early years of their relationship. The fact that he could always count on the best hospitality the Fflyr royal family could afford and a chance to unburden himself was undoubtedly the deciding factor in this.

 

“Hey, no worries, man. You know how life is; it’s just like this sometimes. Things’ll cool down again, they always do. Whatcha need, Tom?”

 

“In the best case scenario, nothing. Actually I’ve come across something that I think you and your boss may need to know. Hopefully I’m jumping at shadows and we can write this off, but I want to check before making a decision.”

 

“Ooh, spooky,” Yoinarch grinned at him, his teeth at least free of goose meat this time. “It’s not like you to be skittish. What’s up?”

 

Vanderhoen leaned forward, dropping the rest of his berries back on the tray. “Is Seiji a Japanese name?”

 

The devil’s grin vanished instantly. Just like that, he was also all business, leaning toward Vanderhoen in a mirror of his own posture. “Yes, it very much is.”

 

“Fuck,” he said with feeling. Vanderhoen wasn’t in the habit of cursing in any other company, but this time he didn’t even have to fake it. “This is probably a stupid question, but let me cling to hope. It’s not just a combination of sounds that might, coincidentally…”

 

“I mean, it’s two syllables, so maybe. But yeah, Seiji is very specifically a common Japanese name. There are several characters named Seiji in those shows the boss likes to watch. You’ve got me spooked now, Tom. Does this mean what I hope it doesn’t?”

 

“No way of telling yet, that’s why I brought this to you, Yoink. I’ve got my people looking closer, but your boss can probably follow up on this more directly than I can. Does he have anybody on Dount right now?”

 

“Dount?” Yoinarch’s eyebrows shot upward. “That craphole? Not usually. Let’s see… Oh, yeah, Ozyraph’s doing something with the goblins up there recently, but that doesn’t put her in a position to do more general intelligence gathering. It’s uncomfortably close to Godspire and Shylverrael for devils to be just traipsing around.”

 

Ozyraph, now there was a name he remembered. He had met her during his initial sojourn in the Void after being summoned from Earth, before the Devil King had dispatched him to Fflyr Dlemathlys. All business and no bullshit, exactly his kind of woman. Many times over the years Vanderhoen had privately lamented that it was Yoinarch instead of Ozyraph who’d been assigned as his handler.

 

“Okay.” He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I think there may be a Hero on Dount.”

 

Yoinarch nodded once, uncharacteristically solemn. “Go on.”

 

“I’ve got reports of two persons of interest who turned up on Dount at the same time, and whom my agents suspect may be the same man. One’s a foreigner called Lord Seiji who seems to have healing spells, the other’s a mysterious sorcerer called the Healer who definitely knows very powerful healing spells. Between them they’ve been going around ministering to orphans and prostitutes, and destroying crime syndicates.”

 

“Shit,” Yoinarch hissed, wincing. “Yeah, that is bog standard neophyte Hero bullshit. Fuck, man. We’ll have to look into it, but like I said, Dount is difficult country for us aboveground. I can’t be sure we’ll put together anything before your spies can. The boss’ll definitely devote what he can to it, though. If you learn anything more, keep me posted.”

 

“Goes without saying,” Vanderhoen agreed, nodding. “And hey…there’s still hope, right? The way I understand it, you don’t start seeing a Hero until there’s been a Dark Lord active for a while. I’ve got people listening to news from all over the archipelago and there’s not been a hint of that.”

 

“True,” Yoinarch admitted, “but don’t put too much stock in that, Tom. All this bullshit exists because the Goddesses are bored twats; every new round of the game they change something up, just to keep it fresh. A heroic spellcaster named Seiji is pretty fucking decisive evidence, even if there’s no sign of the other one yet. Fuck, man. Dark Crusades are really bad for business—ours and yours. We’ll have to all but stop operations on Ephemera for who knows how many decades, and… The kind of shit this kicks up can wreck a messy little country like Fflyr Dlemathlys. Uh, no offense.”

 

Some offense was taken, but Vanderhoen repressed it, waving that away. “Don’t worry about it, Yoink, you’re not wrong. Look… If this is what it looks like, Yoink, I need to ask for a big favor.”

 

“Sure, what’s up?”

 

And there it was. Ten years ago, Yoinarch would have laughed derisively at a request not directly germane to the Devil King’s business. A decade of pointedly befriending this crass, irritating little man finally paid off. When Vanderhoen really needed something, his buddy from the Void would pull what strings he could to make it happen.

 

“It’s been quiet on the international front for now, but as soon as it starts getting out that there’s a Hero…or, actually, preferably before that, I need a distraction.”

 

Yoinarch tilted his head. “A distraction?”

 

“For all the world’s other interested parties,” Vanderhoen explained. “If a Hero is operating on Fflyr territory… Well, Savindar and the Imperium may be unable to get to us thanks to Godspire, but the Lancor Empire will absolutely stomp all over this country to grab him. Foreign policy be damned, there is nothing they won’t do to get their hands on the Hero like they did the last one. If the Radiant Temple throws its weight around, the Convocation may even aid them from within.”

 

“Are you that invested in Fflyr sovereignty?” Yoink asked pointedly. “I know you’ve put in a lot of work here, Tom, but this is just a job for you, right? One you didn’t exactly pick voluntarily, too.”

 

“I do have a lot invested here, but it’s not just that. Hell, annexation by Lancor would be a quick way to accomplish a lot of my ambitions for Dlemathlys; the Empire treats its subjects and provinces much better than the border states it likes to screw with. The thing is, there’s no certainty they would formally annex Dlemathlys over something like this, especially when not doing so could assuage a lot of the international tensions that would rise over a Dark Crusade anyway. If they just invade, occupy long enough to seize the Hero and retreat, it could devastate this country in a way it might never recover from.”

 

He paused, then gave Yoinarch a sly grin that wasn’t part of his customary style of self-expression, but which he knew would appeal to the devil.

 

“Besides, I am not a popular man in Lannitar. Over the last decade I’ve pried the Gray Guard entirely out of Fflyrdylle and constantly rapped their grabby little hands all over Dlemath itself to the point they can really only operate freely on the outlying islands. If Lancor gets its clutches on Dlemathlys, even briefly, odds are my own personal ass is grass.”

 

“Oof, yeah,” Yoinarch winced. “Hm, I wonder if the bossman could set you up with one of those nifty triple Blessings like the Champions get? Imagine what you could do with spells and artifacts, and a country’s worth of resources to get ‘em.”

 

And there the dumbass went, aimlessly fantasizing when what they needed was sensible action. Sometimes it was like he went out of his way to remind Vanderhoen why maintaining this relationship was such a chore.

 

“It’s my understanding he would need Goddess-level access to the system to arrange that,” he said, not betraying any hint of his irritation. “If the Devil King could create agents able to match a Dark Lord or Hero, wouldn’t he have been doing that all this time?”

 

“Yeah, that’s probably off the table,” Yoinarch admitted. “Oh, well, it was a nice thought. So what kind of distraction are you thinking of, exactly? Something big and messy so you can sneak away?”

 

“Good idea, but I’m afraid it wouldn’t work so well in practice. I mean, it’d work on the Clans, but that’s because they’re all idiots. Lancor has actual professionals, who’d be watching for a move like that as soon as anything really distracting happened.”

 

“You’re not wrong. There are parts of the Empire we’re able to move in fairly easily, but…y’know, the outlying, less inhabited parts that don’t have much in ‘em. There was a period there about fifty years after the last Dark Crusade where the Empire was kind of a shambles, but this new dynasty’s really stitched things together. That Aelityr runs an annoyingly tight operation. It’s tough to play in his sandbox.”

 

“Exactly,” Vanderhoen nodded. “No, what I had in mind was… Well, from what I’ve been told, the onset of a Dark Crusade is usually heralded by… Let’s call them signals. Events that ping certain Spirits and Wisdom perks keyed to watch for Goddess-related stuff, not to mention large events that tend to ensue when a Dark Lord or Hero first does something really impressive. Right?”

 

“Yeah,” Yoinarch shrugged, his face blank. “And?”

 

It was like tutoring a delinquent kid at times. Even the inbred crooks of the Fflyr court were quicker on the uptake. God, why couldn’t he have been assigned Ozyraph to work with? Or anyone else. Most of the devils had to be better than this.

 

“So, if the Hero is on Dount, what I need is something to direct Lancor’s—in fact, everyone else’s attention elsewhere as soon as he does anything that’d draw attention to himself. It won’t be a permanent solution, but it’ll buy me time to convince or coerce the bastard to leave the country before they all come after him. And then even muddy the waters enough that both Sanorites and Viryans won’t be able to put together an organized response before I can get Dlemathlys prepared as best it can be. Given the history of these…you know, signs, portents and whatnot, which I assume the Devil King has enough records of to know what they look like…”

 

He leaned forward again, dropping the pitch of his voice.

 

“Is it within his power to create fake ones?”

 

Yoinarch stared at him. For the first few seconds, Vanderhoen feared he was actually too thick to have followed. But then, slowly, his blank expression began to morph, and a sly, malicious smile spread across his face.

 

“See, Tom, this right here? This is why we’re friends.”

 

If he only knew.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    If you like your fantasy stories edgy and your protagonists villainous and unreliable, Feast or Famine is a newer one I've really been enjoying.



So as you're probably picked up on, these last two interludes were set at previous points during the story.  They're showing up this late because these were chapter topics voted by my Patrons and I had a bad combination of writer's block and mental health issues that caused me to fall behind on these while the rest of the story progressed.  I might rearrange their position in the chapter order, if there's a way to do that on RR (I haven't looked into it yet).  I will definitely move their position if I publish the story elsewhere on the internet, as I've been considering.  Don't worry, that would be another spot in addition to RR, not instead of, it's staying up here.



                



Bonus 8 In Which Aster Has to Instigate the Talk


                Aster strode through the dim corridor in the after-dinner quiet, allowing herself a soft breath of relief at the faint sounds of guitar music. Lord Seiji’s door was no more soundproof than any other in North Watch, for all that he had the best room, and she’d been concerned about what she might hear. He was playing something upbeat, which meant he was in a good mood—ideal for her purposes. Different kinds of music could have indicated different kinds of awkward this conversation might be, never mind if he’d had Minifrit in there. Hell, if she’d stepped into this hall and found Biribo and Junko exiled from the room, she would’ve just put it off for another time.

 

And not just because of the awkwardness. Aster remained somewhat leery of Minifrit’s sly intellect, but she approved of what the woman was doing with Seiji. He badly needed to relax and vent, and nobody else had managed to unwind him at all.

 

 She stopped right outside the door and folded her arms, waiting.

 

 The music didn’t stop, but after a few seconds Seiji called out from inside. “C’mon in, Aster.”

 

 Not having to knock was one of the surprising benefits of working for someone Blessed with Wisdom. Opening the door, she was greeted by Junko, who of course received her due in ear scratches before any other business began. The Dark Lord himself was perched on the foot of his bed, strumming away and looking…well, he never looked relaxed, but definitely on the lesser end of his sliding scale of tension. Not actively angry at anything in particular, which was about as good as it got. Behind him, Biribo flicked out his tongue at her in what she chose to interpret as a greeting.

 

 “Nice,” Aster commented. “Y’know, the troops like it when you play in the mess hall after dinner. You should feel free to perform more often.”

 

 “Trust me, Aster, I feel free to do whatever the fuck I want,” he lied with a grin, pausing his melody to strum a minor chord at her. “I felt like some quiet tonight. And you didn’t come here to chat about music, so what’s up?”

 

 “Oh, y’know. I just can’t deny my passions anymore. Take me, you virile beast, you.”

 

 He actually stopped playing, scrunching up his whole face as if swallowing an entire mouthful of pure sour syrup, and she cackled with glee.

 

 “That’s magnificently fucking amusing, Aster. Now what the hell do you want? If you seriously just came here to bust my ass I’m demoting you to Donon’s assistant and putting Naz in charge of the troops.”

 

 “That would be hilarious enough I’d almost want to see it if it wasn’t guaranteed to get everyone killed.” She’d never admit it to him in so many words, but it was just nice, working with and directly under a powerful man who had no sexual designs on her. Aster had felt briefly offended at first, and then again when he’d dispelled her theory that he might be gay by taking Minifrit to bed, but it had faded quickly. The world was full of men who found her pretty; sooner or later she’d find another who wasn’t an entitled creep about it. For now it was just…pleasant, having a relationship that was safe from all that noise. “No, but seriously, I need a word with you about Gilder.”

 

 Seiji sighed and the song shifted entirely into minor key. “I’m sure this’ll be good. What’s he done now?”

 

 “Right now, or at least a couple of minutes ago, he was in the kitchen having a healing slime applied to his face where Jadrin backhanded him into the wall.”

 

 Instantly the music stopped and Seiji shot to his feet, scowling. “She did fucking what?” Junko growled, as usual reflecting his mercurial moods.

 

 Aster folded her arms. “Gilder grabbed her ass—with both hands, apparently—and told her anything Sakin could do, he could do better.”

 

 The revelation that Jadrin and Sakin had been boning had come as a surprise to basically everyone. Aster frankly doubted the relationship had been much more than a physical outlet, but even so Jadrin had been raw and even more volatile than usual since the cat tribe’s raid.

 

 Seiji’s expression flashed through a series of rapid transformations. It was kind of amazing, how easy he was to read when his guard wasn’t up; the man didn’t seem to have a single thought that wasn’t displayed in its entirety on his face. According to him, the Japanese were a famously reserved and shy people with a cultural emphasis on social restraint. Aster figured he was either fibbing about that, or had made himself very unwelcome back home. Knowing him, either was plausible. When he went into performance mode, of course, it was like he became a whole different person, but in undefended moments like now? She got to watch in real time as he rapidly processed the exact blend of amusement, grudging approval, disgust and anger she’d have expected a man to feel about hearing this.

 

 “That little shit,” he grumbled finally, sitting back down and placing the guitar in his lap again. “Well, good on Jadrin, then, sounds like he had that coming.”

 

 “That is the universal consensus, yes, and Gannit took great pleasure in telling him so at length.”

 

 “Why’s this require my attention, then? Sounds handled to me.”

 

 “If that was the entire story, then yeah, I’d agree. But this is becoming a pattern. Gilder is a boy of…what, twelve? You know what that age is like. He’s surrounded by women who are mostly young adults, sexually experienced and…let’s call it outgoing. Once he discovered that they consider him too young to be a threat, he’s started pushing boundaries as far as they’ll go, doing shit that’d get him knifed if he were five years older. I’ve started getting complaints from the girls at a rate of at least once a day that he keeps making propositions or even trying to get handsy—and those are just the ones who’re pissed off by it. The rest just think it’s funny, which of course is only encouraging him. I just learned this afternoon the only reason he’s not managing to peep on the women’s bathing hour is because Benit and Aenit have been trading off days to spend the entire time hounding him away.”

 

 Seiji blinked twice, looking vaguely annoyed but mostly nonplussed. “Huh. At this rate it sounds like somebody actually is gonna knife him.”

 

 “Exactly.”

 

 He shrugged and strummed a soothing chord. “And we’ve got healing slimes in almost every room now. I think that would be very educational for the brat. This sounds like a problem that’s on the way to solving itself. Again, what do you need me for?”

 

 Aster heaved an irritated sigh. Hell’s revels, the man really had only two modes: needing to be hugged continuously for several days, and needing to be repeatedly kicked in the face. The problem was he was never going to let anybody do either of those. Well, one problem; the other was how often he managed to be both at once.

 

 “Aside from the general fact that running this organization means putting a damper on disruptive elements? Seiji, he’s a kid. Gilder’s not a bad person, he just needs some damn guidance. Come on, you’ve seen how women get treated in this country. That doesn’t happen because men are inherently assholes, it happens because nobody explains to them what’s so shitty about this behavior while they’re still young enough to listen and care.”

 

 He shrugged, mulishly refusing to meet her eyes and shifting from strumming chords into a complicated series of arpeggios, the way he always did to signal his attention was mostly on the music and not whoever was talking.

 

 “So? Makes sense to me. Explain it to him, then. I bet Minifrit will if you don’t. I still don’t see why this is my problem. It’s not like I’m his dad.”

 

 “Don’t be stupid, of course you are.”

 

 The music aborted with a jangled half-chord as the Dark Lord stiffened, his whole face twisting up in a grimace of such alarmed revulsion that she couldn’t help breaking into a grin.

 

 “Oh, un-clench your buttcheeks, nobody’s saying you’ve gotta tuck him in and kiss his little forehead. Leaving out the fact that he’ll listen to a man’s opinion over any woman’s, especially about this, it’s your opinion specifically he cares about. Those kids have had exactly two adults who bothered to take care of them in their whole lives, and the other one was using them for profit and got a bunch of ‘em killed on purpose. They all look up to you—and Gilder in particular is a ringleader among the kids because he’s been with you the longest. It matters a lot to him what you think and what you say, and the example you set for him will reach all the kids. Not just the Rats, but the other kids here who actually have parents. Setting an example here is important, Seiji, and you’re the one who’s gotta do it.”

 

 He drew in a long, deep, excessively dramatic breath and blew it out. “Fine, I see your point. But! Just for the record: not his dad.”

 

 “I don’t care if that’s what you choose to tell yourself,” she retorted, smiling. “So long as you actually do the job. ‘Cause if you don’t you will never stop hearing about it from me.”

 

 “You are a pain in the ass,” he accused, standing up and setting aside the guitar. 

 

 “That’s why you need me.”

 



 

 He sulked all the way to the kitchen. With Junko trotting at his heels and Biribo buzzing along behind, Seiji walked in a constant slouch, scowling at nothing and intermittently muttering to himself in annoyance. Aster just watched him sidelong, not bothering to conceal her own smile. As such she got to see the exact moment when he slipped into performance mode, as they entered the corridor from the mess hall to the kitchen. Suddenly he straightened up, his posture relaxing and his stride lengthening into a casual, confident amble.

 

 Aster fell behind with the animals, taking no offense in it. Biribo, for all that he was a bottomless fount of information at times, had a tendency to go quiet and deliberately make himself unobtrusive when his master was dealing with matters that didn’t require exposition about life on Ephemera. She had actually found that taking cues from him in this made her a better bodyguard. Maybe not more effective, but more discreet, and she knew from her experiences working for the King’s Guild that that was an important part of the job.

 

 “Wow, it’s a whole party in here,” Seiji commented idly as he breezed through the kitchen, heading right for the pantry door. Of the actual kitchen staff, Gannit was the only one still here, putting away the last dishes. Gilder himself still sat at the kitchen table with a small bowl of fruit porridge in front of him. Little bastard had managed to leverage sympathy over his black eye even from those who knew he deserved it; he was going to be a real terror when he grew up. The surprising addition was Minifrit, who was perched at one end of the table, smoking.

 

 “It is now,” Gannit retorted, even more acerbically than usual. “Come on, I just got everything put away. What do you want? And why do you keep bringing that damn dog into my kitchen?”

 

 “I think you mean my kitchen,” corrected the Dark Lord, ducking into the pantry. His voice emerged from within, accompanied by more rustling and thumping than would actually be necessary to find anything. The man just couldn’t not create a spectacle, it was like a disease. “The damn dog has a name, by the way. She also likes treats and headpats, don’t you, Aster?”

 

 “You know I’m not gonna rise to the bait,” Aster replied, lounging against the wall by the door. “I’m just gonna kick the back of your knee when you’re not expecting it.”

 

 Seiji re-emerged with a wine bottle in his hand, and shot her a grin before pointing it accusingly at Minifrit. “Anyway, you don’t get to complain about Junko when you’re letting this one smoke in here.”

 

 Minifrit blew a cloud at him, which he waved away with an angry motion, scrunching his nose.

 

 “Yeah, well, fair enough,” Gannit grumbled. “At least one of these bitches is trainable. Sit!”

 

 Junko did so, tail wagging eagerly, and Gannit tossed her a chunk of stewed crawn from the pot of leftovers still simmering over the banked fire.

 

 “Is there something wrong with the bottles you’ve already squirreled away in your room, my Lord?” Minifrit drawled.

 

“My kitchen,” Seiji repeated, seating himself at the table with them. “I’ll do what I want. That’s quite a shiner, Gilder. I hear you deserved that one.”

 

 Gilder scowled, leaning to one side to look past him at the door. “Nobody likes a tattletale, Aster.”

 

 “That just isn’t true,” she said mildly. “Lots of people like tattletales. Pretty much anybody who’s in charge, in fact. Now, you know what nobody likes? A groper.”

 

 “Oh, come on, she way overreacted!” Gilder protested. “It was just a little flirting! That wench is just too high-strung. If anybody needs to relax and joke around a bit, it’s Jadrin. But you can’t expect ‘em to be reasonable. Women, am I right, Lord Seiji?”

 

 He grinned up at the Dark Lord, then dissolved into a coughing fit as Minifrit blew a long streamer of smoke directly into his face. She had excellent breath control.

 

 “Hmf.” Seiji took a long swig directly from the bottle, then lowered it and glared at the label. “God help me, I’m actually starting to like this sour shit. I will never forgive this country.”

 

 “Only you could manage to be grumpy about learning not to be grumpy,” Minifrit commented.

 

 “Can’t believe you let her talk to you like that,” Gilder said, the grin returning. “I guess she must be pretty good in bed, huh, Lord Seiji?”

 

“You shut your little mouth,” Seiji snapped, abruptly turning the full force of his glare on the boy.

 

 Gilder instantly wilted, jerking back as if struck. Even Aster was surprised; Seiji was usually orders of magnitude more gentle with the kids than everyone else. She had never heard him speak that sharply to any of them, for any reason. From across the room, Gannit grunted something indistinct, while Minifrit simply raised an eyebrow and took a drag.

 

 Seiji had another long swig, deliberately holding Gilder’s eyes with his own and letting the excruciating silence stretch out until the bow started to literally squirm.

 

 “Tell me, Gilder,” he said finally. “How’s the hunting been?”

 

 “The…you mean crawns?”

 

 “Girls,” Seiji clarified. “I hear tell you’ve been going pretty hard at it with everybody you can catch. How bout it? Managed to nail any of ‘em yet?”

 

 “Oh!” Gilder straightened up, putting on the grin again, and opened his mouth.

 

 “And before you tell me any self-aggrandizing lies,” Seiji interrupted with perfect timing, “let me clarify that if I find there’s a goddamn pedophile in my organization, she’s getting taken out back and shot. I am assuming, here, that you’re enough of a man not to want to put a pretty girl in that situation for the sake of your own ego.”

 

 Gilder stilled, his smile turning sickly for a moment before he rallied and managed an ostentatiously casual shrug. “Well, I mean… You know. It’s not like… Hey, I’m just a kid here, yeah? It’s just a little harmless fun. Some flirting makes ‘em feel good and doesn’t get anybody in trouble. Unless they’re crazy, like Jadrin.”

 

 “Ah, right. Cos they don’t take you seriously. I bet you can get away with a lot that way, huh?”

 

 “You know it!” he grinned.

 

 “Why?”

 

 Gilder blinked twice in confusion while Seiji took another long sip of the sour red. “Why…do I enjoy…not getting slapped? Is that a trick question?”

 

 “Course it is,” Seiji said, grinning. “I assume you would like to get laid at some point, when you are actually old enough to pull it off. Flirting is a skill, you know. There’s an art to it. Talent helps, but in the end it’s like any skill: takes practice and technique. So what you’re doing now is teaching yourself a style and approach that will specifically stop working as soon as you’re old enough to actually get anywhere with it. What’s the big idea with that?”

 

 Gilder actually looked gobsmacked, mouth hanging open as he visibly wrestled with this new idea.

 

 “I did pretty well, back in Tokyo,” Seiji mused, smiling reminiscently at the wall, his eyes far away. “Course, I dunno how helpful my example would be for you. Being the frontman of a rock group, doing the club scene…that’s practically cheating. You still have to work at it—it’s not like you can just strum a guitar and expect groupies to come running. But, if you’ve got the basic skill to be charming enough for one evening, starting out on stage as the center of everyone’s attention is the perfect in. Picking your target and opening is half the battle, anyway. Being able to scan the whole crowd, spot the ones who’re giving you puppy eyes and make the approach from a position of power? You’re halfway done when you start.”

 

 “Disregarding whatever the hell rock, clubs and groupies are,” Minifrit added, “that is actually solid advice. The combination of musical ability and social skills is deadly. Every time an actual bard would come into my establishment I’d have to watch him like a hawk; they were annoyingly adept at shmoozing girls out of their dresses.”

 

 “Ugh, don’t even get me started,” Gannit groused. “Even veteran whores who should goddamn well know better would fall for that. Fucking bards, it’s like a sport to them. Tell you what, kiddo, if you wanna get some actual play instead of just being an annoying little shit, start by learning an instrument.”

 

 “Then you can be a really annoying little shit,” Aster said in her driest tone.

 

 “See what I mean?” Seiji winked at Gilder, who was now hanging breathlessly off his every word. “Course, like I said, the music is just your opener. I knew plenty of musically talented nerds who couldn’t even talk to women; you still have to be charming. Know what to say, and when, and how to work somebody’s emotions. Am I right?”

 

 “Central pillars of a whore’s craft, as well,” Minifrit agreed. “Small wonder we had the most trouble from the relatively few men who were able to use it against us. If every man bothered to learn those skills, we’d never have had a business.”

 

 “There’s also the bro code to consider,” Seiji continued, his smile fading. “For example, you never interfere with a friend’s game. By, among the many ways you could do that, bringing up bedroom matters with his girl out of context, right in front of her.”

 

 Silence fell as three of them fixed Gilder with the full force of their disapproval: Seiji with a flat stare, Gannit folding her skinny arms and looking unamused, Minifrit loftily arching one eyebrow and looking down her nose. Aster was afraid she’d ruin it with her own grinning, but fortunately Gilder was too occupied withering in his seat to even look over at her.

 

“That is the kind of shit that ends male friendships,” Seiji continued after a pause for truly cruel effect. “Not to mention gets teeth punched out.”

 

 “Sorry,” Gilder mumbled. “I didn’t mean any… I was just goofin’.”

 

 Seiji finally relented, his face softening into a smile, and reached over to ruffle the kid’s hair. “Relax, I’m not gonna punch you. Yeah, obviously, you didn’t know better. That’s exactly how you’ve been getting away with a lot of shit, Gilder. Have you ever paused to consider the implications of that?”

 

 “Aw, man,” he groaned. “There are implications? I hate implications.”

 

 “Don’t we all,” Aster murmured.

 

 “I once heard something that stuck with me,” Seiji mused, frowning. “The context doesn’t exactly translate… Hey, Biribo, what’s a local equivalent of a locker room?”

 

 “What the hell is a locker room?” the familiar demanded.

 

 “Oh, I know.” Seiji turned his attention back to Gilder. “You should never say anything to a woman on the street that you wouldn’t want another man saying to you in a bathhouse, and for the exact same reason.”

 

 “What?” Still smiling, Gilder snorted dismissively. “What does that even—”

 

 Suddenly Seiji had leaned over and into his space, draping an arm around the lad’s shoulders and squeezing him close, an overtly menacing leer plastered onto his face. “Hey, there, cute thing,” he cooed. “That’s a sweet little butt you got there. Bet I can think of a good use for it. Whaddaya say?”

 

 Gilder had gone completely rigid, eyes bulging in shock and revulsion. Even Minifrit blinked at that; Gannit, meanwhile, had dissolved into howls of derisive laughter. Aster had to envy her relaxed attitude. She herself, even knowing what was going on, felt instinctively queasy and had to repress an urge to charge across the room and physically intervene.

 

 Seiji only gave it a moment to sink in, though, before releasing Gilder and moving back out of his personal space. He took another long swig of wine, his expression distant, and spoke up again in a quieter tone after a few long seconds in which Gilder sat there stunned into silence.

 

 “And then there’s context to consider. Women have to go through life without the means to defend themselves against shit like that, and the full knowledge that nobody from the police to the courts will have their back if they try to address any grievances through the system. They’re constantly having that stuff done to them—that, and much, much worse. The comments and the grabbing usually lead directly to the ‘much worse’ if the asshole doing it thinks he has the opportunity. And there’s straight up nothing they can do about it, most of the time. The world is their bathhouse. So those implications, Gilder? The fact that you get away with this shit because you’re young enough that it’s non-threatening? That means, by definition, that once you’re no longer a kid, it is very fucking threatening.”

 

Seiji watched the boy from the corner of his eye, sipping wine, while Gilder’s eyes widened and his face lengthened as he silently processed all that, putting those implications together in his own mind. Ever the master of dramatic timing, Seiji gave him just long enough for it to sink in before delivering the surprise gut punch.

 

 “For somebody who knows what it’s like to be powerless and vulnerable, putting someone else in that position is a really shitty thing to do.”

 

 Gilder flinched, physically, his face crumpling. He had to clear his throat twice before speaking hoarsely.

 

 “Wow. I’m an asshole, huh.”

 

 “You and me both, kid,” Seiji murmured, staring at the wall and taking a bigger gulp of wine. “We should work on that.”

 

 Aster, watching Gilder’s increasingly shamed expression, decided this had gone far enough. The idea was to teach the boy a lesson, not torture him.

 

 “I think it’d be a good first step for you to apologize to some people,” she stated. “Starting with Jadrin.”

 

 “Jadrin?” Gilder looked up at her, grimacing in sudden panic. “That crazy— If I go near her right now, she’ll kick my ass!”

 

 “Perhaps,” Minifrit said idly. “Do you deserve to have your ass kicked, maybe?”

 

 “I think you might be surprised,” said Aster. “Obviously don’t push it if she tells you to fuck off, which she might. Goddess knows she’s under no obligation to listen to you. But take it from somebody who’s fucked up a few times, Gilder: you’ll feel better if you at least try.”

 

 He screwed his whole face up in an expression that reminded her strikingly of Lord Seiji just a few minutes ago. Not for the first time, Aster inwardly despaired at the Dark Lord’s truly inexplicable combination of cunning and obtuseness. It seemed like he honestly had no idea what a role model he was to the kids and especially Gilder.

 

 “Yeah, well…” Heaving an enormous sigh, Gilder finally hopped down from his chair, abandoning his half-eaten porridge. That was a big deal for a Gutter Rat; they never took food for granted. He trudged toward the door, pausing next to Aster to look up at her, and then glance back at the others. “I guess…”

 

 After opening and closing his mouth twice, mutely, Gilder just hunched his shoulders and slouched out into the hall.

 

 “Godspeed, soldier,” Seiji said solemnly.

 

 “So,” Minifrit commented after the boy’s footsteps had receded into the distance. “You and him both?”

 

 “Come on, it’s not like I ever molested anybody in the train,” he grumbled, scowling. “I’m not an animal. You heard what I said, I never had trouble getting girls the aboveboard way.”

 

 She smiled knowingly and propped her chin on one hand, leaning toward him in expectant silence.

 

 Seiji shrugged and avoided her look, drinking again before speaking. “Japan’s nothing like here.”

 

 “You may have mentioned that,” Aster said solemnly. “Once or twice. Non-stop, every chance you get, for months.”

 

 “What I mean is, you can’t mistreat women there the way people do in Dlemathlys,” he snapped. “Shit that’s apparently normal here would get a person jailed in Japan, and good riddance to ‘em. Still, it’s not exactly… I mean, I wouldn’t call it a…sexually egalitarian country.”

 

 Minifrit blew a puff of smoke to the side. “So, of course, you have never raped anyone. Or even groped someone? Flashed them? Catcalled?”

 

 “I just said I didn’t,” he said irritably. “Come on, give me a little credit.”

 

 “I am,” she replied, still smiling. “And now you feel guilty because you’ve gone through your life treating women exactly as badly as was socially acceptable where you lived, and suddenly the context of a place where what’s socially acceptable is different tells you exactly what that means. Tell me, Lord Seiji, among all those girls you nailed in the Tokyo club scene… Did you show any of them any real care? Or respect?”

 

 “I never hurt anyone!” he protested.

 

 “I believe you,” she replied, still outwardly calm. “But you did something, or this wouldn’t be bothering you now.”

 

 Minifrit was, herself, pretty good with the dramatic timing. She gave him a moment to welter in it, taking a long draw from her pipe and exhaling a spicy sweet cloud before following up.

 

 “If you’re seeking absolution, you’ll get none from me. Life is not hard for women in Fflyr Dlemathlys because of a few terrible men who go out of their way to be more cruel and vile than the average. It is hard because most men do exactly what they can get away with and never consider why it might be wrong. It sounds to me like the difference between you in Tokyo and some of the brutes you’ve executed here is what you were respectively allowed to pull off. Just because— Really?”

 

 Her soliloquy was brought to a halt by Gannit crossing the room and bonking her on the head with a frying pan. To relatively little effect; it was a gentle bonk, as bonks went, and mostly absorbed by Minifrit’s pinned-up hair.

 

“You just calm your tits, girl,” the old woman ordered, brandishing the pan as if for a follow-up strike. “Getting on the boy’s case for being no better or worse than anyone anywhere is just about the stupidest thing I can imagine doing. He came here, saw what was up, and has been making it better, as best he can. What the hell else do you want? This oughta be encouraged, not bitched at.”

 

 “Yes, well… I suppose that’s also true,” Minifrit agreed, finally smiling with a bit more warmth and reaching across to squeeze Seiji’s hand. “We have all of us done miserable things, and we all had our reasons. I see you doing your best to help, and that should matter most.”

 

 “Yeah, I can easily see you being a little shit when you could get away with it,” Gannit added, condescendingly ruffling Seiji’s hair on her way back to the cabinets. “Not like you can do anything about that now, though. Past is past, and you’re doin’ better. Cheer up, kid, you done good.”

 

 “You handled Gilder quite well,” Aster agreed. “Don’t get me wrong, as parental talks go that was unnecessarily roundabout and occasionally horrifying, but it certainly seemed to work. Made more of an impact on him than I even hoped, at least.”

 

 “Parental, nothing,” Seiji insisted, scowling and trying to smooth his hair back into place. “I’m not his dad.”

 

 “Tell yourself that, if it helps you,” Minifrit said sweetly.

 

 “I hate you all,” the Dark Lord complained.

 

 “You love us all,” Aster retorted, smirking. “Don’t worry, Lord Seiji, we love you too.”

 

 Having studied his own example, she now gave it just the right two beats of pause before landing the parting shot.

 

 “And yet… Still don’t wanna bang you.”

 

 The Dark Lord gaped at her for a second, and then burst out laughing.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Out of all the ways Seiji is wrong and doesn't know what he's doing, he is extra wrong and doesn't know what he's doing with regard to childcare.  Please don't ever try to teach kids this way, for the love of god.

Last interlude for a while: Book 3 proper starts next update!  Or tonight, for Patrons.
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3.1 In Which the Dark Lord Steps in It


                “What the hell is all this?”

 

“It was left outside the fortress first thing this morning,” Minifrit explained, as always striking that off-center pose that accentuated her hips and pausing to blow theatrical streamers of smoke. “The sentries reported that members of the cat tribe placed all this on the road in front of the gates. Quickly, not responding to hails or challenges, and then ran back into the forest. Kasser has looked over everything.”

 

She turned to Kasser expectantly, and he took over, straightening up from where he’d briefly knelt to pick up and examine some shells.

 

“It’s all good stuff, Lord Seiji,” he said, dropping the piece of akornin back into the basket it had come from. “Really good quality. The shells are in the biggest pieces they can be, right off the animal, and they’re all properly cured, ready to be worked. We’ve got some that are suitable for making armor; the rest Harold can carve into basically whatever we need. Tools, nails, blades… And this akorshil, see? They didn’t send much, but this stuff is rare. It’s…well, it isn’t all that useful, because of how soft it is, but shachshil like this is quite valuable. These khora only grow wild, never in plantations. Mostly used for decorative carving. Pretty expensive on the markets, which I assume the cats knew.”

 

He was all but salivating at this haul. I watched Junko investigating the fascinating smells among the baskets and gave him a moment after he trailed off, looking back at the various shells, before clearing my throat.

 

“And…the rest?”

 

 “Oh!” Kasser ducked his shoulders awkwardly, having been caught indulging his passion for shell-carving while on the clock. “Uh, yeah, the rest of it is also good quality. We’ve got some nice pelts—looks like elk, dhawun, and wolf. Even some pieces of nheichol leather, which is nice stuff.” He bent to pick up what looked like the skin of an enormous snake, observed my nonplussed expression, and continued explaining. “Very flexible, airtight, and really tough for how thin it is. Good stuff, also pricey. Nheichols are hard to hunt on Dount, they live in lizardfolk territory. I suspect the cats traded for this. That one’s full of blankets. Oh, and the baskets themselves are pretty solid. It’s a decent haul, all around.”

 

I bent to pick up one of the blankets, unfolding it. For some reason I’d been expecting something reminiscent of Native American blankets I’d seen pictures of, which I immediately realized was pretty stupid. Obviously a completely different culture on a different planet would have different artistic sensibilities, not to mention different materials. The cat tribe’s weaving was almost…impressionistic, that was the word. They used a combination of quilting with curved pieces of fabric and embroidered patterns on top to create abstract, organic-looking designs with no straight lines or angles. The one I held up used patches and thread in different shades of light blue against dark gray background pieces.

 

“That’s really beautiful,” said Aster, sounding surprised.

 

“I bet it’d also be pricey on the market,” I agreed.

 

“Yes and no,” said Minifrit, exhaling a spicy-sweet cloud. “Some highborn collect and display tribal art. Lowborn who are caught with it risk being accused of consorting with beastfolk. The suggestion alone can suffice to have their property and possibly their freedom confiscated.”

 

 “One day,” I complained. “I’d just like to go one day without learning a fresh reason Fflyr Dlemathlys sucks. Anyway, the important question is why did they feel the need to bring us a pile of gifts? You don’t suppose it’s all dusted with poison or something?”

 

“I would not expect to see any such aggression out of that tribe in the near future,” Minifrit said dryly.

 

“It’s tribute, boss,” Biribo explained. “Remember? You told the cats this was now your land and they could live here at your sufferance. That girl we talked to made a point about how she didn’t have any authority, but I’d interpret this as the message being conveyed back to the tribe and your terms accepted. So, like they used to demand tribute from the North Watch gang, now they’re sending it to you.”

 

 “I didn’t ask them for…” I dragged a hand down my face. “Crap. I specifically wanted to start mending fences, not kick them around further.”

 

 “Lord Seiji, I think it’s worth considering what they didn’t send us,” Kasser said. “When Rocco was in charge and dealing with them, they mostly wanted stuff that could be bought in Fflyr markets, and mostly food. Nothing they sent us is edible. After the Inferno… I mean, their stores can’t have been completely wiped out if they had all this stuff to give us, but they may be hard up for food. Especially with the winter coming on.”

 

I drew in a deep, slow breath and blew it out all at once. “All right. Well, we already figured the tribes were going to be in bad shape after that. The plan was to reach out to them all and let the local cats come to us, but… I think I better pay them a visit first and straighten this out.”

 

“If nothing else, they’re closest,” Aster agreed. “It’ll be a handy trial run for when you have to deal with other tribes who don’t yet know they should be afraid of you.”

 

“Lord Seiji!” Madyn burst out of the fortress in a panic, already yelling and waving as she skittered into the courtyard where we were gathered around the tribute baskets. “We need you! The kitchen! It’s the goblins!”

 

 “What the fuck now,” I growled, but was already in a dead run past her rather than waiting for an answer. There was nothing she could explain that I wouldn’t figure out when I got there, and given how unflappable Madyn was in general, whatever was going on was clearly too urgent to stand around out here chatting about it. Aster and Junko, of course, fell into step beside and just behind me, leaving the others to follow more discreetly.

 

In the mess hall I could already hear distant yelling from the kitchen. People were naturally gravitating in that direction; just as naturally, they cleared out of the way when the Dark Lord came tearing through, accompanied by his dog and bodyguard. Both had to fall behind me as I entered the narrow corridor to the kitchen, but seconds later we all emerged into a scene of what I could only call barely restrained pandemonium.

 

 Restrained only because violence was not currently occurring, though it clearly had and just as clearly was about to. Two goblins stood in front of the open door to the tunnel, both holding swords, but they were raising their hands above their heads in a peaceable gesture—somewhat spoiled by the fact that neither had put the swords down. Gannit loomed nearby, snarling and brandishing both a frying pan and cleaver in a clear display of her opinion of this intrusion into her kitchen. The only thing separating her from the goblins were three women pointing loaded crossbows at them, shouting muddled and contradictory orders to disarm, leave, and surrender.

 

“There he is!” exclaimed one of the intruders, waving eagerly at me—with the hand not holding a sword, fortunately for him. “Dark Lord Seiji! This is all a misunderstanding!”

 

I ignored him. Streaks and tracks of blood led from the tunnel entrance into the middle of the kitchen, where the bedraggled form of a goblin I recognized lay facedown on the floor amid a spreading crimson pool.

 

“Heal!” I barked, pointing.

 

Nothing. Invalid target. Slowly, I lowered my hand and shifted my stare from the body of Maugro the information broker to the goblins still on their feet.

 

 “Okay, it doesn’t look great,” said the speaker, grinning at me. He grinned at me. “Listen, everything’s—”

 

Junko charged past my legs barking viciously and snapping her jaws centimeters from the intruders. That made the impression even the armed women hadn’t; I’d observed that goblins were terrified of Junko even when she was being friendly. Both yelped and scurried away to the corner, one dropping his sword in the process.

 

 Bad move. You never run from an aggressive dog.

 

I whistled sharply as she started to lunge and Junko froze, then turned and obediently trotted back to stand next to my legs, still growling a warning but no longer about to go for the kill.

 

Then, before anyone else could speak, the half-ajar door was kicked wider, and Donon emerged from the tunnel. His face was stricken and streaked with tears, and in his arms was another little green body, dripping fresh blood on my floor.

 

“Heal,” I tried, already suspecting…

 

“It’s too late, Lord Seiji,” Donon choked. He stood there as if lost, just cradling Mindzi’s lifeless form as it failed to react to the spell. Her head lolled over his arm, vacant red eyes staring at the ceiling. “I…I tried to… Before I even got there…”

 

Madyn had followed the rest of us into the kitchen and now stepped up, gently taking Donon by one of his fully occupied arms and pulling him away. He let himself be led, seeming to lack volition of his own.

 

I drew in a deep, steadying breath and expelled it slowly. Well, how about that. Goblin blood smelled the same as human.

 

“Explain,” I ordered.

 

Both goblins immediately started babbling over each other, gesticulating wildly. Then Junko let out a bark that echoed deafeningly from the bare kitchen walls and they just as quickly fell silent, pressing themselves back against the corner.

 

 “So we were minding our own business, doing the cleanup after breakfast,” Gannit said into the ensuing lull, “and there was this horrible yelling and banging from the goblin door, there. Sounded like a fight, so I stopped Donon from opening it and yelled for backup. These three came in from the mess hall, seems they were the only ones in there who had weapons on ‘em.” She nodded at the women still covering the goblins with crossbows, one of whom nodded back. “As they were coming in, the door busted open and that guy there, Maugro, he comes stumbling in all beaten and cut to shreds, with those two fuckers in the middle of goin’ at him with those swords. Well, the crossbows scared ‘em off doin’ that quick enough. Maugro says something about saving Mindzi back in the tunnel, and fucking Donon goes runnin’ in there like the suicidal goddamn numbnut he is.” 

 

The old woman paused, grimacing, then took a step over to Donon and placed a hand on his shoulder, giving him a gentle shake. He had just set Mindzi on the floor next to Maugro and didn’t react, just staring vacantly at the ground. Poor guy, he was taking this a lot harder than I’d have expected. We all knew Donon had a thing for goblin ladies, but apparently he was nursing a serious crush on Mindzi in particular.

 

“Good man,” Gannit said in a slightly rougher voice, then cleared her throat and turned back to me. “Anyway. Madyn went runnin’ out to find you at some point during that, and we got this under control in here, and…well, you’re caught up.”

 

I looked at the bodies, at the living goblins, and then swept my stare around the kitchen, looking for a particular barrel in the corner which was conspicuously absent.

 

“Gannit, where is the healing slime that belongs in this kitchen?”

 

 She grimaced again. “Loaned it to Khadret for morning practice. The sword drilling group needed an extra, they keep breaking each other’s fingers or some shit. Anyway, we were just doing cleanup; if all three of us get hurt badly enough by washing dishes that we can’t walk into the mess hall to use the slime in there, we don’t deserve to live.”

 

 “And look what happened,” I snapped. Gannit actually looked abashed, which was something I’d never expected to see. “Get your slime back and keep it in here. If anybody else needs a spare, they can come ask me. It’s not like my supply is limited. This is the room where you work with knives, fire, and hot oil. The kitchen healing slime stays in the kitchen.”

 

Gannit opened her mouth, shut it, then nodded once, avoiding my eyes. That was as close to an apology as I ever expected to get out of the old woman, and I didn’t consider it worth pressing for more. She deserved to keep some pride, and I didn’t care to open a discussion about our respective recent fuckups and how many people they’d gotten killed.

 

Instead, I paced forward, every step slow and controlled, until I stood between two of the armed women keeping our uninvited guests under control. My expression remained carefully neutral. I almost resented squandering the effort on these little fuckers in particular, but showtime was showtime. Besides, showtime was helping me keep control over the rising tide of rage which I could feel pounding up the back of my throat.

 

I stared at each of them in turn, in total silence, for a slow count of four each. Then I put on a tiny little smile.

 

 “This had better be very good.”

 

The first goblin, the one who seemed to be the speaker between them, grinned and adjusted his lapels in a gesture that reminded me strikingly of Maugro, which definitely didn’t work in his favor.

 

 “Lord Seiji? First of all, sorry about the rough introduction, there. That was supposed to be a quick, discreet job; it was purely our fault that we lost control and it spilled into your kitchen. You have my personal apologies, and my promise to make it right. I represent the interests of the Goblin King, who you can rest assured wants only the most amicable relations with the new Dark Lord.”

 

Goddammit, they knew. Well, if they’d killed Maugro and chased him all the way in here—in that order, somehow—it was undoubtedly for a reason, and it made sense that they knew at least some of what he knew. Why else would you go after an information broker?

 

There was a lot of other stuff in that handful of sentences I didn’t like, apart from the goblin speaking. I could already tell he was the most annoying kind of person: socially adroit enough to be suave and charming, but not enough to realize when being suave and charming is the absolute last thing you should do. One minute in and this guy was already reminding me of every dipshit tourist in Akiba who condescendingly complimented my English.

 

“Make it right,” I repeated, speaking slowly and enunciating. “So you can raise the dead? Impressive.”

 

 “C’mon, now,” he said with a disarming grin that very nearly earned him a kick in the throat. “I know you weren’t on close, personal terms with Maugro. Dude’s habit of keepin’ everybody at arm’s length is ninety percent of the reason this ended the way it did for him. Don’t get me wrong, playin’ every end against the middle is solid practice in normal goblin society, but he shoulda known better than to try that with a Goblin King in charge. But don’t worry, Lord Seiji! King Jadrak has nothing but respect for you and wants to be on the best terms. We, ah, we weren’t exactly s’posed to be initiating contact today, but I do know for a fact the Goblin King will wanna offer anything reasonable to smooth over this little kerfuffle here.”

 

“Little—” Donon started to surge forward, but Aster blocked his way and Madyn grabbed him from behind by both shoulders. Neither were doing enough to physically restrain him, but he stopped, at least. 

 

I probably should have asked him to absent himself from what was now first diplomatic contact with a new rival power, but fuck it. He and Junko were projecting exactly the impression I wanted right now, and nothing Donon did would make this go any worse than the direction I was leaning toward sending it myself.

 

“So, there’s a Goblin King?” I said, keeping my tone and expression mild. “First I’ve heard about it.”

 

 “There is now,” replied the more talkative of the two goblins, while his silent companion kept a wary eye on Junko. “Things are changing in the tunnels, Lord Seiji. I dunno how much the goblins you’ve met have told you, but with power consolidated, a Goblin King is in a position to be a real asset to a new Dark Lord. Jadrak wants to meet you and talk terms as soon as possible.”

 

 “So I see,” I replied with a pleasant smile, “considering he seems eager to kill off any possible rivals for my attention, including in my fucking kitchen.”

 

“Now, now, let’s not exaggerate,” he chided me, grinning and wagging a finger. The rising tide of rage bubbled ever hotter, and only my pure commitment to showmanship saved his life in that moment. “I already said this spilled outta control, and I was serious about offering reasonable restitution for your inconvenience. But, these events were initiated and brought to an effective conclusion on goblin turf and outside yours. Maugro barely had enough life left to stagger in here after he got the door open. Technically, all this was still goblin business by the time it got to you.”

 

Technically.

 

He grinned broadly up at me as if he had just settled the matter to everyone’s satisfaction. The other one still didn’t chime in, but put on a similar smile. Like they had scored some kind of victory with this.

 

White hot fury filled me with manic energy that demanded an outlet. I was either going to vibrate apart in my own boots, slaughter everyone in this room, or…

 

I matched his grin, and allowed a chuckle to escape me. Clearly taking that as encouragement, the goblins exchanged a glance between them and then chortled right along with me. Ha ha, look at us lads just having a giggle over a couple of corpses.

 

It never ended. They kept doing this. The five murdered Rats, the seizure of the Alley Cat, the raid on North Watch… Why did all these fuckers think they could push me around? How many forests did I need to burn down before all the assholes in this wretched little ruin of a planet learned not to fuck with me?

 

My pulse hammered in my throat so hard I wouldn’t have been surprised if the vein was visible. Rage swirled in me, like fire and lightning, my whole body practically vibrating. The laughter rose in pitch and intensity. The goblins mirrored me, guffawing and slapping each other’s shoulders with increasing enthusiasm as we all shared a good chuckle over this.

 

By that point, everyone else in the kitchen was staring at me with varying degrees of confusion and alarm, including Junko. I let it flow, for the moment, just riding the energy. Why it expressed itself through laughter I couldn’t have said, but hey, it seemed to fit the setting. I was the Dark Lord, after all, and isn’t it an established thing for villains to laugh uncontrollably when something horrible and not at all funny has occurred?

 

The goblins continued to match me, and if their own laughter was an act I was pretty sure I saw the relief behind it. We all three brayed in mirth, partially doubling over and struggling for breath, all while I cackled through flashes of all the fucking bullshit I’d endured from people like this who thought they could come to my place and push me.

 

Cat Alley, awash in blood. Gray’s thugs chasing me across the Gutters and all the way into the river. Virya twisting me like a fidget toy just to prove she could.

 

Kastrin falling off the wall.

 

I snatched the crossbow from the woman next to me and shot the second goblin through the skull.

 

The weapon wrenched itself out of my hand, of course, one arm nearly whanging me on the temple. It was one of the bigger military models, designed for punching through armor; the recoil was enough of a bastard when you weren’t stupid enough to fire it one-handed. I got off lightly, relatively speaking. The goblin hit the wall behind him with as much a splatter as a thump. As I’d observed when educating the cats on my philosophy of justice, at this range these things made almost as much of a mess as an actual gun.

 

All laughter in the room was cut off as if by a switch, the surviving goblin—the smarmy one who liked to talk—reacting with impressive speed and precision. Of course, his dash for the door wouldn’t have worked; Junko would’ve grabbed him if nobody else did first. Needless to say, it did not get to that point.

 

Immolate.

 

Down he went in a shrieking fireball, causing Junko to abort her lunge at him; she had better sense than to charge headlong into a source of pure flame.

 

That made one of us.

 

My whole body still resonating with furious energy like a plucked guitar string, I stepped deliberately over to one kitchen counter, picked up one of Gannit’s heavy oven mitts, and slipped it on. Everyone silently got out of my way; Aster opened her mouth to say something, but apparently thought better of it. The goblin still had a good burn going, probably just about to crest the bell curve into the stage where the healing magic would begin to overtake the fire, when I reached him again.

 

Bending, I grabbed him by the neck with my mitt-covered hand. The heat was intense nearly to the point of pain—these things were not designed for this—and hoisting someone half the size of an adult human with one hand was not easy, even after my months of exercise and training. Neither fact made a difference, the haze of adrenaline and sheer rage pushing me right through the heat on my skin and the strain in my muscles as I stood, hauling the burning goblin fully up into the air.

 

“You come into my home,” I snarled, stalking over to the tunnel door. “You murder one of my allies, burst into my kitchen, and then you have the absolute fucking gall to plead innocence on a fucking technicality?”

 

I had never been in the goblin tunnel before; it was dark and unsurprisingly cramped, though the ceiling wasn’t as low as I would have expected. I only had to hunch over slightly. Stepping inside, I threw the goblin to the ground, shadows flickering across the walls as they were cast and distorted by the flames emanating from his bouncing body.

 

He was definitely on the descent by that point. I discarded the oven mitt—which was still on fire—and cast a quick Heal against the burns I’d inflicted on my own hand doing that, then folded my arms and waited.

 

“I have a message for the Goblin King,” I stated the instant the intruder was no longer actively on fire, not giving him even a second to recuperate.

 

“Yeah, of course,” he wheezed, peering up at me through panicked red eyes and nodding vigorously. “I’ll tell him whatever you want!”

 

“No, no. You are the message.”

 

Summon Fire Slime, Tame Beast.

 

He was immediately howling again, trying to roll away and swat at the burning slime which I had just conjured right on his coat. The sole command with which I imbued it was to cling and resist attempts to dislodge it.

 

I stuck two more fire slimes to him for good measure, then strode back into the kitchen and slammed the tunnel door.

 

It wasn’t silent, what with all the screaming from just behind that door barely muffled by the thin layer of akorshil planks separating us from it. But, under the combined shocked stares of those present, it felt like a silence.

 

“Kasser,” I said.

 

“L-lord Seiji?” he replied hesitantly.

 

“I want this door barricaded as soon as you can get it done. Take whatever you need from the supplies, this is currently priority one. Someone find me Naz—ah, perfect timing.”

 

The elf herself poked her head into the kitchen at that moment, no doubt drawn by all the noise. Her expression was confused and alarmed, as she had missed the action but could plainly see all the corpses and hear the ongoing screaming from just inside the tunnel.

 

“We’ve lost our convenient goblin contacts, and you’re the only one I’m aware of who knows another entrance to the goblin tunnels. Maugro is gone, but some of his employees may have escaped. You mentioned meeting another guy who works for him, right? I need somebody to try to make contact. If not with them, than with someone in Sneppit’s organization. Supposedly she’s a pretty big deal down there.”

 

“I…uh, yes, but that’s way over by Flynswyth, Lord Seiji. Near the eastern edge. It’s an all-day ride from here at best speed, three times that on foot.”

 

“Then you’d better move quickly. It’s still safer and likelier than that pub in Gwyllthean. Bring along whoever and whatever you judge necessary and don’t take risks. Avoid human contact and if the only goblins you can find answer to the Goblin King, report back.”

 

“Okay, this is on me,” Biribo interrupted before she could answer. “My bad, everybody. I definitely should’ve explained a lot more about goblin society to you, boss. I mean, it’s not like anybody else here would’ve known. It’s just… You tend to glaze over, y’know? If I just front-load you with details most of ‘em disappear by the next time we talk. I’ve learned to answer questions as they come up and try to brief you on the fly whenever anything seems like it’s gonna be important soon. Not that I’m blaming you! This is a problem for all the Champions who get brought here. A whole world’s worth of information is way too much to dump on anybody at one time; context and significance are really important for memory retention. But, uh, after this I think we better start having regular tutoring sessions or something. You clearly need a more thorough grounding in Ephemeral politics or we’re gonna keep bouncing from one mess like this to another.”

 

“Biribo,” I said, gathering up every last flickering ember of patience within my being, “I can tell you’re building up to something I’m not gonna like and trying to soften the blow. Which is appreciated, but I wish you’d just rip the bandage off and be done with it.”

 

“Right,” he said ruefully. “Well, uh, boss… A barricade isn’t gonna cut it. You just committed us to a war of total annihilation with the Goblin King. This won’t end until one or the other of you is dead and their whole organization destroyed.”

 

So that was how my day started.

            


3.2 In Which the Dark Lord Descends


                “That little vignette was basically the problem with human/goblin relations in miniature,” Biribo lectured minutes later when I convened my lieutenants in the conference room. “Culturally, goblins live up to the Viryan emphasis on personal strength by cultivating their skills and wits. They’re suspicious of any powerful authority and contemptuous of brute force. Contracts and agreements are a big deal in goblin culture; they like to have everything laid out in very precise terms. Understanding the nuances and working every angle is not only expected but morally laudable to them. They do not have a concept of ‘the spirit of the law,’ that’s a human notion. To goblins, the letter is the spirit.”

 

 I scrunched up my own face, trying to process this. “So when that asshole started going off about technically not having killed Maugro in my goddamn kitchen…”

 

 “You’re not alone, boss, most humans would react poorly to that,” Biribo agreed, bobbing up and down in midair over the center of the conference table. “But to him, he was in the right, both factually and ethically. And that is how any productive deals between humans and goblins usually end up, sooner or later: with both parties feeling the other cheated them and dissolving into violence, which the goblins almost always decisively lose. So that feeds into the race relations as they exist now. Zero trust in either direction, humans regard goblins as pests whom it’s justified to attack on sight if you see one anywhere they’re not supposed to be, and goblins… Well, to goblins, a person who can’t honor their deals has no right to own property or participate in society as an equal. So as they see it, stealing from humans is like harvesting or hunting wild animals in the forest. It’s dangerous, because they’ll kill you for it if they can, but it’s not wrong in any moral sense.”

 

 “Did any of you know any of this?” I asked of the rest of the table.

 

 Amid the blank stares and shaken heads, only Minifrit spoke up. “Consorting too closely with goblins is one of the many things which is socially and potentially legally unacceptable in Fflyr society. There are those who do it, but they are the first to be grabbed whenever the Kingsguard needs to pin a crime on somebody.”

 

 Man, poor Donon.

 

 “This is all interesting stuff,” I said, directing my attention back to Biribo, “but what’s it got to do with the Goblin King and killing my information broker in my kitchen?”

 

 “Right! So the relationship between goblins and humans is mutual, but it is not equal. Humans are twice the size, and they occupy the surface which provides a lot more resources, especially of the edible kind. So human populations grow faster and bigger and individual humans are more likely to be well-fed and healthy, plus having more sizable and sophisticated power structures. In basically every place where the two races coexist, humans hold the power and goblins are some degree of oppressed.”

 

 “Isn’t the current Lord of Godspire a goblin?” Aster asked.

 

 “Yeah, but Godspire is an anomaly in basically every way, politically speaking,” said Nazralind. “It’s best not to consider anything that happens there as representative of…well, anything else.”

 

 Godspire. The great political anomaly that was right across a landbridge from our northern border, about which all I knew was that it was a tiny city-state with almost no land which somehow was able to singlehandedly resist the might of the Savindar Empire, and presumably that of the Lancor Empire should it ever extend that far north. Well, I knew what I’d be asking about in the first of those tutoring sessions Biribo had proposed, which I thought were a good idea, but that was for later when I didn’t have more urgent problems upon which to be briefed.

 

 “Go on,” I told him with a nod.

 

 “Constant persecution builds up pressure that eventually demands an outlet, and for goblins, a Goblin King or Queen is the form that takes. The rise of a Goblin King on Dount means that a quorum of the local goblins have reached a point where they’re so fed up they are willing to completely reverse their culture and outlook on life. Instead of living by wits and skill alone, suddenly the goal is pure violence. A Goblin King’s first task is to bring rival powers to heel, because anybody down in those tunnels who’s got any authority or privilege does not want a Goblin King on their watch. His goal is an uprising, to have goblins come boiling out of their holes to inflict vengeance on their oppressors. In a disorganized mess of a country like Fflyr Dlemathlys, they might even manage to take and hold some territory for a little while, but goblin uprisings never succeed in the long term, and even a fifth-rate military like the Kingsguard would be able to put them down once they mobilize properly. More likely the King’s Guild would send their best in to take out the King himself, that’s what usually happens. Once he goes down…very occasionally another goblin can step up and keep the momentum going for a little while longer, but usually it all falls apart when the King falls. Then the human powers retaliate, with results that verge on genocide.”

 

 “I knew that was usually the result of goblin uprisings,” said Nazralind, looking faintly queasy, “but you’re suggesting all of them know how futile it is and do it anyway?”

 

 “Not really,” Biribo replied. “At least, not all of ‘em. Goblin Kings or Queens always rise from a cult of personality, and usually rally supporters with rhetoric about vengeance or freedom. It helps that goblins usually have an oral system of education and most of ‘em are fairly ignorant of politics and history beyond the island they’re on. The big movers and shakers like Sneppit—and probably this Jadrak himself, if he was enough of a somebody to proclaim himself King and have people go along with it—they know the uprising can’t succeed. Undoubtedly Maugro did too, which was why he had to die. That’s what Jadrak’ll be doing to anybody else down there who’s got any influence and won’t throw in with him.”

 

 “I think I follow you so far,” I said. “Now get to the part about…how did you put it… A war of total annihilation?”

 

 “Yeah, about that.” Biribo swooped in the air, flicking his tongue out, and though his little triangular lizard face was as inscrutable as always his delivery gave me the impression of a wince. “A Goblin King gets to call himself that by riding a wave of pure anger and violence. It’s the most precarious kind of rule: he has whipped his people into a mob, and has to keep ‘em whipped up while also keeping that energy directed properly. Specifically, at human rulers who treat goblins unfairly and oppress them with violence. You just made yourself the first point of contact between the new Goblin King and the surface people, and you did it by making a big display of everything they’re reacting against. Big powerful human responds to something he doesn’t like with spells and crossbows and zero dialog—I know you had your reasons, boss, but that was textbook human arrogance from a goblin’s perspective. He has to fight you now. If he surrenders, or even tries to make a truce, his followers will turn on him. And in his position, that doesn’t just mean a loss of power. They’ll probably tear him literally limb from limb.”

 

 Everyone turned to stare at me, and it required all my poise to ignore them.

 

 “So,” I said slowly, “prospects for diplomacy are…”

 

 “Up in flames?” Aster finished pointedly.

 

 “It’s worse than that,” Biribo continued in a morose tone. “Boss, the absolute last thing a Goblin King wants is a fight with a Dark Lord. Your organization against his is probably something close to a draw at this point, but you, personally, represent a physical force that can rip through just about anything he can throw at you. On the contrary, I bet this Jadrak was really gambling everything on making an accord with you. Positioning himself as the lieutenant of a new Dark Lord is basically the only way for a Goblin King to succeed on anything like the long term. You were his one prospect for victory, and instead, he now has to fight you to the death.”

 

 I opened my mouth to speak, but for once Biribo talked over me, zipping back and forth in agitation.

 

 “Boss, I can’t emphasize enough how badly you just ruined Jadrak’s day. He is dead now. You have killed him. He’s gotta pitch everything he has against a nascent Dark Lord, which is an absolute nightmare scenario for a nascent Goblin King. While it’s not a sure thing—don’t get overconfident—that matchup heavily favors you. If he somehow kills you, his organization will be so beaten up that the King’s Guild will be able to walk in and wipe him out on a whim. He doesn’t have the option of resting and rebuilding his forces, they’d turn on him if he fails to keep up the forward momentum. The only question now for Jadrak is when he meets a bloody end. It’s definitely going to be sooner than it would’ve been if you hadn’t involved yourself. You’re dealing with a dead man walking, who has to watch his doom coming at him, and knows all of it’s your fault.”

 

 “So basically…he’s gonna be slightly less reasonable than the usual run of people I have to kill.”

 

 “Well,” Minifrit drawled, “I cannot help but feel there is a lesson in all this.”

 

 “Hey, how was I supposed to know any of this shit?” I demanded. “None of you did!”

 

 “No one’s saying reacting to what happened with anger wasn’t understandable, or appropriate,” Aster retorted, meeting my glare without flinching, “but you knew we were dealing with the first envoys from another organized power. Circumstances aside, what possible good did you think could come from shooting one and setting the other on fire?”

 

 “In my experience,” Nazralind added, “intimidating people into compliance is always the temptation for somebody in a position of power, and it can even work sometimes—well, a lot of the time, actually. But it has a major potential to backfire. It’s the only way the Clans seem to know how to subdue resistance, and it’s also the reason resistance never entirely dies out no matter how hard they squeeze.”

 

 “All right!” I exclaimed. “What’s done is done, now we have to deal with it.”

 

 “What’s the plan, then?” Minifrit prompted.

 

 “I don’t see what choice we have. We’re going into the tunnels to put this Goblin King down before he can come at us. It sounds like this can all work in our favor if we play it right; the goblins’ grievances sound really familiar to all of us who’ve been living under the Clans. So we take out…what was his name, Jadrak? Finish him off, take over his movement, add the goblins to our ranks, and we’ll be in a much better position than when we started.”

 

 “Except it’s not going to be that easy,” Biribo said immediately. “Boss, don’t forget what I said first: under normal circumstances, goblins are contemptuous of violence and brute force and won’t trust anybody who relies on them. The Goblin King’s minions are not going to pivot toward any human who proves his point about how violent humans are, and the rest of the movers and shakers down there will not fall in with anybody whose only claim to power is killing off other claimants. I agree that we need to take out Jadrak, because it’s him or you, but the fact that we have to go in there and do that pretty much precludes getting the rest of the goblins on our side.”

 

 I inhaled slowly, mastering the temptation to claw at my face with both hands. Fuck me running, I’d really shat the bed this time.

 

 “Okay,” I said aloud after a momentary pause in which everyone had better sense than to interrupt my ruminations. “New plan. We go in there, find and link up with Miss Sneppit’s organization. She can give us the lay of the land and hopefully guide us toward straightening this out. We definitely need a local ally, and we’ve already worked with her people to mutual benefit.”

 

 “And if Sneppit won’t deal with us? Or Jadrak’s already killed her?” Kasser asked.

 

 I bared my teeth. It was not a smile. “Plan B is to kill whoever and whatever we have to until we work our way up to the Goblin King. Kill him, fuck off outta there, seal off the tunnel and write the goblins off as a loss. I would prefer to come out of this mess with allies and some benefit, but I will settle for ending the problem if that’s all we can manage.”

 

 “The first issue I can see is that this will involve going underground.” Aster was already grimacing in distaste as she spoke. “I’ve noticed you don’t seem to have much problem with digging and such, but this is a major taboo for everyone on Ephemera who’s not a goblin.”

 

 “The King’s Guild regularly sends adventuring parties down there to ‘recover stolen property’ and generally keep the goblins suppressed,” Minifrit retorted. “People will venture underground, when impelled.”

 

 “I don’t want to create a morale problem,” I said. “If we make this a volunteer only operation, do you think we’ll get enough?”

 

 “Yes,” Minifrit said immediately. Aster was a second behind, but she nodded agreement.

 

 “The general mood throughout the organization is defiance toward the old strictures and taboos,” she clarified when Minifrit gestured graciously for her to take over. “That, and you have a lot of personal loyalty among our people, especially the Cat Alley girls. This prospect is going to freak out a lot of them, but I’m confident enough will come along willingly to put together a solid strike force. Considering we’re going into goblin-sized tunnels, a smaller team is probably best, at least at first. Greater numbers won’t mean much down there.”

 

 “Good,” I said. “Then put out the call. Minifrit, assemble arms and supplies for everybody. I want to move within the hour; every minute we’re not going on the attack is a minute the Goblin King is gearing up to strike first. Kasser, I want you to come with the first group.”

 

 “Me?” His eyebrows shot upward. “I, uh… That is, I’m not afraid to fight, Lord Seiji, but I thought I already had a job?”

 

 “That’s exactly why you’re coming. Don’t worry, I don’t want you at the vanguard. In fact, you’re valuable enough you’ll be the last one in, and don’t poke your nose through until we’ve secured our foothold. The tunnel from our kitchen comes out in Maug—in what used to be Maugro’s offices. We’re going to move in, sweep out Jadrak’s forces, and secure it, both because we need that foothold and because Maugro will have all kinds of files and information stored there. That’s another reason I want to move quickly, before Jadrak’s people have time to clean it all out. We’re going in there blind and information will be precious. Once we’ve taken it, I want you to see what we’re working with and then get to work fortifying it. That office is something we have to keep; if we lose it to the Goblin King, he’s got a corridor straight into the heart of North Watch. For the same reason,” I added, turning back toward Aster and Minifrit’s side of the table, “I want armed guards posted in the kitchen, as well as in the corridor to the mess hall. The kitchen’s side door into the stairwell is to be sealed off as thoroughly as we can until further notice. In the worst case scenario, the kitchen corridor is another useful choke point, and if we’re forced to fall back from there, the mess hall itself has enough elevated surfaces to make a perfect killbox with our crossbows.”

 

 “Gannit’s going to love this plan,” Nazralind commented with a grin.

 

 “Gannit will live with it,” I snapped, “and obviously the kitchen staff will have to be evacuated anyway if the worst happens. All of these contingencies are because I’m not taking risks with North Watch’s security. Let me be clear: losing our foothold in Maugro’s place once we take it is unacceptable. I’m relaying all this because I will need to lead the team that moves deeper into the goblin tunnels to take out Jadrak, so the commanders staying behind need to know the plan. Make sure to pass it down the chain, Aster.”

 

 “I have people I trust to manage things,” she agreed, nodding. “Since I will be coming with you, I’d like to recall Goose from the main road group; she’s best suited for overall military command, I think.”

 

 “Agreed. We’ll send one of Naz’s riders to retrieve her. Who do you like to replace her position?”

 

 “Khadret’s competent and I think putting her there rather than here will help break up that little clique of her friends. I haven’t seen any actual trouble out of that group, to be clear, but you did say you preferred we not have people developing little factions within the ranks.”

 

 “Are you sure it’s a good idea for you to go with Lord Seiji?” Nazralind asked. “That big honking sword of yours isn’t gonna do you any favors in dark, cramped tunnels.”

 

 “Yeah, not looking forward to that,” Aster grimaced. “But yes, I am going and that’s final. Every time I let him run around unsupervised he tries to get himself killed.”

 

 I hastily interjected before Nazralind’s grinning face could begin spewing more backtalk. “Then we’ve got a plan. Everybody get organized. We move in one hour.”

 



 

 My people really came through. Aster gathered up volunteers for the underground expedition from the many curious faces which had assembled as word of the kitchen attack spread through the fortress. Kasser distributed weapons and armor and Minifrit arranged other supplies, and all told they were ready to roll out in less than half the time I’d allotted. Not even thirty minutes after the meeting broke up, I stood in the kitchen at the head of a strike force of twenty—not enough for a full invasion, but sufficient to seize and hold the offices a the other end of the tunnel and scout beyond.

 

 After all the bullshit I’d experienced in Fflyr Dlemathlys, it was enough to bring a tear to a Dark Lord’s eye. Just imagine it: competence!

 

 If only I could be as certain of all of Aster’s personnel choices.

 

 It was almost all women, which was not a problem; these were, as predicted, Cat Alley girls, who’d been with me the longest and done the most training. It was just some of the individual choices that gave me pause. Adelly was here, which made sense; she had the Lightning Staff in her hands, ready to go. I was less sanguine about both Donon and Madyn being fully kitted out for war, and to judge by her scowl, Gannit shared my opinion. Both the assistant cooks? Donon was obviously hankering for some payback, which was fine, but I’d thought Madyn hated fighting. That was why she worked in the kitchen.

 

 Twigs was here—fine, she was competent and a good scout—because Nazralind was here, and they’d been clingy with each other since being reunited. I was less sure about Nazralind coming along. She was an archer, a gwynnek rider, and a wilderness tracker, all skills that would be useless underground. Well, on the other hand she could do that glow-in-the-dark thing, that might come in handy down there. Only one of the other noblewomen had joined the team, Ismreth, which was unfortunate as now I would have to talk with her. Not that I had anything against Ismreth, she was polite and quiet and generally one of the better-behaved members of my army, but it got awkward finding things to call her. No human being could pronounce that name.

 

 And, of course, there was Ydleth, who had probably been among the first to volunteer to accompany me anywhere. Ever since that embarrassing scene in the mess hall she’d been my biggest fan. Now she gave a huge smile when I entered the room, and I had to dip slightly into showtime to nod at her without grimacing. I was not awkward about her, uh…crotch situation. On the contrary, that was useful to me. I was building my whole case to the people of this world as the guy who would offer them a fair shake no matter who or what they were, in contrast to how they’d been treated under the current regime; the more obviously unusual types I had around, the better. And, hell, that might be immediately relevant in pitching myself to the goblins. Now that I thought about it, that was probably why Aster had put Ydleth on the roster.

 

 She was such a pain, though. Shrill, pushy, argumentative… I felt guilty for disliking somebody who I was pretty sure would take an arrow for me, but Ydleth was just not much fun to be around. Oh, well, at least she was pretty good in a fight and followed orders. Eventually.

 

 The rest of them were solid picks, women I knew to be reliable and loyal. Aster spent more time around the troops individually than I did, and when it came down to it, I trusted her judgment. Besides, even if I didn’t, it was too late. I was asking these people to violate one of their major cultural taboos; morale was going to be a serious concern, and starting this off by nitpicking the staff and suggesting I didn’t think some of them were good enough could doom the whole operation.

 

 I moved to the head of the group, near the tunnel door, and raised one hand. The general shuffling and chatter quieted down on command, everyone giving me their undivided attention.

 

 “Thank you for agreeing to this,” I said simply. “I know you’ve all heard what’s up from Aster, so I won’t bore you with a—”

 

 “Speech!” Ydleth crowed, grinning.

 

 I inhaled and exhaled once, slowly.

 

 “…speech. Because time is short, and because goblins apparently have very good hearing. Back when there were allies at the other end of this tunnel, we used to summon them just by yelling.”

 

 I did not look directly at Ydleth, so I had to enjoy peripherally the sight of her wilting in place as everyone nearby turned to give her scathing stares.

 

 “We know the Goblin King will be gearing up for an attack, and he probably expects the same for us, so the element of surprise is probably a lost cause. Still, we will make our initial strike as quick and quiet as possible. I will take point, Aster right behind me. The rest of you know your formations.”

 

 I paused, looking quickly around to make eye contact with a few people before continuing.

 

 “The only other point of major importance is that dethroning the Goblin King is our primary objective, not our only one. We are going down there to make allies from among his enemies, and that means being willing to welcome goblins into the fold. I’ve made my position on discrimination plain up till now, but I will repeat it for emphasis: there will be none of that in the Dark Crusade. If you’ve got a problem with goblins, you will keep your mouth shut about it. Reaching an accord with them is going to be an uphill trudge as it is. Anybody who makes it harder will be the recipient of my full displeasure.”

 

 A pause to let that sink in, and then I nodded once, smiling slightly.

 

 “And that’s it. I appreciate each of you for your willingness to come along. Ladies and Donon, let’s kick some ass.”

 

 There was no cheering, because they could follow directions. Taking that as a good sign, I turned, opened the door, and stepped into the tunnel.

 

 No sign of the goblin I’d left here covered in fire slimes; Gannit reported that the screaming had faded with distance and then stopped entirely. There was no body, either, which was good. It was dark and cramped and we didn’t need a tripping hazard.

 

 Right away I gave up on the idea of stealth. Everyone had to shuffle along behind me, single-file and hunched over, and the echoes off the dirt and stone walls made this short walk feel as loud as a train ride. Yeah, they were gonna hear us coming. Oh, well.

 

 Maugro’s door at the other end was, I noted with surprise, not any sturdier than the one I’d had Kasser build. Well, for all that he’d had longer to put it in place, he probably wasn’t expecting anyone to try to break in, given how the Fflyr felt about tunnels. Stepping up to the surface of pitted akorshil planks, I could hear quiet voices and shuffling sounds on the other side. They could definitely hear us, then.

 

 I turned the latch, and it broke off in my hand. On closer inspection, the entire thing was knocked loose from the wall. Well, there had been a serious fight here just a few minutes prior. An experimental shove only moved it a few centimeters before it thumped against an obstruction. A second push rocked it a bit further. They’d had time to put up a barricade—though, from the feel of it, not a very sturdy one.

 

 I took a step back, causing Aster to shuffle backward into the woman behind her, and raised my foot.

 

 Hell, it’s not like subtlety was ever my strong suit anyway.

 

 The first kick splintered akorshil and made the entire door buckle inward. Two more impacts and something gave way with an ugly crunch, causing the half-broken door to sag from one hinge, barely held up by whatever was trying to block it from the other side.

 

 Planting my feet firmly on the ground again, I grinned savagely and raised both hands.

 

Windburst!

 

 The backdraft from it roared up the tunnel behind me, of course, generating quite a few complaints and causing me to stumble backward. Still, most of the force succeeded in its job, sending the door and barricade flying into Maugro’s offices in pieces. And with that, I took my first step into the domain of the goblins, in my own inimitable style: grinning, arms held wide, wild-haired from the Windburst and altogether carrying the presence of ten lesser men.

 

 “OHAYO, MOTHERFUCKERS!”

 

 So they all shot me.

            


3.3 In Which the Dark Lord Has an Idea. An Awful Idea. The Dark Lord Has a Wonderful, Awful Idea


                I was honestly disappointed. A throwing knife landed in my upper arm and an arrow in the opposite shoulder—an arrow from a goblin-sized shortbow, which barely packed more power than one of our stingers. Another projectile I didn’t see properly whizzed over my head to impact the stone wall. And…that was it. My artifact amulet of course protected me from lethal hits, but it wasn’t taxed by the effort; compared to the volley of crossbow bolts that had pitched me into the river, this was nothing.

 

Sure enough, there were only three goblins in the cramped, disheveled office. No, four; one poked his head up from behind an overturned desk while I obviated the entire result of their pathetic attack. Being impaled twice provided enough of an adrenaline surge that I was able to use both arms despite their state. Probably not a good idea, under ordinary circumstances, but in my case it didn’t matter. I ripped out the knife and arrow, threw them to the side, and burst alight with the pink power of Heal.

 

 “Really? That’s it?”

 

In response the archer nocked another arrow, so I nailed her with a Slimeshot. The office wasn’t big; at that range it was way too much kinetic energy for a goblin-sized body to absorb, and she hit the opposite wall in a splatter of slime and blood.

 

 That finished breaking the feeble defense, and the three remaining goblins scurried out through the door opposite the tunnel. I followed, not running but keeping pace quite easily given that my legs were as long as they were tall. The tunnel came out in some kind of storeroom full of shelves and filing cabinets, which looked like it had been ransacked even before my Windburst made it worse. I stepped out of that into the front part of the office, following the shrill calls for retreat, just in time to see a scrum at what was apparently the main entrance to the whole building—or cave, I guess?—as the three fleeing goblins and two more who’d been out there collided with each other in their haste to escape.

 

 I could’ve decimated them in that moment with a few Slimeshots. I considered it.

 

But I let them go. Seemed unsporting to shoot people in the back. More importantly, my larger strategy down here hinged on convincing as many goblins as I could that I was a reasonable person and decent leader, not some bloodthirsty monster who would indiscriminately slaughter all before me. Besides, it wasn’t like I lost anything by allowing them to report back to Jadrak. He had to know I was coming, and they hadn’t seen anything but me and my imperviousness to their feeble attacks.

 

Let him chew on that.

 

 “Seems underwhelming, though,” I said aloud, pacing across the front of the office space to warily approach the exit. The door hung open, the sounds of fleeing goblins echoing through the pitch-black tunnel beyond. “Biribo, are you sure the Goblin King is preparing to throw down with us? That was a pretty pathetic defense against an incoming Dark Lord.”

 

 “He has to be, boss. But we don’t know what kind of forces he’s got or what else they’re tied down doing; if he was just now killing the likes of Maugro it stands to reason he’s still got other opposition in the tunnels.”

 

“Hm. We clear?”

 

“Nobody else in the tunnel outside, boss. There’s one living goblin in the side chamber over there. Lying down on a cot; I think he’s injured.”

 

“Well, well. Let’s see what we can find out, shall we? Aster, take two archers and cover the front door. Biribo, keep an eye out for incoming up the tunnel and warn her if we get visitors. Madyn, go back up to the kitchen and fetch Kasser. Everybody else, fan out and see what you can find among the papers in here. This was an information broker’s office; there’s gotta be something useful.”

 

“Uh, Lord Seiji?” Donon had picked up a windblown piece of paper and now held it up. “All of this is written in Khazid.”

 

Oh. Right.

 

“A lot of it’s probably in ciphers on top of that,” Biribo added.

 

“Of course,” I sighed. “Madyn, while you’re up there, tell Minifrit to ask around and see if anybody else can read Khazid.”

 

“You got it, Lord Seiji!”

 

 “Everybody else, see if you can find anything you can read and bring it to Nazralind. Naz, organize whatever they get and brief me when you can.”

 

“On it.”

 

I could read the stuff myself, obviously, but I needed to delegate this task to someone as I had to take point in the campaign against Jadrak, and moving fast would be central to success on that front.

 

The ceilings were surprisingly high in here, which meant that most of us were able to stand mostly upright. Getting through a doorway required ducking. So I ducked into the side room, which was furnished less like an office and more like somebody’s cozy living room, to find a folding cot on which lay a heavily bandaged goblin, audibly struggling for breath.

 

 He wasn’t bandaged everywhere; apparently they hadn’t had enough clean cloth. The uncovered wounds had been slathered with some kind of salve, but under it I recognized some nasty burns. I also recognized his face.

 

The smarmy, talkative goblin who’d killed Maugro and then tried to charm me over his corpse now looked up at me in a clear blend of pain and terror. I didn’t often get to see the horrible aftermath of the things I did to people quite this vividly. It made me feel…not great.

 

Showtime, then.

 

 “And look who it is!” I said cheerfully, putting on a broad grin. “Not looking so hot anymore, are we? Heal.”

 

 Pink light flashed, blinding in the dim and cramped space, and he arched his back, gasping loudly as he could suddenly fully expand his lungs again without the charred skin on his chest pulling itself apart.

 

I grabbed one of the overstuffed armchairs Maugro had kept here, which would’ve been throne-like for him but I doubted I could actually sit down in, at least not without looking absurd. Instead I spun it around so the back faced the cot and straddled it, sinking down to perch on the armrests and leaning my crossed arms against the high back.

 

 “I’ve recently been educated about some of the particulars of goblin culture,” I said while the subject on the cot experimentally pawed at his own skin as if disbelieving he had it all again. “It has been brought to my attention that you may feel you’ve been treated unfairly. I gotta say, man, that is wild to me. From where I’m sitting, getting burned to the brink of death and back, twice, is a perfectly reasonable and proportionate comeuppance for the bullshit you pulled.”

 

“That sounds like human logic, yeah,” he said, narrowing his eyes.

 

 “Aw, what’s with the ‘tude, my man? I remember you being so charming a few minutes ago. What, a few little third-degree burns and you can’t even fake a smile?”

 

He bared his shark-like teeth at me in what was definitely not a smile.

 

“Well, that’s fine,” I said easily. “We are not going to be friends, you and I, so no need to waste time faking it. To business, then! How come you only had a couple buddies in here? Seems unwise, what with a pissed-off Dark Lord right up the hall.”

 

The teeth were exposed further as his upper lip curled into a sneer.

 

“No? What else shall we discuss, then? Oh, I know! What can you tell me about the Goblin King? Available forces, location, strategic weaknesses, things like that?”

 

“Go fuck yourself.”

 

I grinned. “I know I should probably be annoyed, but hell, that’s exactly what I’d say in your situation.”

 

 “Oh, we’ll just see how long that lasts,” said a strident voice from behind me. Mastering my expression, I twisted my head around to behold Ydleth and Ismreth having followed me into the little room. Aster had probably sent them because she had this thing about me needing to be guarded. I assumed it was Aster due to Ismreth’s presence, as she tended to follow orders and think before acting, unlike Ydleth, who I could well believe had just gotten bored picking through goblin documents and wandered in here. Now, she sneered down at the recently-injured goblin, folding her arms. “Little bastard has no idea how much pain he’s in for.”

 

 The goblin barked a derisive laugh at her. “Oh, you think you’ve got something worse than burning alive? Cos I fucking don’t. Shoulda held that in reserve, Dark Lord. You’ve blown your entire wad and I ain’t impressed. Fuckin’ try it, asshole.”

 

 “Ydleth,” I said with every last iota of my immense store of patience, “be so good as to shut the fuck up. We do not torture people for information.”

 

“We don’t?” Ismreth sounded mildly surprised.

 

Okay, I had to acknowledge there was some justification for the subtle rebuke in her tone.

 

 “Torture is for punishment or to gain compliance, not information,” I heard myself say out loud, and holy fuck my entire career on Ephemera would land me in front of a tribunal in the Hague if anybody on Earth ever learned about it. “If you torture somebody for information, they’ll just say whatever they think will make the pain stop. Not only is that not a good way to get useful intel, it’s a great way to get led into a trap. Is Kasser down here yet?”

 

“I heard my name.” Seconds later, the man himself poked his head through the door. “Lord Seiji?”

 

“Ah, perfect. Did you finish building the cells I asked for? How’s that coming?”

 

“Done as of a week ago, Lord Seiji, I put that at a higher priority after the thing with the cats. Figured we might have a need soon. Well, for a given value of ‘done.’ I’m still doing tests but so far our work has beaten everybody we’ve tried it on.”

 

 North Watch, being an old military fortress, did have a prison, but it wasn’t usable; we were storing non-perishables in the half-collapsed space. Instead, I’d set Kasser to renovating some of the smaller rooms in a thick-walled section of the ground floor to hold prisoners. The nice thing about having an organization full of bandits was that we had lots of experienced people who could test how easy a place was to break out of.

 

“Good man. If it’s held for a week, it’ll do. I’ve got your first live target here. It won’t be a problem if he’s half-sized, I hope?”

 

“Shouldn’t be.” Kasser stepped the rest of the way in, giving the goblin a critical look. “It’s a cell with a thick akorshil door, not bars.”

 

 “Good. All right, ladies, escort this gentleman back to the fortress and put him in the cell. These are the instructions I want you to convey to Miss Minifrit: no beating, torture, deprivation, or any other rough treatment. He’s to have enough pillows and blankets to sleep comfortably, clothing as needed, adequate provisions for sanitation, and he gets the same food everyone else eats. He may have one book at a time.”

 

“A…book?” Ydleth tilted her head, visibly mystified. “What the hell for?”

 

“What do you usually do with books?” Kasser asked her.

 

“The boredom of being locked up alone in a small room with nothing to do counts as that torture I said we won’t be doing,” I clarified. “Just one because everybody else uses the library, too. He can request a replacement book once per day. Unless he destroys or damages them, in which case he loses that privilege. I want someone on duty outside the cells at all time and prisoners are to be checked on at irregular intervals not more than two hours apart. And Izzy?”

 

“My lord?”

 

“Inform Minifrit that this is to be the standard of prisoner treatment going forward, for anyone who ends up in the cells. If this one decides to spill any beans about Jadrak, she may consider granting him more comforts or privileges at her discretion.”

 

“Very good, Lord Seiji.” She folded down her hands. I didn’t need to press any further or ask her to repeat those instructions back; Nazralind had trained all her girls in memory retention techniques she’d learned from that Lancoral spy who’d coached her, and unlike some of them, Ismreth was actually good at it.

 

“Why?” the goblin asked, squinting up at me suspiciously.

 

 Why? Because in the same internet reading which had schooled me on why torture was not an effective information-gathering tool, I’d learned what was: breaking a prisoner involved developing a rapport with them. Unfortunately, I had absolutely no idea how to do that. It hadn’t been interesting enough to me to read up on, back when all of this had been purely theoretical, and let’s face it, making friends has never been one of my strong suits. Plus I definitely didn’t have time to spend on it. For now, he’d just need to be stashed somewhere until this Goblin King business was wrapped up, but treating him with some basic decency was the only start I knew how to make.

 

 Obviously, I couldn’t explain any of that to him.

 

 “Why?” I said aloud. Leaning closer to him, I smiled. Slowly, coldly, with eyes half-lidded. “It’s simple. Because I’m better than you.”

 

 The sneer returned to his green face. “You might’ve had a point, there, if you hadn’t opened with all that torture.”

 

Well, shit, he had me there. Not that I’d ever admit it.

 

 “I said what I said,” I replied sweetly, “fully aware of the context. Take him away, ladies. You may employ whatever force proves necessary, but permit him to walk with dignity so long as he complies.”

 

“What’re we gonna do with him after we finish off the Goblin King, then?” Ydleth asked.

 

Which was not her place to ask, and definitely not now, but I didn’t call her down as it presented me with an opportunity to further make my point.

 

 “We’ll let him go, obviously. This fellow isn’t my enemy, he just works for him. Once Jadrak is gone, he’s just some guy. We’re not in the business of hurting anybody who doesn’t specifically need it, ladies. All right, you have your orders.”

 

 Belatedly, I realized that after I’d allowed the other goblins to escape I might as well just let this one go now. Well, too late, I’d already made a big production of giving my orders. And some good might still come of it. Getting my minions and foes alike accustomed to the fact that Lord Seiji treated prisoners well was worth a head start. And who knew, he might eventually decide to cough up some intel.

 

“Yes, my lord.” Ismreth, like most of Naz’s noblewomen, preferred her shortbow to the crossbows the rest of the organization used, but she at least had added a stinger with sleep darts to her arsenal. It was this which she now leveled at the goblin, stepping aside to create a path for him to the door. “This way, if you please, good sir. Let us be civil about this.”

 

The goblin frowned at her for a long few seconds, then back up at me. He was clearly thinking deeply about this. But in the end, he got up and walked on his own.

 



 

Nobody approached the offices from outside while we took stock, which was starting to seem ominous. According to Biribo, Maugro’s place appeared to be on the outskirts of the goblins’ underground town, so it made sense that people wouldn’t just happen by. What made less sense was the lack of anyone responding to our attack, given that the goblins we’d driven away had had plenty of time to inform Jadrak of what had happened. Well, since I’d let them escape alive, if he didn’t know of my presence before, he would soon.

 

 Some of Maugro’s documentation was written in Fflyr and uncoded; Nazralind didn’t find anything immediately relevant to our interests, but he had a surprising amount of dirt on various Fflyr Clans. On the basis of that alone, I ordered all the paperwork in here to be gathered and carried up the tunnel for us to go over at our leisure, when there was more time. Maugro had had his stubby green fingers in a lot of pies, apparently.

 

In his offices, we didn’t find much else of immediate interest, save another slain goblin who, being unarmed, had probably been one of Maugro’s staff, and three distinctive greasy smears that were what happened when you doused a fire slime with water. So that was how the others had gotten the slimes off their buddy. The good news was none of the slimes themselves had survived, so Jadrak was not now in possession of one of my secret weapons.

 

To my considerable chagrin, that hadn’t even occurred to me until we found their remains. I’d been lucky this time, but I needed to tighten up my game. More slip-ups like that were going to cost me.

 

 “The good news is this place could not be more defensible,” Kasser reported, thumping one fist against the wall. “Solid rock all around, and only one exit into the tunnels. The original door’s sturdy and seems intact; they must’ve taken Maugro by surprise. I can fortify it and put together a proper barricade, not like that ramshackle mess the gobs half-assed. Nothing will hold forever, Lord Seiji, but it won’t take much time or effort at all to make this place stand up to any assault for a good long time.”

 

“Music to my ears,” I praised. “Don’t forget, though, fighting goblins isn’t going to be like fighting Fflyr. These guys are the source of those fancy munitions we’ve been using, and you can damn well bet they didn’t sell us everything they have, or even the best stuff. We’ll be dealing with gas attacks, explosives, chemical fires…”

 

“Mmm.” He narrowed his eyes in thought, rubbing his chin. “Good point. Okay, I should be able to build a barrier across the door that’s both airtight and fireproof. The only downside is that won’t be a door we can open or close at will; once all that stuff is in place the thing is not going to open again until it’s destroyed, and then we’ll have to start from scratch to re-seal it.”

 

“That’s acceptable.”

 

“I’d like to put some barricades in the tunnels outside,” said Aster, “with archers behind them. In both directions.”

 

“Why?” Kasser scowled at her in annoyance. “I just said this door is the most defensible point.”

 

 “Yes, but I don’t like risking everything on a single point of failure. If we light up the tunnels, put up barriers and have people with crossbows to discourage attacks, that will at least slow anybody coming at us enough to retreat in here and fortify. Plus, rather than sealing our people behind a barrier, it gives us control over the entrance and the freedom to come and go until the Goblin King sends a big enough force that we have to shell up. That’s gonna be important, since Lord Seiji and our strongest hitters have to go out there and take the fight to them.”

 

“Hmm, okay, I follow you,” he said a little grudgingly. “Well, that’s simple enough. We can turn over some tables and desks, set ‘em out there in a staggered pattern. Yeah, that’ll buy time in case of an attack and might be able to repel a weak one. Okay, you’re right, Aster. Good news is you won’t need any craftsmen to do that, we can just cart out tables and desks and turn ‘em over.”

 

 “While we’re thinking along those lines,” I said, “I do want us to hold this office if at all possible, but it’s the tunnel to North Watch that cannot fall. Can you do something to improve that?”

 

 “Oh, yeah, easily,” Kasser answered with more enthusiasm. “It’s long, narrow, and sloping down here from the fortress, that’s just begging to be booby trapped. One person with armor could hold that against an army, but we can just, y’know, roll junk down there and ruin anybody trying to take it from below. Gimme some fire slimes and barrels of asauthec in the kitchen and I can stand in the kitchen door and massacre anybody trying it.”

 

“Good. Fortify the door up there, too, but that’s a last priority. I want this place locked down as tight as it can be first.”

 

“Will do, Lord Seiji.”

 

“As soon as you and Kasser are satisfied with the defenses,” I said to Aster, “we’re moving out. I want a small group of hard-hitters, like you said.”

 

 She nodded. “The biggest problem is going to be light. Goblins can see in the dark, Lord Seiji, so there won’t be lights out there. We’re not as badly off as most human forces would be; between your spells, light slimes, and Nazralind, we can provide our own light for basically no cost or effort. But it does mean that in order for us to be able to do anything, we’re gonna have to let them see us coming long before we can see them.”

 

“Hang on,” I protested, “there were lights in here already. Why would the goblins have that if they didn’t need them?”

 

 “Cos this is an office full of paperwork, boss,” Biribo explained. “Goblins’ dark vision is a magical ability. They can perfectly see shapes in any level of light including absolutely none, but to see colors they need about the same amount of light as humans. That means if they wanna read, they need lamps. Goblins do have a kind of raised script that can be interpreted by running their fingers over it, but since that’s gotta be carved into solid objects to work it’s only used for signs and stuff.”

 

“Huh,” I mused. “I didn’t know goblins were magic.”

 

“Oh, yeah, that’s pretty normal. Most sapient races have magical abilities, it’s just humans and beastfolk who don’t. Goblins get their dark vision and super strength.”

 

 “Hang on, what super strength?” Donon demanded. “Goblins aren’t any stronger than a human.”

 

“Uh, yeah.” Biribo zipped in front of him, sticking his tongue out. “A goblin is about as strong as a human, at half the size. You need me to walk you through the arithmetic on that?”

 

“Oh,” Donon mumbled, crestfallen, then rallied. “But don’t forget the super hearing!”

 

 “I was talking about magical abilities, Donon. Goblins don’t have magical hearing; they hear better than humans because they got those big ears. Even elves hear better than humans, though not by much.”

 

“I have no idea what he’s talking about,” Nazralind said haughtily as several people turned speculative glances on her. “Please, by all means, go on gossiping about me just outside what you assume is my earshot.”

 

“Goblins are magic.”

 

 Something in my voice made everyone stop what they were doing and turn to look at me. I wasn’t sure exactly what image I was putting off at that moment, being fully preoccupied with my own suddenly swirling thoughts. I wasn’t even sure, yet, where this burst of insight was going. Something had clicked together, forming connections I was following inwardly. 

 

“They’re…magical creatures,” I repeated, staring at nothing. “Magical abilities. Dark vision and double strength. Which…can be shared…with Spirit Bond.”

 

“I thought that spell only worked on monsters?” Nazralind said hesitantly.

 

 Aster’s eyes widened as she realized what I just had. “But a compound spell with Spirit Bond’s effects and something else’s triggering conditions…”

 

“What the hell is a compound spell?” somebody asked.

 

I ignored them, preoccupied as I was chasing this sudden epiphany down the next branching pathway.

 

“Biribo.”

 

“Boss?”

 

“What monster races on Dount possess inherent magic? And what abilities do they have?”

 

 “Well, uh, monster is a subjective term that comes down to politics, boss, but as far as races with magical abilities? Elves—both kinds. Light elves can make light at will, dark elves have magical stealth. Goblins have dark vision and enhanced strength, like we were just discussing. Harpies have magically enhanced vision which they can adjust the acuity of at will, and also have magically reduced body weight, which is the only reason a humanoid creature is able to fly under its own power. They can also reproduce with genetic material from other species. Naga have a pretty amazing package. They can regulate their body temperature to an incredible extent; you can freeze one solid or set them on fire and the only damage is superficial. They’re also able to withstand immense amounts of atmospheric pressure and can see and hear clearly through any medium through which light and sound are able to pass. Also, they can breathe water, which is kinda the key to the whole pattern: those are abilities designed to give them human-like function deep underwater, but it has the knock-on effect of making them way overpowered in most other circumstances. There are other races, but that’s it for the ones you’ll find on Dount.”

 

“Naga are tough bitches,” Aster agreed. “In the King’s Guild newbies are told to leave them the hell alone; that’s a fight for a powerful Blessed. Luckily there aren’t many of them, and the ones on Dount have always minded their own business. So long as people stay out of their territory.”

 

I had it now. I needed more details, but I could see the shape of it. The sheer weight of the revelation was making me vibrate in my artifact boots.

 

“Biribo.” Only the full strength of my performative ability kept my voice steady.

 

“Boss?” He, by contrast, sounded both wary and avidly eager. I was never sure how much Biribo truly knew, but right at that moment I got the distinct impression he’d been waiting for me to realize what I just had.

 

“Of the magical races extant on Dount, how many of them are…matriarchal?”

 

“Is that even a real word?” Ydleth stage whispered from somewhere in the near distance.

 

Biribo actually did an excited little pirouette in midair before he started expositing.

 

“From most to least? Harpies can’t really be considered a matriarchy because they’re not any kind of archy. They are strictly solitary and extremely unfriendly with everyone, including each other. On Dount, the only place they live is up on the nearby mountain and the fact that there’s more than one in the area means they’re pretty much always fighting. Harpies are an entirely female species; they have that magical reproductive strategy, like I mentioned. When a harpy wants to mate, she’ll usually just grab a male from whatever race is unfortunate enough to be nearby. And usually eats him afterwards.”

 

“Damn. Is it bad that I kinda like them?”

 

“Yes, Ydleth, that’s pretty fucking bad,” Adelly said in exasperation.

 

 Biribo ignored the byplay, just watching my face while he carried on his explanation. “Naga are sort of matriarchal by default. They’re the least humanoid of the ostensibly humanoid races, and have a very different core biology from most. Naga are incredibly sexually dimorphic, to the point you probably wouldn’t guess the males and females were the same species if you didn’t happen to know better. Male naga are…well, it’s questionable whether they’re even sapient. They don’t really communicate and aren’t good for much beyond grunt labor. About as smart as a dog. So it’s only the female naga who have anything that can be called a society.”

 

“Huh,” Aster grunted. “I was told naga were like harpies. No males at all.”

 

 “The local dark elves are ethnic Savins,” Biribo continued, “which means, unless a lot has changed in Shylverrael in the last century and a half, they are an explicit legal matriarchy. Think…basically the same gender politics as the Fflyr, except in reverse.”

 

 “Okay, I definitely like them,” said Ydleth. “Is that okay, Adelly? Am I allowed to like the dark elves?”

 

“Considering we’ll probably end up allied with them, that’s probably for the best.”

 

“And goblins,” Biribo said with relish, coming to the end of his recitation, “are strictly meritocratic. The local goblin culture doesn’t really have defined gender roles in the sense you think of them. Whichever goblin is smart and skilled enough to outperform their competition gets to be in charge, until another one muscles them out. Goblin leadership is therefore a pretty even split, but they have zero compunction about taking orders from a woman as long as she proves herself worth obeying. Same rules as for men.”

 

He paused, did a little loop-the-loop in the air, and flicked his tongue out eagerly.

 

 “So, boss, yes. Every magical race found on Dount, with the exception of the Fflyr light elves, is either necessarily or at least potentially matriarchal.”

 

And there it was.

 

The worst part, I realized, was that it wasn’t even my idea. The plan that burst into being behind my eyes would chart my course for the remainder of my conquest of Ephemera, well beyond the borders of Dount and Dlemathlys, but it wasn’t something I had created. Merely something I’d come across, following the trail that had been left for me.

 

She’d put me here, on this particular island. With this particular bonus ability… And that very particular set of beginning spells. All of it had been set up from the beginning, just waiting for me to connect the dots. Now I knew exactly what kind of show Virya wanted to see.

 

I burst into hysterical laughter, because it was that or scream, weep, and claw my own eyes out.

 

“Lord Seiji?” Aster exclaimed in alarm.

 

I staggered weakly to one side until I reached a wall and slumped against it. Howling with despairing mirth, I pounded one fist impotently against the stone.

 

“He’s doing it again,” somebody muttered.

 

 “No escape,” I wheezed. “There is no getting away from it! Every time I think… But no. Here on Planet JRPG, under the Weeb Goddesses, there is just no escape from otaku bullshit!”

 

 I raised my head to see that everybody looked disturbed now. That caused me some regret; I didn’t want to dishearten my people and I knew this wasn’t the image I should be projecting right now, but it was like I could feel my consciousness being unraveled from the inside by the revelation I had just experienced, and I had to vent somehow. It was this or kill myself.

 

 “WITNESS ME!” I roared, surging upright and throwing my arms wide, causing everyone to shy a step back from me. “For I have beheld a glorious vision of our future—our wonderful, terrible, stupid future. And it is a future built upon the shoulders of monster girls!”
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3.4 In Which the Dark Lord Finds His Sparkle


                My people worked fast, but even so the effort of locking down the offices gave me sufficient time to compose myself.

 

Kasser and Harold brought in their full crew and rigged up the door with a solid bar to hold it shut, and a barricade that could be pushed against that at need. All of it was supported by alchemical glue, ironically bought from the goblins, which Kasser assured me would hold up to stress as well as any spikes hammered into the stone walls, and be a lot easier and faster to apply. Meanwhile, others upended a series of desks, tables, and crates in both directions along the tunnel outside. Crossbow-wielding women took up positions behind them, and light slimes in bottles were set up ahead to illuminate the approaches. This was all but guaranteeing some of those slimes would fall into goblin hands, but oh well. Better that than risk my people getting ambushed in the dark. Besides, by the end of this the goblins would either be working under me or too reduced to be a threat.

 

By the time all that was done, Maugro’s offices had been cleared of paperwork and everything we thought worth carrying out. Including the dead goblins, whom I had been instructed would be laid to rest respectfully, friend and foe alike. Hopefully Fflyr funerary customs wouldn’t be offensive to their spirits. More importantly, when I returned to the newly fortified underground office after saying goodbye to Junko and the kids, fully armed and ready to roll out, I was once again composed. And Aster was just finishing up explaining things to the girls when I rejoined them.

 

“So, hang on,” Norrit was saying as I entered, “this spell only works on pretty women?”

 

“It works based on attraction, and it depends on the caster,” Aster replied in a patient tone which told me this wasn’t the first time she’d explained this. “For Lord Seiji, yes, that means pretty women.”

 

“Well, hell, it’s not like I’m interested in magical theory, Lord Seiji’s obviously what matters here.” Norrit turned a speculative look on me that suddenly made me feel very much like a fancy pastry in a glass case. So did several of the others.

 

“You see my problem, then,” I said smoothly, ignoring the hungry looks. “Instead of any qualities that are actually useful, like competence or intelligence or loyalty, this requires me to recruit talent first and foremost based on how hot someone is. That is going to cause problems.”

 

 “Recruit who, though? Why?” Kellin asked, subtly repositioning herself to push out her chest and causing me to quickly avert my eyes because the last thing I needed right now was a flashback. “We’re right here, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Weren’t you listening to that talk about monster girls and matriarchy?” Nazralind cut in.

 

 “If by ‘talk’ you mean ‘unhinged ranting,’” Aster muttered, but quietly enough I’m not sure anybody else heard.

 

 “If I understand the plan, it’s actually kind of brilliant,” Naz continued. “Lord Seiji can build a core group of lieutenants from every Viryan race sharing a Spirit Bond—which means they’ll each have all the magic abilities of every race, as well as all three Blessings. Each, uh…’monster girl’ would end up being an absolute powerhouse. More important, they can be installed as leaders of every faction, where their strength would make it easy for them to rule a Viryan culture and keep them firmly loyal to Lord Seiji, since he’d be the source of all their power. One move to achieve multiple military and political goals. It’s…elegant.” She gave me a look that was both impressed and a little more surprised than I thought was fair. “But, of course, that means it’s the monster people who matter for purposes of this. Lord Seiji doesn’t gain anything by casting this spell on humans.”

 

 “He gains followers who have multiple Blessings and monsterfolk powers,” Norrit protested. “And all that’s needed is that the target be sexy, right? Come on, Lord Seiji, you’ve got an army of whores, here! Why is this only coming up now?”

 

 “Knock it off,” Ydleth said curtly. “It’s Lord Seiji’s business and his decision. None of us are entitled to special magic powers just for showing up with a nice pair of tits.”

 

 “Come off it, Ydleth, just because—”

 

“Stop putting pressure on him,” Ydleth snapped. “This whole business is hard enough on Lord Seiji because of his, you know, problem. He doesn’t need you making it worse!”

 

 That actually shut everybody up for a moment; the girls who’d been eyeing me like a side of meat seconds ago suddenly looked abashed. I repressed the urge to sigh. Yeah, of course they’d noticed, these were women who’d been trained on the job to be attuned to signs of male attraction. My…sessions with Minifrit were helping, actually. The flashes were less severe and less frequent, but they were not gone, and spending an hour a couple nights a week in repeated foreplay that never managed to lead anywhere before being interrupted by waking sleep paralysis episodes was absolutely exhausting. 

 

 Also, after having had my hands on basically every part of her by now, I really wanted to have sex with Minifrit, and not just as a milestone in the treatment of my condition. Just what we’d done already was enough to reveal she was amazingly good at it.

 

 “This isn’t as straightforward or simple as that, either,” Aster stepped in before I could think of something to say. “It’s only sharing two Blessings, functionally. The Blessing of Wisdom doesn’t work if you don’t have a familiar, and I guess Biribo’s powers don’t extend to me. Also, you know how you’ve never seen me casting spells? That’s because I can’t use Lord Seiji’s spells, I would have to get scrolls of my own—which is not happening, because he needs every scroll we can find. Even artifacts bottleneck the utility of Blessings; it’s not like they grow in pods. There’s no point in Blessing everybody in the army if we can’t equip them to get any use out of it.”

 

 “Those restrictions do seem…annoyingly arbitrary,” Ismreth mused.

 

 “We’re treading virgin ground here, ladies,” said Biribo. “Far as I’m aware, the spell Enjoin has never existed before; we’re having to figure out how it works as we go. Since it’s cobbled together from pieces of other spells that were never meant to work that way, we gotta expect there are gonna be issues getting practical value out of it.”

 

 “Which is another thing,” Aster added. “We don’t know how it works, what it can do—or what the dangers are. Can it share negative magical effects as well as positive ones? That’s the biggest risk I can think of, and it’s enough of a risk if Lord Seiji only Enjoins the core leadership. What if he applies it to as many of us as possible, then we end up fighting a sorcerer who can cast… Oh, I dunno, say the Curse of Eternal Sleep? If they can lay eyes on just one of our foot soldiers they can neutralize Lord Seiji, the entire upper command structure and half the army.”

 

 The silence which followed that was far more oppressive, and I had to hold back a wince. Holy fuck, I hadn’t even thought of that. See, this was why I followed Aster’s lead and didn’t contradict her even when I didn’t know what she was doing. Her careful, methodical approach to everything was a vital counterpoint to my own bombastic, free-wheeling style.

 

 Biribo buzzed over to my shoulder where he could murmur right in my ear. “Boss, we got a lone goblin coming up the tunnel from the west. I’m ninety percent sure it’s Gizmit. She’s making a stealthy approach.”

 

Oho. “Keep me posted,” I whispered just as quietly. Gizmit was unlikely to be hostile, and in fact was exactly the point of contact with Sneppit I wanted; her stepping right into my path was going to save us a lot of effort. Also, I was interested in seeing how close she could get, to gauge both her capabilities and those of my sentries.

 

 “And there’s still the original drawback I mentioned,” I said aloud, now that everyone was staring inquisitively at me. “Your former profession is one of the few in which people are actually more qualified if they’re prettier.”

 

 “Hell, not even that one,” Madyn said cheerfully. “Greatest whore I ever knew had to be Lorit, from the Cat—you remember her, right, girls? Bitch could drain the soul out of a man, I swear. They’d stagger out of her room barely able to walk and grinning like dust huffers. And she was bow-legged, had no rack to speak of and a nose longer than Adelly’s.”

 

 “Oh, fuck you, Madyn, I got more repeat customers than you ever did!”

 

 “Exactly my point,” Madyn said solemnly, stepping out of range of Adelly’s arm.

 

 “So,” I said patiently, “in addition to killing the Goblin King and trying to reach a diplomatic arrangement with whatever organization is left over after him, I need to find some…and I feel slimy just saying this…cute goblin girls. That’s right, our third and stupidest objective is to identify me some fuckable goblins in the hope that there’s one among them with leadership potential who I can install as a Goblin Queen when we’re done here.” It would be ideal, I decided, if the legendary Miss Sneppit was pretty enough to work with, but knowing as little as I did I wanted to keep my options open.

 

 “I can help with that!” Donon chimed in, practically vibrating with eagerness.

 

 “You have your assignment,” Aster said, causing him to visibly deflate.

 

 “The twists and turns of life sure are surprising,” Ismreth commented.

 

 “Get used to it, it’s gonna get weirder,” Biribo advised. “Dark Crusades never go according to plan.”

 

 Of course they didn’t, that wouldn’t be nearly as entertaining for the Goddesses.

 

 “So, uh,” Ydleth spoke up. “If this Enjoin spell is mostly untested…and it’s only been used on Aster so far…and you’re only finding out which parts do and don’t work based on trial and error… Not to be a wet blanket, but how do you even know it’ll be able to transfer monster people powers to everybody in the Spirit Bond?”

 

 Another silence fell. Aster frowned, considering, and the others exchanged uncertain glances.

 

 “Well,” Twigs said suddenly into the quiet, “we have right here someone from a race with magical abilities, who’s already part of the organization’s leadership, and is definitely pretty enough to qualify.”

 

 Everyone’s eyes turned to fix on Nazralind. Her own widened under the scrutiny and she ducked her head, giving me an uncharacteristically shy look.

 

 “Oh, I, uh… I mean, it’s a little awkward, don’t you think? It’s one thing to… That is, I think it might be, um, uncomfortable if Lord Seiji and I…”

 

 Oh, for fuck’s sake.

 

 Nazralind trailed off as I stepped over to her. I folded my arms, putting on a show of appraising her like one would a prize horse.

 

 “Hmmm… Yes, yes, good breeding. Graceful lines, clearly a healthy specimen. Indeed, quite. You shall bear me many fine sons.”

 

 By the time I finished, Ydleth was laughing so hard she seemed in danger of self-harm and Nazralind had a look on her face like she’d bitten into something extremely sour and slightly haunted.

 

 “Naz, stop being weird,” I ordered, dropping the act and scowling at her. “You know you’re beautiful. Everybody knows it, we’ve all got eyes. That doesn’t mean any of us was planning to do anything about it!”

 

 “Dunno, I wouldn’t kick her out of bed,” Adelly commented, causing Ydleth to laugh even harder.

 

 I ignored them. “Honestly, woman, you’re like the little sister I had to meet to really appreciate being an only child. This is already awkward enough for everybody, especially me, without you making it worse!”

 

 If I was being honest, had I met Nazralind when not suffering debilitating flashbacks at the thought of anything sexual, I probably would have tried to sleep with her. She was beautiful in an unearthly way that you really only see on 2D characters and people who’ve had way too much plastic surgery. But the situation was what it was, and when I thought about it now, the relationship we’d developed was just…not like that. It was Aster all over again, except with a bit more of a discernible reason this time.

 

 At the very least, I had manage to defuse the discomfort of the situation. Or at last replaced Nazralind’s unease with annoyance.

 

 “You—that’s so—argh!” For a second I thought she was going to slap me. “You are such a—I haven’t felt this simultaneously flattered and insulted since the last time we had a weird conversation! How do you do that? How does he keep doing that?” she demanded, rounding on Aster.

 

 “Well, see, there’s your problem,” Aster said reasonably. “You keep having conversations with him.”

 

 “Definitely Gizmit,” Biribo murmured in my ear. “She’s right up against the barricades, boss.”

 

 And no outcry from my sentries. Well, that was Gizmit one, Dark Crusade zero. Maybe I could poach her from Sneppit somehow? Or convince her to train my people?

 

 “Anyway,” I said in a milder tone, “with that out of the way… What do you say, Naz? Want to try the great experiment?”

 

 “I think you mean be the great experiment,” she muttered, but despite her pique of a moment ago I could see the keen interest on her face. Nazralind might have been even worse at hiding her feelings than I was. “So, to be clear… This would give me all three of your Blessings?”

 

 “Technically, but functionally only two.”

 

 “Right, no familiar, I got it. And I wouldn’t get your spells. So, for now, that’s just the Blessing of Might.”

 

“Just, she says,” Ismreth murmured.

 

 “And,” I said, nodding, “if it works as I’m hoping, Aster and I will both gain the elven ability to create light.”

 

 I had to admit part of me hoped we wouldn’t. That would let me off the hook for this whole stupid fucking idea. I was all but certain, though, that it would work exactly as predicted. All the events leading up to this were just too perfect for Virya not to have set it up on purpose so she could watch me have wacky harem shenanigans. 

 

 Fucking weeb.

 

 “And this is effectively permanent,” Nazralind said, her cheeks darkening. “Because the, ah, termination condition is…”

 

 “Yeah, we won’t be doing that,” I agreed. “No offense, but—”

 

 “You know what, I can do without hearing it again.”

 

 “You get used to it,” said Aster.

 

 “All right.” Nazralind nodded, visibly steeling herself. “Let’s give it a try, Lord Seiji.”

 

 For all that I’d only used this spell once and barely remembered the sensation, it came back immediately. I guess the recall mechanism for my spell library was designed to be maximally user-friendly; at least something on this damn planet was. In that moment of concentration, the globe of shifting symbols formed around me, the source code of magic momentarily revealed to my mind as I sought it out and activated it.

 

 Golden rings of light flared for just a second in Nazralind’s black eyes, and then the spell passed and she blinked twice.

 

 “Was that…it?” The elf took a step back and peered quizzically at her own hands, as if expecting some outward change. “I don’t feel any differ—oh!”

 

 “You can see it, huh,” I said, grinning, as she looked rapidly between me, Aster, and Adelly, her eyes fixing on the various artifacts we were all wearing. My amulet was hidden by my clothes, but the ring, my boots, the Rapier of Mastery and my invisibility dagger all had that subtle effect about them, a lighter aura visible only to those Blessed with Might. As did Aster’s greatsword and the collar of the chain mail tunic peeking out from under her coat, and the Lightning Staff Adelly carried…

 

 I unclipped the dagger’s sheath from its belt and held it out to Nazralind. “Give it a try.”

 

 Wide-eyed, she accepted it in both hands, hesitated for a moment, and then pulled, drawing the blade out of its scabbard. Immediately the enchantment activated and Nazralind vanished into invisibility.

 

 Adelly let out an appreciative whistle, echoed a second later by a delighted voice from thin air in front of me. “Oh, hell yes!”

 

 “I’m glad you’re having fun,” Twigs said with an indulgent smile, “but that’s not what we’re supposed to be testing.”

 

 “Ah, yes,” I agreed. “So, how’s this work, exactly?”

 

 “That, uh… I have no idea how to explain it.” Nazralind flickered back into view as she slid the dagger back into its sheath. “It’s like…how do you lift your arms? Elves learn to do this about the same time we learn to walk. It’s just…there. You know?”

 

 “Hm.” I accepted the dagger back from her. Aster frowned pensively, staring at nothing and apparently concentrating inwardly. Clipping the artifact weapon back onto my belt, I took a step backward from both of them, held up one hand in front of myself, and focused.

 

 Light blazed from my skin, a shifting orange-tinged corona that looked quite distinct from Nazralind’s golden glow. Ydleth let out a cheer, echoed by whistles and applause from the other girls present.

 

 “It figures,” Aster said in disgust. “Obviously anything involving making a spectacle of yourself would come as naturally as breathing to you. Well, the point is proved, anyway.”

 

 “Not exactly,” Nazralind said, frowning now. “The whole point was to see if it propagates across the Spirit Bond and affects you, too, Aster. If it doesn’t… Well, I guess the plan’s not scrapped, gaining more powers would still benefit Lord Seiji. It just won’t be as powerful a tool as we’d hoped.”

 

 “I don’t…know what I’m supposed to be doing,” Aster said in frustration. “I don’t know what this should feel like. You’re right, it’s like moving your arm—if I suddenly got a third arm I bet I wouldn’t know how to flex it, either.”

 

 “Mine looks different from yours,” I commented, twisting my hand and watching the way the light shifted. 

 

 “Yeah, every elf’s is distinct,” she said.

 

 “It’s interesting that it works that way, though,” added Biribo. “Obviously you’re not using Nazralind’s exact glow, boss. It’s more like… Accessing it through her gives you the base power, and you then make your own expression of it. That’s consistent with how they can’t use the spells you’ve added to your Blessing of Magic. That’s worth keeping in mind for later; dark elf stealth is even more variable in how it manifests.”

 

 “Oh!” Aster actually jumped in surprise when she suddenly lit up. The corona surrounding her was pure white, and actually seemed brighter than Nazralind’s. A grin of pure delight illuminated her whole face in a way that seemed reflective of the more literal light around her, as another round of cheers echoed in the cramped office.

 

 “Congratulations!” Nazralind crowed. “You are now a living affront to the Goddess! A human using the divine gift of the elves. The Convocation is gonna want your head on a pike as soon as they learn about this.”

 

 “Thanks for that,” Aster commented sourly, though her grin barely diminished. “Oh, well, working for the Dark Lord probably sealed that bargain already.”

 

 “Yeah, and aren’t we killing all those assholes anyway?” Ydleth added.

 

 “We’ll kill who we need to, but let’s not go crazy with it,” I said firmly, letting my brand new glow drop. It really was completely intuitive once I got the knack of it, and basically effortless. “All right, ladies, power down and let’s move out. Not that all this wasn’t important, but we came down here on a mission and fuck only knows what Jadrak’s doing while we chitchat.”

 

 “Yes, right,” said Aster, and I think I only registered the subtle reluctance on her face as she dropped her own aura because I knew her pretty well. “All right! Everybody, you’ve got your gear and you know your assignments. Defenders, take your posts. Expedition group, form up on Lord Seiji. We’re heading out.”

 

 Aster had divvied up assignments while the crew got this place shipshape and I’d gone back for a last check in North Watch, so the roster would be news to me, too. I had to duck to get through Maugro’s front door, my second right on my heels, muttering in annoyance as the greatsword strapped to her back caught on the small door frame twice before she finally crouched down and shuffled through. Amusing as that was, I controlled myself. We were now outside in the tunnel, and it was time to go to work.

 

 Behind Aster came Adelly and Nazralind, solid picks for our backup. Beyond them she had apparently selected only two more team members, whose emergence made me momentarily hesitate. It was Madyn and Ydleth who followed us out.

 

 Really? The cook and the…pest?

 

 Well, as I’d been reflecting only minutes ago, I trusted Aster’s judgment, and she knew them better than I did. Besides… After the preceding conversation I felt especially bad for finding Ydleth so annoying. I mean, in my defense, she was annoying, but she’d also just demonstrated that she was more insightful and less selfish than most of those present, and also that she firmly had my back. Nobody’s all one thing, after all. Maybe I should work on seeing people’s better qualities…

 

 Ydleth was the last one through. I gave her shoulder a squeeze as she emerged, earning a surprised and grateful smile that made me feel even more guilty. Then I turned to inspect our surroundings.

 

 There were six Crusaders already out here, three facing each direction with crossbows at the ready behind the improvised barricades Kasser’s people had put up. Light slimes in jars had been set in alternating patterns up the tunnel in both directions, illuminating the walls. To my surprise, these weren’t rough tunnels; the walls had long ago been cut smooth, and painted over with… I guess I could call it graffiti, since it was slathered everywhere in what was apparently a public space, but the art was good. Well, interesting, at least; I’m no judge of visual art. As many different styles as there’d apparently been artists working on it, a riot of clashing colors and distinctive visions overlapping each other and stretching into the distance as the tunnel curved away. And apparently, most of it wasn’t even visible most of the time, since there were no light fixtures out here.

 

 It was a stark reminder: I did not understand goblins or their culture. Among other things, I needed to correct that as quickly as possible.

 

 “Left, behind the outermost barricade,” Biribo whispered in my ear, right as Aster asked more loudly:

 

 “All right, which way? Should we flip a coin?”

 

 “I have a better idea,” I said. “Let’s ask a local guide. Well, Gizmit?”

 

 There was only a moment’s silence before the goblin suddenly popped into view, hopping up onto the barricade.

 

“Fuck,” exclaimed the nearest woman on watch, reflexively raising her crossbow before I gently pushed it aside. “I didn’t even—how did you do that?! We were watching this tunnel the whole time!”

 

 “Not very well,” Gizmit remarked placidly. “No offense. You’re decent, for bandits, but there’s not really anyone on Dount with what I’d consider proper military training. For starters, when you’re on watch, you should keep your eyes pointed outward, no matter how interesting a conversation your boss is having in the room behind you. Good morning, Lord Seiji. And this must be the familiar.” Her eyes fixed on Biribo, expression not changing. “Nice to finally meet.”

 

 And that was a timely reminder that this goblin in particular had outsmarted me more than once already. The most likely reason for her to have lurked out here—with those big ears which I’d recently been informed were not just for show—was to have listened to our interaction inside.

 

 Also pertaining to that discussion, I now found myself noticing that Gizmit was pretty cute. Not so much that it was the first thing one tended to notice about her; on the contrary, she looked kind of hardcore, with her heavy boots and obvious armor panels sewn onto her vest and trousers, and a stylish trench coat fitted over all. But she was also, I observed, decently pretty, with her black hair in a neat pixie cut and pointed little features. Maybe I was just getting used to goblins, but I found the green skin and big ears exotic rather than unattractive. To borrow Adelly’s words, I wouldn’t kick her out of bed—but I was only able to think about this at all because I didn’t feel a strong urge to be in bed with her in the first place. That would’ve just set me to spasming and seeing things.

 

 A Goblin Queen candidate? Maybe. Gizmit was smart, skilled, and discreet, but her loyalties lay elsewhere. At least as far as I knew…for now.

 

 “I don’t mind admitting I’m relieved to see you,” I said out loud. “I was expecting to have to bumble around in the dark until we found a friendly face. It was good of Miss Sneppit to think of me; I see she still doesn’t miss a trick.”

 

 “Miss Sneppit isn’t aware of your presence and has more urgent things to think about,” Gizmit replied. “All of Kzidnak is going to hell right now, Lord Seiji; she sent me out here to find and extract valuable personnel who…unwisely attempted to secure some of Miss Sneppit’s assets that are coming under attack by the Goblin King’s forces. You being here changes matters, though. If you’re amenable, I think we can help each other.”

 

 “So Sneppit is against Jadrak?”

 

 “She doesn’t really see it as a choice,” the so-called maid said evenly. “A Goblin King represents nothing but death and disaster. Either she and all of us die opposing him, or die under him when he launches a futile attack on the Fflyr. This way, we have a chance to hold out long enough for him to weaken and his organization to consume itself. Sneppit’s the last player in Kzidnak big enough to even try. At least, that was the reasoning before. Your presence, as I said, changes things.”

 

 “Yeah, I have that effect,” I said lightly. “Let’s go rescue your personnel and, what was it, assets then, shall we? I assume you can brief me on the situation as we walk.”

 

 “We actually have a grace period right now,” Gizmit said, nodding and hopping down from the barricade. She strode through our little fortification, leading us out the other side and up the tunnel, talking briskly as we left my meager defenses behind. “Jadrak’s only just openly declared himself and has not consolidated control. A lot of those fighting in his name are disorganized bands just randomly attacking anybody they perceive as an enemy—which is anybody who failed to enthusiastically pledge themselves to the Goblin King. I think it was one of those that took out Maugro, probably hoping to earn Jadrak’s favor.”

 

 “Well, that backfired.”

 

 “Indeed,” she said dryly. “The point being, Jadrak’s actual, organized forces that answer to him directly are maybe half of the available manpower willing to serve him. And right now they are currently occupied elsewhere. Hopefully they’ll stay that way long enough for us to achieve our objective and withdraw to Sneppit’s position.”

 

 “Occupied doing what?”

 

 “You aren’t the only incursion into the tunnels today,” she said with a grimace. “The other Fflyr team that just invaded blundered right into Jadrak’s main force, with chaotic results. They’re vastly outnumbered but a King’s Guild raiding party heavily outclasses their opposition. When I got a glimpse of the action it was too close to call. Depending on where the fighting spreads, we might see them soon.”

 

 “And isn’t that just the most interesting timing,” I muttered.

 

 Gizmit nodded. “I don’t believe in coincidence, especially since this particular group has been sniffing around goblin business on Dount for months now and managing to do nothing but get led on various wild goose chases. Everybody’s been having a grand old time screwing with them; Maugro’s guy Maizo actually dumped them in a pit trap, I hear. But once the shit really hit the wall, I would not be surprised if somebody had the bright idea to actually lead them in here and hope they’d take out Jadrak.”

 

 I stopped mid-step. “Wait a second. A King’s Guild party that’s been looking into goblin activity?”

 

 “I’m afraid so,” Gizmit sighed.

 

 “You have got to be kidding me.” I clapped a hand over my eyes. “Of all the fucking things I don’t need right now.”

 

 “I’m very sorry if these events inconvenience you, Lord Seiji,” Gizmit said in perfect outward serenity.

 

 “Uh, what’s the problem, exactly?” Nazralind asked. “Isn’t this good news? I know we’re not exactly buddies with the King’s Guild, but if they’re putting pressure on Jadrak that makes our job a lot easier.”

 

 “In one sense, yes,” I said. “In other ways… This just became a lot more complicated. They may share our enmity with Jadrak but they are not going to appreciate our plan to help the rest of the goblins. Brace yourselves, ladies, something tells me we’re about to have our first big clash with the Hero.”

            


3.5 In Which the Dark Lord Helps


                According to Gizmit, North Watch was a lot closer to the center of goblin society on Dount than to Gwyllthean, but we still had a bit of a walk ahead of us. Fortunately her shorter legs didn’t slow us; Gizmit kept up at a constant jog without apparent effort, even though I set a pace that was brisk even by human standards. All of us knew there was no time to dally. We passed branching tunnels and several more doorways into goblin dwellings or offices, all shut down tight. Biribo reported some empty and others with goblins huddling inside, having barricaded their doors with whatever furniture they had.

 

I knew goblins weren’t actually like the little green monsters from video games, but this was still a sobering reminder. They weren’t waiting to spring out from around every corner, but just trying to survive. These were people, that was all, coping the way any people would if they woke up one morning to find their city ripping itself apart in a civil war and then being invaded.

 

I wondered how Yoshi was dealing with that reality. What he thought about it, and if he’d even noticed.

 

 “We’re in Kzidnak now,” Gizmit said when I asked how far it would be. “We don’t have defensive walls like a human town, obviously, but anywhere the tunnel floor is smooth and paved and you find art on the walls, that’s part of the city. This is still the outskirts, of course. I’d like to avoid getting too close to Fallencourt too soon, and that’s the part that you would recognize as a town. It’ll depend on what’s going on in these tunnels. We have to go there ultimately but we need to gather some intel first.”

 

Indeed, even though none of it was in our vicinity yet, we could tell there was bad business going down in goblin town today. Broken items including furniture and tools lay occasionally along the tunnel floor—freshly broken stuff that didn’t have the look of trash which had been here for a long time. In fact, the goblins seemed to do a fair job of tidying up apart from where violence had apparently happened recently. It was cleaner than most parts of the Gutters, anyway.

 

Worse, we could hear it. Raised voices, both angry and fearful, echoed from the distance, along with crashes and other indistinct noises. The way they were distorted and muffled by the acoustics made the sounds somehow more unnerving than if they’d been close enough to be dangerous.

 

“Don’t worry, boss, I’ll tell ya if anybody’s coming close enough that you need to know,” Biribo promised after the third time I paused at a distant scream and half-drew my sword.

 

“Sound travels a long way in these tunnels, and bounces unpredictably,” Gizmit said noncommittally. “Even for us it’s hard to tell where it’s coming from, or what it originally was. You get used to it.”

 

“Not that I don’t enjoy charging blindly into chaos,” said Aster, “but where exactly are we going, and to do what? And what do we expect to find there?”

 

Gizmit glanced back at her, then nodded once as if to herself and began talking in her usual clipped tone, her breath clearly not troubled by the pace we set.

 

“My mission is to extract Miss Sneppit’s…hairstylist from the Fallencourt tram terminal, where she ran off to without authorization to try to rescue the security team who’re supposed to secure it against the mob.”

 

 “We’re rescuing Zui?” I asked, then stopped walking. “Hang on. Tram terminal? You have trams?”

 

“What’s a tram?” Nazralind asked.

 

 “It’s… Look, I’d have to explain a lot of background technology for it to make any sense, you’ll see when we get there. What I wanna know is why goblins have them! And by why I mean how.”

 

 “Trams are how we get around quickly down here,” Gizmit said. “They’re like carts on rails that go very fast. See, that wasn’t hard to explain, Lord Seiji. As for how…that’s what we do. Miss Sneppit does whatever business needs doing in whatever’s available and seems profitable—hence our relationship with you—but originally and primarily we’re an engineering company. She built and owns the trams and the company is organized around running them.”

 

Huh.

 

“The hairstylist tried to rescue a security team in the middle of an uprising?” Nazralind blinked quizzically. “Isn’t that a little…backwards?”

 

“Yeah, well, that’s Zui for you,” Gizmit said resignedly.

 

“Ydleth, keep up,” Aster ordered.

 

I glanced back to see Ydleth having paused several meters behind us, staring raptly at a piece of the wall art in the last edges of Nazralind’s glow (she was the only one currently on light duty, for discretion’s sake—people would find out about Enjoin eventually but I wanted to keep my cards close for now).

 

 “Sorry,” she said, reluctantly tearing herself away and trotting up to join us. “It’s just so cool!”

 

The particular piece that had caught her eye was a great example of how the various goblins who’d painted these tunnels had tried to complement rather than compete with each other, despite their clashing styles. A very pastoral landscape that looked like the khora forest of Dount viewed from high up was rendered in an impressionistic style, creating a very gentle and peaceful feeling. Someone had scrawled abstract art using bold colors and mostly jagged lines across the bottom of it and both sides, but deliberately arranged their work to frame the landscape rather than obscure it. Across the top, high enough that a goblin would have to have stood on something to paint there, had been added beautiful word art that reminded me of those illuminated manuscripts European monks used to make, the Khazid text gloriously embellished and given intricate shading that made it seem about to pop off the tunnel wall.

 

I decided not to tell Ydleth that the script was a poem, an ode to the poet’s adoration of big human butts and his plea to Virya that he would forgive her for all the suffering of life if he got to fuck one before he died. Not because I thought it would ruin the art for her; on the contrary, Ydleth would find that hilarious, and she had a very loud, very shrill laugh. That would be an awfully silly reason to bring Jadrak’s minions down on our heads.

 

“It is cool,” I agreed, setting off again. “Hopefully when this is all settled we’ll be on good terms with the goblins and can come admire it at will. Right now we need to focus, though. Gizmit, what’s the plan?”

 

 She had given me a thoughtful look at my mention of hopes for future peace, but answered briskly as always. “The geography and architecture of Fallencourt is complicated—you’ll see what I mean when we get there. I want to approach it as discreetly as possible and get a view of what’s happening there before we move directly to the terminal. Obviously we are not going to get through this without fighting somebody, but I’d prefer to keep things as peaceful as possible.”

 

“Okay, makes sense. You know your way around down here. Biribo, help her find us the quietest, most unoccupied route to wherever she wants to go.”

 

“You got it, boss,” he said, buzzing down to hover next to Gizmit. “Left at the next juncture, right? Looks like the tunnels start branching a lot after that. If we take the leftmost corridor that slopes upward, we’ll encounter the least traffic.”

 

 “You,” she said, giving him an appraising look, “are handy.”

 

“You’re damn right, sister.”

 

I did not expect it to be that simple, because nothing ever is, but somehow things went right for a change. As we progressed through the tunnels, the doorways and actual architecture built into the walls increased in frequency, and there were even lights in the form of luminous fungi cultivated on little ledges. Biribo reported many of the chambers we passed were occupied, but everyone was staying firmly behind their shut doors today. The noise gradually increased as we drew closer to Fallencourt; though its echoes were still too confusing for me to pinpoint any source, it was clear we were approaching the largest concentration of whatever was happening. Gizmit kept us going at a brisk yet cautious pace, frequently diverting down side corridors as Biribo gave warning of groups of goblins ahead, twice even backtracking to evade them.

 

We couldn’t avoid them forever, but we were in unspoken agreement that the longer we put off being discovered and having to do violence, the better.

 

Then, quite suddenly, a corner we rounded opened up; directly ahead the tunnel walls to the right disappeared, the light increased dramatically, and I could tell that past this last goblin house—which seemed to be actually made of stone blocks, not carved into living rock like most—what had been a tunnel suddenly became a ledge.

 

“Stay back and stay low,” Gizmit ordered, then glanced back (and up) at us with a frown. “Well. As low as you can.”

 

We crept to up to the corner and peeked out, myself leaning directly over her, and I got my first view of Fallencourt.

 

Spreading out before my eyes was an absolutely colossal cavern which was basically an upside-down ravine. The canyon walls extended off until they opened up fully, what looked like a kilometer or two in the distance, and exposed this underground city to open sky. What was disorienting to me was that the floor was the ceiling; the canyon walls arched overhead to form a roof adorned with stalactites ranging from the titanic to too tiny to be distinguishable from here, but there was a terrifying lack of any bottom. The open floor just went down, down, until the sloping rock walls of the unthinkably enormous pillar of stone that was the island of Dount met the abyss. Below that, there was only the distant, swirling mists of Ephemera’s core, lit by flashes of pink and red luminescence from some unknowable source deep within the fog.

 

The goblin city had been built here, into every surface. Terraces lined the walls, covered in doors and stone architecture. Many side canyons branched off from the main space, all of them so built up and carved down that they looked more like multilevel streets than natural tunnels from here—as did the one from which we were peeking, for that matter. Bridges arched between ledges, ramps connected them—and to my horrified fascination, I saw that the bigger stalactites had windows and balconies, apparently having been hollowed out from within.

 

Though my first reaction was vertigo at the sheer scale of this, I realized that had a lot to do with the fact that it opened onto a seemingly eternal drop into nothing, a sight for which my life on Earth had not prepared me. The buildings and all the goblins present helped contextualize it, and I realized on second look that Fallencourt was overall not nearly as big as Gwyllthean. Well, the part I could see, at least. Undoubtedly most of it was buried within the surrounding rock.

 

And Fallencourt was having a very bad day. There were fires in multiple places, a number of more fragile structures smashed, and unmoving goblins scattered amid the wreckage. That it wasn’t teeming with activity was probably just due to the overall smaller population and the fact that everyone who could escape from the center of the chaos already had, but what activity we saw was not encouraging. On two ledges there were massive multi-goblin brawls with deadly weapons employed, and dozens of smaller duels and scuffles here and there. I saw three separate goblins giving speeches to gathered crowds, one of which transformed into another battle even as we watched when a rival faction descended on them. Shouts, screams, and crashes echoed deafeningly from the stone walls.

 

“The acoustics in here are absolutely amazing,” I murmured.

 

“Thinking of giving a speech?” Gizmit asked.

 

“That’s not a bad idea, when things calm down. I was thinking of music, though. Here’s a question, Gizmit. It occurs to me that we’ve had no trouble walking upright down these tunnels, aside from having to duck through one doorway, and a lot of the doors we’ve seen are big enough I wouldn’t need to. There seems to be more of that here. If Fflyr won’t come underground and goblins are on bad terms with them, why is everything built to human scale?”

 

Her head was swiveling rapidly, expression intent as she studied the city and the pockets of movement, and for a few seconds I thought she was just ignoring me. She answered, though, without ceasing her focused study of the chaos.

 

 “Everything isn’t human-sized, just a lot of the older stuff. Dount is an insignificant backwater now, but it has a very long history. Real funny joke the Goddesses played, dumping you and Shinonome off here of all places. You’ll get it once you start learning some of the history the Fflyr have tried to forget. That’s our destination over there.”

 

She pointed at one large nook off to our right, a not-quite-tunnel which was walled off in the front of a subterranean building with a surprisingly elaborate facade, complete with carved columns and tile mosaics between them. In front of it stood a wide, flat ledge, surrounded on two sides by cave walls and looking out at the great canyon of Fallencourt itself. The building’s doors and windows appeared to have been barricaded from the inside, to judge by the trouble the mob of angry goblins on the plaza were having getting in.

 

“That doesn’t look good. Let’s move—”

 

“In a second, but look over there.” Gizmit pointed at another side tunnel, a large one and the site of the biggest whirl of activity that wasn’t our target. “That’s where trouble’s going to come from. That tunnel narrows to a main path which leads to the general area where your boy and his party were last spotted.”

 

“Uh, wasn’t Jadrak’s main army down that way, too?”

 

 “Exactly, and whatever the Hero has been doing, it looks like the army—to use the term very loosely—isn’t far from Fallencourt now. See all those armbands and scarves and whatnot? Goblins ostentatiously wearing green are Jadrak’s partisans, that’s the closest he’s got to a uniform right now. Look, lots of injured coming out of there, others putting up improvised barricades nearby. And their overall numbers, way too small to be the main force.”

 

“What’re you getting at?”

 

 She looked seriously up at me. “Even with numbers, they’re not a match for Blessed adventurers; goblins just don’t have the armor or weaponry to compete. What the difference in numbers can do is force them to go where we want. Standard tactic for dealing with really persistent invaders is to herd them somewhere with a drop into the core and push ‘em off. Good odds we’re going to see a large group of angry Jadrak supporters push a small group of angry adventurers into Fallencourt and try to finish them here.”

 

 “I have the worst fucking timing,” I muttered. Or, a suspicious voice whispered in the back of my mind, the best fucking timing from the perspective of certain string-pulling goddesses who’d probably love nothing more than to smash me and Yoshi together in the middle of all this chaos. Were they even able to manipulate events to such a fine degree? “All right, if we get to Zui, is the tram usable?”

 

“She took one to get here, but Zui’s no engineer. If she crashed it, we’ve got a very long walk through hostile territory to get back to Sneppit.”

 

“God fucking dammit. Okay, do you know a route closer to the tram station that’s less exposed?”

 

“This way.” She turned and darted back up the tunnel. I followed, the rest of my people trotting along with us. “Thanks for the help this far, Biribo, but from here speed matters most and stealth will be a lost cause anyway when we get there. If we meet goblins decked out in green, attack on sight. Anybody else will flee from six armed tallfolk.”

 

 Aster moved up to join me at the front, pulling the greatsword off her back and holding it at her side, facing forward—about the only orientation at which she could carry it down here. Nazralind had been right about that thing, it was not the ideal weapon for cramped tunnels. Once we got out onto the plaza she’d have room to swing it, but Aster’s swing height would just be a mass haircut for that mob. Adelly would probably be more effective with the Lightning Staff…except Adelly wasn’t wearing artifact armor and would drop like a sack of onions if we got pelted by projectiles. Should I have them switch weapons?

 

I decided it’d be best if everybody used what they were most familiar with. No matter what we did, this was not going to be pretty.

 

At least our luck held a few minutes longer; the only goblins we encountered were not of the enemy variety, and just as Gizmit predicted ran from the sight of us in screaming panic. Well, our presence here was no longer discreet, but that was about to not matter.

 

We got amazingly close to the plaza without having to take one of the exposed exterior paths around Fallencourt. In fact, Gizmit picked a lock and took us through an occupied structure; the scuffling of feet and slamming of doors was the only sign of the inhabitants retreating farther in as we passed through, paying them no mind. Through three rooms and down a hall, she brought us to another door which, we discovered when Gizmit opened it a crack to peek out, emerged directly onto the plaza. The doorway was shielded in a small alcove, and the goblins out there were fully occupied trying to get into the tram station, so they didn’t notice the tiny movement immediately.

 

They’d improvised a battering ram and were hammering on the station’s doors; those were apparently barricaded from the inside, but the akorshil planks themselves were badly splintered and about to give way. Zui was out of time, which meant so were we.

 

And it got worse.

 

“Boss,” Biribo reported, “that goblin leading them, the one in the cloak? He’s Blessed with Magic. Not very powerful but I’d say he’s got at least a couple spells.”

 

“Shit,” I whispered. “Okay. Aster, do you trust me?”

 

“You asking that question at a time like this makes me think I shouldn’t,” she hissed back.

 

 “Just listen. When this goes badly, you come out there and back me up. Gizmit, try to get into the station and help Zui once that mob is distracted. Adelly, you’re on door guard in case they come at this position, make good use of that staff. Naz, Ydleth, and Madyn, shoot from the doorway as best you can without getting in each other’s way. Prioritize keeping them out of the station; Aster and I can take care of ourselves.”

 

“Uh, Lord Seiji, you’re beginning to sound alarmingly like you’re planning to go out there alone,” Nazralind said nervously.

 

“You always were a smart girl.”

 

 “Are you insane?” Aster screeched very quietly, a feat which I respected a great deal because I’m always impressed by good vocal control.

 

“No.” I grinned at her, just to see her seethe, and pushed the door open just enough to slip through. “I’m the fucking Dark Lord.”

 

“The second you step out there, you’re gonna get bombarded,” Gizmit warned.

 

 “Did you not hear me?” I grabbed the handle of my dagger. “I said, I’m the fucking Dark Lord.”

 

Then I drew it from its sheath, vanished from sight, and stepped out onto the plaza.

 

 Man, being invisible is neat. I got all the way across the open space to stand at the rear fringes of the crowd without anyone so much as suspecting my presence. There were between fifteen and twenty of them; even up close I couldn’t get a more accurate count because they kept teeming around, hammering and prying at the barricaded windows. The din of voices was deafening at this range, though easily sorted into three basic categories: the battering ram crew were chanting in unison to help coordinate their blows on the door, a lot of the rest were generally hollering and bellowing like hooligans, and the Blessed goblin Biribo had indicated was shouting slogans and clearly directing the group.

 

This one wore green, a stretch of ragged fabric which he’d improvised as a cloak. He was also a lead-from-the-rear type, standing behind the rest of the goblins under his control and encouraging their efforts with the broad gestures and hoarse yelling of someone who was really enjoying his role as rabble-rouser but clearly wasn’t very practiced at it.

 

 “That’s it—we’re almost there! Liberation! VENGEANCE! Soon we’ll have the traitors by their ears! All who oppose the Goblin King will burn! Freedom for goblinkind! First Sneppit, then the Fflyr! Keep going, sisters and brothers! We shall have retribution!”

 

That was it, no rhythm or plan to it at all. Poor guy didn’t even know how to project his voice, and it was noticeably scratchy, no doubt from being overused all morning. Well, Lord Seiji was here to give him a crash course in crowd control.

 

Stepping up right behind the goblin in charge so that I loomed ominously over him, I drew a deep breath that expanded my lungs to their fullest, slammed the dagger back into its sheath, and projected powerfully from the diaphragm.

 

“Ara, ara, ara.”

 

Fuck it, I gotta be me.

 

 I certainly got their attention, between the very nice acoustics of this little cul-de-sac and my own very impressive vocal instrument. Goblins scattered, the battering ram was dropped, and the leader’s voice broke with an embarrassing squeak as he scurried away from me, only turning around when he could retreat no further thanks to the press of his followers.

 

Despite Gizmit’s prediction, I was not immediately pelted with projectiles, I suspected only because everybody was too astonished by my arrival. What can I say, I know how to make an entrance.

 

 “And why does goblin turn upon goblin?” I boomed, spreading my arms wide in a gesture of benediction. “In that station are your brothers and sisters—fellow children of Virya who only disagree with the means by which you shall achieve your retribution. They know as well as you who the true enemy is. If you only knew how many allies there are, just waiting to join you—on the surface of Dount and beyond, only waiting to be rallied against those who oppress us all.”

 

 “I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you made the mistake of your life coming down here, tallboy,” declared the goblin in charge, regaining some of his poise and pointing at me.

 

It was a passably dramatic point; I could’ve done better, but I gave the kid credit for amateur effort.

 

 “I,” I declared in a ringing voice which overrode him, “am the one who can deliver what the Goblin King can only promise. I can lay waste to your enemies and bring you freedom where he will only lead you to a pointless death. I am Omura Seiji, the Champion of Virya.” I grinned, wolfishly. “And you are going to make me prove it, aren’t you?”

 

 They still weren’t attacking me, too confused and thrown off their game to know what to do. Damn, I’m good.

 

“Bullshit,” the leader scoffed.

 

 “You want to be free of the Fflyr?” I retorted. “To repay blood with blood? Then it starts here, by laying down your arms and not turning your strength against your fellow goblins. You want victory over your oppressors? Then kneel before the Dark Lord.”

 

 “Well, you may just be a crazy guy, but you’re as good a place to start as any,” he scoffed, raising a hand again. It wasn’t pointing this time, but held palm out. Casting posture. “Fire Lance!”

 

 I indulged in a smirk while his melted away. Yeah, I felt for the guy. This target-blocking ring of Lady Gray’s was some real bullshit the first time you found yourself on the wrong end of it. God, I loved it.

 

“Perhaps you didn’t enunciate properly,” I said. “Try again. Maybe if you say it louder this time?”

 

“Fire Lance!” the goblin sorcerer shouted, backing up and shoving his followers away in the process, his red eyes growing increasingly wide as his magic failed him again. “FIRE LANCE!”

 

I waited until he gave up in complete panic before speaking again, pitching my voice lower but projecting just as loudly.

 

“So be it. Those of you who survive, remember: I tried to do this the civil way.”

 

Showtime.

 

Immolate.
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And a message from Nazralind:



I hadn't really described Naz's hairstyle in detail, but I like how the fan artists have just decided she's got scruffy bird's nest hair with 80's anime before-the-ear front tails.  Suits her perfectly, so, canon now.



                



3.6 In Which the Dark Lord Makes the Call


                Unfortunately for this particular gang of Goblin King adherents, their leader had backed up so far into the crowd that he was pressed on three sides. Consequently, when the flames of Immolation took him, a good half a dozen got seared. Instantly what remained of their attack group dissolved into panic, with goblins bolting in all directions and those nearest the exploding sorcerer howling nearly as loudly as he now was, rolling on the stone floor to put out the flames which had spread to their clothes.

 

“Heal,”I said, for once voicing my spells aloud because I wanted it to be clear what I was doing. “Heal, Heal, Heal, Heal, Heal. Anybody else get—ah, there you go. Heal. Despite what you may think,” I intoned, still projecting at maximum strength and pitching my voice low so it wasn’t competing directly with the burning Blessed’s shrill howling, “I did not come here to slaughter goblins just trying to get by in the world, but to redirect your focus. As I have said, our real enemy—”

 

“He killed Fazfer!” somebody rudely shrieked in the middle of my speech.

 

“Fazfer, is it?” I gave the still-blazing goblin an appraising look; he was now in the fetal stage, the screaming petering out as his lungs and vocal cords were so much charcoal. “Relax, he’s fine. Or will be, in a minute. As for—”

 

 “Who the fuck is Fazufero?” someone else yelled, brandishing a polearm at me which appeared to be a kitchen knife lashed to a length of metal pipe. “Stop him before he casts that again!”

 

These little shits were seriously testing my patience.

 

 “Do you want to be next?” I asked. “You would already be on fire if that was my intention. Fazfer will be fine momentarily, he’s just learning what happens to those who are stupid enough to attack the Dark Lord. Jadrak is going to learn the same lesson before this is all over. None of the rest of you need to, unless—”

 

“DEATH TO THE BUTTS!” screamed the pipe-knife guy, charging at me and swinging it.

 

Excuse me, what? I was so startled by his inscrutable battlecry I almost let him stab me. I was forced to retreat a step to gain room to whip out my rapier, but once I did that settled the matter. What was a polearm to a goblin wasn’t any longer than a human-scale rapier blade and I was twice his height, giving me the advantage in leverage. I caught the improvised weapon against mine, deftly locked it between the blade and crossbar, and wrenched it out of his grasp.

 

The disarmed goblin looked amusingly nonplussed by this development, staring down at his suddenly empty hands, but I didn’t have time to properly appreciate that before three knives, a hatchet, and a dented metal plate were all hurled at me, the latter in frisbee orientation. And then I made a discovery.

 

As Biribo had explained it, the Mastery enchantment was an upgraded version of the Skill enchantment, giving its wielder not only the greatest possible skill with the style of weapon it was applied to, but augmenting them with all the necessary physical strength and agility to get the most out of that skill. With the Rapier of Mastery in my hand, I was essentially a peerless rapier swordsman—and it turned out that among the things a master fencer can do is parry objects flying at his face.

 

 In the span of three seconds I deftly swatted five projectiles out of the air and had to dip deeper into showtime to avoid grinning in sheer satisfaction. Oh, this was handy. You don’t tend to think of a rapier as having much defensive use and it wouldn’t do anything against arrows—human reflexes do have their physical limits—but from now on I was going to have it drawn and ready before going into a situation in which I expected to have stuff chucked at me. Sure, the amulet protected me from insta-kills and Heal did the rest, but that approach was painful and also resulted in my clothes being full of holes and bloodstains. 

 

 Plus, this looked cool as hell. Even the attacking goblins retreated from me after this display of prowess.

 

“There, you see?” I pointed the tip of my sword at…what was it, Fazfer? The flames were in the process of diminishing and he was whimpering piteously, but burned skin was regenerating even as we all watched. “Reconsider your approach here, friends. The only thing you can hope to achieve is to press me hard enough that I run out of non-lethal ways to stop you. Don’t you think enough goblins have died already?”

 

 Fazfer finally flickered out. He was gasping, whimpering, and his singled clothes emitted wisps of smoke, but he was very clearly alive and whole. The rest were finally quiet and still, at least relatively; the ongoing noise that echoed through Fallencourt now came from behind.

 

 “And that is why you don’t fuck with the Dark Lord,” I informed them. “Your dear King Jadrak? He fucked with the Dark Lord, and will learn the price of it. His sole achievement as Goblin King was to attack the one person on this island he should not have pissed off. Jadrak’s fate is determined. The rest of you?”

 

Two beats for dramatic weight, and…

 

 “That’s up to you,” I said finally, lowering my voice in both volume and pitch. Then put on a small, cold smile. “Are we going to be friends? Or are you in my way?”

 

The goblins considered their options for a moment.

 

“Run for it!” somebody squealed from several rows back, and apparently that was enough to generate a consensus. In a single mad scramble, the whole pack broke up and skittered off around me to my left. Because, I observed as I turned to watch them go, Aster was approaching from the other direction, artifact greatsword braced across her shoulders and her coat unbuttoned to show off her chain mail.

 

 “This is not over, tallboy,” Fazfer hissed. Abandoned by his followers and still smoking, he staggered upright and pointed at me. Again, dramatically, but not enough to be impressive. Guy just didn’t have the knack. “You may be able to beat one little group, but when—”

 

 “Oh, hush. You no longer matter here.” Windburst.

 

Being flung clear across the plaza and into the wall dazed him for a moment, but when he again stumbled to his feet his next action was to limp off as fast as his jarred little legs could manage, chasing after his own erstwhile lackeys.

 

 “Okay, so, it’s pretty loud in here but I’m positive I heard that guy yell ‘death to the butts,’” said Aster. “What the hell was that about?”

 

“It’s a slang term,” Gizmit explained, striding past us toward the boarded-up terminal. “What part of you humans do you think is most immediately visible from a goblin’s perspective?”

 

We both blinked at her, for the first time taking proper note of exactly where her eyeline was relative to us.

 

“Well, then,” I said. “I guess I should just be glad they don’t call us crotches.”

 

“That one refers to humans who go after goblins sexually,” Gizmit called back, already at the door and trying to peek through one of the big cracks. “Zui! You alive in there?”

 

“And that is why I had Donon stay behind at the tunnel,” Aster muttered. “Girls! Form up, we’re clear out here. You know, Lord Seiji, I do believe that was the first time you’ve tried to talk someone down and I didn’t end up having to rescue you.”

 

“Shut up, Aster.”

 

The terminal door was opening, with much clattering and grunting from within as somebody dismantled whatever had been barring it shut. Deprived of that support, the abused planks began to give out and the whole thing partially collapsed to reveal a familiar goblin standing behind it.

 

“I was gonna ask what the hell you’re doing down here, but I guess this sort of explains itself,” said Zui, staring past Gizmit at me. “The question now is—OY!”

 

Gizmit casually slapped her upside the head, causing Zui to back away, protectively clutching her scalp, though not with the complaint I would have expected.

 

 “Not the hair, you thug! What’s wrong with you?”

 

 “Button it,” Gizmit ordered. “Your green ass is gonna be smeared on wyddh when Sneppit’s done with you. Of all the over-the-top bullshit, Zui, this is your crowning achievement in creating unnecessary work for everybody else!”

 

“Lives were at stake!” Zui shot back, getting right into her face.

 

Gizmit met her furious stare, profoundly unimpressed, then leaned to one side to look past her into the station. “Speaking of, did you manage to lose anybody?”

 

 “All present and accounted for, Giz,” replied a male voice, followed a moment later by another goblin in akornin armor, cradling a weapon which I had to examine for a second to realize it was a large slingshot. It took me a moment to get down to that, because the shell plates of his armor were dyed a vivid, eye-searing pink. “It was looking like a close thing for a minute there, but we’re all solid, thanks to Zui and Rhoka.”

 

 “You mean, thanks to me and the Dark Lord,” Gizmit retorted, turning back to Zui. “You hear that? It took the intervention of a Dark Lord to fix your mess this time, you—”

 

“That was surprisingly well-handled,” Zui said to me, striding out right past her. She planted her fists on her hips and gave me a contemplative look, having to lean back slightly in the process. “Not what I expected from you, but showing mercy was a smart touch.”

 

“I meant what I said,” I replied with a cheerful grin. “I’m down here to finish the shit Jadrak started with me, not to massacre goblins. Oh, and you’re welcome, Zui.”

 

 “Should’ve killed the sorcerer, though,” Gizmit commented. “Jadrak does not need Blessed working for him; every one of those left alive is gonna bite us on the ass later. Still, good call, mercy is politically and strategically useful right now. All right, since you were good enough to bring a tram with you, Zui, we’ve got our exit. Let’s get that barricade rebuilt and fortified so Dap’s squad can hold it—”

 

 Zui rounded on her in a fury. “If you think I’m gonna just leave them here after—”

 

 “I think you’re gonna do as you’re told, because this time the alternative is doing as you’re told while knocked out and stuffed in a sack!”

 

 “Holy shit, Madyn, that goblin’s got even bigger bodice bouncers than you,” Ydleth commented none too quietly, suddenly making me grateful the goblins were too busy arguing to pay attention to this. “Life’s just not fair, is it?”

 

 “Hey, I’m happy with my girls, we’ve been together a long time. Besides, long as we manage not to get killed I’m coming out ahead just by seeing this shit. Finally, I’ve got a more exciting anecdote than my friend Maelind’s donkey story!”

 

 “We don’t need to hear that one, Madyn,” I interjected. Madyn was an inveterate storyteller and she had lots of anecdotes about this Maelind, who had been her mentor in the oldest profession.

 

“Oh, don’t worry, Lord Seiji, she didn’t fuck the donkey.”

 

 “Well, that’s a relief, but what I said was—”

 

“No, it was two dwarves on a donkey’s back.”

 

I decided I would rather get in the middle of the screeching goblin argument, and left a grinning Aster to whip my own followers back into line.

 

 “Can you two flirt on your own time, please?” I very courteously requested, immediately cutting off the shouting match and making myself the target of their mutual ire. “I’m anxious to finally meet the great Miss Sneppit, and not just because we are standing in a war zone right now. What do you need to get this tram moving?”

 

 “The tram’s fine,” Zui huffed. “The question concerns who is getting on it, which is all of us.”

 

The pink-armored goblin cleared his throat. “If I may? Pleasure t’meetcha, Lord Seiji. I’m Dap; me an’ my team were told to keep this station secured while the trams’re shut down due to the, y’know…all this bullshit.” He gestured vaguely at the chaos of the surrounding city with the hand not holding his slingshot. “Like I tried to tell Miss Zui an’ the Arbiter, it’s nice of ‘em to think of us an’ all, but we got contracts with Miss Sneppit. Standing in the way of danger is the whole job. If we was to cut an’ run, we’d never work again.”

 

While speaking he had gestured at another approaching goblin who must be the Arbiter, the sight of whom caused me to nearly do a double take. This one was in a trench coat not unlike Gizmit’s, though hers was brown and more visibly battered, and had a broad-brimmed hat to match. So broad-brimmed, in fact, that I couldn’t see her face at all given the way I towered over her. Between the very fancy-sounding title of Arbiter and the fact that she had bands of purple cloth around both upper arms, I took this to be a figure of some kind of cultural and/or political importance.

 

Also, probably military, considering her weapon. The Arbiter was carrying what I could only call a mechanical polearm, a tapering metal shaft in multiple segments which looked like it could be made to collapse or fold in on itself, with heavier sections at both ends which appeared to house some kind of machinery. One had grooves and little levers on it, the other a wide slot on the top from which emerged a tapering blade the length of my shin. Unlike the mostly improvised weapons of the rioting goblins I’d seen so far, this thing looked polished and precision-engineered.

 

“Arbiter, huh,” I said by way of greeting. “What’s your story?”

 

The brown-clad goblin casually rested her polearm against one shoulder and neither responded nor lifted her head enough that I could see her eyes, though I did not miss the way she adjusted her posture to keep my own weapon in view.

 

“That’s just Rhoka,” Gizmit said dismissively, “the only person who’s gonna be in more trouble than Zui over this. Ignore her.”

 

 “Boss, we got incoming,” Biribo reported. “Correction: incoming fast. They’re not headed for this position exactly but there’s a major kerfuffle on its way out of the side tunnels uncomfortably close. Situation in the city’s gonna get hotter in a few seconds.”

 

Everybody shifted position around us with commendable efficiency, starting to move before he finished speaking and creating a defensive line faster than I could respond. Dap’s security team, a total of eight goblins in matching pink armor (which I was struggling not to find hilarious) were armed with those slingshots, interesting designs which fastened onto their forearms and could be operated one-handed. They also had riot shields—metal ones—and placed themselves in an arc in front of the group, with Aster and Arbiter Rhoka holding the ends. Nazralind nocked an arrow to her shortbow and Ydleth and Madyn raised crossbows, positioning themselves behind the security goblins and leaving me at the rear with Adelly, Zui and Gizmit.

 

“I can’t see anything,” Zui complained, then dodged as Gizmit aimed a desultory kick at her shin.

 

Then, one level down from us and barely a block away, Yoshi and his team came charging out of a side tunnel.

 

They didn’t seem to be doing too badly, at a glance. Out of breath, sure, but I observed no visible major injuries; all of them were at least somewhat splattered with blood, but there was no telling whose and they were definitely moving more adroitly than people who’d lost a lot of vital fluids. The priestess girl, Pashilyn, was in robes and Amell the alchemist in sturdy work clothes, but the rest had armor on. Yoshi, I saw, was in chain and leather that was either mundane or one of those extremely low-power artifacts which were all he could probably make at this point, but the shield and arming sword he carried had the telltale glow of significant artifacts.

 

Also, wow, he’d lost weight. He was stocky, yeah, but nowhere near the pile of pudge I remembered from just a few months ago. Life on Ephemera would do that to a growing boy.

 

“Firecracker!” Pashilyn shouted, turning and throwing out a palm back toward the tunnel from which they’d come. “Firecracker! Firecracker!” Each cast produced a ball of sparks which didn’t look too impressive, but hit the ground and bounced forward several times before erupting in a burst of flames that scattered the goblins who were pursuing them.

 

 Damn, I wanted that spell. Not much on its own, but imagine what I could combine it with…

 

 “That is not where you said they’d be coming out, Gizmit,” I complained. “You made us wait while you made a whole big deal about how Jadrak’s army had them pinned down that other tunnel, way the fuck over there.”

 

 “And Jadrak’s people are still congregated down there,” Gizmit said, peering around from behind Aster to examine the battlefield. “Hmph. Those clever bastards evaded the pincer and flanked them. When did they suddenly get competent?”

 

 “It doesn’t surprise me that adventurers are more skilled at violence than investigation,” Zui said in a voice full of tension. “We need to leave. Now. Everyone.”

 

 “Zui, hon, I love ya, but we got a job to do,” said Dap from the shield wall without turning to face her.

 

 They weren’t going to move until this was settled, were they… “Why’s this important?” I asked aloud. “What’s the worst case scenario if Jadrak’s forces take the tram station?”

 

 “Is that a serious question?” Gizmit demanded. “They have access to the whole tram network, including a straight line back to Sneppit’s HQ.”

 

 “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Zui snapped. “There’s a thousand ways to get into those tunnels and if we take the tram and leave they can’t do anything but walk there, which’ll take twenty times as long! Also, half those tunnels run over impassable drops that can’t even be traversed without a tram.”

 

 “The station itself is still an important asset,” said Dap, eyes still forward. “It’s defensible, it’s got stores of parts and fuel and tools to service the trams, and it’s a perfect staging area to launch an operation into Fallencourt from the tunnels. If Jadrak’s people take it they can fuck up the tracks and make it impossible to bring a tram back here. That’s worth defending.”

 

 “It’s not as important as your lives!” Zui shouted, and this time I could hear the frustration and anguish cracking beneath her anger.

 

 “I’d hate to find out whether that’s true on paper,” Dap commented with a grin. “But it’s Miss Sneppit who tallies up those numbers, not us. We got a contract, and we got our orders. We’re security, Zui, all of us are covered by risk of life and limb clauses, and you know Miss Sneppit pays out life insurance when the worst happens on duty.”

 

 “Retreat while we argue, please,” Gizmit requested, already stepping backward toward the terminal doors. The rest of the group began shuffling along with her.

 

 “Uh, I realize those guys are technically our enemies,” said Nazralind, still watching Yoshi and Company performing a fighting retreat along the level below us, “but they seem kind of…screwed. Should we do something about that?”

 

 We were far from the only parties to have noticed their dramatic entrance. The main group of Jadrak’s army had come boiling out of the tunnel Gizmit had indicated earlier, and were heading right toward the heroes. As armies went, it wasn’t impressive: ramshackle weapons, little to no armor, no sign of any Blessed and definitely no organization or leadership. No wonder the adventurers had outmaneuvered them, this was just a mob with a nominally shared ideology. But it was a mob hundreds strong.

 

 “The enemy of my enemy,” Aster commented quietly.

 

 “Also, they’re right between us and those angry goblins,” added Adelly. “If they go down, we’re next.”

 

 “Not if we leave,” Gizmit exclaimed in exasperation. “They will be fine—they’re all Blessed, they brought their own alchemist so they’re all buffed up on potions, and one of them is the Hero. Let them buy us time, at least they’ll be useful for once in their lives.”

 

 I suspected I wasn’t the only one who could see at a glance that that wasn’t true. The adventurers had been fighting in tunnels, where five people could easily fend off hundreds, especially if the five had a massive edge in firepower. Right before our eyes, they were floundering as they came under a hail of projectiles from higher ledges and bridges, and found they didn’t even have enough bodies to make a defensive formation in the wider space they now occupied. The army was closing on them fast…

 

 “Think we should let them into the terminal?” Dap asked, sounding dubious about his own idea. “Us, defensible structure, and a Hero party? We could actually hold it.”

 

 “They won’t work with you,” said Gizmit. “Two of them are Fflyr nobility and the rest are King’s Guild. Goblins are vermin to them.”

 

 “You!” I looked over at Zui’s sudden movement, finding her pointing up at me. “You’re the Dark Lord! You can order the team to retreat with us!”

 

 “I, uh…”

 

 “Lord Seiji does not have authority over Miss Sneppit’s personnel,” Gizmit shot back with a hard edge to her tone. “You of all people should respect that, Zui.”

 

 “This contract you have,” Arbiter Rhoka said suddenly, and I whipped around to stare at her in surprise. I still couldn’t see her face, but her voice was young. Goblins had higher-pitched voices in general, but from the sound of it I was pretty sure she was a teenager. “It has a standard acts of the Goddesses clause?”

 

 “Uh, yeah?” Dap replied, nonplussed. “That’s boilerplate.”

 

 Rhoka’s wide hat shifted as she nodded once. “The orders of a Dark Lord are an unusually literal case, but Champions of Virya or Sanora are living acts of the Goddesses, by definition. It’s an old precedent, obviously; there’s been no opportunity for it to come up in arbitration in centuries. But it stands.”

 

“Really.” Dap finally took his eyes off the fighting for just a moment to look at me.

 

 So did everyone else.

 

 “Lord Seiji,” Gizmit grated, “Zui’s soft heart is an asset in its way, but this is an example of why Sneppit is in charge instead of her. Sometimes you have to make sacrifices to achieve goals.”

 

 “This is not a strategic sacrifice!” Zui retorted, directing herself to me instead of Gizmit. “Holding the station is impossible with eight people and not worth the cost of their lives!”

 

 “Sneppit knows more about the situation than you, and gave her orders.”

 

 “She doesn’t know what it’s like out here! Who could have imagined that mob?”

 

 Of all the fucking bullshit, at a time like this they had to shove an impossible moral dilemma into my lap! How the fuck was I supposed to know what was strategic or ethical, here? If I was actually competent at running an army I’d have conquered at least Gwyllthean by now! Couldn’t these people just do their own fighting and call for me when they need a dramatic spectacle or a big show of force?

 

 “I…I don’t…”

 

 “Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do now,” Aster interjected loudly. “Look, there they go.”

 

 The front ranks of Jadrak’s goblins hit the Hero’s party, and that whole situation went right straight to shit.

 

“Force Bolt!” Yoshi’s voice shouted desperately, dispatching a blast of pure kinetic energy into the leading cluster of attackers and dispersing them, and then sweeping aside a much wider swath with his next. “Force Wave!” More spells I wanted. Pashilyn hurled more Firecrackers into the throng, then shouted a spell called Light Barrier which, true to the name, created a glowing wall of translucent golden light across the path in front of them, blocking off the attack. From behind the front line, Amell hurled a bottle of something—some kind of fancy magical molotov cocktail, to judge by the explosion that resulted when it hit the ground and devastated the oncoming forces.

 

 Fuck me, they were actually doing it.

 

 For about three seconds. The goblins just didn’t stop coming, and Pashilyn half-collapsed as her Light Barrier shattered under the sheer press of bodies.

 

 The three physical fighters rallied valiantly. Yoshi’s sword and shield made for a solid defensive posture, and the two flanking him had reach, Flaethwyn with her Rapier of Mastery—same enchantment as mine, and I knew how potent it was—and Raffan jabbing with his artifact spear. The three of them simply could not hold that much territory, though, no matter their reach. In seconds they were being surrounded—

 

 No, I saw, not surrounded, but flanked. The goblins pressed forward against the left wall of houses and storefronts, pushing the heroes toward the opposite side of that ledge, and I remembered Gizmit coldly explaining how goblins got rid of persistent interlopers.

 

 There was no lower level beneath that ledge, just a drop of thousands of kilometers toward Ephemera’s core.

 

 These were enemies. They were buying us time. I should just leave them. Yoshi was a dumb kid who didn’t deserve this, but…he’d chosen to be here. I remembered how eager he’d been, when Sanora appeared before us.

 

 This was none of my business. It wasn’t my fault.

 

 The spearman stumbled, shoved out of formation by two goblins who’d ducked inside his weapon’s reach. He was pushed against the rail—a barrier chest-high on a goblin, and little more than a tripping hazard for a human.

 

“RAFFAN!” Yoshi’s cracked scream of pure agony was a spear through me as the first of his friends tumbled into the abyss.

 

 Fuck it.

 

 I vaulted over the heads of Sneppit’s security team, rapier in hand, and dashed headlong toward the edge, then along it, veering to the side just as I came abreast of the Hero’s desperate last stand. Cursing my own fucking stupidity and desperately hoping somebody decided to come back me up, I leaped off and into the middle of the Goblin King’s army.

            


3.7 In Which the Dark Lord Cleans Up


                A proper isekai’d Dark Lord would probably be some kind of military history otaku, someone who could take a bunch of bandits and use his armchair knowledge of medieval warfare to turn them into a real, effective army. Actually, from the tidbits I’d picked up, I think that might’ve been Yomiko’s backstory. It was not mine. I haven’t even read the entire Art of War; it’s awfully dry. I don’t know any military history because history bores me to the point of coma. Too many droning teachers and contextless lists of dates and names coming up through the school system left me rebellious at even the thought of studying history. What I liked were the stories—the interesting ones, the ones about which it’s most dubious that they even happened at all, because very little that’s actually interesting ever does.

 

 Musashi and his oar, Scipio sailing to Africa, Kongming playing his guqin atop the walls. Ironic twists and dramatic reversals, the stuff real wars are not made of. Real war is brief episodes of traumatic brutality to enliven what is otherwise the only thing more tedious than sitting in history class.

 

 Later, when I was justifying my current insane bullshit to myself, I would inevitably think of Chamberlain’s Charge, my favorite anecdote from the American Civil War. Colonel Chamberlain had been assigned the defense of a hilltop upon which hinged the entire flank of the Union army; he could not relinquish it, or the battle would be lost. Hard-pressed by the Confederates, his troops were whittled down to a skeleton crew, and eventually, entirely ran out of ammunition. They were about to be overrun.

 

 He could not retreat, and could not hold his ground. So Chamberlain did the only other thing possible: he attacked. Outnumbered and practically disarmed, his few remaining men charged bayonets-first into gunfire.

 

 And they won, capturing the Confederate forces in front of them who, like Sima Yi retreating from Zhuge Liang, surrendered because they smelled a nonexistent trap. Because surely no military commander could possibly be doing something as pants-on-head stupid as what Chamberlain was doing; there had to be a hidden danger.

 

 I learned, that day, that in the heat of that moment, Colonel Chamberlain didn’t think himself as clever as I and generations of historians re-telling that story gave him credit for being. He was just desperate, terrified shitless, and cursing himself for the stupidity of doing what was right instead of anything that made a goddamn lick of sense. Or, who knows, maybe he was thinking something completely different; the man had been dead for over a century by the time of Seiji’s Charge. Maybe when I got to Hell I’d ask him.

 

 Should be any minute now.

 

 I didn’t so much hit the ground as land on top of a bunch of people, which of course wasn’t optimal. Trying to surprise crowd-surf on a hostile mob is one of those suicidally stupid things that I only got away with thanks to bullshit cheat magic, in this case my Surestep Boots, which it turned out ensured me perfect footing on any surface, including the heads and shoulders of a bunch of goblins who immediately wanted me dead.

 

 I’d run past Yoshi and company before jumping; they were now off to my right, busy being overrun by the crowd under me. In the second and a half it took me to position myself properly I was bludgeoned three times and stabbed once, but then I got the angle right and cast Windburst.

 

 Downward at a steep angle and toward the gap. Being close to the ground but suspended off it, this was enough to send me airborne again, but I had taken the precious seconds to get the angle right and instead of flinging myself into space, I was instead hurtled backward to slam against the wall of the ledge off which I’d just jumped. 

 

That hurt.

 

 Obviously, I instantly cast Heal on myself and was ready to rock by the time my boots hit the ground.

 

 More importantly, the Windburst had just made a complete wreck of the part of the mob that was trying to push the Hero party off, flinging quite a few of them into space, to judge by the rapidly fading screams. I cast it again, then again, and again, chaining Windbursts and forcibly creating a space around myself—between the main body of Jadrak’s army and Yoshi’s team. They were still partially encircled, but Yoshi and Flaethwyn were now making short work of the goblins in front of them with their swords and Pashilyn had got another Light Barrier up to prevent the flankers from continuing to push them toward the edge. That left a smaller group of around ten goblins who seconds ago had been the leading edge of the charge suddenly isolated between a wall, the Hero’s party and a surprise Dark Lord.

 

 They did what most people would do in that scenario and attacked with renewed frenzy. That barrier began flickering immediately as it was hammered with weapons; Pashilyn looked like she was about to lose consciousness.

 

“Heal, Heal, Heal, Heal!” Casting out loud to ensure everybody knew what was happening, I brought Yoshi and company back up to fighting shape. He and Flaethwyn had both taken wounds and needed it; Amell looked fine and I suspected Heal wouldn’t do much for whatever kind of magical fatigue Pashilyn was suffering, but it was worth a shot considering how little time and effort it cost me. “Crush that group before they can rally! I’ve got the front!”

 

 After bellowing my instructions I turned to face the oncoming crowd of goblins without waiting to see whether they obeyed. Barely in time, too; goblins might be magically as strong as a human but they still only weighed half as much and that sequence of Windbursts had tossed them like a salad. But there were still hundreds behind, and the nature of a mob is that its inertia is not blunted that easily. I barely had time to cast again before the swarm was on me.

 

 This was almost as bad as the slaughter in Cat Alley. Goblins in CGI are all mercifully copy-pasted from one base model. These were just…townsfolk. I could see their faces, see the horribly relatable fury and terror of people desperately protecting their home from an invader—in this case, me. I could see the way they dressed, how they wore similar styles to the Fflyr, each outfit probably stitched from castoff human scraps but made with care and individualized in a way that made sense given the art I’d seen in these tunnels. It was howling, raging chaos and I blessedly didn’t have time to focus on any particular face, but even amid that I could tell.

 

 Just people.

 

Windburst, Windburst, Windburst, Windburst!

 

 I desperately bought space, but now I was trying to fight the full inertia of a charging mob channeled along one narrow ledge, one spell at a time. It wasn’t working. I had to rapidly give ground and in seconds found myself alongside Flaethwyn as they retreated. At least they seemed to have managed to do something about the goblins who’d flanked them, or so I earnestly hoped, otherwise I was about to get shanked in the back.

 

 Apparently so, as this brought me even with Yoshi and having done whatever they did to the other enemies he was now able to direct his focus forward again. Having me out of the way opened up his options.

 

“Force Wave! Force Wave!”

 

 That was an even more effective crowd-clearer than my Windburst. The two of us hammered the oncoming front line with spells, blunting the charge until goblins actually began to pile up on top of each other in front of us. We all three wielded swords when they got too close; I could tell that Yoshi only sort of knew what he was doing with his arming sword and shield combo, but with Rapiers of Mastery Flaethwyn and I were like surgeons precisely dispatching any goblin unlucky enough to stumble too far forward.

 

 It wasn’t enough.

 

 Even when Pashilyn began throwing Firecrackers from behind, we were still being pushed back, and the most control we could exercise over our course was to prevent them, barely, from shoving us over the edge again. There was a ramp up to the next level where the tram station was, but it was angled the other way and maneuvering to get up it with a mob forcing us every step was going to be a nightmare.

 

 “That’s the one!” a voice screeched above the din, and lo and behold, there was my old buddy Fazfer, about twenty meters deep in the crowd and apparently being hoisted aloft on the shoulders of his fellows. And, once again, pointing at me. “Fire Lance!”

 

 Nothing happened, obviously. Guy just didn’t learn. I’d have Slimeshotted him but I couldn’t spare the attention from the barrage of Windbursts that were all that was keeping us from being overrun.

 

 Unfortunately he did learn.

 

“Fire Lance!” The next yell sent a shrieking spear of fire directly at Yoshi. He brought his shield up, but it looked like—

 

“Light Barrier!”

 

 The barrier got up in time, but it was weaker than the others. Exhaustion was taking its toll on Pashilyn. The glowing wall shattered on impact, weakening but not stopping the spell At least Yoshi caught it against his shield, but the force sent him stumbling backward.

 

 Fazfer’s crow of triumph was cut off by an arrow taking him right in the mouth. 

 

 The onslaught was beginning to slow, and I finally saw why as they rushed past us overhead; along the ledge I’d jumped down from an entire row of ranged attackers were in place, hammering the mob from above. All eight of Sneppit’s security crew were deploying those slingshots of theirs, which fired plum-sized balls of iron covered in spikes and made a nasty mess of whoever they hit at that range. Adding to that was Ydleth and Madyn’s crossbow fire and Nazralind methodically picking off high-value targets as she saw them, including the sorcerer.

 

 Then a blur charged between Flaethwyn and I from behind, coat flaring to reveal the flash of her artifact chain mail.

 

 Aster brought that huge greatsword up and then down as soon as she was past us, dropping to one knee to skid along the ground toward the goblins and whipping the entire thing in a vast horizontal swipe at what would be just under waist height on a human. The length of that weapon meant her full-armed slash carved an arc nearly the entire width of the ledge, and she did it with the full force of her own forward charge backing up the sword’s weight.

 

 Blood fountained and heads flew as the entire front three ranks of the goblin charge were guillotined right in front of us.

 

 That finally did it. An angry mob these might be, but they were no soldiers, just folks whipped into a frenzy. They’d been hammered back by constant spellfire, peppered by sniping from above, and suddenly there was a new element that simply took them down like so much wheat before the scythe.

 

 Aster adjusted her stance, preparing to flow into another mass-slaughtering swipe, but she paused as the attacking mob finally broke in front of us. They stumbled, slipping on blood and tripping over corpses; it wasn’t an even retreat as the crowd took time to fully reverse its direction, but we were finally able to stop.

 

 Even the archers above ceased once it was clear the attack had broken. We stood our ground, weapons up and gasping for breath, but no longer having to defend ourselves as we watched our erstwhile attackers turn and flee.

 

 That was how the battle ended: no sudden signal, just a sequence of reversals that took their momentum and eventually turned it backwards. Trailing to a halt atop a pile of corpses and leaving us catching our breath, half-crazed with adrenaline and no longer having anything to stab.

 

 I was looking at utter devastation. Bodies, pieces of bodies, and everywhere the stench. Not just of blood. That was something stories don’t tell you about battlefields: the omnipresent stink of shit. Corpses don’t have bowel control, and it wouldn’t matter if they did when they died from the application of edged weapons to their internal organs. This entire ledge was splattered in blood and worse like it’d been hosed down.

 

 A few hours ago, this had been a street. People just living and working here. Probably at least some of the people now strewn across it in pieces.

 

 So much for making peace with the goblins. Nobody was going to hear any good intentions out of me after this. Why had I even done this? Yoshi and his idiot friends weren’t my problem or my responsibility. They were part of the very mechanism I was fighting to break, a political machine that sent him down here to keep these goblins oppressed and frightened in their own homes. And what credit did I even deserve for this “victory?” I was no Chamberlain, certainly no Kongming. Nobody would ever praise the tactical genius of Dark Lord Seiji. I’d only gotten away with his because a bored, demented goddess turned me into a walking weapon.

 

 So pointless. All of it.

 

 Maybe it was the adrenaline ebbing away, but suddenly I was aware of sounds I hadn’t been conscious of a second ago. Groans, weeping… And now that I looked, I could see movement among the bodies.

 

 “Be careful,” Aster urged as I stepped forward, hand upraised. I didn’t acknowledge her, just focusing on the first goblin I could see who was still alive. He looked middle-aged, his spiky black hair beginning to be peppered with gray. Lying half on his side and staring glassy-eyed at the ceiling, gasping desperately in short wet gurgles. The neat hole of a rapier stab wound was just below his collarbone; the thrust had missed his heart but his lungs were filling with blood.

 

“Heal.”

 

 I stepped carefully through the carnage, viscera squelching around my fancy artifact boots with every step. There were more dead than dying, and only a couple here and there trying to crawl away who seemed like they might have made it on their own. I cast Heal and moved on, not waiting to see their reactions.

 

 This wasn’t like the mad dash through Cat Alley in the aftermath of the battle there; I couldn’t just cast it on every body I saw. Of this I was harshly reminded when I Healed a goblin who had lost an arm to the greatsword swipe; the spell stopped him from bleeding out, but his arm was still gone. I did not look him in the eyes, just looked at another softly weeping goblin who was just a trailing mess of wet organs from below her ribs. I looked, and turned away, leaving her to die. I could Heal that, and condemn her to a much slower, more painful death as one third of a person missing a lot of vital bodily functions. I wouldn’t be that cruel even if I’d hated her.

 

 The triage got much easier once I was past the residue of Aster’s great finishing move; nobody else had been hit by anything powerful enough to separate them from their vitals that way. I paused at one twitching man whose skull was half caved in and brains leaking onto the floor behind him, the spiked iron ball still embedded there, and then moved on without condemning him to life as a vegetable. The spell would fix what was still in the remains of his head, I’d seen it do so, but he’d lost way too much. Better to spend seconds that way than years.

 

 Aster stayed at my side, stone-faced but eyes gleaming with unshed moisture, while I did what I could. It didn’t take long; scarcely a minute later I was meters away from the other humans, looking around for more targets.

 

 “See anybody else?” I asked quietly. Aster just shook her head.

 

 “Why?”

 

 I turned back to look at the young woman I had just Healed after pulling a crossbow quarrel out of her chest. She had one hand over the spot, glaring up at me with her reddish-purple eyes squinting in suspicious confusion.

 

 So were the other…fourteen goblins I had Healed. Just fourteen that I could save. Well, most of them; a few were quietly sobbing over fallen friends. The rest were staring at me, clearly unsure what I might do next. Nobody had tried to flee yet, nor attacked.

 

 I turned back to the speaker, the only one brave enough to address me.

 

 “I am the Dark Lord.” I spoke without passion, with barely any inflection, just projecting enough that I could be sure they’d all hear me. “And I didn’t come here to slaughter goblins. Listen to me very carefully: I will kill whoever I need to. But I don’t want to kill anyone, and I will not harm anyone who doesn’t make it necessary. Your King decided to attack me and mine, and for that, the punishment is death. The Goblin King will die, and so will anyone who gets between us. You had better decide whether that includes you.”

 

 I couldn’t say whether I judged it strategically inappropriate to continue or just didn’t have the energy for showtime right now, but with that statement I turned and walked back to the others, paying the fallen goblins no further attention. Probably would’ve served me right if one of them shot me in the back with something, but nobody tried.

 

 “Stop him!” Zui’s voice suddenly shouted, and I lifted my head from watching the ground so I didn’t slip in blood to see Yoshi charging for the edge, where there was nothing but an endless fall into the core.

 

 Flaethwyn was closest and moved to block his way, helpfully shouting “Are you crazy?!” Yoshi roughly shoved her aside and she staggered backward, looking utterly flabbergasted that he would dare.

 

 I was not closest but moved into a run, slipping briefly on the blood before I caught my balance and managed to intercept him. The rest of his party, despite being nearer, were no help; Amell was a weeping mess on the ground and Pashilyn swayed on her feet, looking confused and half-catatonic. Aster continued to follow me but did not get in the way as I managed to grab Yoshi’s arm and stop him from lunging at the too-short barrier.

 

 “Let go!” he insisted, trying to shrug me off. “Raffan could still be—”

 

 “There’s nothing to grab, kid,” Gizmit said helpfully from somewhere behind us. “It’s pure drop.”

 

 “You don’t know that! I have to try, he could have…”

 

 “Yoshi.” The new voice was high-pitched and quiet, and I was confused for a moment until Yoshi’s little familiar buzzed into view in front of us, a cute pixie-like creature with butterfly wings and, currently, a sad expression. “There’s…nobody is clinging nearby. It’s a sheer drop, everyone who fell is…gone. I’m so sorry.”

 

 “But…” I could see on his face that nobody was getting through. His eyes were wide and constantly turning toward the gap, refusing to focus on any of us. “I can’t just—you don’t abandon your friends! If I could just—”

 

 “YOSHI!” I seized him by the collar with both hands and jerked him back and forth until he focused on me. “You. Are going. To lose people! There’s not a thing you can do about that. This whole world is built on bloodshed and foolishness; there’s something horrible behind every shadow. It will happen behind your back where you never had a chance to help, and right in front of you while you still can’t do a damn thing to stop it. And when the shit’s still going down and there’s work still to do, it doesn’t fucking matter. Do your crying later when you’re alone. As long as people are counting on you, you don’t get to be weak. You are not allowed to break in front of your people. So long as they need you, you keep. Moving. Forward.”

 

 I ran out of things to say. Yoshi was staring at me—gaping, in fact. Amid the distant sounds of yelling and violence still echoing through the cavern, I could hear much closer the soft buzz of two sets of wings, our respective familiars hovering nearby and saying nothing.

 

 Belatedly, I realized I had slumped forward while shaking Yoshi until I was half leaning on him, using my grip on his coat to prop myself up. I straightened, released him, and stepped back.

 

 Everybody was staring at us.

 

 After a second, Yoshi drew in a breath, closed his eyes, let it out, and nodded once. Then opened them again, and just like that, he was back with us.

 

 “Right. Thanks, Omura.”

 

 I just nodded back, turning to sweep a look around our environs. Because obviously I should scan for threats, not because I suddenly felt awkward about anything.

 

 “Don’t touch me!” someone suddenly shrieked, and I swiveled to see Amell staggering away from Zui, who’d just approached her. “Get away, monster!”

 

 The goblin’s expression closed down and she dropped her outstretched hand. Behind her, Gizmit rolled her eyes.

 

 I sympathized with them. Honestly, I was surprised Zui had been trying to help Amell up, or show her any consideration at all. What would be the point?

 

 Aster was looking at me, and I had a sudden memory that suggested maybe Zui understood more about life than I did.

 

Whenever you can, be kind.

 

 “They’re just people, Amell,” I said. “Monsters, maybe, but no more than anybody else. You could see carnage like this in any country on this world with no goblins involved. People are monsters, and goblins are just people. This is their home; they belong here, not us. What would you do if someone invaded your home like this?”

 

 The alchemist drew in a shuddering breath. Her face was a mess; streaked with snot and tears and splattered with the merest spray of blood just for emphasis. Her eyes cut to me, then back to Zui, then over at the gory battlefield behind us, and she took another shuffling step backward.

 

 “I don’t seem to be helping here,” I muttered. “Yoshi, could…”

 

 “Yeah. Amell’s a good person, Omura, it’s just… It has been a lot.” He stepped past me, lowering his voice and saying something quiet to Amell as he approached her. 

 

 Spotting movement, I shifted again to see the surviving goblins I’d just Healed trickling away. While I watched them, the girl who’d been the last caught my gaze and held it. She reached up, pulled off her green armband, then turned and walked away, dropping it in the blood.

 

 Well. That was…something, I guess.

 

 “Hey, Lord Seiji,” called Madyn from the ledge above. “I think you should see this. Catch!”

 

 She was holding up a long, thin object; I stepped over to stand underneath and she dropped it into my waiting hands. It was an arrow. Specifically, a beautiful spiraling missile that gleamed like platinum but was light as aluminum, currently half-covered in blood. I’d seen its like once before.

 

 “Are you fucking kidding me,” I growled. “Seriously? Of all the bullshit I do not fucking need.”

 

 “I can’t believe you just dropped an arrow on him,” Nazralind was exclaiming up above, interrupted mid-rant by Aster.

 

 “Madyn! Where did you get that?”

 

 “It was in a goblin who fell off the next ledge above us,” Madyn called down to her. “Had a green scarf and a slingshot. Not a fancy one like our friends here, but she had several of those scary metal death balls with the spikes. I think she was gonna shoot at either us or you guys down below, but somebody sniped her first.”

 

 “Seems we have another ally down here,” Aster said quietly to me.

 

“This idiot has already gotten enough of our people killed,” I hissed back. “There are allies we don’t need, Aster.”

 

 “Do you really want to talk about whose fuckups have gotten how many people killed?” she retorted, still keeping her voice low. “I don’t. None of us would come out of that looking good. Here and now… Don’t you think it’s weird none of us got shot in the middle of that fight, despite being surrounded on all sides by ledges and overhangs and bridges and windows? This whole place is a sniper’s paradise and it’s full of hostiles. Somebody took them out before they could take any of us out. I’m inclined to start forgiving our shady dark elf friend, based on today alone.”

 

 “She ain’t wrong, boss,” Biribo commented. “The dark elf will be more desperate than ever to win points with you, after their efforts with the cat tribe backfired. You should think about letting them help. If they get to feeling confident enough to come out and talk to us, you can hopefully start giving them orders and not have to deal with their…improvising.”

 

 They weren’t wrong, much to my annoyance. Considering the repercussions of this elf’s antics, I was not in a rush to forgive. But…my advisors weren’t wrong. She or he had quite likely just saved at least a few more of my people from snipers.

 

 I sighed in annoyance, then nodded grudgingly and stepped forward out of the blood and mess, leaving red tracks behind me as I rejoined the others where they’d regrouped up ahead.

 

 “We need to get the hell out of here,” I stated, raising my voice to address everyone present. “We’ve secured an exit, and a route to rendezvous with somebody who can provide information, resources and a defensible position. From there, we can figure out a way to take out the Goblin King and put an end to all this insanity. You coming with, Yoshi?”

 

 “Come with you?” scoffed Flaethwyn, who notably had not been addressed. “You, and a bunch of these scurrying little… Just how stupid do you think we are?”

 

 I could spend the rest of the day answering that question and showing my work. I could draw them charts, and compose a musical mnemonic to aid in retention. Right at the moment, though, taking Flaethwyn down a well-deserved peg was an extremely low priority.

 

 “He just saved us, Flaethwyn,” Pashilyn snapped. “Again.”

 

 I gave her a wary look. On our previous encounter, I had pegged Lady Pashilyn as the most composed member of the group. Right now, though, she looked like a woman on the ragged edge of cracking. Understandably, considering…everything. Flaethwyn was too taken aback by the rebuke to keep flapping her yap, which was all we needed for now.

 

 “Well, it’s not as if I can force you,” I said. “If you want to stay here fighting random goblins and getting picked off one by one while Jadrak is off doing who knows what evil bullshit, that’s your prerogative. We’re withdrawing to plan his end. Come along if you’re coming.”

 

 I turned and walked toward the ramp that led back up to the tram station, my own people falling into step with me or trotting along the ledge above.

 

 “Come on,” Yoshi said curtly from behind me, and one at a time, four sets of feet started moving after us.

 

 It was a start.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Those of you who are active on my Discord server may know I'm a fan of the currently airing anime "Ya Boy Kongming."  Surprisingly, that was not an influence on this chapter.  This is one of the sequences that's been in my mind since before I started writing this story, and for this one I broke my usual policy and actually did some research about the nonsense Seiji says.  Just to make sure I got the names of Chinese historical figures right, because that seemed like a detail he would actually remember correctly whereas I didn't.

I had not realized Zhuge Liang and Kongming were the same person.  So, how 'bout that.



                



3.8 In Which the Dark Lord Gets Taken For a Ride


                All the awkward silence of walking away from an emotionally draining experience with unfriendly strangers, plus the tension and fear of a loud city in the grip of multiple simultaneous riots, mostly involving people who would kill us if they thought they could. Yeah, the short walk back to the tram station had it all.

 

Aster stepped closer to me, leaned her head in and spoke in a voice low enough that probably only the goblins and familiars could overhear.

 

“You remember when I told you to be kind whenever you could?”

 

I managed not to flinch. “What of it?”

 

“You are really bad at it.” 

 

I abruptly stopped and began turning on her with a scowl, but Aster smiled and took my arm, gently urging me back into motion.

 

“But,” she continued just as softly, “you have never stopped trying. I just wanted you to know I see it. And it makes all the difference. Please keep it up.”

 

Well. Less angering, but somehow not any less awkward. I deflected, because what the hell else is a guy supposed to do in that situation?

 

“You know, this isn’t getting you any closer to my bed.”

 

 “Please.” She dropped my arm. “Bitch, I could have you if I wanted you. And by the way, stop opening discussions by setting people on fire. I’m just a lowborn girl from a farm but even I know that’s not how diplomacy works.”

 

Despite everything, I found a reason to grin. After the last few minutes, it was a relief.

 

We had just crested the ramp, rejoining the goblins and my people on the upper level, when Flaethwyn suddenly gasped.

 

 “Who are you?”

 

I glanced back and found that she had finally noticed Nazralind, and seemed absolutely dumbfounded.

 

“Who, me?” Naz said lightly. “Just Conzart out picking hedge berries.”

 

“Ah. Well…” Flaethwyn let out an uncomfortable little titter, which was still a happier sound than I’d have thought her capable of making. “I guess we’re all Quaelisco’s jailers down here, anyway. I just hope not to end up holding the wooden key.”

 

“Once the pure moon rises, everybody’s a smidge hunter,” Nazralind agreed in a tone that managed to be both solemn and noncommittal.

 

 “Y’know what I really appreciate about Naz and the girls?” Adelly mumbled, coming up on my other side. “They usually don’t do that in front of other people.” Aster and I nodded agreement.

 

Dap pulled ahead of the group and darted into the tram station before us with three of his armored security goblins, leaving four accompanying us outside. Glancing back, I noted with amusement that he’d quietly stationed them in a loose box around the Hero’s party, well out of arm’s reach. The targets of this formation seemed not to have noticed; Flaethwyn was stubbornly ignoring the goblins and the other three looked like they were barely holding it together.

 

“Still clear!” Dap called, poking his head out.

 

“Were you worried?” I asked.

 

“Not specifically, Lord Seiji, but it’s a chaotic situation and this structure was absent our control for several minutes. Always gotta check in a case like that.”

 

“Fair enough, I can see you know your work.”

 

The pink-armored goblin beamed with pride, and I found myself wondering about Miss Sneppit’s management style. Her people seemed extremely competent, but… Dap was hungry for approval and Zui—who was clearly close to Sneppit herself—felt the need to disobey her orders over this.

 

It was worth thinking about.

 

The tram station was clearly not one of the older structures Gizmit had mentioned, for all that its facade looked Western neo-classical to me. I could tell because the door was goblin sized; we all had to duck and in some cases crouch to get in. That door was actually more of a tunnel, revealing that the outer wall was probably thick enough to have withstood any siege had they managed to hold the doorway itself. Dap and company helpfully pushed the remnants of their makeshift barricade out of the way as they entered, so us tall folk didn’t have to struggle too much to get through aside from hunching over.

 

Inside it was both alien and bizarrely familiar. Once you have seen a train station, you’ve kind of seen them all; they’re all individual in their way but there is a limit to how much variation can be introduced without messing up the thing’s essential functions. Tracks, platform, ticket office, vendor stalls, benches. Yep, this was a train station. Despite being abandoned and filled with evidence of recent fighting, even at half-scale, carved out of the living rock and with its interior structures all made of exposed metal, and the walls covered in those DIY murals the goblins loved…train station.

 

I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

 

 “They have trains,” Yoshi said in a numb tone from just behind me. “They have a monorail.”

 

Impressive as this feat of engineering was given the solidly medieval civilization that existed just above them, I found I wasn’t anxious to climb onto the goblin tram, and not just because it was built for people half my size. It was indeed a monorail, the tram cars hanging from a single track affixed to the ceiling of the tunnel which extended off in both directions from the station, but below that…

 

They were just hanging cages, basically. There was a front car with what looked like folded wings affixed; it took me a moment to recognize them as collapsible sails, which also added context for why it was so damn windy in here. I guess the titanic drop to the core would produce updrafts which, properly harnessed, were a more efficient source of propulsion than anything fuel-burning. Clever as that was, the two passenger cars behind it were just square boxes with metal plates for ceiling and floor, and nothing but open-sided metal bars for walls aside from a smaller plate along the front. The entire thing swayed gently from its track as gusts swished through the station, as if eager to get underway.

 

“Well, Zui,” said Gizmit, “you got it here without wrecking it, so I assume you know what all the levers do.”

 

“I know the basics, but Zekki’s actually trained as an engineer,” Zui replied, pointing at one of the armored security goblins. “It’ll be a much smoother trip than Rhoka and I had if she takes over.”

 

“Damn, you are?” asked another of the squad, lightly punching Zekki’s shoulder. “I didn’t know that. What’re you doing slinging shots with us then, huh?”

 

 “Hey, you gotta diversify your skillset if you wanna be competitive in the job market!” Zekki replied with a particularly sharklike grin. “Good things come to those who hustle. I aim to be management while you mooks are all aging in your armor.”

 

 “Nothin’ wrong with being content where you are,” another of her comrades objected. “I love this job. I get to stand around all day and occasionally hit people. Fuckin’ bliss, man.”

 

“You’ve worked in retail, haven’t you?” I asked him, earning multiple grins and a couple of laughs from the goblins.

 

 Zui cleared her throat loudly. “Right, so anyway, this means the squad is getting on the tram, everybody clear?”

 

“Yeah, that matter’s still left unsettled, isn’t it?” said Dap, turning to me.

 

Oh, right, that. Great.

 

I glanced back, past the milling humans who were staring around the tram station in varying degrees of bemusement, at the door to the chaos gripping Fallencourt outside.

 

“I’m inclined to take Zui’s side on this, after the shit we just went through,” I admitted. “I know I really should not begin my personal acquaintance with Miss Sneppit by countermanding her orders, but I am extremely tired of watching goblins die, let alone being responsible for it.”

 

 “Make peace with it,” Gizmit said curtly. “There’s going to be a lot more of that before Jadrak’s dealt with, one way or another.”

 

 “Smoke and rubble, Gizmit, that is not something to get blasé about!” Zui exclaimed.

 

“Excuse me,” said Yoshi, stepping forward to join the discussion with a confused frown, “but what’s the problem here?”

 

“Dap and his squad were sent here under orders to secure and hold this station against the Goblin King’s followers,” I explained. “Contracts and honoring your word are a big deal in goblin culture, so they’re reluctant to evac with us.”

 

“What?” His frown deepened and grew more incredulous. “That’s crazy, you’ve seen what it’s like out there. Eight of you can’t possibly—you’ll get killed! Just get on the train.”

 

And suddenly, like an explosion behind my eyes, insight burst upon me. Yoshi had just handed me not only a resolution to the immediate problem, but a possible way for me to escape the rock and hard place I’d climbed between just by coming down here.

 

“Better do as he says,” I solemnly advised Dap before anyone else could speak. “You wouldn’t want to make the Hero angry.”

 

 “Wait, what? No, no, I didn’t mean—ow!”

 

Yoshi stepped away, scowling at me in reproach and rubbing the ankle I’d just kicked against his other leg.

 

“Uh…hm.” Dap looked at him, then at me, and back at him, and finally tilted his head in a funny little half-shrug. “Welp, guess it’s hard to argue with that. Acts of the Goddesses and all. All right, team, we’re bugging out. Zekki, take the engineering car. Everybody else, load up before we get more uninvited guests.”

 

“Good thing Zui brought a second car,” said Gizmit, already heading for the rear one.

 

 “Yeah, I was expecting to have to evacuate some extra people,” Zui agreed. “Exactly who turned out to be a surprise, but…here we are.”

 

I noticed Rhoka staring at me, having finally tilted her head back enough that I could see her face. Wow, yeah, she was young. Barely older than Yoshi, at a guess.

 

“Hmm,” the Arbiter grunted, then turned to follow Gizmit.

 

I had a strange premonition that this one was going to end up being a pain in my ass.

 

“Pack the butts into the front car,” Zekki called, sticking her head out of the engineering compartment which she’d just clambered into. “You wanna front-load the weight, helps stabilize the ride.”

 

 “What does she mean, the butts?” Flaethwyn demanded.

 

As entertaining as it would have been to watch Nazralind explain that to her, and then Yoshi persuade her to climb into a hanging cage whose purpose she couldn’t discern at a glance, I suddenly had another thought which demanded my attention. The tunnel behind us was still clear, and we’d been away from it long enough for, say, an invisible person to slip through and join us. The insides of those tram cars were going to be a different matter, though, once everybody was loaded in. Already we were having to compromise, with Madyn and Ydleth joining the goblins in the rear car.

 

Part of me reveled in the idea of forcibly ditching my invisible stalker; serve them right for setting the cats on us like that. That was the vindictive part that tended to just get me in trouble, though, and I tried to give more weight to the rational side of my brain which recognized that Biribo and Aster’s advice had merit, and also that the dark elf had probably just saved some of our lives out there.

 

“Hey, Zui,” I said, zeroing in on the only goblin who hadn’t yet climbed aboard. “Is it safe to ride on top of the tram?”

 

 “What?” She frowned incredulously up at me. “I mean… The brakes put off a lot of sparks, that’s why they’ve got solid ceilings. There is a shielded seat up at the very front of the engineering post, that’s used for engineers to service the track. It’s goblin-sized, though.”

 

“Bit of a squeeze for a human or elf, then.”

 

 “Don’t ride on top of the tram, Lord Seiji,” she said, exasperated. “There’s room. Being a little snug for one tram ride won’t kill you.”

 

“Hah!” I headed for the front car, being the last to climb aboard. “Remind me to tell you about Japanese trains sometime.”

 

 It was a little snug, especially since there wasn’t room for us tall folks to stand up and we had to fold our legs a bit creatively to fit everybody. Also, to my surprise, I was not the last one in; Zui joined us in the front car instead of riding with the other goblins. She gave me one challenging look and I decided not to comment. The one thing I understood about Zui was that I was still a long way off from understanding Zui.

 

Up front, the wing-like sails extended with a mechanical creak and clatter of gears turning, and immediately the entire train shuddered. Amell squealed and grabbed Yoshi, most of us clutched the bars for dear life, and we started moving forward.

 

 The tram accelerated pretty quickly—not as fast as a powered mechanical train, of course, but I was impressed by how well it did with the level of technology on display. Also, it was much quieter than I would have expected. The constant but not overpowering whir from above us made me really curious about the mechanism up there, as I was pretty sure metal wheels on a metal track would make a lot more noise than that. For the most part, though, the noise was predominated by wind. It was certainly not quiet, at least not compared to the modern trains I was used to, but we could speak and be heard so long as we spoke loudly enough.

 

At first, nobody seemed to want to. We had all been through a traumatic experience, some of those present had just lost a friend, and everybody was doing their best to hang on. Even aside from the constant wind, these cars swayed about quite a bit more than I was comfortable with.

 

“Sorry!” Yoshi said for the fifth time in a row as going around a curve jostled him against Aster yet again.

 

“You know, you don’t have to keep apologizing,” she said with clear amusement. “It’s okay, I am very much aware of the situation we’re in.”

 

“Uh, sorr—I mean, um.” He ducked his head. “Right. Thanks. Habit, I guess.” Yoshi looked up at me and managed a weak smile. “It’s hard to adapt completely to a new culture. We’re Japanese; we apologize. It’s what we do.”

 

“Really.” Very slowly, like a menacing owl, she swiveled her head around to affix me with what I think might’ve been the most intense Aster Look yet. “I have specifically not noticed that.”

 

“What a surprise, the Dark Lord doesn’t have any manners,” Flaethwyn muttered just barely loud enough for us to hear, which was how I knew we were meant to. Beside her, Pashilyn heaved an inaudible sigh and closed her eyes, but did not comment.

 

“Hey, give me a break, I’m American on my mother’s side,” I said. “In my people’s culture excessive apologizing is how they identify Canadian spies.”

 

“You’re a hafu?” Yoshi blurted in surprise. “You don’t look—um! I mean, that is…uh. S-sorry.”

 

 I let him twist in the awkwardness for a few seconds, not least because explaining my personal business was high on my very long list of “fuck no” activities. But, the urge to fill this particular emotionally exhausted silence was strong. Everybody could use a distraction, and I felt Yoshi in particular needed something to think about other than the day he was having. Besides, my own plans—both short term and long—involved reaching an accord with him, so maybe we could bond over Earth stuff. Since we had absolutely nothing else in common.

 

“My grandparents emigrated from Kyoto to California,” I explained after a pause. “I’ve never gotten a straight answer on why they wanted to flee the economic miracle for a country that was getting its ass kicked by it at the time, so I suspect it was some family drama. In any case, they worked hard, got a little lucky and made the right friends; they were able to get a good deal on some land and started planting trees. Oranges at first, then almonds and avocados—cash crops. These days they’re pretty loaded. They were also pretty big into assimilating, so my mom grew up speaking only English and…I dunno, skateboarding? Whatever teenagers did in the nineties.”

 

“Tamagotchis,” Yoshi said, nodding sagely.

 

 “Uh…right, well, whatever. Point was, they raised her as fully American as they could. Which was unwise and kind of futile, given the way racial politics work in that country, but that’s a whole can of worms. In any case, Mom didn’t really know much about Japanese culture until she met my dad at uni.”

 

“She came to Japan to study?” he asked.

 

I shook my head. “Other way around. Which is another thing I don’t get. Dad’s from one of those old school super traditional families and nobody’s ever clued me in on why he even wanted to study abroad, but…there they were at UCLA. Apparently it was a real whirlwind thing, whole star-crossed lovers kinda deal. Anyway, yadda yadda yadda, I was born in San Diego and then we moved back to Yokohama.”

 

Everyone was staring raptly at me, despite the fact that for most of them I was spouting a bunch of nonsense words. Even Pashilyn had lifted out of her funk somewhat to watch my face closely.

 

“So. I am fully Japanese by blood. Legally, I have dual citizenship. Culturally…”

 

 Everyone was still staring raptly at me. Suddenly I wondered why the hell I’d kept talking so long about what was none of any of their damn business. I had definitely come to a subject I wasn’t about to even try explaining.

 

“…that’s complicated.”

 

The wind gushed through the loaded silence for a few more seconds until Yoshi repaid the favor by rescuing me.

 

“That’s interesting, I didn’t know you could actually get dual citizenship in Japan.”

 

“Get it, no. I don’t think either government grants it for any reason. But if you qualify for birthright citizenship somewhere else, they’re also not going to insist you renounce it, that’d just be a lot of paperwork and diplomatic tension for no good purpose.”

 

“Ah, gotta be born into it. I get you.” He nodded. “Must be pretty cool.”

 

Yeah, it was a fucking non-stop party.

 

 “Well!” Flaethwyn tossed her head, making her golden hair flutter dramatically in the wind, and I was impressed that she did it at the perfect angle to avoid having it smack her in the face. That had to have been something she’d practiced. “I know a bit about being a stranger in a hostile land. We have been on this miserable island for months, and I’ve endured no end of harassment from the local authorities over some absurd grudge they have with my family.”

 

“Yes, and I’m sure you’ve done absolutely nothing to provoke any of that,” I said solemnly.

 

 “It goes without saying,” Flaethwyn agreed, causing all three of her own party to turn incredulous stares on her and Aster to roll her eyes. “But there is just no reasoning with those people! Clan Aelthwyn are the most notoriously degenerate clods in all of Fflyr Dlemathlys, everyone knows it. I’m sure you must have had your share of poor experiences with the Aelthwyns,” she added to Nazralind, “considering you are…well, here. Thalissima in the Courts of the Yadon, as it were.”

 

“You’re not wrong there,” Naz agreed. “Right bunch of bastards, they are.”

 

 “Honestly, something is just wrong with those people,” Flaethwyn nattered on, clearly encouraged. “It’s just bad blood, you know. Like the seven stepdaughters of Madnat. Even among elves, there are simply some families who have something rotten in them that goes right to their brains. All the way from birth, you just can’t do anything with them! I wish the King would step in. When the black lion is prowling the hedgerows, one must call upon Cadmin’s spear, not the branch and broom of the forlorn priestess.”

 

“Nice imagery,” Naz said in a bland tone.

 

“Oh! Forgive me, all this hullaballoo has made me forget my manners. I am Highlady Flaethwyn of Clan Adellaird.”

 

She tried to perform a hierat I hadn’t seen before, accidentally smacked Amell on the forehead, then abortively tucked her hands back into herself.

 

Naz smiled at her.

 

“Aelthwyn Nazralind. Pleased t’meetcha.”

 

 I hadn’t realized it was possible for a silence to be deliciously awkward, but damn if I didn’t enjoy that one. Even Yoshi cringed. I felt an odd rhythmic twitching against my side that didn’t match the swaying of the tram, and looked down to find Zui clutching a hand over her mouth and bouncing in place with silent laughter. And then had to instantly avert my eyes and shuffle as far as I could the other way, because she was really bouncing. Across from me, Nazralind winked with the eye that was out of Flaethwyn’s view.

 

Nobody else got a chance to break the silence, though, as that was the point at which Zekki folded in the wings and hit the brakes. The squealing of metal from above us put an end to any further conversation, and I learned Zui had not been kidding about those sparks. The metal shields on top caught them, and also I observed that the ones on the front of the car where for more than blocking the wind, but the entire tunnel lit up to both sides of us as the tram’s brakes sprayed sparks the whole rest of the way to Sneppit’s home base.

 

 Which, in the end, was nearly as long a ride as we’d had before the brakes were applied, or maybe it just felt that way due to the awkward silence and fire risk. I was no mechanic but I had a strong feeling that nothing with moving parts which were meant to be reusable should have them subjected to that kind of friction for that long. Especially if this was how the thing stopped every time.

 

I had to wonder if getting into this rickety contraption had been a serious mistake. Almost unbidden, the weight of Heal formed in the forefront of my mind, ready to be deployed.

 

 It worked, though; Zekki had even got the timing right. The tram progressively decelerated, and the scream of metal gradually diminished as we lost speed and finally eased to a stop at another tram station. It wasn’t exactly a smooth stop, reminding me that Zekki may have been trained as an engineer but it wasn’t her main job. There was a lot of jerking the last fifty meters or so as she had to keep pumping the breaks and then releasing them to make sure we came to a halt in the right spot. If she was having this much trouble, Zui and Rhoka must’ve had a really rough ride the other way.

 

Also a much longer one, it occurred to me. We’d gone straight to this station without halting, and the wind-powered trams could probably only go in one direction. Had they taken this thing on a complete circuit around the island to get to Fallencourt?

 

Whatever the case, we had arrived. This station looked smaller, with a relatively narrow platform and a broad flight of stairs the entire width of it leading up to a landing, effectively a second platform about even with the top of the tram. There were also ledges overlooking the tracks, which was relevant as those were now occupied with goblins in pink armor carrying shields and aiming slingshots at us.

 

 In fact, there were a lot of armored goblins. Well, maybe not a lot, exactly, but more of them than there were of us. And unlike the mob we’d just fought, these had matching armor, stood in formations, and were carrying weapons that had clearly been made to be weapons.

 

 “Easy,” I said as Yoshi gripped the handle of his sword. “These should be friends. Let Zui do the talking.”

 

“Friends,” Flaethwyn scoffed to herself, but we all ignored her. Zui stood and pushed the door open, turning to nod at me.

 

 “It’ll be fine. Just gimme a minute to reassure everybody before you hop out. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you folks are skittish today.”

 

“Yeah, I hear it’s been rough,” I said gravely. “Apparently somebody stole a tram!”

 

She stared at me for a moment, then sighed, and hopped down.

 

Fortunately, the tension outside was already easing. Gizmit had gotten out before Zui, followed by Dap and Zekki, and the rest of his armored squad were emerging. We tall types were still the focus of a lot of attention through the bars, but the welcoming party had already lowered their weapons at the sight of familiar faces, and someone I assumed must be an officer had stepped forward to quietly confer with our goblin escorts.

 

“Biribo?” I murmured.

 

“Lots of goblins, no Blessed,” he replied. “I don’t sense any sign of an ambush or anything like that among all the activity beyond. Looks like what it is, a reasonable security precaution.”

 

“I would have said something immediately had we been walking into a trap,” Yoshi’s little pixie said haughtily.

 

I’d almost forgotten she was there, and now found myself grateful that she seemed to share Biribo’s habit of deliberately fading into the background when her input wasn’t specifically needed.

 

Zui turned and beckoned to us, and I took the opportunity to be the first to crawl out of the car. My legs were more than a little stiff after being scrunched in there for that long, but I managed not to embarrass myself.

 

“Well, well,” boomed a feminine voice from the top of the stairs, instantly earning my respect because this was a woman who knew how to project, “I’m sure there’s a fantastic explanation for all this.”

 

And that was how I finally met the great Miss Sneppit.

 

 Which meant, of course, showtime.

            


3.9 In Which the Dark Lord Shakes on It


                My experiences in Cat Alley and points since made me feel incredibly sleazy for it, but my more recent epiphany about Enjoin’s potential made it the first thing I noticed: Miss Sneppit was hot.

 

Not in the effortless way of, say, Nazralind, who had never shown any indication that she knew how to operate a hairbrush. On the contrary, Sneppit was more meticulously and aggressively made up than even Minifrit, and her sense of style was splashy enough to practically fill the room. In fact, she suddenly made me think about that gyaru Yoshi and I had rescued in Akihabara Station.

 

Sneppit had a clear color scheme: pink, white, and gold. I couldn’t tell whether her skin was a paler shade of green than any other goblin I’d met or she was slathered with some kind of foundation, but she definitely had on vivid pink lipstick and ice-white eyeshadow. Her hair was bleached stark white and then dyed pink along the elaborate curls which hung behind her ears, accented by occasional golden highlights. Even her irises were pink, which I could tell because she had her pink-lensed, gold-framed glasses perched down on the tip of her nose, the better to glare at us over them.

 

She was dressed, actually, in very much the same style I was, in an outfit of the type favored by Fflyr noblemen: long coat with matching boots over a ruffled shirt and loose pants in a contrasting color, complete with high turned-down collar and oversized cuffs. Though while I wore red on black, hers was—you guessed it—hot pink over white. We both had golden embellishments, though. In fact, her outfit was a lot more embellished.

 

I had a sudden distracting insight: rich goblins did that because rich humans did that, and rich humans did it to mimic the style of artifact armor and weapons—which the goddesses had specifically and deliberately designed to look like high-end JRPG equipment. No wonder everybody with money on this damn planet looked like an anime character: they were literally trying to. God, I hated Ephemera.

 

“Listen, Snep,” Zui said, taking a first step up the stairs toward her irate boss.

 

“Don’t you Snep me, you insubordinate, top-heavy little drain fungus,” Sneppit barked down at her. “I’ll deal with you in a minute. Right now I’m seeing a lot of other things on my tram platform that clearly don’t belong here. Oh, hey. Rizz!” She turned her head to shout over her shoulder. “Looks like she lived.”

 

Another goblin ambled up to the top of the stairs, this one an older version of Rhoka. Well, the face was different, they probably weren’t even related, but this spry middle-aged goblin was obviously part of the same social role. Her brown longcoat and wide-brimmed hat were identical in style, though considerably more battered and patched; instead of armbands, she wore a purple scarf affixed at the front with a steel pin. The mechanical polearm slung over her shoulder was identical to Rhoka’s.

 

The elder stared grimly down at the Arbiter for a second before speaking. “Day’s young.”

 

Ooh, someone was in trouble.

 

Sneppit, meanwhile, was rapidly canvassing the assemblage of humans, elves, and her own employees milling around in front of the parked tram, her expression none too happy. She met my eyes for a moment before moving on to inventory the rest of the crowd.

 

“Well, let’s start with the least insane part. Dap, you’d better have an excellent reason for being here and not at your post.”

 

“That’s my fault!” To my surprise, Yoshi stepped forward, then bowed, causing a stir among the onlooking goblins. “There was no way eight soldiers could have held that station against what the Goblin King was throwing at them. It was going to be lost anyway. I made them get on the tram. They would have died for no reason, otherwise.”

 

Sneppit’s eyes narrowed and she shoved her pink shades up to glare through the lenses. “So. Lord Seiji, I presume.”

 

Ydleth brayed a shrill laugh and Flaethwyn made a strangled noise. I just blinked.

 

“Uh…sorry, no. I’m Shinonome Yoshi.” He hesitated, then visibly steeled himself before managing to make the proclamation. “I’m the Hero.”

 

Immediately, every armored goblin on the stairs and ledges aimed a slingshot at him and drew it back.

 

“These guards are under a contract with the standard acts of the Goddesses clause—”

 

Rhoka’s attempted intercession was cut short by a sharp rebuke from Rizz, who it turned out could also project properly.

 

 “You are not empowered to negotiate or even render contract advice when not under my supervision, Arbiter.”

 

“Well, she isn’t wrong, though,” Sneppit said in a more even tone, staring down her nose at the eight abashed-looking goblins in armor who were clustered behind Dap. “Hm. Acts of the Goddesses. Never imagined I’d have to deal with a literal one, but the precedent on that’s inarguable, isn’t it? Fine. If the situation was that bad anyway I’d rather not lose people over it. You wipe that smirk off your face, boy,” she added at Yoshi, taking an aggressive step forward so that one foot was half off the top stair.

 

“I—I wasn’t smirking—”

 

“And the rest of you idiots, lower those weapons!” Sneppit barked, causing the rest of her security detail to stop threatening Yoshi. “You think this situation isn’t ugly enough without a Hero rampage on my own tram platform? That’s better. And as for you.” She pointed accusingly at Yoshi, who gulped. “That was a real nice gesture, saving the lives of eight goblins. Tell me: how many goblins did you kill on your way to get to them?”

 

He abruptly went pale and started to reflexively hunch his shoulders. “I didn’t want—the situation was—”

 

“Oh, sure, they were your enemies,” Sneppit continued ruthlessly. “Mine too, for that matter. Did you know that, Hero? Were you aware that there were different factions in Kzidnak? Did you at any point pause to consider that some of the goblins you cut down on your way here weren’t Goblin King partisans, but maybe just civilians trying to protect their homes?”

 

“I—look, that wasn’t…I mean, we’d been told… Um, the thing is…”

 

It was at that moment I realized I’d just been standing here watching while everyone except me put on their own showtime. Sneppit had effortlessly dominated the room and reduced the Hero to mortified stammering with nothing but her own force of personality.

 

 And she was a cutie.

 

Yep, no two ways about it: I was looking at Goblin Queen material here. If, of course, I could get her interested enough in working with me, and she didn’t turn out to be another narcissistic monster like Jadrak. Which meant now it was my turn.

 

“Well, this is fun!” I said brightly, causing everyone’s attention to swivel to me. “We should get out more often, I never get to meet anybody this interesting. Miss Sneppit, it’s a delight to finally meet you in person. I am Lord Seiji.” I swept a far more impressive bow than Yoshi’s, not that he’d made it much of a challenge. “And I’d like to ask you for a favor.”

 

“Oh?” Sneppit’s eyebrows shot upward as she turned to focus on me fully. “And what might the great and terrible Dark Lord need from little old me?”

 

“For now? Just a moment of your time.” In theatrical terms, this was tricky; Sneppit and Yoshi had embodied two poles on the axis of assertiveness, which meant that in order to stand out here I had to take a completely different approach. Usually I just filled the air with bombast, but competing with the lady of the house was a bad idea. Instead, I opted to create a specific impression: calm, charming, reasonable. It’s hard to do that without coming off like a sleazy salesman who wants something. “I realize you’re already having a hell of a day, and that was before we dumped this trainload of weirdos on your doorstep, so I’m sorry to press. But, if you’ll indulge me with a word in private before coming to any decisions here, I think you’ll find it worth your time.”

 

Sneppit regarded me thoughtfully from her high perch atop the stairs, and somehow I knew she’d instantly decided what to do. This dramatic pause was pure pageantry, a moment in which all her subordinates could see her symbolic position over the Dark Lord. I couldn’t begrudge it, and not just because I too appreciate a good piece of showtime. She depended on maintaining her authority over these people, and given that I was hoping to use the resources and connections of her company it didn’t serve my interests to undermine her.

 

“Well,” she said at last, “I can’t really turn up my nose at a reasonable request like that. Sure, Lord Seiji, there’s an office room nearby where we can talk for…not long, I hope?”

 

“Shouldn’t be but a couple of minutes,” I assured her with a smile. “I appreciate you meeting me halfway.”

 

An armored goblin leaned over to whisper in Sneppit’s ear, then jerked back as she made a swatting motion at him. Gizmit took that opportunity to begin climbing the stairs, adding her own opinion.

 

“Perhaps I should come along, Snep. I’m familiar with the Dark Lord, so—”

 

“He specifically said ‘in private,’” Sneppit interrupted. “I know you two’re just concerned with security, but use your damn heads. This is the Dark Lord. If he decides to murderize me, just what the hell do you think you’d do about it anyway? I’ll always make time for a man who can kill everybody in the room but still asks politely when he wants something. Basso, keep this station under control but don’t antagonize the butts if they don’t start it. I’ll be back in five.”

 

 “Keep the peace as best you can,” I instructed Aster. “Punch Ydleth or Flaethwyn if they need it; the rest of this lot have manners. Won’t be long.”

 

“How dare— Hey!” To judge by her compounding outrage, I gathered that Flaethwyn wasn’t used to people walking away from her mid-rebuke. Which, of course, was half the satisfaction of doing it. The other half was being away from her.

 

“He’s not wrong, though,” Ydleth said reasonably, which I knew was not going to calm the elf down but for the next five minutes that was Aster’s problem.

 

I bounded up the stairs six at a time, which made the security goblins visibly twitchy but they all had the sense not to point weapons at me. Fortunately these steps were wide enough to accommodate a human foot, though they were each half the height of human-sized stairs and I wasn’t about to mince my way up them one by one. Sneppit greeting me at the top with a nod, which I returned, and I was impressed anew that even towering over her I didn’t overwhelm the force of her presence.

 

Miss Sneppit curtly evicted two goblins doing paperwork in a small side room; I had to duck to get through the door but inside the ceiling was high enough to stand up in, if only just. Which was good, because sitting in any of the goblin-sized furniture would have made me look ridiculous. The height disparity was probably why Sneppit hopped up to perch atop the desk rather than take any of the chairs.

 

“Hey, pretty nice,” Biribo commented, buzzing around the chamber in a circle as soon as the door was closed. “Thick stone walls, no listening holes, heavy door. They take their privacy seriously around here.”

 

“Glad you approve,” said the mistress of the house, her tone less wry than she could have gotten away with. “So! What can I do for you, Lord Seiji?”

 

“I’ll come right to the point,” I said, getting an approving nod. “I’d like to ask you to extend some tolerance and hospitality to the Hero.”

 

She raised her eyebrows. “Well. I expected to be surprised by whatever you had to say and even so, that one was a shocker. Wouldn’t the Dark Lord want to jump on an opportunity to kill the Hero while you’ve got him at a disadvantage? That’d make the whole world your berry basket, as I understand it.”

 

“I’m afraid your understanding is…incomplete,” I replied. “The great game of the Goddesses doesn’t end until the Dark Lord dies. If a Hero gets killed, Sanora gets to summon another one.”

 

“Wish that surprised me,” Sneppit muttered. “Everything everywhere is rigged in their favor.”

 

“Killing a well-established Hero can buy a Dark Lord a lot of room to maneuver and strengthen their position,” Biribo said, taking up the explanation, “but this early in the game? It’s almost not even worth the effort. The next Hero wouldn’t even be that far behind Lord Seiji.”

 

“And more importantly,” I added, “odds are good the next guy wouldn’t be nearly as agreeable.”

 

“Agreeable?”

 

“That’s the issue, you see. Where Yoshi and I come from, there are no goblins—just stories about them, which don’t resemble the reality very much at all. He’s grown up thinking of goblins are greasy, predatory, barely sentient little monsters only good for fledgling adventurers to train themselves by killing.”

 

Sneppit curled her lip contemptuously. “Sounds pretty much like the King’s Guild’s official line.”

 

“Exactly.” I leaned forward, watching her eyes and seeing that I still had her full attention. “So he started with those prejudices, came here and immediately got them reinforced… And now he comes face to face with the reality. Goblins are just people like anybody else, in many ways more sophisticated than the Fflyr. What he’s gotten roped into isn’t a fun fantasy adventure, it’s stomping through people’s homes to murder them and steal their stuff. That is why I want him to see goblins at their best. Here’s the thing, Sneppit: Yoshi is a good kid. Kindhearted and wants to help people, the whole classic hero archetype. When he figures out his allies have lied to him—including Sanora herself—and used him as part of a system of political exploitation, he is not going to take it well. What I want is to give the kid a life lesson in just what depravity he’s participating in, and then send him back up top knowing better. Imagine how much we could get done if the Hero is too busy crusading against corruption among his own side to bother us.”

 

“Hmm.” She looked skeptical, but I could tell I still had her interest and pressed my advantage before it waned.

 

 “But those are future concerns, and also my problem. You’ll be wanting to hear what’s in this for you, especially in the more immediate sense.”

 

 “Wow,” Sneppit commented dryly. “Congratulations, that officially makes you the most considerate human I’ve ever dealt with.”

 

 “That’s…really sad,” I acknowledged. “But maybe not surprising. The reason I’m confident we can come to an understanding here is because you and I have basically the same priorities about this current crisis. To begin with, Jadrak has to die.”

 

 “I am actually somewhat surprised to hear you say that,” she said. “Jadrak finding out there’s a Dark Lord right upstairs is probably one of the things that emboldened him to openly proclaim himself. He was definitely wanting to reach an accord with you, Lord Seiji. I was more than half expecting you to be here to dictate terms of my surrender.”

 

 “I—really?” I blinked, processing that. “Ahh… If the trams haven’t been running all day, I guess you haven’t had the opportunity to get fresh intel from Jadrak’s camp.”

 

 “I find myself curious what’s got the two of you at each other’s throats, though,” she said pointedly.

 

 I winced. “Ah, well… The embarrassing truth is it started as a cultural misunderstanding. But neither of us can afford to back down from it, so here we are.”

 

 “That a fact,” Sneppit said flatly. “Let me guess, his emissary said something you didn’t like and you blasted him.”

 

 “Hey, give me a little credit,” I protested. “I don’t blast people for hurting my feelings. Murdering my allies on my doorstep, though, that’s a reliable way to set me off. Considering our amicable and mutually profitable relationship thus far, I’d think you would find that reassuring.”

 

 “Very slightly.” She folded her arms, giving me a look over the gold rims of her shades. Surely those things were just for style? You wouldn’t use pink glass for vision correction… “Dealing with violent and volatile people is not reassuring even when they’re nominally on my side. And what’s hanging in the forefront of my mind right now is that if Jadrak is committed to fight the Dark Lord to the death, he’s a cornered animal and therefore ten times as dangerous.”

 

 “He was always a cornered animal. Even if all of Kzidnak was behind him, he has no chance against the Fflyr. Isn’t that why you were against him in the first place?”

 

 I couldn’t really blame her for trying to improve her bargaining position at my expense, but that didn’t mean I was gonna let her get away with it. Sneppit tilted her head momentarily to one side in a gesture of acknowledgment, and I continued.

 

 “But as I was saying, we’re in the same position and have the same needs here, Sneppit. We both need Jadrak to not exist anymore. All of goblin society needs that right now.”

 

 “We can agree on that,” she nodded.

 

“But, and feel free to correct me if I’m mistaking any nuances of goblin culture, it’s my understanding that you guys are generally not impressed by violence or shows of force. Killing the Goblin King, even if it’s obviously necessary, is not going to be a good look. And Kzidnak right now is full of people convinced it is the opposite of necessary.”

 

 “I could maybe get away with it,” she grimaced. “You’re not completely wrong, though. That wouldn’t help my social prospects down here.”

 

 “And I bet that goes double for me. Big swaggering human comes down here and destroys the goblin leadership with swords and spells—that’s playing right into the stereotype that keeps you folks up at night in fear. I would really like to come out of this with good relationships established with Fallencourt, and the need to eliminate Jadrak all but conclusively rules that out.”

 

 Sneppit’s eyes narrowed to slits. Then a slow smile began to tug at her painted lips, and I knew I had her.

 

“But,” she said softly, “what if it was a Hero who killed the Goblin King?”

 

 “That’s what Heroes do, after all,” I said in my most reasonable tone. “They kill people and wreck stuff. Nobody would be surprised. But I have an even better idea than that. What if we were to supervise this Hero while he worked? Minimize the collateral damage, protect people as much as we can. I’m betting that in the aftermath of Jadrak’s fall, those of us who used our wiles rather than our fists to make sure the Hero only did what he came for and then fucked off would be seen in a much better light by the rest of goblinkind.”

 

 “Mm hmm.” It was amazing how much this woman could communicate through subtle shifts of her posture. Suddenly we were no longer two potentially hostile strangers feeling each other out, but friends colluding at some other sucker’s expense. And she did all that with a smirk, the angle of her shoulders, the position of her head. Oh, yeah, this lady was dangerous. “And then, of course, with a Dark Lord rising and no Goblin King… Well, historically, goblins have formed the logistical backbone of most Dark Crusades. Isn’t that right, familiar?”

 

 “I’ve already told him about that, don’t worry,” Biribo assured her.

 

 Sneppit winked up at me. “Well, there ya go. Seems like you’d need experienced help getting all of Kzidnak organized into something that’ll best serve your needs.”

 

 “See?” I said cheerfully. “I told you we’d be on the same page.”

 

 “Well, speaking of pages, I can whip up a contract quick as you—”

 

 “Whoah.” I held up both hands. “You’re cute and all, but no contracts on the first date.”

 

 Sneppit softened her rebuke by leaning flirtatiously toward me, and fortunately nothing going on here was lewd enough to trigger a flashback; I was accustomed to far more explicitly sexual posturing from the crew back at North Watch. “You get a lot of leeway for being an outsider, Lord Seiji, but just for reference that’s a big gaffe in goblin culture. Refusing to sign a contract is tantamount to admitting you’re planning to screw the other party over.”

 

 “That’s just the thing, isn’t it? I’m not that familiar with goblin culture. I could really use an experienced hand to guide me around down here, show me the ropes and help me avoid fucking up too badly. But precisely because I don’t grasp all the nuances, I’m extremely hesitant to commit my signature to anything. That’s how I avoid getting into situations where I have to either break my word or do something I really can’t afford to. Where I come from, it’s trying to wheedle people into signing unnecessary contracts that’s taken as a sign you’re up to no good.”

 

 “Well, we wouldn’t want to have another cultural misunderstanding,” she said, “given how your last one went.”

 

 “You would have to work really hard to piss me off enough to even approach that scenario,” I assured her. “The truth is, Sneppit, us coming to a long-term arrangement is definitely going to involve some serious, long-term compromises on both sides. Let’s get to know each other a bit and feel out the possibilities before committing to anything.”

 

 “I see what you’re saying,” she replied, leaning back and giving me a more considering look. “Do understand what you’re asking, though. Goblins very strongly prefer to have everything laid out in explicit terms. Ambiguity is dangerous.”

 

 “Especially with humans?”

 

 “Hey, you said it, not me.” She grinned. “For which I’m glad, that woulda been awkward.”

 

 “I do understand, and I appreciate your indulgence. If it puts your mind at ease, when it comes to finding another goblin who can be my lieutenant in the Dark Crusade after we deal with Jadrak… Well, at this moment, you’ve got no competition, Sneppit, and a major head start on any others who might pop up.”

 

 “I’d throw any goblin the fuck outta my office for talking to me like that,” she informed me, then smiled again. It was a knowing, mischievous, and more than slightly flirtatious smile. “But, it is what it is. These aren’t exactly normal times. All right, Lord Seiji, you’ve got…” Sneppit started to hold out a hand, then paused. “Ah, sorry. Force of habit. Not a deal, but…?”

 

 Gently, I took her hand and gave it a squeeze, noticing for the first time that goblin digits were slightly out of proportion to their height. Sneppit’s hand was warm and not much smaller than a human woman’s, not at all the childlike limb I’d expect of someone her size.

 

 “Friends?” I suggested.

 

 “Friends.” She grinned and squeezed my fingers, then her expression sobered as she withdrew her hand. “I had mixed feelings, y’know. You’ve been a solid business contact, Lord Seiji, but also the living embodiment of exactly the kinda violent tendencies that make me want to shy away. It honestly is an immense reassurance that your plan down here is to play the angles and maneuver a positive outcome, rather than just hit your problems with maximum force until they die.”

 

 “Oh, there’ll be a lot of hitting,” I admitted, “and unfortunately more dying…but you’re not wrong. I really would like to get through life with altogether less bloodshed than I’ve had to so far. Maybe you can help give me some pointers.”

 

 “Maybe I can, at that!”

 

 My new friend, old business partner, and possible future Goblin Queen hopped down from the desk and opened the office door with no more ado, whereupon we were immediately blasted by the shrill clamor of a screaming argument from outside.

 

 “…that didn’t take long,” Sneppit commented.

 

 “Flaethwyn and Ydleth,” I sighed. “I probably should have separated them.”

 

 “You were expecting this outcome?”

 

 “Not particularly.”

 

 “You are…surprised by it?”

 

 “Not particularly.”

 

 She smirked up at me. “Ain’t it wonderful, being in charge?”

 

 “Not fucking particularly.”

 

 Sneppit laughed and lightly patted me on the hip before preceding me out of the office. I followed her feeling cautiously optimistic, despite the open question of just how much trouble I’d gotten myself into this time.
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3.10 In Which the Dark Lord Keeps the Peace


                This must’ve started as soon as I walked away from them; by this point they weren’t even arguing, just screaming insults. I got the gist as we strode back to the top of the stairs, moderating my customary pace so as not to overwhelm Sneppit’s short legs. Just because Gizmit the spy (“maid,” my ass) could keep up with me at a jog didn’t mean the expensively-dressed businesswoman could, or would appreciate being made to.

 

Ydleth was on a tear about how evil and generally insufferable highborn were, but she was nearly incoherent with rage, which wasn’t helping her case. Being extremely right does nothing for you if you can’t express yourself clearly. Flaethwyn had evidently sussed out her secret, which surprised me; Ydleth was tall but very fine-boned and her mannerisms were more feminine than a lot of the Cat Alley girls. When she wasn’t braying like a donkey, anyway. Surprising me further, Flaethwyn wasn’t dwelling on that, aside from cruelly bringing it up every three or four sentences; she seemed to just be having a fit at the fact that a lowborn dared talk to her in such a manner. I couldn’t decide whether this was to her credit or not.

 

I was inclined to lean toward “not.”

 

“Wow, that’s not even a debate,” Sneppit commented as we drew close enough to see down the steps at the unfolding spectacle. “Just a couple of idiots screaming past each other.”

 

“Sorry about this,” I sighed. “I’ll fix it.”

 

“We can spare each other a few minutes to organize. An alliance like this is gonna require some groundwork; we need to set up a meeting first off to get everybody on the same page and plan our next move, and just getting my people to sit down at a table with the Hero will take some…persuasion. You’ll probably have this straightened out before I do.”

 

“Best of luck.”

 

“Same.”

 

She stepped to the side and was immediately met by Gizmit and the armored goblin who I’d taken to be either Sneppit’s personal bodyguard or the head of her security division. I began making my way down to the platform, taking in the scene as I descended.

 

Ydleth and Flaethwyn were less than a meter apart, and I got the distinct impression the only reason they weren’t nose-to-nose was the presence of Adelly and Pashilyn holding each of them back. It was actually sort of funny; I caught those two sharing a look of commiseration as the star performers shrieked themselves hoarse. Aster, to my annoyance, stood off to one side with her arms folded, watching and doing nothing. Zui was next to her in almost exactly the same pose.

 

Madyn was already making friends with a squad of the goblin guards; from her gestures I gathered she was telling one of her notorious tall tales, to their clear interest. I couldn’t really blame them for deciding to ignore the incipient catfight. Yoshi and Amell both dithered about on the platform behind Flaethwyn, clearly wanting to intervene but too awkward to know how. Well, Yoshi was. Amell was probably just afraid of drawing the attention of an angry highborn.

 

“These are the two I specifically told you to punch,” I growled at Aster as I arrived next to her.

 

 “If they needed it, you said,” she replied softly, her low voice no doubt inaudible a meter away thanks to all the nearby noise. “This is actually going very well.”

 

 Zui tilted her head to give Aster a long, speculative look. I just stared in disbelief. The two shrieking harpies were barely even coherent at this point.

 

“—not be criticized by a common whore—”

 

 “—too inbred to even notice, the lot of you—”

 

 “—never become anything better than a pack animal—”

 

 “—the real face of evil in this fucking country—”

 

 “—no one would even notice if your entire—”

 

 “—should be lined up and axed like the—”

 

 “Or was,” Aster added. “I think this has run its course. Naz, if you would?”

 

 Nazralind nodded graciously at her, then raised her head and deafened us all.

 

“Heeee yiyiyi! Hepep hatarak!”

 

 Man, those traditional Fflyr gwynnek calls were something else. I’d always been impressed by how precisely they could direct their trained birds, but now I was in awe of just how fucking loud that was up close and indoors. 

 

 Total silence descended, even the two erstwhile combatants turning to stare in wide-eyed shock at Nazralind, who took advantage of the sudden quiet to speak at a more appropriate volume, in possibly the most cultured tones I’d ever heard from her.

 

 “Congratulations, Highlady Flaethwyn. After today, you will be able to claim that you were once in a large room entirely full of goblins, every one of whom exhibited a more refined public bearing than yourself.”

 

 I’d noticed, of course, that elves and the highborn most closely descended from them had a prismatic quality to their skin—not that they sparkled or anything, but they had an oddly glossy texture and under direct sunlight showed subtle undertones of blue and gold that you wouldn’t see on somebody pigmented solely by melanin. Magical genetic engineering by the goddesses, I figured, or some adaptation to Ephemera’s weird atmosphere. Now, Flaethwyn showed us that when an elf went completely pale and entirely stopped moving they actually looked carved from marble.

 

 Pashilyn, clutching Flaethwyn’s arm, shot Nazralind the most irritated look I’d seen on the usually composed priestess, but the rest of the audience loved it. The delighted hooting, catcalls and wolf whistles from the surrounding goblins pretty well ruled out any further argument, unless the parties wanted to fight uphill against the noise.

 

 “Holy shit, Naz,” Adelly exclaimed, “you can’t just murder somebody like that. You’re supposed to provoke them until you get an excuse to claim self-defense. We have a procedure.”

 

 I couldn’t hear Zui’s sigh as the rest of the goblins were still carrying on, but her shoulders shifted heavily as she stepped forward. Flaethwyn was letting Pashilyn tug her back toward her group, and Ydleth seemed to be on the verge of lunging after the retreating elf when Zui stepped in front of me.

 

 “C’mere, girl,” the goblin said imperiously.

 

 Ydleth stared down at her, scowling. “What?”

 

 “Down here.” Zui beckoned, then pointed at the ground with the same hand.

 

 Putting on the particularly mulish look I recognized as the harbinger of malicious compliance, Ydleth bared her teeth and dropped to one knee, thrusting her face out as if daring the goblin to do her worst.

 

 Judging by her expression, she was even more surprised than I—which was saying a lot—when Zui stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her neck, squeezing her close. Ydleth lifted both her hands, then let them hover awkwardly, clearly uncertain what she should be doing with them. Even though I wasn’t the one getting hugged, I could kind of relate. Man, it was hard to get a read on Zui. Every other thing out of her was either some new depth of saintlike compassion or being a prickly pain in everyone’s ass.

 

 Aster gently tugged me back out of immediate earshot of what had moments ago been the battleground, murmuring as we withdrew.

 

 “So, you and I are, conservatively, eighty percent of the offensive force of the whole group we brought underground. Naz and Adelly are all the backup we’d need for a simple hunt-and-kill mission, and they might be overkill. I selected the other two because of the other mission you outlined. Madyn and Ydleth are our secret weapon for getting in good with the goblins.”

 

 I turned my most incredulous stare on her.

 

 “Madyn has some of the best people skills in the organization, and that’s among a group of former prostitutes,” Aster continued quietly. “She has no hostility in her soul, and between having a funny story for every possible situation and always wanting to hear more funny stories, she can spark up and carry on a conversation with anyone. Look at her over there, already making friends.”

 

 Indeed, Madyn had now drawn a crowd of five laughing goblins who were probably supposed to be on duty, telling them about a favorite client of hers whose kink was dropping trou, bending over the bedpost, and having her sing hymns to his butt. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard this one, though I remained impressed that somebody in a pre-internet society could be so imaginative.

 

 “Okay, I see the point there, but…” I cut my eyes back toward Ydleth. “Really?”

 

 During the intervening seconds Zui had somehow broken down Ydleth’s coarse exterior entirely. She’d withdrawn the hug but was now gently holding the woman’s face in both green hands and appeared to be speaking softly to her, heedless of the tears dripping on her fingers. Ydleth was already reduced to hiccups. I always feel awkward, seeing someone cry, but at least the silly wench was quiet for once.

 

 “You mostly deal with Ydleth in the aftermath of her causing trouble,” Aster said with a faint smile, “which is partly your own fault for avoiding her so much. Yeah, she’s loud and brash and not great with rules. Does that sound like any other large group of small people we’re currently trying to court?”

 

 She looked pointedly around at the goblins, more of whom were drifting toward Madyn’s storytime.

 

 “Look at the kind of art they make, and where they put it. This is not a culture that wants a place for everything and everything in its place. Yes, she has a large personality and is prone to getting in arguments, but she is also really good at making up afterward. Did you know that she and Sicellit are practically besties now?”

 

 I had not known that, and it made me blink in confusion. Last time I’d seen the two of them in proximity it had nearly ended in bloodshed. Wasn’t that just a few weeks ago?

 

 “Plus,” Aster continued, “remember what Biribo said about goblins not having gendered social roles?”

 

 “Well, I mean, they mostly don’t, aside from some imitation of Fflyr customs that comes with being a subordinate society,” Biribo said. “But for the same reason, they also don’t have people like Ydleth. You can’t really go against your culture’s gender roles if those aren’t a thing.”

 

 “Right, fine,” Aster said a little impatiently, “but do you think the goblins will find it weird that she calls herself a woman?”

 

 “Not really,” he admitted. “If anything, they’ll think it’s weird that she’s defensive about it.”

 

 “Exactly. It’s already working, Lord Seiji. You only came in on the tail end of that, but you missed a truly amazing rant. It was almost as spectacular as one of yours. She tore Flaethwyn an entire new one about how cruel and rotten the elves and highborn in general are. Right in front of an audience of goblins, who now have ample food for thought about how goblins and lowborn have basically the same problems and should maybe be natural allies. That worked even better than I could have hoped; I wasn’t counting on Flaethwyn making herself such a perfect target. Honestly, what is that woman’s problem? Even for a highborn she goes out of her way to be an insufferable bitch.”

 

 “Hm,” I grunted, considering. Now I was kind of upset that I’d missed it. I’m something of a connoisseur of rants, if I do say so myself.

 

 “This is working,” Aster insisted, leaning closer to me and lowering her voice further. “I’m thinking, while the rest of us go off to take care of the Goblin King, we leave these two here. Have them help Miss Sneppit with whatever she needs as a show of good faith, and just let them work. They will earn us friendship and goodwill from the goblins, I guarantee it. Madyn is everybody’s friend, and Ydleth is basically a really tall goblin herself.”

 

 “Okay,” I said, a bit grudgingly. “I still have reservations, but I can see how this is already starting to get results. And it wouldn’t have gotten this far if I didn’t trust your judgment, Aster.”

 

 “All right!”

 

 Everyone turned to look up at the loud voice. Sneppit had finished whatever backroom discussion she’d gone off to have, and now stood again at the head of the stairs, hands on her hips and looking down her nose at the assemblage below.

 

 “So we’ve got here a Hero and an assemblage of King’s Guild adventurers,” she declared. “You all know what that represents: murder, looting, and general pointless destruction.”

 

 An angry murmur rose from the onlookers and Yoshi’s group pulled closer together, making a protective formation around Amell, who I gathered wasn’t much use in a fight.

 

 “More than that general fact,” Sneppit continued, “most of you know this group as the posse of hapless goons who’ve been stumbling around Dount for months now, looking for a way to stomp down here into our homes and kick heads in for no better reason than that the King’s Guild thinks we goblins might be up to something.”

 

 “Now, see here—”

 

“Wait,” Pashilyn interjected, cutting off Flaethwyn’s shrill complaint.

 

 Yoshi was staring intently up at Sneppit; I could see his hand quivering near the hilt of his sword, but he didn’t draw or even grasp it yet. His pixie familiar had descended right next to his ear and seemed to be speaking quietly to him.

 

 For my part, I felt a surge of unease at the direction Sneppit was taking. This was not what we’d discussed. Was she double-crossing me already? Couldn’t I just once meet some new people and not immediately have to kill them all? Surely that wasn’t too much to ask.

 

“But,” Sneppit said after letting the tension build for a perfectly timed few beats, “Lord Seiji has just made a compelling case to me about desperate times and desperate measures, and has vouched for this guy Yoshi’s good character.”

 

 Yoshi shot me a look of pure surprise.

 

 “We all know Heroes and Dark Lords are brought here by the goddesses from another world,” Sneppit continued. “I admit I’ve never bothered to sit down and think about all that that implies. Why would I? None of us expected to ever see either within our lifetimes, let alone both in one place. But upon having it laid out for me by someone else who’s not even from Ephemera, I find I can understand how a person could land in Fflyr Dlemathlys, knowing nothing about goblins and hearing only the kind of bullshit the King’s Guild tells, and think he was doing the right thing by participating in a raid on our home. Besides which, when it comes down to it? Jadrak the would-be Goblin King is the enemy of us all. Me, you, and also the Fflyr, if he manages to actually launch his attack on Gwyllthean like he wants to. So, not to downplay all the fucked up stuff the King’s Guild represents… I am tentatively willing to believe there is room for a dialog here.”

 

 “Are you serio—ow!” I couldn’t see which of them had elbowed Flaethwyn, but it didn’t really matter as long as it got done.

 

 Now I could see what Sneppit had done, and I continued to be impressed. Just get up in front of a bunch of people and tell them something they don’t like hearing, and you’ll immediately lose them. But, if you start by pandering to their preconceptions, you can create a rapport and then more carefully bring them around to the position you actually want. It seemed to be working, too; none of the goblins looked particularly excited by this turn of events, but the green faces around me looked at worst thoughtful. Anybody who was feeling mutinous was keeping it to themselves, which would suffice for Sneppit’s and my purposes.

 

 Man, it was nice to meet somebody else who knew how to put on a good showtime and wasn’t using it against me for once. I was starting to be excited at the prospect of what this goblin and I could accomplish together.

 

 “So what do you say, Hero?” she demanded, raising her chin. “Think you can be a reasonable person and restrain your violent impulses long enough to work with us, and put a stop to this Goblin King nonsense?”

 

 Yoshi’s throat moved as he swallowed, but with his entire little harem—what was left of it—watching him in silence, his expression remained resolute. Almost stereotypically so; I wouldn’t doubt he learned that exact configuration of facial features from watching anime. It wouldn’t shock me if he’d practiced it in front of a mirror.

 

 “It’s—” His voice cracked and he blushed, swallowing again, but nobody so much as snickered. Glancing around, I was reminded by the wary expressions of the goblins that to them, a Hero was a monster out of legend. “It’s obvious to me now that there’s a lot going on here I don’t understand. You were right, uh… Um, I’m sorry, I don’t quite know how to address you? Politely, I mean.”

 

 “We’re not big on formal titles,” she said, folding her arms. “I’m Sneppit, and I’m the boss around here.”

 

 “Sneppit.” He nodded deeply, one of those gestures that verged on a bow. “Hajimemashite. What I meant to say was, you were right that we came in here not knowing the details or the politics. And…” He winced, but steeled himself and continued. “It’s increasingly clear to me you were also right about us, well, blundering around. We were invited into these tunnels by a goblin called Kalso who was desperate to escape the Goblin King. She said he was planning to invade the surface, and…” Yoshi paused, swallowing again. “We were attacked immediately, as soon as we came underground. Kalso was…was killed in the first ambush, and nobody else was willing to stop and talk with us until we met Omura-san and his friends, with your guards. I know you don’t owe us anything, but I would be grateful if you’d explain the situation so we don’t make any more mistakes or get anyone else unnecessarily hurt. We’ll be in your care.”

 

 Stepping forward away from his group, he bowed to her again. All around the room, heads shifted as goblins turned to see how she would respond.

 

 To my surprise, Sneppit smiled.

 

“Suneppito. Well, that’s a new one.” She glanced at me, then back at Yoshi. “Y’know, you guys have a crazy accent.”

 

 Yoshi blushed again and I deliberately kept my expression calm and faintly amused. It was fine, I understood what she was doing, using humor to humanize us and soothe the general mood in the room. Successfully, to judge by the chuckles she got. Everything was okay and I was not pissed about this disrespect. Goddammit, I’d been living on Dount and saying Fflyr names for months now, my pronunciation was not that bad!

 

 “The short version is that Goblin Kings are just something that happens every once in a while, and wouldn’t if you topsiders didn’t act like such shitheads all the time,” Sneppit continued, the levity fading swiftly from her expression. “You ever pause to consider what it’s like for a thinking, feeling being who’s every bit as much a person as anyone else, to be treated like some kind of…infestation? We get pushed out, attacked on sight, stolen from and murdered without consequence, starved and denied and generally kicked around like it’s this country’s national pastime. That pisses people off, Hero. You can only treat a group of people that way for so long before the anger and resentment builds up and there’s an explosion of violence. All it takes is for some goblin with more charisma than sense to come along when that pressure is at its peak, and boom. Goblin King. That doesn’t mean all of us are stupid enough to want this!”

 

 She made a broad, annoyed gesture with both arms, and then began descending the stairs toward us while she spoke.

 

 “Attacking the Fflyr is a wildly idiotic exercise in gratuitously messy mass suicide. Humans are twice our size, they heavily outnumber us, they mostly have better weapons and armor and a lot more Blessed per capita. Only an absolute moron would do something like this, and despite what I’m sure the King’s Guild has told you, we are not morons. This is only happening because a quorum of goblins have been abused so long that they’re too angry to think straight. Even among the Goblin King’s followers, not all of them are in that camp; there’ll be quite a lot just going along with it because everyone around them is whipped up into a rabid frenzy and they don’t dare try to go against the flow. Mobs kill anybody they can single out as a target. It doesn’t even take a good reason.”

 

 “Yeah,” he said quietly, dropping his gaze. “Yeah, we…we saw that.”

 

 “So, yes, you’d better believe the Goblin King has opposition down here. The absolute fuck I’m gonna kill myself to momentarily inconvenience the Clans, or let that happen to the people I’m responsible for. And that makes me and mine a higher priority target than you, Hero. Jadrak needs all of us either obeying him or dead before he can afford to carry out his asshat plan. That means, whether or not any of us like it, you and I and Lord Seiji are currently on the same side.”

 

 “How did you end up on this side, Lord Seiji?” Pashilyn asked suddenly. “Historically, Goblin Kings have been among the most valuable early supporters of Dark Lords.”

 

 “Well, I can’t speak for Ephemeral history, but can attest that Jadrak is a piece of shit and Imma kill him,” I declared. “I was minding my own business, peacefully trading and socializing with a few goblins who were willing to talk to me, and that asshole sent his goons to kill them off, right on my very doorstep, apparently because he didn’t want any competition for my attention. So, yes, the Goblin King really did want to throw in with the Dark Lord. Unfortunately for him, I do not like it when people murder my friends. It makes me…”

 

 I inhaled deeply, and let the breath out through my teeth, flexing my fingers at my sides.

 

“…irrational.”

 

 “So…this happens…often?” Yoshi asked hesitantly. “Hasn’t anybody ever tried to make a permanent peace?”

 

 “It’s a cycle, Yoshi,” I explained. “Goblins live and die by the contract; they like making deals, they normally dislike violence, and keeping your word is hugely important in goblin culture. To them, a person who cheats or takes things by force isn’t worth dealing with or treating with any respect, and taking their stuff is fair game. So humans cheat and rob and attack goblins because they’re bigger and stronger and can get away with it, and goblins steal from humans because…why wouldn’t they? Fair’s fair. Then humans attack goblins because they’re thieving little pests, and around and around it goes. Both constantly justify the other’s bad opinion. It’s a vicious cycle, and those only get broken when one party decides to stop, insistently do the right thing instead of the immediately obvious thing, and then keeps doing that long enough for the cycle to peter out and the other party to get on board. That is prohibitively hard to get any large group of people to do, under any circumstances. And here? Neither has any incentive. Fflyr society is set up to benefit a very small group of people at the expense of everyone else. Goblins and lowborn alike are all scrabbling to survive. To make permanent peace, you’re asking them to take on a very big risk for very uncertain gain. It’s not happening.”

 

 By the time I finished, goblins all over the room were nodding along with me, which of course was the point. I could have let Sneppit explain that, but it served my own agenda to be seen as someone who understood and cared about the plight of the common goblin, maybe the only human who did.

 

 She glanced at me, her expression revealing nothing, but I knew she’d caught onto what I was doing.

 

 “The only other thing that breaks a cycle,” I said after giving them all a moment to think, “is if someone else breaks it. Someone more powerful than all the other forces involved.”

 

 Yoshi nodded slowly, his expression pensive. My own people had arrayed themselves behind me by that point so I couldn’t see their faces; Flaethwyn looked so generally disgruntled and Amell so generally perturbed I couldn’t be sure how much they were even paying attention. But Sneppit gave me a look, a faint smile, and an even fainter nod. At the top of the stairs, I saw Rizz and Rhoka in their big hats and coats, both staring fixedly at me with unreadable faces.

 

 And Pashilyn shifted her head to stare right at me, her expression flat and intent. A noblewoman and a priestess of the Convocation, she understood exactly what a Dark Crusade was and where I was going with this.

 

 I looked right into her eyes and smiled.

 

 She just tilted her head slightly, considering me.

 

 Yup, this one was going to be trouble.

 

 “All right,” Yoshi said, drawing in a steadying breath and letting it out swiftly. He had his resolute Hero face on again, clearly oblivious to these undercurrents. “Then let’s defeat the Goblin King. Together.”

 

 Wow, that was almost too easy.

 

 That was how I knew it was inevitably going to get…complicated.
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3.11 In Which the Dark Lord Gets the Bad News


                Things moved much quicker after that. Once Sneppit started giving orders, goblins scurried off in every direction and we found ourselves swept along with the tide. Just minutes after the confrontation on the tram platform, Yoshi and I were being seated at a low (for us, everything here was goblin-sized) table in an obvious conference room, with Sneppit, Rizz, and several others I hadn’t met yet.

 

“Sorry about the furniture, boys,” said Sneppit as the two of us seated ourselves on the floor since fitting into goblin chairs wasn’t really in the cards. “Nobody involved in building this place ever expected to be entertaining talls. We need to keep this meeting as efficient as possible anyway, so hopefully you won’t be down there long.”

 

“Oh, this is fine, we’re perfectly comfortable,” Yoshi said hastily, then gave me an awkward grin. “Actually it’s sorta nostalgic, y’know?”

 

“Sitting on the floor is common where we’re from,” I explained in response to Sneppit’s raised eyebrows. “In fact, this works way better than what I was trying to do. I had a goblin-sized chair built to human height for my conference room but it was always sort of awkward. Yeah, a low table, goblins in their own chairs and humans on the ground—this works much better. I should implement this myself.”

 

“Well, glad to help, I guess.”

 

“People might not like that,” said Yoshi. “Fflyr aren’t Japanese, Omura-san. The legs cramp up if you’re not used to it.”

 

“Well, they don’t have to kneel.”

 

“Plannin’ to have a lot of goblins at your conference table, are ya?” Rizz drawled.

 

“Of course. If I’m going to be dealing with goblins, they should have a voice.”

 

The conference room door swung open and Zui bustled in, kicking it shut behind herself without slowing. Sneppit shot her a grimace by way of greeting, and barked, “Well?”

 

I hadn’t seen what, if any, comeuppance had been dispensed for Zui’s unauthorized mission of mercy, but there was clearly some tension there still. Not that you’d know it from Zui’s brisk response as she strode across the room to position herself at a little free-standing desk behind and to one side of Sneppit, who sat at the head of the long table.

 

 “I set the butts up in the third level receiving bays, Snep. You know the one, the two warehouse spaces are connected enough they can mingle if they want but have those dividers so we can separate the villain and hero parties and hopefully not have any more screaming matches. Plus, each has got an attached office so the Hero and Dark Lord can have a private sleeping space. Both for prestige, and because they both brought all-female entourages and something tells me otherworlder humans aren’t gonna be any less weird than the Fflyr about mixed-gender sleeping arrangements.”

 

“As I recall,” said Sneppit, “those bays were out of use because they were full of storage.”

 

“Yeah, but that works out in our favor. What was being stored was spare lengths of track and fittings. I went ahead and authorized having those moved to the active bays on the first level, since it’s a good bet Jadrak’s assholes are gonna wreck whatever sections of track they can get to and we’ll need to do major repairs as soon as he’s gone.”

 

“Ugh, that motherfucker,” Sneppit growled. “He would, too. That’s gonna mean a lot of cargo needs to get shifted before we can get our guests settled in.”

 

“That’s actually underway, and going much faster than usual,” Zui reported. “The butts all chipped in to help carry, without even being asked. Even that horrible elf; she was the last to start working, and I think only out of embarrassment at being the only holdout, but even so. They’re not any stronger than our own people but that height gives ‘em great leverage. At the rate they were movin’ when I left, the space will be cleared before the engineers cobble together something for ‘em to sleep on.”

 

“We’re good with blankets on the floor,” I offered.

 

“I’m guessing you don’t see a lot of stone floors,” Sneppit said dryly. “Even akorthist blocks have more give. Besides, you don’t think we’ve got human-sized blankets just sitting around, do you?”

 

“Which elf is the horrible one?” Yoshi asked with a somewhat sickly attempt at a grin.

 

Everyone turned to stare at him. After a moment he sighed and lowered his head to stare glumly at the tabletop.

 

“…yeah, I know.”

 

 “Right,” Sneppit said more briskly. “We’re all here, then. For a quick round of intros: I’m Sneppit and this is my place, I think all of you know that. This is Zui,” she added, jerking a thumb over her shoulder at the so-called hairstylist, who was now scribbling rapidly in a ledger. “She helps me keep organized and will be taking minutes. These four mooks are the union reps for my company: Zazoe from the general Sneppit Company union, Skadl from the custodial and sanitation workers, Minzgit from the security guards and Kzagk representing the engineers’ union. And this is Judge Rizz, who’s just…here. As usual.”

 

Each of the four union reps greeted me with a cheerful word while I sat there growing more and more confused.

 

“Wait, hang on. Sorry if this is a derailment, but… Why do you have four different labor unions within just one company?”

 

 I immediately knew I had transgressed. One of those awkward pauses ensued, the ones that follow somebody ignorantly flouting a social rule so commonplace it shouldn’t need explanation. The kind full of cringing glances and suddenly stiff postures as the whole room froze up from sheer discomfort. Everybody was embarrassed on my behalf and I was immediately annoyed by it.

 

 “Well, he knows what a labor union is,” Rizz finally said, “which is more’n I expected from a surface dweller. To answer your question, the function of a union is to distribute power laterally among workers to counter the top-down power of the company and its boss. Just having one is barely better than not having any; that just creates a new power structure within the old one, just as prone to corruption and the reps and admins getting a big head. If you want fairness, you gotta have competition.”

 

“I…huh.” I blinked rapidly, trying to follow that. “I guess I can see the logic in it, intellectually. In real world terms I gotta wonder how you people ever get anything done.”

 

 “The answer is we only sometimes do,” Sneppit muttered. “Look, you don’t need to worry about them, Lord Seiji, the unions don’t matter for any purposes under discussion. They’re only here because their contracts entitle them to have a representative present at all top-level company business. That is not a complaint,” she added balefully as Zazoe opened her mouth. “I am explaining what I’m sure is an unfamiliar concept to people who aren’t accustomed to workers having any say in anything.”

 

“We understand,” Yoshi said hastily. “Japan is very different from Fflyr Dlemathlys.”

 

 “Oh, right, you’re a high schooler,” I muttered. “Someone’s never hunted for a job in Tokyo.”

 

“If introductions are done, let me get my biases out of the way,” said Rizz, causing Sneppit to roll her eyes so hard she actually slumped backward in her chair, letting her head loll over the backrest. Rizz ignored this, just speaking evenly to the room at large. “I have adjudicated disputes involving Sneppit and/or her company on nine occasions, finding in her favor six times and three times against. I also purchased my bladestaff and that of my apprentice Rhoka from her engineers, paying what I believe to have been fair value with no discount. And presently, with the active danger in Kzidnak, my husbands are among the refugees taking advantage of Sneppit’s offer to shelter civilians from the fighting.”

 

“H-husbands?” Yoshi stuttered. “Plural? You mean…”

 

“You really wanna stop proceedings and discuss my love life, kid?” Rizz asked him pointedly.

 

He flushed bright pink and stammered for another second before finding a topic onto which to deflect. “So, uh, biases? I’m not sure I understand… Are you, um, officiating here?”

 

 “No, she is not!” Sneppit exclaimed in exasperation. “Look, Judges are… Well, we don’t have what you’d recognize as priests, and Kzidnak doesn’t have any organized governing body. Or police. Judges are the interpreters of Virya’s example as goblins understand it. They arbitrate disputes, and end up taking care of most of those other functions I mentioned.”

 

 “We keep things competitive,” Rizz said, nodding.

 

“Rizz is only here,” Sneppit continued, shooting her a disgruntled look, “because telling a Judge they can’t attend a meeting just makes ‘em think you’re up to something relevant to their mandate, and I got enough bullshit to deal with today without Rizz and a bunch of her heavily-armed friends rifling through my lingerie drawer. Judges are big on fairness and impartiality, so they start anything by airing out whatever relevant biases they might have. Just think of it like a religious practice. In this particular case it does not matter.”

 

Behind her, Zui was shaking with silent laughter as she continued to record all this in shorthand.

 

 I could sympathize both with Sneppit’s obvious frustration and Zui’s amusement at it. So far this “urgent strategy meeting” had been a farce of wasted time and waffling explanations. But more to the point, I suddenly felt I’d gained my first major insight into goblin culture, and one which accounted for something that had been increasingly bothering me since we first came underground.

 

 I’d already known the goblins had better alchemy than the Fflyr; down here I’d seen that their engineering was significantly ahead. Between that and their artistic skills, it was really starting to look like Kzidnak was a notably more advanced civilization than Dlemathlys, to the point I found myself wondering how they were the underclass, even with the disparity in population. Now, I understood it: capabilities don’t mean much if you can’t organize and deploy them effectively. What had just been described to me was a kind of capitalist anarchy with—somehow—disproportionately powerful organized labor, overseen only by…cowboy Jedi inquisitors? It was like they’d taken all the worst parts from several mutually incompatible political systems and mashed them together into some shambling Frankensteinian corpse of a governance that couldn’t possibly work.

 

No wonder even the hilariously inept Clans were kicking them around.

 

 And also: just think what I could accomplish if I got all these goblins organized and pointed in the right direction…

 

“If we’re all about done faffing around,” Sneppit continued after a couple of seconds in which there were no further interruptions, “let’s talk about what we’re actually here to talk about: Jadrak.”

 

 “We’re pretty in the dark regarding him,” I admitted, glancing over at Yoshi, who nodded agreement. “I didn’t know much more about the basic political situation than you explained a few minutes ago, Sneppit. Jadrak is whipping the normally passive populace of Kzidnak into a destructive mob, and only some of them are willingly going along with it, but it’s enough to scare a lot of others into compliance or kill them if they won’t. Obviously, what we need is to get rid of Jadrak, but that leaves a lot of room for detail. Yoshi and I have both been following a strategy of flailing around in the dark and would both be utterly boned already without your help. And by the way, in case I forgot to say it, thanks.”

 

 “You are welcome,” she said with a wry little smile. “Yeah, that’s the long and the short of it. Until you showed up, my chosen strategy was to shell down and try to wait him out. I’ve been shoring up defenses and giving shelter to refugees in the hope that when he got around to attacking me I could fend him off. Ultimately I wouldn’t even have to win that, just…not lose. A Goblin King requires momentum; if he got stalled out, unable to to take out one of his rivals, he’d lose a lot of his followers. Most would abandon him and some might even try to remove him themselves. That was always a gamble, though. In terms of assets and personnel, I don’t have anything Jadrak doesn’t, and he’s got several advantages I don’t, and that’s before we consider the bigger numbers he can deploy. In tunnels, defensive fighting is usually stronger than offensive, and I’ve been preparing for this ever since the first rumblings started—well before either of you landed on Dount, as I understand it—but I was not excited about the odds.”

 

“So offense is still the best bet,” Yoshi murmured. “It’s good of you to give shelter to those fleeing the fighting.”

 

 “Don’t talk like it’s some grand compassionate gesture,” Sneppit grunted, grimacing. “A moral choice is one you make when the alternative would better serve your interests. In this case? More people in my complex means more warm bodies to man the barricades. Under other circumstances I’d quickly run out of food and medicine for this kinda crowd, but like I said, I have been preparing for this. Lord Seiji already knows I’ve been storing alchemicals away, and we’ve got decent stockpiles of food. Since Jadrak can’t afford to besiege us, we only have to survive long enough to push back a few major attacks. Hopefully.”

 

 “Tell us about Jadrak,” I said. “What exactly are we dealing with, here?”

 

 “Jadrak runs—well, I guess ran, I doubt he’s still in business as such—a mining company. Biggest in Kzidnak; he’s been the go-to guy for ore on all of Dount. We have limited dealings with the Fflyr, obviously, but I know he’s supplied surface contacts with metal. Most of his business was here in Kzidnak, though. Obviously we weren’t in direct competition, and I’ve been an indirect customer of his for years.”

 

“Indirect customer?” I asked.

 

 Sneppit grinned. “Raw ore is only so much use to me. Refining it requires proprietary asauthec blends that my alchemist hasn’t cracked yet. I have some smelting capability, but quality workable metal has been the domain of another, somewhat smaller business that quickly got absorbed once Jadrak declared himself Goblin King. There’s a trick to getting asauthec forges to burn hot enough and long enough to produce quality alloys. Zircko was the big name in refining, and he’s been in Jadrak’s pocket forever, because their businesses were too interconnected and Jadrak came out on top in their power struggle years ago. Zircko was either the willing first to join up or his ass is dead and his assets confiscated by now.”

 

 “So Jadrak has basically bottomless access to raw metal and the ability to refine as much as he needs,” I mused. “Hmm… What else?”

 

 “The good news with regard to that is that Zircko’s smithing was mostly producing base materials, not sophisticated tools, but then again there are other engineering companies than mine and soon enough some will join Jadrak, willingly or not. But for now, they won’t have much in the way of complex machinery. Jadrak’s other major asset, apart from the loyalty of his followers, is his lieutenant Hoy. A sorcerer, and the only goblin in Kzidnak who’s Blessed.”

 

 “Not even,” Yoshi’s familiar suddenly interjected. “We fought multiple sorcerers on the way here! Three separate goblins who were able to cast Fire Lance and Force Barrier.”

 

 “Yeah, we ran into one of those, too,” I said. “It wasn’t too hard to shut him down. I let him live, since I’ve been trying not to be any more destructive down here than I absolutely have to. Bastard turned right around and attacked us again, and Nazralind shot him through the head. So that’s one less.”

 

Yoshi grimaced. “Unfortunately we weren’t able to kill any of the ones who attacked us. We’ve been pressed hard since we got down here, and it seemed like the sorcerers would always fall back if the fight turned against them.”

 

 “And that is the issue exactly,” Rizz interjected. “The most immediate concern about Jadrak, the thing that’s most significant about his sudden rise and the thing everybody understands the least. See, for years Hoy was the only Blessed goblin on this island. There are only a few Spirits underground on Dount, and none of them give Blessings. Actually Jadrak’s headquarters is built around one, but it just gives directions to fresh ore veins and is very hard to please. Valuable, but not something that could help him do all this. For a goblin to get Blessed would mean they managed to access one of the Clan-controlled surface Spirits that can do it, or managed to get across one or several landbridges to a more wild island or dungeon that has them. Both those are prohibitive barriers for a goblin, and I dunno which Hoy did, but he came back Blessed and with a decent little kit of spells. He’s been Jadrak’s top enforcer for a long time.”

 

She paused, scowling deeply.

 

 “Hoy has been a major pain in the ass for Judges and made Jadrak the same as long as he’s been backing him. The kinds of aggressive…business tactics they’ve pulled are exactly what Judges exist to put a stop to, but none of us are Blessed. Keeping that company under a semblance of control has required us to do a lot of careful maneuvering with other companies and smaller businesspeople. Arranging boycotts and commercial sanctions against Jadrak has been the only way to prevent him from just forcibly taking over other businesses.”

 

I leaned forward over the table. “Does that mean we can count on the Judges to side with us?”

 

 “I would not base any plans around that,” Rizz said firmly. “This is…complicated. Ordinarily, what Jadrak is doing is the very definition of violent, anti-competitive action that Judges would shut down with maximum prejudice. But, a formally declared Goblin King is a recognized thing in our culture, and the exception to a lot of normal rules. On the other hand…so is a Dark Lord.”

 

She paused, tilting her head back to give me a long, appraising look from under the wide brim of that hat.

 

 “Having the both of you here, active, and at cross purposes creates…dilemmas, from a Judge’s perspective. Most of ‘em already don’t like Jadrak; if you present a good faith effort toward dealing fairly and gently with the goblins you meet, odds are good at least some Judges will fall into your camp. But I’m not gonna sit here and promise you anything on their behalf.”

 

“And what about you?” I asked, grinning. “Are you impressed, yet?”

 

 “Not yet,” Rizz stated tonelessly. “I’ll be watching you, boy.”

 

 “That’s interesting and all,” the pixie chimed in, zipping back and forth above Yoshi’s head in frustration, “but it’s not answering the issue at hand! Why are you people so insistent that Jadrak only has the one sorcerer when we clearly know he has more?”

 

“Easy, Radatina,” Yoshi urged. “I think they’re still in the process of explaining that. Right?”

 

Radatina? Where had he come up with that? It wasn’t a Japanese name… Oh, of course, probably taken from one of his animes.

 

 “Right,” Sneppit agreed, giving the familiar a long look. “Rizz, feel free to jump in if I miss anything, but I’m pretty sure I know the basics here. It’s been the big buzz all over Kzidnak for at least the last week. For years Hoy was the only Blessed down here, like she said, but now, suddenly, Jadrak has a whole handful. Starting just a few days ago, he’s had them out rallying people and making shows of force, popularizing those green scarves and armbands and whatnot. I’ve had my people looking into it and so far we know of seven individuals who suddenly have the Blessing of Magic. There are a few others, not entirely sure how many. The ones I’ve been able to dig up any info about were all ordinary goblins who worked for him. Couple miners, a clerk, a counter girl at his tool shop.”

 

 “And the spells are consistent, too, which is really rare among sorcerers, even organized ones,” Rizz added. “Fire Lance and Force Barrier. Basic offense and defense. They all have those two specific spells and no others.”

 

A short silence fell. Yoshi and I glanced quizzically at each other.

 

“Are you…sure about that?” Biribo finally asked.

 

“Yeah, synchronized spells…that’s pushing likelihood,” Radatina agreed. “If I hadn’t personally seen three of them with exactly those I wouldn’t believe you.”

 

 “I didn’t bring everybody here to trade gossip,” Sneppit said irritably. “The tactical data itself is useful, but what matters is what it means.”

 

 One of the union reps—Skadl from the janitors, that was it—tentatively raised his hand. “Uh, for those of us totally outta our depth here, what does it mean?”

 

“Biribo?” I murmured.

 

 “Usually,” he explained, “when a bunch of people suddenly turn up Blessed and with the spells or artifacts they’d need to use the new Blessing, and those people are all dedicated members of one political faction, and a major political upheaval immediately ensues, what you’re looking at is a large outside power seeding them there for the purpose of causing that disruption.”

 

“Exactly,” said Sneppit, pointing at him.

 

“Wait, but…” Yoshi frowned, glancing around the table as if for answer. “Who would do that to goblins? I mean, um, no offense, but…”

 

 “No, you’ve hit the right question exactly,” Sneppit agreed. “This is what makes this such a head-twister. There’s only one simple explanation for how Jadrak suddenly has all these Blessed working for him, except that in this specific situation it makes no sense.”

 

I was reluctant to admit ignorance, but the goblins were just staring expectantly now and Yoshi was floudering in visible confusion.

 

 “Okay,” I said, “let’s say for the sake of argument that two of us are from an entirely different planet and not very familiar with the political nuances on Ephemera. Walk us through why exactly this doesn’t make sense?”

 

“That’s a fair point,” Sneppit acknowledged with an amused little quirk of her lips. “It comes down to resources. I trust you boys have a general sense of the international powers that bother to keep a presence on Dount?”

 

I glanced up at Biribo, who for once seemed to have nothing to say now that somebody else was narrating. “I’ve been told about the Lancor Empire’s aggressive operations throughout Dlemathlys.”

 

 “That’s the big one,” Sneppit nodded. “Well, the biggest. Dlemathlys is a relatively lawless border country on a major trade route so almost every significant power in the archipelago keeps a few listeners here at least, but of the forces that bother to actually do anything? We’re just looking at Lancor, Godspire, Shylverrael, and Savindar. And if we assume Jardak’s being propped up as a foreign power to disrupt the Fflyr, this doesn’t make sense for any of ‘em.”

 

I nodded, as did Yoshi. “Okay, go on?”

 

 “At issue is the massive investment an operation like this is. Your familiars have probably told you, but the kind of power that can grant Blessings is…rare. And collecting matched sets of scrolls like this is prohibitively hard. Even if you control multiple Spirits that give the right rewards, trying to farm them for consistent results usually makes them shut down.”

 

Shit. Biribo had not seen fit to mention that last bit to me, and I wasn’t pleased to hear it. Clan Yviredh’s Spirit was difficult enough that I hadn’t expected great results from sending my people to that (and indeed, Head Start had yet to reward anybody from my organization after myself), but there was that Spirit the nearby cat tribe had; I’d hoped to start getting goodies out of that once I’d brought them into the fold. 

 

It figured, though. I was in a giant gacha game that’d been running for hundreds if not thousands of years under the direct (meddling) supervision of its designers. Obviously all the easy exploits had been patched long since.

 

 “So in this hypothetical, we’re looking at a major nation,” Sneppit continued, oblivious to my inner frustration, “an empire that can pull in resources from across vast swaths of people and territory. That rules out Shylverrael and Godspire, which are lone city-states and isolationists besides.”

 

“Leaving Savindar and Lancor,” Yoshi nodded.

 

“And this doesn’t suit the agenda of either,” she said. “Savindar has nothing to gain by disrupting the Fflyr. Their only interests on Dount are maintaining some surreptitious contact with Shylverrael and keeping the trade routes through Godspire clear. Stirring up trouble here would harm their interests, not help them.”

 

 “Lancor does take an aggressive stance on the Fflyr,” I said, “and they’ve had active agents on Dount as recently as a few weeks ago, some of my people encountered them. Why would they not stir up dissidents here?”

 

 “That is, broadly, their agenda,” she agreed, “but the details are all wrong. Like I said, Lord Seiji, seeding Blessings and spell scrolls is an absolutely massive investment. Spies have much more economical ways of causing trouble. This kinda gambit would be the harbinger of an invasion and conquest, and that’s not Lancor’s policy toward Dlemathlys. Besides, if they were planning to do that, it would be down on Dlemath, which is both closest to them and holds the central government. Dount is as far as possible from the Lancor border.”

 

“Mmmm.” I folded my arms, frowning at the wall above Mingzit’s head. “I see the dilemma, then.”

 

 “That means…we’re not just dealing with a Goblin King,” Yoshi said slowly. “Somebody representing a huge amount of power is backing him, and we have no idea who. Or why. Or how.”

 

 “Which is less mysterious now than yesterday,” Rizz commented. “Strikes me it is not a coincidence to find fingers that big in our pie, now that there’s a Dark Lord and a Hero in Kzidnak.”

 

Fuck. Nothing could ever be simple, could it?

 

 “Hence, strategy meeting,” said Sneppit, shrugging. “If it wasn’t for that, I’d say hey, we got a Hero and Dark Lord here and Jadrak’s only impressive by the standards of Kzidnak. Even the great Hoy would be at best a middling King’s Guild adventurer in strength; either of you could plow right over him, let alone both. If things were simple, you two could just make a straight line right for Jadrak, smash anybody in your way, and take him out.”

 

Rizz gave her a long, displeased stare, which Sneppit affected not to notice.

 

 “As someone who’s done it recently,” Yoshi murmured, “cutting through an angry mob is not as easy as you’re making it sound, even with the massive difference in power.”

 

 “And even if it weren’t, I would rather not do that,” I added. “I’m not here to slaughter goblins. Jadrak’s followers are just fed up and angry and mostly have good reason to be. I have no interest in massacring anybody who doesn’t absolutely have to die.”

 

 Sneppit sighed irritably, swatting away our objections with a brusque gesture. “Right, well, my point is, things are not that simple. We don’t know exactly what’s behind Jadrak, but there’s at least a chance it’s something that could be a threat even to the two of you. In this situation, just smashing into Jadrak’s headquarters to kill him is too risky. We need to gain information before making an aggressive move.”

 

A glum silence fell, in which Rizz scowled at Sneppit, Sneppit gazed expectantly at us, Zui’s pen stopped scratching as she waited for the next speaker, the four union reps stared in wide-eyed bemusement at everybody, and Yoshi chewed his lip.

 

“Well, hey,” I said finally, putting on a cocky smile. “Who says we can’t do both?”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Hey, folks, as you may recall I decided with the launch of Book 3 this year that I'd be taking a week off per month to prevent burnout-induced schedule slips.  As you may also have noticed, I completely forgot to do that last month.  I figured it wouldn't be a problem, I could just push through to the last week of this month and then get the schedule back on track and it'd be fine.



Yeah, so, that didn't work out.



I've been trying to write the next chapter for the last two days and producing nothing but steam and static between my ears.  Apparently I needed those breaks, and skipping one because I felt fine was pretty much the same as those people who go off their meds because their health stabilizes under them and then immediately have a relapse.  Lesson learned.



So, I will be taking a week off this month as per usual, the only different circumstances will be the lack of my usual notice and the fact that it's the third instead of the fourth week of the month, both because I've hit a wall and I need the break.



The most recent OVDT chapter will be posted on Royal Road this evening, and updates will resume for Patrons next Tuesday and public readers next Friday.  Thanks for sticking with me, folks.  It'll be worth the wait; any chapter I squeezed out right now would not live up to my standards, which is the exact thing I want to avoid.



                



3.12 In Which the Dark Lord Gets No Respect


                “All right, I get it, none of you like my plan. But we’re all still here, because none of you clods could come up with anything better! So unless you can produce a superior idea, just do me a favor and button it.”

 

I stared challengingly at the little strike team assembled around me on Sneppit’s tram platform, all of whom returned unimpressed looks. Of course, it was Flaethwyn who opened her mouth again despite my very clear instructions.

 

 “This remains the most asinine thing I’ve ever heard of. You agreed we cannot risk attacking the Goblin King directly until we know the source of his power… So we’re going to try to learn the source of his power by attacking him directly?”

 

“Yes, Flaethwyn, you can make anything sound stupid if you can’t find anything better to do with your time than rephrase it in the worst possible way.”

 

 “That’s literally just the— And my name is Flaethwyn! It isn’t that hard to say, accent or no!”

 

“No human could possibly pronounce that,” I said dismissively, turning away from her.

 

“Yoshi learned to do it!”

 

I gave her my sweetest smile. “Yoshi cares about your feelings.”

 

 Yoshi himself drew in a breath and visibly steeled his shoulders before intervening. Hey, at least the kid was developing the spine to step in now and again. He was urgently going to need that if he intended to keep hanging around with Flaethwyn.

 

“Omura, don’t you think you’re being a little too confrontational?”

 

I smiled and held up both hands in a peaceable gesture. Not that winding her up wasn’t fun, but he wasn’t wrong; this was probably not the time.

 

 “And Flaethwyn, he has a point,” Yoshi continued, turning to the elf. I noticed he unconsciously dipped his head slightly in an instinctively obsequious posture when speaking to her. That spine was still in development, clearly. “The plan isn’t as simple as that, and none of us have come up with anything better. With Omura’s group added to our own, we are strong enough we should be able to handle anything the goblins can come up with. We might even get lucky and manage to take out the Goblin King when we get there, but even if not, that leaves the main plan. They’ll be too distracted dealing with us to catch the spy before she can get what we’re looking for.”

 

 Flaethwyn huffed and folded her arms. “That still means the whole thing depends on that goblin succeeding behind our backs.”

 

The small group of goblins with us all glanced at her with cool expressions, but by this point everybody understood Flaethwyn well enough to tell when there was no point taking offense.

 

“Gizmit is a professional who is good at her job,” I said. “Frankly, she might be the only one here who can make that claim.”

 

Zui scowled up at me and loudly cleared her throat.

 

“Don’t harrumph at me, I don’t even know why you’re here. What, you gonna give the Goblin King a bad haircut to sabotage his authority?”

 

“Yo! We are ready to roll out!” called the goblin from the engineering car, whose name I hadn’t caught. He was apparently an actual engineer and not a cross-trained security guard like our previous pilot.

 

Getting ready to move had apparently taken some doing. We were embarking from another track that had to be reached by a series of metal bridges that creaked alarmingly under the weight of multiple humans but held. Fittingly enough, given that this was the central hub of the tram network, Sneppit’s personal station was huge; apparently this wasn’t even the only level. Our new ride was suspended from another track which would take us to our intended destination.

 

Unlike the basic lead car which had brought us here, we were heading out with some kind of special engineering car with bigger sails, stronger brakes, a large compartment full of tools and who knew what other augmentations. Sneppit was concerned about sections of the track having been damaged by Jadrak’s people, so we’d be moving slower and with more care, and the ability to hopefully fix things at need. In addition to three engineers, she was also sending along Dap and his security team, since they were still on the clock.

 

To protect the tram, of course. Once we were dropped off as close as the tram could get us to Jadrak’s HQ, we were on our own.

 

“All aboard, then,” I said cheerfully, the first to clamber into the swaying car as soon as one of the secondary engineers popped the door open.

 

One by one, the others followed. There was no escaping the tightness of the fit, since this thing had been designed for riders half our height, but it was a tiny bit more comfortable than previously as there were two fewer humans along. As per Aster’s plan, Ydleth and Madyn were helping Sneppit’s people around the base. In exchange, though, there was an extra goblin coming along.

 

Gizmit was here because she was part of the plan. Zui hopped aboard, too, ignoring my pointed look. Well, considering Sneppit was also using this trip as an opportunity to scout the condition of the tunnels, maybe she’d sent Zui along to supervise them once we parted ways from the tram.

 

 Also, I saw Rizz and Rhoka both clambering into the rear car with the security team. They were not part of the plan, but I wasn’t terribly surprised to see them include themselves. From what I’d gathered, that was basically what Judges did. Whatever trouble Rhoka was in for aiding Zui’s off-the-books rescue mission, apparently it wasn’t enough to keep Rizz from bringing her along.

 

Nazralind was the last one in, and behind her a goblin attending the platform called out “Watch your fingers!” and slammed the door shut.

 

“Everybody settled?” shouted the lead engineer from the car ahead. Behind us, somebody rapped hard on the metal frame of the rear car, and Zui reached up and hammered her fist against our door in turn. “All right, we’re out! This ain’t gonna be a fast trip, folks. Keep yer ears perked for bloodcurdling screams; first sign of enemy contact an’ you mooks are gonna earn your pay. Gettin’ stabbed ain’t in my contract!”

 

“Charming,” Flaethwyn groused as the sails ahead were cranked open and we began moving forward. True to his word, the engineer only extended them partway, causing us to proceed at a slower pace than our previous trip. I also felt the occasional shudder as he gently pumped the brakes to interrupt our acceleration.

 

I was hoping for more of these tram rides during our underground adventure; now that we’d linked up with Yoshi and company, having shared downtime with them served my long-term plans. Establishing and maintaining a positive relationship with Team Hero was one of my core goals, and the reason I wasn’t heckling Flaethwyn any harder, despite what a tempting target she made.

 

Right now, a tense and gloomy silence hung over the group, especially the Sanorites—who were, to be fair, having a really terrible day. This was just begging for someone with my wit and charm to step in and lift the mood.

 

To my surprise, Yoshi beat me to it.

 

 “Okay, so… Radatina and, uh…other familiar. What do you think could be the source of these Blessings and scrolls the Goblin King suddenly has?”

 

“We’ve ruled out any of the obvious sources,” the pixie replied, seating herself on Yoshi’s shoulder. Biribo preferred to remain hovering, seemingly unfazed by the tram’s speed or the wind through its lack of walls. “Things like that usually come from Spirits or dungeon rewards. It seems none of the Spirits in these tunnels can produce those results, and there definitely isn’t an active dungeon on Dount.”

 

 “Yeah, that’s kinda the point, kid,” Biribo agreed. “We don’t know what’s going on. Hence our fact-finding mission here.”

 

 “Right, I understand that,” Yoshi said patiently. “But you said those are the obvious sources, right? I’m just wondering if you know of any other possibilities. Even if they’re unlikely…well, it’s something. Anything to avoid going in completely blind.”

 

“I…Yoshi, I would’ve said so if there was any chance—”

 

“Only other thing that comes to mind is sometimes Blessings and Blessing-related rewards can be handed out in person,” Biribo said, interrupting Radatina’s hesitant answer. The pixie familiar scowled up at him, buzzing her wings in annoyance.

 

“In person?” Pashilyn asked, leaning forward. “You mean…by the Goddesses?”

 

 “Exactly,” said Radatina. “They’ve been known to do it. However, to avoid escalating their conflict into another planet-breaking apocalypse, the Goddesses are strictly hands-off and don’t intervene directly while a Dark Crusade has been called. So long as there’s a Dark Lord walking the surface of Ephemera, neither will risk bestowing a personal Blessing or other reward, except as a normal miracle bought with Goddess coins.”

 

 “Which brings us back to the same considerations that ruled out Lancor having set this up from their stash of scrolls,” Biribo added. “That’s a massive investment, and not something that makes sense for any of the big enough powers to do in Kzidnak of all places.”

 

“I see,” Yoshi mused, frowning sightlessly at the passing tunnel wall visible through the bars. A momentary silence fell while we considered.

 

“The only other possibility—”

 

“Don’t even bring that up!” Radatina interrupted Biribo, rising off Yoshi’s shoulder to buzz aggressively toward him.

 

He turned a baleful look on the pixie, flicked out his tongue at her once, and then very deliberately continued his thought.

 

 “It’s possible for Blessings to be granted, and scrolls created, by certain very powerful individuals.”

 

“What?” Yoshi demanded while Radatina groaned dramatically and covered her face with both hands. “It is? By who?”

 

“You’ve mentioned scrolls can be created,” I said, “but not that people can grant Blessings.”

 

 “Yeah, well, that’s because it’s even less likely than the other options we’ve considered. Crafting spell scrolls is a major high-end feat for the most powerful Blessed with Magic; there probably aren’t more than a handful of people alive who can do it, and that’s not really any quicker or easier than dungeon delving or Spirit-talking, just somewhat more reliable. But granting Blessings, it’s basically only Heroes and Dark Lords who can do that.”

 

“Aha, the case is blown wide open!” I said, grinning. “Yoshi! Where were you on the night of the murder?”

 

 “Right, because he’s the suspicious one here,” Flaethwyn sneered. Yoshi just frowned at me.

 

 “Also,” Biribo added, “I’m talking about late-stage, well-developed, powerful Champions, not neophytes who’ve only been on Ephemera for a few months. No offense.”

 

 “And since you two are accounted for,” Radatina said pointedly, still staring at Biribo, “that settles the matter. Right?”

 

He flicked out his tongue at her again, and I got the distinct impression Biribo would’ve stopped talking long since if the opposing familiar wasn’t getting under his skin. Personally, I found this delightful. Not just because it was amusing; she was inadvertently goading him into revealing things I suspected the goddesses preferred we not know. I already knew for a fact that Biribo hid things from me on those grounds, given that I’d had to go behind his back to learn about the Void.

 

“Unless,” he replied just as deliberately, “a former Hero or Dark Lord shows up.”

 

“What?” I barked, abruptly forgetting my previous levity.

 

 At the same moment, Yoshi leaned forward so suddenly it made the tram car sway. “That can happen?!”

 

“No, it can’t!” Radatina exclaimed zipping back and forth and waving her arms about in agitation. “Augh! Why would you tell them that?! Now they’re just going to be worried over nothing!”

 

 “It very much can happen, even if it definitely won’t,” Biribo shot back. “It was a question, and I answered it with the truth. That’s the job! That is our entire reason for existing!”

 

“Oy!” I yelled, clapping my hands sharply. “Settle! Do I need to separate you two?”

 

 “Yeah, let’s try to calm down,” Yoshi urged in a more soothing tone. “I don’t get what you two are trying to say. It’s possible that there’s a previous Hero or Dark Lord around, but…also not?”

 

Another tense little silence ensued, in which Biribo and Radatina glared daggers at each other.

 

“Well,” she said finally, throwing up her tiny hands, “you were so keen on dragging this up. Go on, spell it out since you’re so clever.”

 

He stuck out his tongue at her again, this time far enough I thought he might be trying to devour the pixie frog-style, but at least he answered before this could devolve into more familiar infighting.

 

 “Right, so, boss, I know I’ve mentioned that in some rare cases, really successful Dark Lords who ran out of things to conquer were able to pass the reins to a lieutenant and go into retirement. So! By definition, a Dark Crusade ends with a Hero victorious—and almost always alive, unless they take the Dark Lord down with them, blaze of glory style, which…isn’t common. And it can end with the original Dark Lord also secretly alive and in hiding.”

 

“With you so far,” I said, nodding.

 

“The other thing to note is that, at the highest possible reaches of power within the Blessings system—the kind of stuff that only Champions of the Goddesses have any reasonable chance of achieving—is magic that can grant extreme longevity, or even immortality.”

 

 “Longevity, yes,” Radatina interrupted. “Actual, literal immortality? That’s only hypothetically, technically achievable. It’s never been done and probably won’t be. I bet that’s one of the degrees of power the Goddesses would step in and prevent if somebody was getting too close.”

 

“She’s right,” Biribo admitted grudgingly, “but even so, it is within the bounds of possibility for somebody to survive for centuries, and a Hero or Dark Lord is the most likely person to find that kind of power.”

 

 “Wait, wait,” Yoshi interjected. “If that’s true, why are you so certain it’s not the case here? It sounds like that would explain everything!”

 

 “Because,” Biribo said with clear exasperation, “Hara Satoshi and Kurobe Yomiko are both dead as dust. History records where, when, and how each of ‘em kicked it. Both of their gravesites are protected historical landmarks of the Lancor Empire. They are not going to suddenly pop up.”

 

 “Which means,” Radatina swooped in to take over the explanation, “any theoretical former Champion who might still be around would have to have survived for multiple cycles of Dark Crusades, which have a century between them at least, usually closer to two. That’s already pushing the upper limits of longevity magic by itself. And more importantly, it would mean that any former Champion who’s still around would have for some reason decided to quietly sit out the last Dark Crusade. On the very remote chance that they did, why would they butt in now?”

 

 “Annoying pixie is right,” Biribo agreed. “If a previous Champion felt like making their presence known, it would’ve been pushing their luck to do it last round when they were merely old and decrepit. By now they’d be ancient and falling apart.”

 

 I could think of any number of possible reasons that would motivate such a person to do something so irrational, but kept my peace for the moment. On consideration, I was inclined to agree with the familiars’ assessment; to judge by the silence and pensive stares of the others, I wasn’t the only one. Even if a previous Champion were alive and decided to show up and go out in some absurd last hurrah… Why this? Handing out spell scrolls to a tiny handful of goblins engaged in a rebellion on nowheresville island like Dount? My (and I suppose Yoshi’s) presence here was all that made it even remotely probable, and this seemed like an unlikely way to come at us.

 

 “Gotta say,” I eventually broke the silence, “I agree with the pixie. This is almost certainly a non-consideration, and now I wish you hadn’t told us. Even knowing there’s not gonna be a veteran Dark Lord popping up to backstab me, I’m going to be paranoid about it for the rest of my life. Thanks,Biribo.”

 

“I just can’t win with you,” he complained.

 

 I grinned at him. “Maybe you should try to be more like— LALATINA!”

 

My sudden epiphany had nothing to do with our situation, but it prompted me to jerk upright so hard I bonked my head on the ceiling and set the car rocking again; Radatina zoomed backward out of reach as I threw forward one hand to point at her, cackling.

 

 “I knew it! I knew you couldn’t resist making it an anime reference! Let me guess, she also pretended she couldn’t understand your accent?”

 

 “Oh, you’ve seen Kono—wait.” Yoshi broke off his excited reply to turn a betrayed look on his familiar. “Pretended?”

 

 “You are a jerk!” the tiny pixie screeched, darting aggressively toward my face. “Even for a Dark Lord, you’re a jackass! I oughta dive down your throat and finish you off from the inside!”

 

 “Hang on,” said Yoshi. “Biribo… Omura, did you try to name your familiar Bilbo?”

 

 “Never mind that,” I waved him off, “now I wanna see this little pixie try to take me out. I mean, can you imagine Virya’s face if that was how the Dark Crusade ended? Fuck it, I’m ninety percent sold on this for that alone. Somebody get Discount Darkness a tiny little dagger and let’s see what happens. Who’s got a toothpick?”

 

Yoshi interceded again, physically grabbing Radatina and trying to soothe her fit of temper, while Aster leaned over from my other side to murmur in my ear.

 

 “I realize you’re just having fun, but maybe don’t make jokes like that in front of people who’ve given up everything to follow you.”

 

Feeling suddenly guilty, I glanced over at my followers. Reassuringly, Adelly just looked bemused, and Nazralind was grinning as if this was the best show she’d seen in ages. Which was probably true.

 

Poor Yoshi was still doing his best to keep the peace, and now stepped in with a desperate change of subject.

 

“So, I didn’t know that the last Hero and Dark Lord’s graves were both protected sites. Even the Dark Lord’s? I’m surprised the Radiant Temple would allow that. Actually, it’s a little surprising they would bury her at all.”

 

“Dark Lord Yomiko was respected by her enemies, both in her time and still now,” Pashilyn said smoothly, speaking in a calm tone that was just what this situation needed to de-escalate. “Her forces were kept to a strict code of conduct regarding the treatment of civilians and prisoners of war. Whenever she conquered a noble’s holdings, any plunder her army didn’t specifically need would be distributed among the common people who lived nearby. Several times she took the time to ask around about any grievances the people had with their rulers, and put Lancoral nobles and bureaucrats on trial for corruption, then dispensed punishments if they were convicted. When she found the people loved their local rulers, she offered them protection and returned a share of their confiscated assets. Yomiko never declined an honorable duel—nor lost one—and always spoke to her enemies with courtesy. That impressed the Lancoral a great deal; chivalry is very important in their culture.”

 

 “You make her sound like some kind of saint,” Flaethwyn said, her voice redolent with disdain. “Yomiko was a marauding butcher, just like any Dark Lord. She simply had the benefit of crafty advisors from Savindar who coached her in political theater, so she put on those little shows to impress the locals and discourage uprisings against her. Obviously it worked on the ignorant peasants. Lancor is a beacon of civilization in many ways, but they don’t bother to educate their lowborn like we Fflyr.”

 

 “That is wrong in every possible direction,” Nazralind stated. “Unlike Dlemathlys, Lancor has a public education system. It’s mostly for the children of nobles and Imperial bureaucrats, but any citizen who can pass the entrance exams and pay tuition can attend school. Meanwhile, there is no polity in Dlemathlys which educates lowborn save the Radiant Convocation, and that only applies to their own initiates. We allow lowborn to educate themselves because this country is so awash in books that preventing them would require a massive administrative infrastructure that none of the Clans are competent enough to build.”

 

This time, the silence hung like a weight. Flaethwyn opened her mouth, then closed it and averted her eyes, her cheeks coloring. Coming from anyone else that would have been the start of another screaming fight, but for some reason she seemed intimidated by Nazralind. It was nearly as useful as it was hilarious.

 

“In any case,” Pashilyn continued after a moment, “the Emperor at the time did commission a respectable tomb for Dark Lord Yomiko, and the Empire has maintained and protected it ever since. I’m sure there’s a limit to how fondly people can feel toward someone conquering their country, but in the century and a half since Yomiko’s passing, the Lancoral have grown oddly affectionate toward her memory. I understand she gets a lot of flowers every Passing Day.”

 

 “Must be nice,” I mused. “I’ll be lucky if they leave me facedown in a ditch.”

 

More people than I liked nodded solemnly.

 

“That was the appropriate moment for someone to disagree,” I said irritably.

 

Again, solemn nods all around.

 

“You know, shit like this is what drives people to start conquering stuff,” I complained.

 

“You guys are fun,” Zui commented.

 

The tram, I noticed, was decelerating. There were no sparks or screeching this time; must’ve been those fancy brakes I’d been told the engineering car had.

 

 All told, despite the continual disrespect I was forced to suffer, I decided to chalk this tram ride up as a victory for the Dark Crusade. Sure, all I’d learned was the useless and unpleasant fact that I only probably wasn’t going to get surprise murdered by a grumpy elder Dark Lord, but it had been a chance to sit and chat with Yoshi and his team. Trying to shmooze them would only have made them suspicious, so I wasn’t going to court them overtly. But I’d already saved their butts twice now, and just having the chance to hang out and socialize with them, like normal people riding a train together, was advancing the cause. The more they regarded me and mine as just folks and not monsters, the closer I was to turning their righteous vengeance away from the Dark Crusade and toward the Goddesses where it belonged.

 

Baby steps.

 

 “Aw, yeah, nailed it!” crowed the talkative engineer one second after the tram creaked to a halt. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll look to your left you will see the exact entrance into the tunnels you’ll need, right in front of the door of your car, because I am just that good. You’re welcome.”

 

Gizmit had stood up while he was nattering, turning around and pressing her face against the bars. “Hm. Hey, familiars, any guards nearby?”

 

“I don’t detect anybody in the vicinity,” Biribo reported, beating Radatina by a split second.

 

“Nor up and down the tram tunnel in either direction,” she added, not to be outdone. “We seem to be completely alone.”

 

 “That’s…weird,” I murmured. “I thought this side tunnel led right into Jadrak’s home complex. And it comes out into a major tram tunnel he knows Sneppit has access to. Are we sure this is the right spot?”

 

 “That’s it,” Gizmit confirmed. “It’s not the first time I’ve been snooping around here. And you’re right, this is…weird is a word for it. This should not be unguarded. Jadrak’s always run a fairly loose operation, but he’s not an idiot.”

 

“Counterpoint:” I said, opening the door. “Everything else he’s done.”

 

I hopped out before she could respond. This was the middle of nowhere, not an actual tram platform; it was a drop of roughly my height to a rocky, uneven tunnel bottom. The rest of the team filed out after me, dropping to the floor as each of us made room in turn, Nazralind and Flaethwyn both lighting up their auras so we could see. The drop was obviously a bigger deal for the goblins than us, but Rizz and Rhoka had already descended from the rear car by the time Yoshi hit the ground and skidded on loose gravel, barely avoiding a fall by colliding with Aster, who’d seen this coming and braced her feet. Gizmit followed him far more gracefully despite having relatively farther to fall.

 

“Look alive!” Zui called from above. I looked up, barely in time to catch her with a surprised grunt as she plummeted into my arms. “Thanks.”

 

The little pest had the absolute temerity to reach up and ruffle my hair before hopping the rest of the way down.

 

 “Can I help you?” I demanded, annoyed.

 

“That’s all I needed for now, thanks, but I’ll letcha know.”

 

“Forgive me, Zui, I keep forgetting that subtlety is wasted on you. Let’s try that again: what the hell do you think you’re doing? I thought you were just along to supervise the tram crew.”

 

“They don’t need it,” she said pointedly. “Sneppit wants somebody representing her interests on this op after Gizmit peels off to do her thing.”

 

 “And she chose the barber. Of course. Obviously.”

 

 “Anybody who works in Miss Sneppit’s inner circle has multiple valuable skills at a high level,” Zui said archly. “In addition to being the best damn hair gal in Kzidnak and one of its most renowned executive assistants, I am a perfectly competent security guard and more besides. So, yeah, you tall and Blessed types will be taking point on this, but I am not dead weight.”

 

I scowled at her; she folded her arms and stared right back. I was the first to avert my gaze, mostly because that position with her arms really pushed her chest up in a way that was distracting enough to make me worry about a flashback. Goddamn this smug goblin and her amazing tits, the last thing I needed was to turn into another Donon on top of the rest of my problems.

 

“Right, well. You two are in charge of keeping Zui out of trouble,” I ordered, turning to Rizz and Rhoka.

 

 “Oh,” Judge Rizz deadpanned, “is that what we’re in charge of.”

 

“This natural crevice leads right into a carved out section not far ahead,” Radatina reported, having followed Yoshi over to the aperture in the tunnel wall in front of us. “Just a couple of minutes’ walk, I think; it’s mostly big enough we shouldn’t have trouble getting through. Pretty spacious for goblins.”

 

“Yeah, and we’re well within earshot of whoever’s in there,” said Gizmit.

 

 “Which, again, is nobody,” Biribo repeated. “Seriously, there are no goblins within the range of my senses. Ask the pixie if you doubt me.”

 

 “The lizard is right,” Radatina reluctantly agreed. “We represent the entirety of sapient life within basic familiar senses. Looks like the tunnel complex beyond goes much deeper, but there shouldn’t be anybody able to hear us from here.”

 

 “Right beyond this tunnel is a section that used to be a mine,” Gizmit said, turning to look up at me. “All the veins were tapped out years ago; that particular area was carved out further for housing. Specifically, housing for Jadrak’s security division. They deliberately left this little crack as a backdoor to sneak out when they wanted; it’s possible Jadrak and his upper management don’t know about it, so I’d believe there’s not a formal guard posted. But it does not make sense that there’s nobody in the section beyond, especially at a time like this. His whole complex should be locked down and every exit manned; the people responsible for organizing that would definitely know about this tunnel.”

 

“Well,” I said slowly. “How…incredibly convenient for us.”

 

It was Yoshi who said what we were all thinking, as the tram behind us opened its wings and began to slide away up the tunnel.

 

“This is bad, isn’t it.”
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3.13 In Which the Dark Lord Bends the Knee


                There came a pause in which we all considered the tunnel ahead of us, and during that silence a few things I knew about goblins and Jadrak in particular clicked together.

 

“Hey, Biribo. Can you detect the presence of bombs?”

 

Everyone’s heads whipped around to stare at me.

 

“Well… Not directly, boss. I can scan for the shapes of stuff that’s out of place…particularly stuff like fuses and packages of liquids or powder attached to a mechanical triggering device. There are ways to conceal that, though.”

 

I nodded; we’d used some of those ourselves, the sleeping-bomb-disguised-as-a-rock being my group’s favorite method of bandit attack.

 

 “Give it a try, if you would. Just let me know if anything seems suspicious in that tunnel. Goblins are really good with alchemy,” I explained in response to everyone else’s questioning stares. “And Jadrak in particular runs a mining company. Odds are good he’s got explosives to work with.”

 

“Oh.” Yoshi’s expression lengthened and he turned an even more unhappy stare on the tunnel. Behind him, Amell—who was so quiet I’d almost forgotten she was there—knelt on the rocky ground, set her heavy satchel in front of herself and began rummaging in it. “Radatina, double-check Biribo’s findings, please.”

 

“With pleasure!”

 

Biribo actually broke away from the tunnel entrance to zoom at Yoshi’s face. “Oh, you think I can’t handle—”

 

“Heel!” I ordered. “The last thing this group needs is familiar drama! It’s a good idea to have an extra pair of eyes on this. If you don’t want Radatina to show you up, you’ll just have to be better than her, that’s all.”

 

He stuck out his tongue at me, but turned and zipped back toward the big crack in the wall which was the focus of all this scrutiny. Radatina hovered nearby, managing to focus intently while simultaneously radiating smugness.

 

“Booby-trapping this would be a strange move,” Gizmit said, studying the tunnel entrance through narrowed eyes.

 

“Jadrak knows Sneppit was against him, right?” I asked. “If he knows about this back way in, and that it opens onto one of her tram tunnels that’s a straight shot from her base…”

 

 “Kzidnak doesn’t have any equivalent of your Fflyr messenger relays; information down here moves at, basically, the speed of trams. Today, we’ve had access to those and he hasn’t. By now Jadrak most likely knows he’s made an enemy of the Dark Lord and has a powerful King’s Guild party closing in, but it’s debatable he’d have learned by now you’re linked up with each other and with Miss Sneppit. A tunnel rigged to explode would be a measure against something like that, which he would not have had time to set up in advance, especially since it seems to have involved evacuating part of his own HQ. And he wouldn’t take a posture like this against Sneppit on her own; she’s well known to be a defensive thinker.”

 

“Hm. Biribo, anything?”

 

“I don’t think so, but—”

 

“There’s nothing obviously bomb-like,” Radatina cut in, “but that tunnel itself is littered with old trash and loose rocks. I don’t think we can say for certain that there’s nothing alchemical concealed as some of it.”

 

 “It’s worse at the end,” Biribo said, refusing to give her the last word. “That’s a chamber that was recently inhabited. Lots of junk in there, much of it artificial; real easy to conceal a trap among that stuff.”

 

“Well, this’ll slow us down, but I’m experienced at trap work,” said Gizmit, rolling her shoulders. “Since I don’t think it’s probably trapped, I judge it worth the risk. If I could borrow an elf to stand behind me and glow—”

 

“Let me. I’ve got it.”

 

Amell spoke in an uncharacteristically even, firm tone, though it was still on the quiet side. She’d been silently mixing concoctions from her pack together while the rest of us conferred and in fact now looked focused and determined, quite unlike her usual tremulous demeanor.

 

Now she was shaking a stoppered bottle of what was either very fine powder or effervescent liquid and moved about in a peculiar way for whichever. As Amell agitated it, the substance shifted in color from a muddy pink to gold-tinged white and began to glow. The alchemist drew in a breath as deep as she could manage, her whole chest swelling up with the effort, then swiftly yanked the stopper out of the bottle and blew furiously over its top in the direction of the tunnel wall.

 

It was powder, all right. It mostly went into the tunnel, but some of it sprayed…well, everywhere.

 

“It’s all right,” Amell hastened to reassure us as soon as she’d drawn another breath; everybody was already shuffling back from the airborne mess, Zui muttering protests as she shielded her hair and Flaethwyn and Adelly angrily brushing at their clothes. “The dust is harmless, and it won’t be on you for more than a few seconds. All of it will go right back into the bottle shortly. Then it’ll change color and I’ll be able to tell whether there’s any dangerous alchemy in the area it covered.”

 

 “You can do that?” Yoshi sounded as impressed as I felt.

 

Amell nodded, speaking distractedly with her eyes fixed on the tunnel entrance, the sides of which were still sparkling with her magic alchemy dust. “This recipe will react to explosives, combustibles, corrosives, and mind-altering agents. If it reads positive I can do specific tests to narrow it down. Of course, another alchemist working from the other end can take steps to conceal against this trick, but goblins in Dlemathlys almost never do because the King’s Guild doesn’t send alchemists into the field.”

 

“Why not?” I demanded. “Far as I can tell, you just made yourself the most useful person here.”

 

Amell gave me a wide-eyed look, ducking her head; I had the impression she’d be blushing if her complexion allowed it. “I, uh… Well, really only big, state-sponsored groups like the guilds in Lancor do that. An alchemist can make much better money without risking their life. Not many want to go on delves unless somebody very powerful is making them.”

 

Well, well, this girl had hidden depths. And here I’d been wondering why someone so timid was even along for this ride.

 

“How long?” Gizmit asked tersely.

 

“Seconds, for an area this confined. Two minutes, tops.” Amell looked down at her satchel and grimaced. “I hope it comes back negative… I’m running low on almost everything. I may not have enough reagents to do all the follow-up tests.”

 

“Miss Sneppit’s got an alchemist on staff,” I said. “Youda’s good people. The goblins can’t afford to just give stuff away, but I bet he’ll sell you supplies at a fair price. I’ll spot you if you’re tight; me and Youda are old pals, he’ll give me a good deal.”

 

“Oh!” The poor girl gave me an utter deer-in-headlights look. “I couldn’t—you don’t have to—”

 

“I’m just being practical, not generous. If we’re going to be working together, it’s in everybody’s best interests if everybody’s working at their best. Obviously your skills are valuable here.”

 

“I will pay for her supplies if it needs to be done,” Flaethwyn snapped, glaring at me as if I’d just insulted her somehow.

 

 “Why, that’s real big of you, Flaethwyn,” I said sweetly. “Now, just out of curiosity, did you ever offer to do that before you had a reason to be competitive about it?”

 

“Please stop, both of you,” Yoshi pleaded.

 

Flaethwyn’s mouth was open to retort, and I had the distinct impression his urging wasn’t going to dissuade her, but then she chanced to catch Nazralind’s eye. Naz sardonically lifted one eyebrow and folded her arms, and just like that, Flaethwyn flushed and looked away.

 

 “Stop calling me Fureidowen. I know you’re doing it on purpose.”

 

Aster took one look at my own expression and intervened with another distraction. “Is your alchemy the reason your hair keeps changing color, Amell?”

 

That seemed to just make the girl sad; she hunched her shoulders and reached up to touch her curls, which were some indeterminate shade between green and blue at the moment.

 

 “I, um… Well, yes. An experiment went bad and it changed to… I don’t know. It doesn’t take dyes in a normal way anymore; I can’t get it to look black again. Everything I try dyes it a different color that has nothing to do with the dye I used. I’m getting afraid to try new recipes, ‘cos half the time it starts glowing or sparkling or some nonsense like that.”

 

“Huh, why not leave it at its new base color?”

 

Amell gave her a miserable look. “Because the new base color is yellow.”

 

 Aster winced. “Ohhh.”

 

“What? What’s wrong with that?” I asked. “Lots of people have yellow hair. I bet that’d look good on you.”

 

“She’s lowborn, you idiot,” Flaethwyn sneered. “Golden hair is an elven trait, and a sign of the Goddess’s favor; its appearance, or lack thereof, is a major factor in determining the status of a highborn family. A lowborn who artificially colored their hair gold would be flogged or worse.”

 

 “Why is everything I learn about this country both stupid and horrible?” I demanded of no one in particular. “Stupid or horrible, sure, that’s everywhere. We’ve even got some of each back home in Japan. But no, you Fflyr always have to have it both ways.”

 

I guess that was really the optimal moment for Amell’s mojo to kick in, because that conversation just wasn’t going to go anywhere productive from that point. Fortunately, the spectacle was riveting enough to seize everyone’s attention. True to Amell’s promise, the glistening powder began to drift away from everyone’s clothes, gathering into streams in midair and whooshing back into the bottle from which she’d first blown it, with by far the biggest concentrations being from within the tunnel. It was actually a little disorienting, given the way its motion was suddenly unrelated to the constant warm breeze whooshing down the tram line from behind us.

 

In just a couple more seconds, the last of it had slipped home again and Amell plunged the stopper back into the bottle.

 

 “That is a neat trick,” Nazralind cheered.

 

“How’s it look, Amell?” Yoshi asked.

 

 She had shaken the bottle twice more, studying its nearly-white glow; there was the faintest tinge of yellow, but the white heavily predominated. The light very quickly began to fade, and Amell took time to make sure the color didn’t change as the energy leaked out from the alchemy before answering.

 

“Looks like a negative, Yoshi. Just the faintest discoloration, but that’s about what I’d expect to pick up just from traces on the air in a place like this. Goblins use lots of alchemy, all over everything. There’s nothing in the vicinity that triggered the detection, so…nothing directly dangerous.”

 

 I was pondering just exactly how potent alchemy really was and what else I might be able to do with it; potions were nice, but this was starting to look almost like a whole-ass third system of magic, distinct from Blessings and the Void. Anything that might help me buck the Goddesses’ control was worth my interest. But that was a subject to investigate another time.

 

“Then we’re back at this being suspicious. Biribo, what about non-alchemical traps? Surely it’s pretty easy to rig a tunnel to collapse if somebody steps on a tripwire or something?”

 

“We would’ve spotted that immediately, boss. Familiars can detect shapes of any solid matter within the range of our senses; it’s chemical composition that gets tricky.”

 

 “Anything like that would be large enough and complex enough to be easily identifiable,” Radatina added, because neither of them could just let the other explain something without chiming in. “That tunnel is not rigged.”

 

I turned to Gizmit. “What do you think?”

 

“Something’s up,” she said, staring fixedly into the dark gap in the rock before us. “This isn’t normal. I guess we won’t find out exactly what until we explore more. Seems like we’ve ruled out the immediate and obvious threats.”

 

 “Right,” Yoshi said, nodding and drawing his sword. Poor kid was visibly steeling himself, it was almost adorable. “Right. Okay. If that’s the case… Miss Aster, you and I are the best-armored. We should go first. With Omura right behind us; that’s the optimal position for our strongest spellcaster, and he’s got very good healing magic in case something goes wrong. Amell? How’s your potion supply? I don’t want to waste any, but this seems like the right moment to take precautions.”

 

“I have a few more,” she said, already handing him a vial. Amell produced a second, which she handed over to Aster. “That’s a basic first-strike defensive blend; damage resistance and heightened reflexes. Baseline duration of about fifteen minutes, though it’ll burn up faster if you raise your heart rate or get injured.”

 

“Thanks,” Aster said, lifting the vial to her lips with a grateful nod.

 

I felt someone prod me in the hip and looked down to find Zui smirking up at me. “What, you just gonna let the kid take over like that? I’d’ve thought the Dark Lord would be too proud to take orders.”

 

 “Do you honestly think this situation isn’t enough of a mess without you stirring up shit?” I demanded. Seriously, why was she even here? “I’ll take issue with it if he tells me to do something I don’t wanna; I’m not about to argue with a solid plan. Yoshi, if anything comes suddenly at your face, yell. The first seconds can matter, and I can’t heal the dead. As long as you survive anything that happens, I’ve got you.”

 

“Got it,” he said seriously. “All right, here we go.”

 

He stepped up into the crack, and right away I saw the flaw in his plan. The narrow tunnel required us to go single file; Aster’s position behind Yoshi and in front of me just meant I couldn’t easily see Yoshi to heal him if it proved necessary. She couldn’t even draw her greatsword in these cramped quarters; her sole contribution to this effort was forming a meat wall between me and anything that might take out Yoshi.

 

I opted to keep my mouth shut. No point undermining the kid when our familiars and alchemist were all reasonably sure we weren’t actually stepping into a trap.

 

 But we made it through with nothing happening. Nothing happened beyond, either; the three of us emerged into a chamber in which no lights had been left on, so I conjured a Firelight as soon as I stepped out after Aster. I could’ve used the elven glow, but I wanted to keep that discreet for the time being. As Gizmit had predicted, we were now in a goblin barracks; I got the impression we could only stand up straight because this place was built on a pretty vertical plan, with bunk beds towering seven ranks tall built against the walls. Man, it must’ve been hard to get to the top bunk at the end of a long shift.

 

 Flaethwyn emerged a few seconds later and lit up her aura, as did Nazralind when she came in at the end of the group, giving us ample light to see. This place was a mess, the floor scattered with what looked like miscellaneous personal belongings.

 

 “This looks abandoned,” Zui said, peering around. “In a hurry, too. There’s people’s junk everywhere, but look: most of the beds are stripped. And those lockers were cleaned out in a rush.”

 

 She pointed, and I followed her indication to a rack of metal lockers along one wall which, sure enough, were all standing open, several with miscellaneous personal effects lying in or beneath them. Not much by volume; it looked like the goblins who’d cleared out of here had had time to take most of what was important, but not everything.

 

 “Well, this is good and spooky,” Nazralind muttered.

 

 “Tina-chan?” Yoshi stage whispered, and I shot him an amused smirk which unfortunately he was facing the wrong way to see.

 

 “We’re still alone here,” Radatina reported, “but I can finally detect some goblins in a chamber… Let’s see, if we go out that door and down the corridor, we’ll come right to it. Only eight goblins, though. Can’t tell what they’re doing.”

 

“I can,” Biribo declared, zipping over to the door she’d indicated. “That room is a prison, not a barracks. Open area separated by metal bars from cell blocks. There’s one goblin imprisoned and seven outside the bars. Oh… And two dead goblins in other cells.”

 

 “I could’ve picked all that out if I was closer,” Radatina snapped.

 

 Biribo flicked his tongue out at her. “Coulda, woulda…didn’t.”

 

“Shut up,” I commanded. “You’re like a pair of toddlers. What about closer to us, can you detect anything in here or nearby that looks important? Or even interesting?”

 

 “If there are any clues among personal junk dropped by the mooks, they’d take far too long to sort through,” said Gizmit, already striding in the opposite direction from the door the familiars had indicated, where there was another one. “That’s the officer’s bunks through there. I’m gonna check if any of ‘em were incompetent enough to leave important paperwork lying around. You lot go see what’s up in the cells, I’ll check in on you in a minute.”

 

 “As you command, my lady,” I drawled.

 

 “Uh huh,” Zui said, poking me in the hip again. “So it’s fine if Hero boy barks orders, but you won’t take it from a goblin.”

 

 So help me, I was gonna kick her. 

 

 “What else do you notice? Yoshi doesn’t bark orders; he speaks with some basic damn politeness. Regardless of social skills, Gizmit isn’t wrong. I say we follow her plan, unless anybody objects?”

 

 “Sounds solid to me,” Yoshi agreed quickly, nodding. We shared the significant look of two guys trying to herd two colonies of cats into the same place; fortunately most of them were easier to manage than the familiars and Flaethwyn. “Same formation as before? Flaethwyn, you should move alongside Om—with Lord Seiji. You don’t have armor, but with those long rapiers you two can stab past us if we run into trouble.”

 

 “If I must,” Flaethwyn said, tossing her hair and giving me a long look as if this were some great imposition.

 

 I ignored her, which visibly pissed her off, which was why I did it.

 

 We got less lucky once out of the barracks. This section of Jadrak’s complex was, after all, carved out of what had originally been mining tunnels, and it was goblin-sized. They liked giving themselves a decent vertical clearance, so at least we didn’t have to crawl, but all of us were forced to duck and shuffle awkwardly once we were out of the taller barracks room into the corridor beyond. I silently reflected that if it came to a fight in this particular tunnel, only Yoshi’s relatively short arming sword would be even slightly useful. It would come down to him fighting and me casting over his shoulder while Aster soaked up hits with her artifact chainmail.

 

 It didn’t, though. Despite the acuity of goblin hearing and the way sound seemed to echo off these stone walls, it appeared that we retained the element of surprise just by shutting up and moving our feet in careful little shuffles as we proceeded. Getting closer, the distant murmur of voices grew clearer, and I gained some insight into just why this was going so well for us: the walls did bounce sound, yes, but those overlapping echoes made it hard to pick out any one sound in particular. The goblins up ahead of us were arguing, and that was about all I could tell.

 

 Biribo and Radatina buzzed along over our respective shoulders, giving no updates, which I took to mean the situation ahead was still as it had been described. We crept along the awkwardly cramped corridor until we came to a metal door, through which the muffled sounds of voices raised in agitation could still be heard. No wonder I hadn’t been able to make out details. Only now that we were right outside was I able to start making out individual statements, and that not consistently.

 

 “…should’ve at least tried!”

 

 “Not when…our own skins on…”

 

 “Well, it’s too late now!”

 

 “…could still…”

 

 No good, we were only getting about half of it. Yoshi turned to catch my eye, and nodded, reaching out to place one hand on the door latch. I nodded back, grasping Aster’s shoulder. She looked at me, then carefully retreated when I gave her a gentle pull. All things considered, Yoshi and I were still our hardest hitters, and it was clear neither of us was a lead-from-the-rear type. If we were gonna charge in, we should take point.

 

 Yoshi gripped his sword, inhaled and exhaled slowly, then yanked the door open and stepped through.

 

 Blessedly, this was another tall room, and we had space to stand up. I was right on his heels, bursting into the chamber beyond as we were greeted by incoherent yells of surprise. The goblins had been distracted, but all turned to focus on us upon our arrival. Two raised weapons, and I didn’t give anybody the chance to do something foolish.

 

Windburst, Windburst!

 

Two was all it took in the relatively confined quarters to knock down all of the targets arrayed against us and smash half of them against the wall from which they slumped down, stunned.

 

Yoshi and I kept moving, keeping them covered as we made room for the rest of the team to stream in after us. He had the presence of mind not to divert his attention from the felled goblins until we were amply backed up, but then turned to examine the cells in which there was apparently one living prisoner and two corpses. I kept my own attention on the enemy for now, so I didn’t see what he saw.

 

So it came as quite the surprise to me that Yoshi knew the prisoner—even more so that Nazralind did--but their startled yells came out nearly in unison.

 

“Maizo!”
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3.14 In Which the Dark Lord Does the Right Thing, Sort Of


                Who the hell was Maizo?

 

I took a moment to verify that our opponents were under control before turning to see for myself. Nazralind had her bow drawn; Aster, Flaethwyn, and Adelly all had weapons ready; even Rizz and Rhoka had silently come in at the rear with those staffs of theirs held out, blades extended. These goblins weren’t much of a threat anyway, now that I looked. Those “weapons” I’d glimpsed while bursting in turned out, on closer inspection, to be pickaxes. Had we just captured a mining crew? In any case, I could risk taking my eyes off them.

 

The sole living goblin in the cells was laboriously rising up from a prone position, and it really looked like an effort. Poor guy had been worked over something fierce; I could hardly see the green on large parts of him through the bruises and blood. He could only crack one swollen eye to peek at us and was obviously having trouble breathing.

 

 This looked like a job for the Dark Lord.

 

“Heal.”

 

 Pink light burst from the cell, causing the other goblins to flinch.

 

“Whew!” Maizo gasped, straightening up fully. “Hoooo, that’s tingly! Holy shit, thanks. Wow, you’re…all here. Together. Now that I didn’t see coming.”

 

 “Just a moment,” Flaethwyn said, turning away from our prisoners and lowering her weapon entirely, because apparently my concerns about operational security were not shared. “Hey, you’re that goblin who dropped us in that blasted mud pit!”

 

 “Wow, I’m impressed, Lady Flaethwyn,” Maizo said sincerely, swaggering forward and grabbing the bars of his cell with both hands, which caused her to blush and avert her eyes as among other indignities he’d been stripped of his clothing. “Who woulda thought you could tell one goblin from another?”

 

 “A mud pit? Really?” I asked.

 

 “It’s…a long story,” said Yoshi, not meeting my eyes.

 

 “You.” Rizz strode past me, lifting her goblin-sized mechanical naginata to rest it over her shoulder, and pointed at one of the felled followers of Jadrak. “Where are the keys to these cells?”

 

 “The…keys.” He blinked at her, eyes seemingly out of focus, and reached up to grip his skull with one hand. “I don’t…”

 

 Oh, right, this was one of the ones who’d been smacked against the wall. Little dude looked pretty concussed.

 

Heal, I cast, causing him to jerk upright with his eyes bulging wide. Then I did the same for the other two who looked a bit the worse for our encounter.

 

 “You can talk to me, Judge.” One of the room’s goblins had got to his feet and now stepped forward, hands held out before him to show he had nothing in them. “I’m Rads, I’m responsible for this crew. We’re miners, not… Look, we weren’t told where keys are. They ordered us to leave ‘em in the cells. If there are still any nearby, they’ll be in the security office, just through there.”

 

 “Rhoka,” Rizz ordered. The Arbiter nodded and stalked off through the door toward which Rads had pointed.

 

 “Hey, alchemist girl,” said Zui. “Do you have an acid that’ll eat through metal?”

 

 “Through metal?” Amell squeaked. “I don’t… Uh, not fast enough to help, no. I don’t encounter much metal, usually. It’s crazy how much of it there is down here.”

 

 Weird how she could brew a magic bomb-finding elixir with what she was just lugging around but not hydrochloric acid. The rules of alchemy were puzzling, I really needed to get some questions about this answered.

 

 “That goblin had been tortured,” Rizz continued in a grim tone, leveling her polearm at Rads. “So were those two—to death. And you wanna take responsibility for this?”

 

 “We had nothing to do with that!” Rads exclaimed, waving his empty hands overhead. “I’m responsible for my crew, not the Goblin King’s orders! My people are miners, you understand? We dig up ores, not… Look, we’re only here on guard duty because everybody else bugged out and we volunteered to stay behind. We were ordered to feed the prisoner and not open those cells under any circumstances! You’ve got no idea what they do to people who rebel against the Goblin King.”

 

 “No, we’ve got a pretty good idea,” said Zui, who was over at the bars now, giving Maizo a once-over. I couldn’t blame her; he was Healed and all, but there was an awful lot of dried blood still on him and his grin showed a couple of missing teeth.

 

 “What do you mean, everybody else bugged out?” I demanded. “Where did they go?”

 

 Rads gulped, giving me a wary look. He was clearly uncertain why there were a bunch of humans and elves down here, but it was plain that we were with the Judge, and that we weren’t to be trifled with.

 

 “King Jadrak’s abandoned this base. He’s moving his headquarters to rule from Fallencourt. I dunno who else might still be kicking around here—we probably aren’t the only crew left to look after something, but it’s only been a few hours and we ain’t seen anybody else.”

 

 Well, that explained it.

 

 “Would he really give up a secure position like that?” Yoshi asked, frowning deeply. “That doesn’t seem to make sense. It’s risky.”

 

 “It’s a bold move, but I could see it from Jadrak’s perspective,” said Gizmit, emerging from the door behind us. “Holding Fallencourt gives him central control and not holding this place prevents him stretching his forces too thin. It’s aggressive and risky, though, you’re right. I found what Rhoka’s supposed to be looking for, by the way. Catch.”

 

 She tossed a ring of metal keys across the room to Zui, who snagged them out of the air and began trying them on Maizo’s cell door, muttering in annoyance. There were a lot of keys on that ring. Rhoka poked her head back out of the security office, scowling at having been upstaged.

 

 “Anybody else nearby, Biribo?” I asked.

 

 “Not within the radius of my perception from this spot, boss. Not in the tunnels above or below, either. I think this guy’s on the level, they really have pulled out.”

 

 “I thought there was a Spirit here,” I said, frowning. “Would Jadrak really abandon that?”

 

 “Lot of other assets here that can’t be moved easily, or at all,” Gizmit agreed. “But he is trying to consolidate his control in a hurry with adventurers closing in and a pissed-off Dark Lord invading Kzidnak. Like I said: not the call I would’ve made, but I can imagine Jadrak going for it.”

 

 “Dark Lord?” one of the captured goblins whispered. “Oh, shit. Shit.”

 

 “Hah!” Zui finally crowed in satisfaction, and the cell door swung open. “All right! Next step, we gotta find something for you to wear.”

 

 “I dunno, this is pretty cozy,” said Maizo, who had wrapped himself in the threadbare blanket which was apparently provided with his cell.

 

 “Why were you in there, Maizo?” Yoshi asked.

 

 The goblin grimaced, showing off the new gaps in his shark-like teeth. I felt particularly bad about that, but Heal wouldn’t fix anything missing. 

 

 “Cos I’m an information gatherer working for Maugro. I dunno exactly how Jadrak got wind of this Dark Lord situation, but he also found out who else knew about it, and…well, there you have it. Since you’re down here, Lord Seiji, I’m hoping you managed to rescue Maugro and the gang?”

 

 He looked up at me with such an eager expression I felt a crack form somewhere inside me. It immediately fell, though; Maizo could see my face, and everyone else’s.

 

 “I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I was too slow. Maugro and Mindzi both came running to me for help when they were attacked, but they died on the way. So did the other goblin in his office, I never got that guy’s name. You’d better believe I wiped out the assholes who did it, and Jadrak is next on my list.”

 

 Maizo nodded, eyes downcast. “Yeah… That’s something. Guess I’m not human enough to find a lotta satisfaction in revenge.”

 

 “We’re going back to the barracks,” Zui stated, glaring around at us as if expecting to be challenged. “There was abandoned gear all over in there, so we can find something for him to wear, and possibly eat.”

 

 “Good idea,” I agreed. “Adelly, would you go with them, please? I know this place is theoretically emptied out, but that can change in a hurry and I’ll feel better with somebody tall and Blessed watching their backs.”

 

 “Hai!” Adelly said crisply, saluting before turning to follow the two goblins, who had started off without waiting for a response. Yoshi jumped and turned a wide-eyed stare on her, then me, but Rizz spoke up again before he could say anything.

 

 “So you didn’t put them in the cells,” she said in a voice like ice, keeping her polearm leveled at Rads. “You just kept them there. You let two fellow goblins die of injuries they suffered at the hands of your coworkers, and would have let Maizo die just the same. Because you were told to?”

 

 “This is not the job any of us signed up for, Judge,” Rads said, his tone pleading. “We’re just trying to survive. Do you have any idea what it’s like for those people? The fanatics, the… The Goblin King has everyone whipped into this rabid fucking frenzy. You can’t go against them, or they tear you apart.”

 

 “And they are gone,” Rizz snapped. Rhoka stepped silently up beside her, holding her own weapon at the ready but not pointing it yet. “You consigned people to die alone and in agony because you were scared of the memory of the Goblin King?”

 

 “You’re damn right I was!” he yelled, suddenly finding his spine. Rads even took an aggressive step forward, heedless of the blade which she kept aimed right at his chest. “And if you think that’s weird, then you’ve got no idea what you’re talking about! We got left behind because we’ve been trying to sit out the worst of the insanity. Because we’re not trusted or valued enough by the hard-liners to go along with Jadrak’s glorious crusade. You know what a delicate fucking dance we’ve had to do for weeks now, staying alive here without getting blood on our own hands? I didn’t see you here protecting anybody from the madness, or any other Judge! If those crazy assholes came back and found we’d gone soft on the prisoners, it would’ve been our asses next! I’ve got a team of six miners I’m trying to get through this shitshow alive. If you think you coulda done better, good for you, but you weren’t here.”

 

 Rizz shifted her fingers on the haft of her weapon, expression unchanging. “And does that make you feel better about your complicity? Look me in the eyes, Rads, and say you’re not to blame.”

 

 “Ugh, why are we wasting time on this goblin nonsense?” Flaethwyn groaned. “The Goblin King isn’t here. This whole exercise is a bust. Let’s just squeeze these dregs for information and leave.”

 

 Rizz very slowly turned to give the elf a long, hard stare, keeping her weapon at the ready.

 

 “I think,” Yoshi began.

 

 “I know a quick way to settle this,” I said, taking two steps forward till I stood abreast of Rizz and Rhoka. Raising my rapier, I pointed its tip at Rads, who backed away. “You and your team have killed two people through your own sniveling cowardice. Fair’s fair, foreman. Pick your two least useful team members.”

 

 Well, that got everybody’s attention, all right. The goblin miners all began protesting and trying to retreat against the wall away from me. Rizz and Rhoka immediately shifted their stance, bringing their weapons up to aim in my direction.

 

 “Whoah, wait a second,” Yoshi protested. “Omura, you can’t be serious!”

 

 “I dunno what passes for justice where you’re from, boy, but this isn’t happening,” Judge Rizz stated.

 

 I guess I was giving people the wrong idea bout Japan’s justice system, huh. Oh, well, it wasn’t like anybody back home would ever hear about this or have the chance to be embarrassed. More immediately…

 

 “Your position is understood, Judge Rizz,” I replied. “Counterpoint: Windburst. Heal, Heal.”

 

 I sent her and Rhoka flying across the room against the opposite wall and immediately remedied any damage done to them by the impact. Rhoka lost her staff in transit; Rizz actually managed to not only stay armed but land on her feet after bouncing off the wall.

 

 “I’m not a patient man,” I said to Rads, taking a step closer. “Pick two. Now.”

 

 “Omura, you can’t do this!” Yoshi insisted.

 

 “Stay out of this, Yoshi.”

 

 He drew his sword.

 

 It was sort of incredible how a group of people could suddenly split into two distinct groups. Instantly, Yoshi’s followers and mine shifted just slightly, angling themselves to face between the goblins and each other. Aster had her sword across her shoulders in its ready posture, and now subtly moved to a balanced stance; Nazralind kept her nocked but un-drawn bow aimed at the goblins, but adjusted her angle so that she could instantly bring it to bear on anyone in the room. Amell rested one hand on the clasp of her potion satchel, and Pashilyn’s face went blank and expressionless, her hands tucking themselves into the wide sleeves of her priestess robes.

 

 Astonishingly, it was Flaethwyn who made herself the voice of peace and reconciliation.

 

 “What? What is everyone so tetchy about, suddenly? If he wants to kill goblins, let him. Haven’t we got anything better to worry about?”

 

 Well, reconciliation, anyway.

 

 Rizz made an abortive move in my direction and I held out my free hand toward her in a silent threat, bringing her to an immediate stop.

 

 “Choose,” I barked at Rads, “or I’ll pick two for you.”

 

 “You can go fuck yourself, tallboy!” the goblin foreman snarled, baring his full complement of jagged teeth at me. Positioning himself in front of his crew, he held his arms out wide as if he could block them with his own body. “You want a piece of my people, you go through me first.”

 

 I held his red eyes with a pitiless stare for just a moment. Less of a moment than I would normally have drawn that out—it was a tragic waste of a dramatic pause—but I was sitting on a powder keg and any second either Yoshi or Rizz was going to do something to make all this much more complicated.

 

 “Correct answer,” I said, nodding and sheathing my sword. “So there is some character in you, after all. Maybe not much, but that’s not nothing. Very well, where are your supplies? Food, water, medicine?”

 

 Rads blinked rapidly. “I—you—uh, what?”

 

 “You’re robbing us, now?” one of his subordinates protested.

 

 “They’re for you, not for us,” I explained patiently. “You lot are going into those cells. And unlike you, I happen to care what happens to people in my custody. I don’t intend to let you starve. If the Goblin King’s flunkies come back, you can tell them exactly what happened here and they’ll have no reason to complain about a bunch of miners getting beaten by the Dark Lord. Once Jadrak’s dead, I’ll send somebody to let you out.”

 

 “That’s…better,” Rizz said grudgingly, approaching. She had the polearm back over her shoulder and not pointed at me this time, so I allowed it. “But I believe it is still my business to dispense justice in Kzidnak, boy, not yours.”

 

 “Fine, if you want to take further issue with them after Jadrak’s out of the equation, I won’t stop you,” I said, annoyed. “Or do you think I’m being too harsh on the poor little darlings?”

 

 Rizz turned her gimlet stare back on the miners. “Hmph. All things being equal, I wouldn’t let them off that easy, no. But in this situation we don’t have the luxury of taking any drawn-out measures. Your solution will do, for now. I gotta say, boy, that was the most sadistic lead-up to a light-handed punishment I’ve ever seen. I’ve met, dealt with, and fought a lotta different kinds of people in my years, but I think you’re my first…vicious softie.”

 

 Nazralind audibly stifled a snicker, which of course I ignored.

 

 “I don’t like hurting people, Rizz. I go out of my way not to do it any more than is absolutely necessary. You, of course, know the only reliable method for getting through life without having to hurt anybody?”

 

 She nodded. “Make sure everybody knows you can and will. Yep. And pursuant to that, what would you have done if Rads there had volunteered two of his people to die?”

 

 “Then I’d have killed him and stuck the rest of them in the cells. No need to take my word for it, either, just ask any of my followers what happened to the last asshole who failed that particular test.”

 

 “You killed someone,” Yoshi said quietly, “for that?”

 

 “Because nobody fucking listens!”

 

 I usually had more warning when it came upon me—in fact, I usually had a much more severe provocation. This time, though, it was just his soft tone of incredulity that made me snap. All but literally: I felt something go pop inside my head, and just like that I was too furious to see straight.

 

 I rounded on Yoshi, words spilling out of me far faster than I could even think about controlling them.

 

 “It would be so easy to make this country a better place to live in: all everybody would have to do is stop clawing at each other like crabs in a bucket. We can blame the assholes in charge—and oh, believe me, I do—but the fact remains they would be as ousted and slaughtered as the nobility of France or Russia or China or everywhere else that has happened if their sole talent wasn’t keeping all the common folk of this wretched little shithole island turned against each other instead of putting their anger where it belongs!

 

 “I’m sure you’ve been having a grand old isekai adventure, Yoshi, hanging out with adventurers and well-mannered nobles. Well, fucking good for you. I have been mostly dealing with bandits and nobles when they weren’t trying to impress anybody, and let me tell you the important thing I’ve learned about human nature: when the chips are down, most people will usually do the right thing—if it has been made clear to them beforehand that the alternative is they get fucking murdered!”

 

 Just as suddenly as I’d started, I was out of things to say. And the silence was utter and oppressive. Goblins were staring at me in terror, my own people with worry. Yoshi and two-thirds of his friends looked vaguely haunted, but Flaethwyn, for the first time I’d seen, appeared reluctantly impressed.

 

 Also, naturally, the others had returned just in time to catch that. Zui and Maizo stood in the door, staring, with Adelly looming over them from behind.

 

 “Well?” I said irritably. “Come on. Supplies, unless you want to go to jail with nothing but what you’re wearing. Zui, we’ll need those keys.”

 

 “You’re gonna kill Jadrak?” Rads said suddenly.

 

 I turned a tired scowl on him. The flash of rage was gone as quickly as it had come, leaving me feeling worn-out and cranky. “I’m pretty sure I was unambiguous about my intentions, yes.”

 

 The foreman sucked in a breath through his teeth, glanced over his shoulder at his frightened subordinates, then turned back to me and nodded.

 

 “Then…look, I dunno whether there’s still anything in this whole base that’ll be useful to you, but I know where you should look. You wanna talk to Digger.”

 

 “Who the hell is Digger?” I demanded. 

 

 “That’s the Spirit this place was built around,” said Gizmit.

 

 Rads nodded again, eagerly this time. “Yeah, see, this whole part of the complex used to be mines before the ore ran out, and it all branches off from the cavern where Digger’s located. The Spirit’s spot has always been secured, but for the last few months it’s been getting increasingly…weird. Only Jadrak and Hoy have been allowed in there, and how paranoid they’ve been about it has scaled directly with the whole organization going off the rails, turning from an honest mining company into… Well, if you got this far into Kzidnak, I bet you’ve seen what they’ve turned into.”

 

 “We saw, yes,” Yoshi said softly.

 

 “So…” Rads shrugged helplessly. “I mean, I gotta assume they’d take anything valuable with them, but you can’t move a Spirit. I dunno what clues or whatever would even be left, but that’s where they’ll be. If…there’s anything, I mean. You’ll, uh, you’ll have to bust in, probably, they had that place locked down tight.”

 

 “Thank you,” I said in a deliberately calm and reasonable tone. “That is exceedingly helpful.”

 

 “Sure thing. Just…don’t tell any of Jadrak’s people I told you nothin’.”

 

 I nodded. “You’re still going in the cells.”

 

 Rads looked at the empty cells, then at the one with two bodies in it, then over at Maizo, and lowered his eyes. “Yeah, fair. Zabbzi, show ‘em where the supply lockers are.”

 



 

 The Spirit’s cave was not, in fact, locked down.

 

 We found it easily enough with the miners’ directions, after we left them secured in their cells with sufficient food and water for at least a week. And indeed, there was ample evidence at the entrances to this cavern had been sealed at some point—the doors were not only heavy, but bristling with locks, chains, and even obstructions that looked like they’d been bracing them shut. Those doors themselves were standing open, though, all the chains and whatnot dangling uselessly and the barricades lying strewn about the hall outside.

 

 “Oh, no,” Biribo whispered as we stepped up to the ominously open portal.

 

 “What?” I demanded. “Who’s in there?”

 

 “Nobody,” he said in a miserable tone. “But boss…we shouldn’t be here.”

 

 “We need to retreat,” Radatina agreed, buzzing around Yoshi’s head in agitation. “This is way more dangerous than we came here prepared for!”

 

 “What do you mean?” he asked. “What’s wrong? Traps?”

 

 For once we weren’t the first ones in; Rizz brushed curtly past me, stepping into the Spirit’s chamber with her polearm at the ready. She came to an immediate stop, straightening up from her prepared stance, and shifted the weapon to rest its butt against the floor.

 

 “Well, I see what the familiars are agitated about,” the Judge said in a particularly dour tone. “This is not good. But not immediately dangerous, so long as nobody does anything stupid.”

 

 That was good enough for me; I rounded the corner, went through the gates, and stopped right next to Rizz. Seconds later, Yoshi drew up on her other side, sword and shield at the ready.

 

 The cavern was clearly natural, its floor uneven and domed ceiling bristling with stalactites. More doors stood around the walls, most smaller than the one we’d come through; all had heavy barriers built into them now, and all were standing wide open. I paid all of this little attention, though, immediately zeroing in on the familiar shape of a Spirit positioned in the center of the room.

 

 Well, mostly familiar.

 

 It was the same waist-high column of white stone with inset patterns glowing, but this one was quite different beyond that. Rather than the customary pale pastel glow, its engravings were lit up a livid red, and slowly pulsing from bottom to top, making me think of a heartbeat. In place of the projection of a stylized face in light above its top, the crown was ringed by a slowly rotating circle in which letters were written in red light:

 

ERROR – CONTACT SYSTEM ADMINISTRATOR – ERROR – SYSTEM NODE CORRUPTED

 

 “I—wait,” said Yoshi, leaning forward and narrowing his eyes. “Is that English?”

 

 “Not English,” I said. “Those are Roman letters, though. Maybe…Spanish? I know a very little Spanish. It does remind me of a Romance language, but…I don’t see any accent marks. Most of them have those.”

 

 “How can you read it but not know what language it is?” Aster asked, stepping up behind me. “Or…can you not read it? I thought the Blessing of Wisdom…”

 

 “Being able to fluently read or speak languages you’ve never actually learned causes some weird effects sometimes,” I said ruefully, thinking back to her (lack of) reaction to Junko’s name, and the way Gizmit had tricked me into revealing I could read Khazid. “For example, apparently you don’t get to intuitively know the name of whatever language it is.”

 

 “Could it be Latin?” Yoshi asked.

 

 “I can’t—hm. Well, I was going to say that was silly, but honestly that doesn’t make any less sense than everything else about this damn planet. More importantly, what’s wrong with that Spirit?”

 

 “What’s wrong is it’s not a Spirit anymore,” Rizz replied. “It’s been corrupted. That is now a Void altar, which provides the answers to a lot of questions about Jadrak. It appears he’s been dealing with devils.”

 

 “Oh, shit,” I whispered. “That means we’re gonna be dealing with devils, doesn’t it.”

 

 Yoshi turned to us. “Void? Devils? What are you talking about?”

 

 “Why, yes, Radatina,” I said sweetly. “Why don’t you explain to him what we’re talking about?”

 

 And that’s how I got smacked between the eyes by a dive-bombing angry pixie.
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3.15 In Which the Dark Lord Presses the Big Red Button


                I gave Yoshi the very quick, one-minute rundown on the Void and the Devil King while Radatina visibly seethed, which was adorable. And while it was pertinent information that he definitely needed to know, I’d be lying if I denied that the sight of the pixie’s impotent fury was what motivated me to finish up with a final warning.

 

“And the reason your familiar hasn’t told you any of this, and wouldn’t have, is because while it feels like they work for us, the truth is familiars work for the goddesses and you’d be wise to remember it. Above all, they don’t want any other Champions slipping the leash on them like the Devil King did.”

 

 “That is not a suggestion that you should investigate Void magic, Yoshi,” Pashilyn interjected firmly.

 

 “She’s right,” I agreed, nodding, as Yoshi glanced back and forth between us with wide eyes. “Void magic is bad news. Look, I’m speaking as someone who considers his only true enemy on Ephemera to be Virya and who would grab at just about any straw to be able to stick it to her.”

 

 Everyone whipped about to stare at me—well, not everyone, my own followers were aware of this by now, but the goblins and Sanorites were all visibly shocked. Gratifying as it was to so decisively make myself the center of attention, I was in the middle of making a different point and so pressed on with it.

 

 “The Devil King is not the solution. Any Void magic goes through him or his agents if you wanna do it without blowing yourself up, and that dude is not interested in sharing power. Involving him in your business just means adding a third nigh-omnipotent entity with a leash around your neck.”

 

 Yoshi was frowning pensively now, half-turning to stare at the Void altar. “Omura, I needed to talk to you anyway about… Well, I’ve seen indications that all or at least most Heroes and Dark Lords were brought here from Japan.”

 

 “It’s all of them, yes,” I said. “A Spirit told me that straight up.”

 

 “Oh. Good to know, then.” He turned back to face my directly. “But that would also mean this Devil King is Japanese, right? Maybe we can reason with him.”

 

 “I think you may not realize how atypical the two of you are,” Nazralind commented. “Dark Lords and Heroes as a rule have not reasoned with each other. Being from the same country only counts for so much.”

 

 “Also,” I added, “this guy lived in Japan for…well, I dunno, but probably not much more than twenty years. He’s been on Ephemera for who knows how many hundreds, and spent nearly all of that as an all-powerful tyrant. Having some distant memories of Japan doesn’t mean he’ll want to relate to us at all, if he even still can.”

 

 “I see your point,” Yoshi said with a soft sigh. “Okay. This Void magic, then. How do you activate it?”

 

 Everybody yelled at him at once, our voices in perfect agreement despite incomprehensibly overlapping each other.

 

 “Okay, okay, I heard you!” Yoshi exclaimed. “I’m not an idiot! Listen, I’m not wanting to do Void magic, your point is taken, all right? I want to avoid doing it. You made it sound like that Void altar is dangerous, so how do we avoid setting it off by accident?”

 

 “Oh, that’s not something you need to worry about,” Pashilyn assured him, mollified. “That is not the danger of Void altars. In fact, to use Void magic you would need to be initiated and given some basic coaching, possibly by an extremely powerful Void witch but most likely by an actual devil. If you don’t have that introduction, you can’t make a Void altar do anything. The danger is that whichever devil corrupted the thing remains connected to it, and can sense anyone interacting with it. That is a main way they get further converts: anyone messing with a Void altar is likely to meet a devil with some very persuasive arguments why they should try it out.”

 

 “Prob’ly why all these heavy-ass doors were left open,” Rizz added. “Bet it was a request of Jadrak’s devil friend. With this place empty and unguarded, scavengers will move in within hours, and innocent goblins will blunder across this damn thing.”

 

 “Here’s the thing, though,” Pashilyn said, herself now gazing thoughtfully at the altar.

 

 “I do not like the look on your face, Pashilyn,” Radatina warned.

 

 “I’m sure you don’t care, but me either,” said Biribo.

 

 “Historically,” she said, ignoring them, “devils are shy and conflict-averse, despite how powerful they are. When cornered they are incredibly dangerous in a fight, but given any opportunity at all they will avoid one. They’ll flee from attack and abandon whatever project they were working on rather than defend it, every time. It has also been noted that their activities all but cease as soon as a Dark Crusade is known to be underway, almost as if they fear even the chance of encountering a Hero or Dark Lord.”

 

 “Priestess,” Rizz said impatiently, “when I said ‘nobody do anything stupid,’ I was referring specifically to what you’re leading up to.”

 

 “You want us to activate the Void altar?” I demanded.

 

 “I am only raising possibilities,” Pashilyn said in a soothing, diplomatic tone. “Our goal was to find the source of the Goblin King’s mysterious power and cut it off, correct? Well, we’ve found it, which leaves the second part. If we show this devil that either Champion is getting involved here, let alone both, the likeliest outcome is they will immediately drop this whole campaign and leave the Goblin King to his fate. And then probably never show their face on Dount again, or possibly anywhere on Ephemera so long as one of you is still alive.”

 

 “Boy, you don’t gamble for low stakes, do ya?” Zui commented.

 

 Yoshi caught my eye and we shared a contemplative frown. The merits of Pashilyn’s idea were obvious, but the risks…

 

 “And what if the devil doesn’t run away?” he asked, turning back to her. “What do you think of our chances in a fight?”

 

 “Yoshi, my point is it’s almost certain not to come to a fight. Even if the creature doesn’t retreat fully, it’s not in their nature to confront an actual threat.”

 

 “Yes, I understand that,” he said patiently. “I’m trying to grasp the scale of the risk if this devil happens to be unpredictable. I don’t know anything about devils; can we beat it?”

 

 Pashilyn hesitated, glancing aside at Flaethwyn, who shook her head in a furious negative. Nazralind did the same.

 

 “If…either of you were at the apex of your career and powers, possibly,” the priestess said reluctantly. “As you are, brand new with only a few spells and artifacts each… No, neither of you is a match for a devil. Both together, with all of us backing you up…”

 

 She paused again, then grimaced and shook her head.

 

 “Still, probably not.”

 

 “I’m getting alarmed that this needs to be repeated,” Biribo said in a shrill voice, “but don’t screw around with devils!”

 

 “Okay, second opinions,” I said. “Other educated people: is Pashilyn right?”

 

“Pashilyn is a priestess of the Radiant Convocation and a scholar of religious history and lore,” Flaethwyn said stridently, stepping up behind Pashilyn and placing a protective hand on her shoulder. “This is her specific area of expertise. If she tells you a thing, you may take it as assured!”

 

 “Right, thanks for that,” I said irritably. “Anybody got an answer to the question that was actually asked?”

 

 “Well, I’m no scholar of religious history, but I imagine I’m decently educated by Fflyr standards,” said Nazralind, “and while I don’t know how much of what I’ve read is propaganda, it is well established that devils are cowards.”

 

 “I’d put it more in terms of the Devil King bein’ the conservative type who likes to play the longer, slower game,” added Rizz, “but as to the point at hand, my own experience agrees. If there’s trouble with the Void, it’s almost always a Void witch, or some leftover remnants of something one did like zombies or ghosts wandering around. Actual devils want nothing to do with any serious opposition. They’ll skedaddle at the sight of a Blessed, even one they could easily kill.”

 

 “Can I just point something else out?” Aster interjected, holding up one hand. “Devils pay attention to these altars, right? And we’re standing here, having this conversation, in the same room as one. The point might be moot.”

 

 Everybody instinctively shuffled a step or two toward the walls and away from the Void altar. She was right, though; if it was too late, it was too late.

 

 “Pashilyn?” I asked.

 

 “It’s…not clear how closely they monitor them, or can,” she said warily. “If you try to interact with it, definitely. Just being nearby…I don’t know.”

 

 “Radatina?” Yoshi prompted.

 

 “Well, I don’t know!” his familiar exclaimed, doing a series of midair bounces in sheer indignation. “Familiars can tell you anything about magic in the Blessing system, but Void magic is forbidden! And for a reason! Even aside from devils and the Devil King, the Void is dangerous. Shapeless magic is inherently unpredictable! Messing around with it is a great way to kill yourself and everyone else in the vicinity!”

 

 “That wouldn’t happen,” Pashilyn said swiftly. “As I said, you cannot activate the inherent magic of a Void altar unless you’ve received the proper initiation.”

 

 I drew in a breath and let it out, turning back to Yoshi. “Well then, considering the risks and rewards, I’m up for the attempt. If you wanna veto the idea, though, I won’t push it.”

 

 “Oh yeah?” Flaethwyn snarled. “You go and touch it, then!”

 

 “That’s not necessary,” Yoshi said quickly. “If we agree to it—”

 

 “What then, rock paper scissors?” I said, grinning. “Nah, she’s actually got a point for once. If we’re doing this, I’m willing to take the lead. A really smart guy once gave me some good advice on how to deal with a devil if I ever met one.”

 

 “I got a feeling I’m gonna regret asking,” Rizz said in a weary tone, “but before you go and do anything with the rest of us standing conveniently nearby, what was this advice?”

 

 I turned my grin on her, widening it. “That I should Immolate them until they learn to leave me alone.”

 

 Everyone stared in silence for a second.

 

 “Huh,” Rizz grunted at least. “Yeah, in fact…”

 

 “That actually is the agreed upon best practice,” Pashilyn said wryly. “Well. Perhaps not immolation per se, but the general principle.”

 

 “Your call, then, Yoshi,” I said. “And don’t make it out of concern for my well-being, I can take care of myself. Besides, if a devil actually shows, you’d best believe your ass will be immediately backing me up.”

 

 Belatedly, I realized that putting it this way was laying all the pressure on him, which…oops. Too late now, though. Yoshi didn’t seem crushed by the responsibility, at least, just frowning in thought as he gave the matter due consideration.

 

 “I think we should try,” he finally declared. “If the devil flees, that’s the greater part of the Goblin King’s power wiped out in one blow. And if it doesn’t, we’re going to end up fighting the creature anyway. I’d rather do it here, when we’re alone with it, than later when we have to fight Jadrak and Hoy and an army of goblin minions at the same time.”

 

 Damn, he had a point there, I hadn’t even thought of that angle.

 

 “Are you sure you want to do this, Omura?” he asked me seriously.

 

 “’Want’ is not the word I’d choose,” I admitted, “but we are in agreement that it should be done, and I’m not one to back down once I’ve given my word. All right, let’s rock.”

 

 I turned to face the Void altar in the center of the room and stepped toward it.

 

 Everyone unlimbered their weapons, taking up positions in a wide arc facing me and the altar, while Zui tugged Maizo back toward the door. Good idea; if the civilians didn’t have the sense not to join an active combat mission, at least they weren’t going to stand on the front lines.

 

 I approached the Void altar carefully, my Surestep boots unfaltering on the uneven cave floor. It sloped up toward the base of the altar in erratic, natural-looking waves, as if what had been the Spirit had been placed upon the natural pedestal of a shorn-off stalagmite. The altar silently pulsed its warning red, the encircling error message slowly rotating around its crown where the face should be.

 

 “Boss,” Biribo said miserably, beginning to fall behind from his usual place at my shoulder. Now that I thought about it, he’d never shied from any kind of danger at all. Could familiars even be harmed? If that was the case, it made sense that Void magic might be the exception.

 

 “Better hang back, buddy,” I said, taking pity on him. “I can survive getting blasted, but I don’t need Void bullshit messing up my Blessing of Wisdom.”

 

 He hesitated, jittering back and forth in midair with visible reluctance, but then bobbed his head once and zipped out of range to hover over Aster’s shoulder.

 

 One more step and I stood alongside the desecrated Spirit. I reached out with my right hand; it passed through the illusory warning as if nothing was there. Not even a tingling sensation. The head of the altar where I grabbed it just felt like cool stone.

 

 “Reveal yourself!” I commanded the unseen devil.

 

 The lights on the altar suddenly switched to vivid blue, and the direction of its pulsing reversed. A single flash flowed downward, as if some information from my handprint were being conveyed into the base.

 

 The error message also switched to blue, and the text changed.

 

 VALIDATING CREDENTIALS

 

 Wait. What?

 

 “What’s that say?” Aster demanded. “What is it doing?”

 

 Before I could answer, the blue switched to green and the message changed again.

 

LOGIN SUCCESSFUL

 

 Wait, what?

 

 “Get away from it!” Pashilyn shrieked.

 

 I was already backing away hastily, only the artifact boots saving me from taking a tumble on the rocks. It wasn’t my most graceful retreat, and it definitely didn’t beat the speed of magic.

 

 The next pulse of light was green, and this time shot upward—and then out, emerging from the head of the altar and flashing forward to strike me right between the eyes.

 

 My last conscious sensation was of being hurled physically backward before I found myself flung out of reality entirely.

 



 

 I remember having a high fever once as a kid. I vividly remember having the experience, even if the details of the sensation aren’t something I can specifically recall; I suspect a normally functioning brain isn’t capable of experiencing that. It was intense, though, the way time seemed to twist and dilate and compress simultaneously, the way my senses all contorted around themselves as I perceived things that weren’t there via senses I did not possess, phantoms conjured by an overheated brain. I’ve never done drugs, so the fever was the only frame of reference I have for that kind of experience.

 

 The Void was a lot like that.

 

 My consciousness was at once compressed into a pinpoint and stretched into eternity, unhitched from causality and perspective. I floundered in a rushing torrent of meaning, encountering nothing that I could actually experience with my body’s senses, nothing my brain could parse as such. Pure meaning is meaningless to a mind that has no direct means of interpreting it.

 

 I flailed—not with my body, which I couldn’t feel, or even with my mind. Or maybe it was my mind? I was drowning in the unreality of my own perceptions. Nothing made sense, nothing existed, and yet I was being washed away by a rushing cascade of reality, which wasn’t shaped like any reality I knew. Everything, and nothing, myself swept along, the wrong kind of consciousness to do anything in this situation.

 

 I needed…something. Something to grab onto. Something to focus on. Focus!

 

 Focus burst upon me, and it was as if I…rotated. Like I was a thing of two dimensions, and suddenly shifted so that the inexplicably force which had been pushing me along was sliding past instead. And suddenly, fragments of reality became clear.

 

 Some few bubbles did slice into my smashed, contorted awareness, bursting upon the razor edge of my perception, each dissolving into comprehensible speech. I couldn’t hear the voices—couldn’t hear at all—but I was experiencing snatches of dialogue, as if people were trying to speak to me through the torrent as they were swept past.

 

“You. Are. Not. Special.”

 

“Believe in them, as I believe in you.”

 

 “And what is strength?”

 

 “You are awfully confident that I’ll be in here forever.”

 

 “If I reveal to you all the secrets of Ephemera, will you kindly fuck off?”

 

 “I doubt many things about you, Omura Seiji, but never your integrity.”

 

 “I had a feeling it would be you. I chose you well.”

 

 “IS. THAT. ALL?”

 

 I tried to grab them, as if I could hold words like pieces of driftwood. They slipped past, not even clinging to memory despite my desperate clutching.

 

 Then a bubble of perception hit me even harder, bursting with the force of an explosive, with the weight of attention. Instead of mere chaotic fragments of comprehension, I was suddenly aware of another consciousness, focused upon me. 

 

 Speaking to me.

 

“Go away, little Dark Lord.”

 



 

 I have never been so relieved to get a concussion.

 

 I hit the ground hard, my Surestep Boots doing nothing for me since I was landing back-first with my feet in the air. The impact drove the air painfully from my lungs and my skull cracked against the floor, causing stars to burst in my vision. All of it was blissfully, blessedly physical. Reality made sense again!

 

 Also it hurt. Oh, shit, this hurt a lot.

 

 Someone was grabbing me, trying to lift me up; people were yelling and arguing all around.

 

 “You said this wouldn’t happen!”

 

 “Where is it? I don’t see anything!”

 

 “There’s no devil, that was—he actually—”

 

 It took me a few seconds to manage enough mental focus to form the weight of the spell, but I finally gathered myself enough to pull it off.

 

Heal!

 

 The blast of pink radiance washed away the pain and fuzziness, fixing my abused lungs and poor jostled brain in one burst. I was mostly lying on the ground; my head was in Aster’s lap, cradled in her hands, while Zui and Amell hovered over me, the latter holding out a vial of something that smelled like peppers and sugar.

 

 Was that…it smelled exactly like the sauce on Gilder’s favorite pepper mutton. Fucking Fflyr and their spices.

 

 “I’m okay,” I grunted, gently disentangling myself. Aster let me up and the others scooted backward. “Wow, that was something I could do with never experiencing again. What the absolute fuck was that? Is everybody okay?”

 

 “Everybody but you is fine,” Nazralind exclaimed. “Are you okay? I saw that Heal go off, but…I mean…what happened to you?”

 

 “He cast Void magic, that’s what!” Radatina shrieked, zooming in circles above Yoshi’s head.

 

 “That can’t be,” Aster insisted, “the devil must have attacked him.”

 

 “No, that was definitely Void magic,” said Biribo. “And he definitely cast it himself. Well, not himself exactly, but the altar activated in response to him.”

 

 “What in the hell?” I exclaimed, turning an accusing glare on Pashilyn. “I thought that couldn’t happen!”

 

 “He must have been initiated!” The fucking pixie seemed to be on the verge of hysterics. “He’s a Void witch! Somehow he met a devil and—”

 

 “He did not, you little pest!” Biribo snarled. “I would know if he had! This was his first-ever encounter with the Void.”

 

 “Is that…true?” Yoshi asked.

 

 “Well, if he says it is…it must be.” Radatina was clearly reluctant, but she was at least calming down now. “This goes well beyond Viryans versus Sanorites, Yoshi. The Void is everyone’s enemy. If you’re touched by Void magic, you can’t hide it from your familiar—and no familiar would conceal that.”

 

 “Because, like I said,” I added, “familiars work for the Goddesses, not us.”

 

 “Is this really the moment to be harping on that?” Biribo demanded.

 

 “Yes, that’s a good point. I have much better things to harp on right now.” I heaved myself upright, rounding on the quailing priestess. “Pashilyn! You specifically said this could not happen! You said I couldn’t activate a Void altar by accident. You went into quite a bit of fucking detail about it, as I recall!”

 

 “You can’t!” she insisted, more agitated than I’d ever seen her. “That isn’t—it is well known that—I don’t understand how you— That is not how it works!”

 

 “Huh.” Rizz’s calm voice was like a cup of ice water tossed into the conversation. “So. Turns out Dark Lords can activate Void altars. How about that. I wonder if it’s just Dark Lords, or both kinds of Champions?”

 

“WE ARE NOT GOING TO TEST THAT!” Radatina screamed, actually slamming herself into Yoshi’s chest as if she could physically push him back from the altar.

 

 “I swear to you, Lord Seiji,” Pashilyn said tremulously, “I would not have deliberately misled you, not about this. If you do not trust my honor, trust my self-preservation. The usual result of an inept activation of Void magic is uncontrolled chaos and destruction. If I had tricked you into doing such a thing I would immediately have grabbed my friends and fled!”

 

 “In fairness to the priestess,” Rizz added, “I’m pretty sure nobody knew that until just now. If any previous Champion has ever messed with a Void altar at all, it’s been hushed up.”

 

 “It makes sense, though,” Nazralind whispered. “The Goddesses would not want that getting out. And it’s terribly logical that the Devil King would design his corruption this way. I bet he’d love to get his hands on another Champion.”

 

 “Well, I’ll just add that to my very long list of excellent reasons to stay the fuck away from the Devil King and all his Void nonsense,” I said. “All right, everybody calm down, or at least stop yelling. I’ve got a headache.”

 

 “You just Healed yourself,” Nazralind pointed out.

 

 “I have a spiritual headache. And that’s not just my pet name for Flaethwyn.”

 

 “Oh, that wasn’t even called for!”

 

 “Right now we need to decide on our next move,” I pressed on. “That gambit with the Void altar…did…whatever it just did. No idea whether that worked for our intended purposes and we really don’t have any way to check, because I am declaring this too dangerous to keep poking at. So that means our mission here is done. What’s our next move, aside from bugging out?”

 

 “Sealing this up,” Rizz stated, thumping the end of her bladestaff against the floor for emphasis. “We gotta shut all these doors and re-arm as many of the locks as we can. It won’t hold forever, but it’ll slow down anybody poking around here. Hopefully long enough for me to gather as many Judges as I can link up with and settle this. They need to know Jadrak’s in bed with the Void.”

 

 “Well, that should settle the matter of Judge neutrality, at any rate,” said Zui.

 

 “You’re goddamn right,” Rizz growled. “Goblin King, Dark Lord, doesn’t matter who you are. Dealing with devils makes you the enemy. Once we get this place buttoned down as tight as we can, you lot get back to Sneppit and I’ll rally my people. Then we move on Jadrak.”

 

 “Right, sounds like a plan,” I agreed. “Let’s get this shit locked down, pronto.”

 

 We all turned to study the doors to the chamber. There were five of them, all bristling with multiple locks and with layers of chains attached. All hanging open.

 

 After a moment I cleared my throat.

 

 “So, uh… Where the fuck are the keys to all this?”

            


3.16 In Which the Dark Lord Gets a Second Opinion


                We never did find those keys, but some time spent scrounging through the surrounding tunnels and chambers provided us a surprising workaround in the form of a stockpile of alchemy supplies. It had been thoroughly looted, of course—Jadrak’s people had taken all the valuable stuff, leaving behind mostly what was both cheap and stored in large enough containers that it would’ve been hard to bring along in a hasty evacuation.

 

“But that works in our favor!” Amell said with more excitement than I’d ever seen from her. “The kind of basic ingredients you tend to stock in large quantities are versatile for more mundane tasks—with this stuff I can mix up enough fast-hardening glue to seal all those doors!”

 

“Glue.” Rizz’s tone was openly skeptical. “And how long do you reckon that’ll hold?”

 

Amell deflated slightly. “Well…it’s glue. The doors will be un-openable, but… I mean, obviously somebody’s who’s determined and has access to tools or dissolving agents will be able to get through with a few hours of work.”

 

“It’s a shame these are such big, obviously important doors,” Aster said with a wince. “We could glue a broom cupboard shut and it might escape notice for a while. Sealing these is like painting a sign for looters.”

 

“I know, but it’s what we can do with what we’ve got,” Amell sighed.

 

“Obviously nothing we can whip up here’s gonna be a permanent solution, even if we could find the actual keys,” said Rizz. “It’d be ideal if we could do something that’d hold for a few days, not hours. By then I’ll have rallied the Judges and you lot might’ve finished off Jadrak. Right now, with the situation in Kzidnak, any goblins out looting will be either desperate or highly opportunistic—exactly the ones who should not be allowed to contact a devil.”

 

 Amell nodded. “Yeah. It’s a shame they didn’t leave us some of the better reagents, at least. With these basic reagents, I could mix up enough liquid rock to seal those doors—well, the edges, not fully covering them, probably. But without the heating agent to harden them, that’s useless.”

 

 “Liquid rock?” I asked, the idea tingling something in my mind. “Heating agent?”

 

 “Yeah, it requires intense heat to solidify. Once that’s done it’s about as hard as normal bedrock, but without the heating agent it’s just…thick mud.”

 

 “You just need heat, right?” Zui suggested. “Cos I bet there’s still an asauthec storage somewhere around here. That stuff’s difficult and dangerous to transport in a hurry…”

 

 She trailed off, as Amell was already shaking her head negatively.

 

 “That won’t work; if you apply something on fire directly to the mixture, it does harden, but does so as it’s boiling, so the final result is really porous and brittle. This is why you don’t see the stuff used very much in construction, it’s really tricky to work with. The heating mixture has to be applied on top, it’s made of uncommon reagents and it’s difficult to apply correctly. You can work around that with a physical heat source, but getting one to apply enough heat for long enough, steadily enough not to wreck the hardening process…well, any application method is its own engineering challenge and it burns through a lot of asauthec.”

 

 I held up one hand.

 

“Heat Beam.”

 

 It was tightly focused and high-intensity, causing Amell to squeak and skitter away even though I wasn’t aiming anywhere near her. I held the concentrated beam of light for a few seconds before letting it dissipate, leaving a scorched spot on the stone wall emitting wisps of acrid smoke.

 

 “Will that work?”

 

 “How long can you sustain that, Lord Seiji?” Amell asked, suddenly intent again. It was downright cute how she forgot she was shy and nervous whenever there was alchemy business afoot.

 

 “As long as I can stay awake. Champions get basically bottomless spell power, isn’t that right, Yoshi?”

 

 “I’ve never even heard of that spell,” Pashilyn said with a slight frown.

 

 I smiled sweetly at her. “You aren’t the fuckin’ Dark Lord.”

 

 So that’s how I began my third career: musician, Dark Lord, and now welder.

 

 Four of the five doors we were able to seal on both sides for maximum security, so the first part of the work was spent—carefully—in the defiled Spirit’s chamber. I wasn’t the only one keeping a wary distance from the damn thing, though I maintain I had the most reason. Amell busied herself mixing weird-smelling chemicals in large batches, whereupon the rest of us went to work closing the big doors and painting over every crack between and around them with the resulting goop, using some goblin-sized brooms and mops we’d found as big brushes. Given that these ended up being not very long in human terms, we weren’t able to cover the topmost part of the taller doors, which for some reason were built to way more than goblin scale, but hopefully it would suffice. The results didn’t have to hold forever, just a few days.

 

 After we sealed the first one from the inside, the others moved on to paint the other doors and I began the process of hardening the liquid rock with Heat Beam. At first Amell supervised me to make sure I could identify the change in texture indicating when the process was done. I experimented a bit with concentrations and patterns of the beam before settling on a configuration that gave me the best balance of heat and coverage to get this done most efficiently.

 

 Four doors could be sealed from the inside; we had to leave one open, obviously, to get out, despite Flaethwyn’s sneering suggestion that I should take one for the team and entomb myself in there. I didn’t even have the chance to properly rebut before Pashilyn pointedly asked her if she really wanted the Dark Lord to lock himself away with nothing but a Void altar.

 

 Phase two involved a lot of backtracking through the surrounding corridors to repeat the process on the outside of the doors, because as much as we were all anxious to get moving, this did not seem like something that could be half-assed. We were going to be forced to leave one of them rocked over on only one side, and that was enough of a risk. The process was made less complicated by the presence of familiars, who could sense the entire layout of the surrounding tunnels and navigate us through them.

 

 So I ended up trailing well after everyone else, since the process of hardening the liquid rock was a lot slower than slapping it into place. I could hear their distant voices echoing through the corridors, and some of the others would periodically come through to check on me and patrol the area. For the most part, though, it was just me, Biribo, and Aster, who had insisted on watching my back. I knew better than to argue, even though her evolving role in the organization was less “bodyguard” and more “lieutenant” now; every time I let her hover around protecting me, I was building up points I could then spend when I actually needed to do something alone. Something told me I was going to need those soon.

 

 “Having a nice rest, Aster?” sneered the last person I wanted to pay me a visit while I was sealing up the third door externally. I was all but certain she had only bothered to come by to say that specifically.

 

 “I’m his bodyguard, Flaethwyn,” Aster replied in a bored tone. “This is the job.”

 

 “That is Highlady Flaethwyn, lowborn,” the elf snapped.

 

 “By Lord Seiji’s decree, there is no racial hierarchy in the Dark Crusade. I am the second in command to a head of state, which means I considerably outrank you. Now shut your smirking gob and go waste someone else’s time, you insufferable leaf-ear.”

 

 I heard the distinctive hiss of a rapier being pulled from its sheath.

 

 “Flaethwyn,” I said without pausing my work, “Aster is fighting with her words, like an adult. If I have to pause what I’m doing and turn around, I’m going to be far more immature about it.”

 

 There was a momentary silence while she considered her options. I’d have really enjoyed seeing her face just then, but I remained on task, both because what I was doing was important and because I knew making a show of not caring about her was only deepening the insult. Anyway, Aster was close to indestructible in her artifact armor and Biribo was silently hovering just within my field of view, able to give warning if I needed to turn and deal with this.

 

 It ended, though, with Flaethwyn’s feet stomping gracelessly away down the corridor.

 

 “That girl isn’t right in the head,” Aster muttered as the elf departed. “I’ve known a lot of aggressive people, but she’s something else. It’s like she’s angry at the universe for no reason and determined to make it everyone else’s problem.”

 

 “Well… I mean, that’s a lot of—”

 

 “That’s different,” Aster said with a smile I could hear without turning around. “You’re funny, and at least capable of being polite when you want something, and generally goal directed. That’s my point: you can be one of the bigger assholes I’ve ever met when you’re in a mood, but you don’t go around causing pointless trouble just out of spite.”

 

 “Aw, that’s sweet. Still don’t wanna bang you, though.”

 

 “That’s fine, I can do so much better. I wonder if Maizo’s single?”

 

 “That felt good, though, didn’t it? Mouthing off to a smug elf like that.”

 

 “It really did,” she admitted.

 

 “I’ll bet.”

 

I risked glancing away from my work for a moment at the new voice, belonging to someone I hadn’t heard approach. Biribo hadn’t said anything, though, so I wasn’t too alarmed, and anyway it was just Rizz.

 

 Well, not alarmed about her being here, at this particular moment. The revelation that the heavily-armed goblin inquisitor who apparently operated without oversight could just sneak up on me was disturbing. Presumably, if we weren’t on good terms (for now), my familiar would give me ample warning of her approach.

 

 “How’s it going, Rizz?” I asked, keeping my tone mild and my eyes on what I was doing.

 

 “Looking pretty good. They’re slathering up the last door now.”

 

 “All right, I get it, I’m behind. This takes longer than slapping mud on the walls, okay? I’ll try to—”

 

 “No rush, boy. You got the most important part, and everybody knows it’s detail-heavy. I’d rather you do it right than fast.”

 

 “Well, it’s nice to be understood.”

 

 “Mm. Speakin’ of understanding people. You know Sneppit used to be an Arbiter?”

 

 That almost made me pause in my magical welding. 

 

 “Really? Sneppit was a… I’m extrapolating from how I’ve seen you relate to Rhoka, but that’s an apprentice Judge, right?”

 

 “Exactly. She’s famous for her skill at contract drafting. She’s got the aptitude for it, but a lot of Sneppit’s success stems from her early training and the opportunity to study in the Judges’ library of precedents, which not a lot of goblins get. She never made the cut to Judge, though. A Judge has to not only arbitrate disputes and issue rulings, but enforce them. Sneppit has little to no aptitude for physical combat and generally ain’t inclined to dirty her own hands with anything when she can just pay someone else to do it. That’s how you end up running the most famous engineering company in Kzidnak without knowing which end of a wrench to hammer with.”

 

 “Fascinating,” I murmured, still welding. It was interesting, yes, but I had a strong feeling this was leading up to something more.

 

 “Sneppit,” Rizz continued after a moment in a deliberately casual tone that didn’t fool me for an instant, “is my favorite company boss to work with. Better than any of ‘em, she knows where the line is and how Judges think. Between that and the fact she’s defensive-minded and conflict-averse, she straight doesn’t do shit that requires a Judge’s intervention most of the time. But I can’t ever forget she got that way by disingenuously exploiting the only system of spiritual and economic enforcement we have, to gain a free specialist education she wasn’t entitled to, knowing full well she couldn’t fulfill the role and never planning to. The only thing keeping that woman in check is her own pragmatism, and the fact she lives in an enclosed system where gettin’ too big for her pink britches would result in a swift and decisive smackdown.”

 

 “Ahh, now we come to it,” I whispered.

 

 “Power is a drug, boy. There’s no other way to think of it that makes sense. It messes up a person’s ability to think straight, and makes ‘em perpetually crave more of it.”

 

 “I’ve noticed that.”

 

 “It’s good that you have. Impressive, too. Most people don’t see it creepin’ up on ‘em, and that makes it orders of magnitude worse. Sneppit’s too pragmatic to cause too much trouble—but that used to be true of Jadrak, too. Like any drug, people have different tolerances for power. We’ve all seen what happens on the wrong side of Jadrak’s. The whole world is eventually gonna find out what it looks like when you get more’n you can handle, like it or not. Sneppit is a good boss because there’s a hard ceiling on her ambitions, and it happens to be lower than what it would take to drive her properly crazy. In the end, though, she’s still a boss. And bosses want more. Always more; there is never any concept of ‘enough’ when you’re a boss. You take that woman out of Kzidnak, put her somewhere there’s no upper limit on what she can do or become, and you will find out exactly how much power it takes to turn Sneppit into a monster like Jadrak, or worse.”

 

 I mulled for a moment, the only sound in the tunnel being the soft hissing sizzle of my Heat Beam catalyzing the liquid rock into its final form.

 

 “Y’know, Rizz,” I mused at last, “I’m actually kind of sad you’ll be splitting off from us after this. I’ve got a feeling there’s a lot I could learn from you, if we had the opportunity to have more conversations.”

 

 “Me, too,” she said. “It’s a real saving grace that you’re interested in listening. ‘Specially since you’ve made it clear I can’t stop you doing whatever you like. I might take you up on that once all this hollering is settled, if you’re serious.”

 

 “There’s a tunnel from Maugro’s old offices right to my base. I’ll make sure my people know what a Judge looks like, and that they’re welcome to visit.”

 

 She grunted a noncommittal acknowledgment. “I’ll let ‘em know you’re about done here. Next spots’re just waiting for your magic touch.”

 

 Rizz strode off up the tunnel in the same direction Flaethwyn had gone. Quietly, but not silently now that she wasn’t actively trying to conceal her presence. In her absence, Biribo and Aster both held their peace, giving me space to think on what we’d just heard.

 

 The next visit came when I was halfway through with the next door—again after making sure nobody else was near enough to overhear.

 

 “Zui seems to have taken Maizo under her wing,” Gizmit reported, sauntering up to me from out of the shadows.

 

 “Zui’s got a soft spot for people in distress, doesn’t she?”

 

 “Heh, you have no idea. It’s a good thing we live underground where there are no loose animals, or she’d be bringing home stray goslings every week. You know, that loud chick you brought down here has probably done more to wreck Zui’s comfortable view of the world than your whole Dark Crusade. She’s not used to the idea of humans as traumatized people who need hugs, rather than the cause of everyone else’s trauma.”

 

 “Yeah, well. People are people, and people mostly suck. Tall or short, green or brown, there’s a lot less difference than most of us would like to think. She’d better get used to it.”

 

 “Mm. I mentioned her adopting Maizo specifically, because… You may wanna do something about that.”

 

 I blinked, glancing down at her for the one second I could do so without interrupting my work. “Why? Poor guy’s been through absolute hell. If anybody could use a little pampering, it’s Maizo. Let her work.”

 

 “Maizo’s a good find,” Gizmit said, leaning with her back to the wall just next to the door, right where I could see her peripherally without having to move my eyes. She folded her arms and gazed absently at the far wall, continuing to speak in a casual tone. “He’s a real solid intel guy. Not in Maugro’s league, or mine, but he’s got the potential to be. Guy’s very good for his age, is what I’m saying, and Sneppit is very good at snapping up valuable talent on terms that benefit her more than them. If you were interested in snapping him up instead, you’ve got a very short window left to do so.”

 

 I deliberately did not look at her this time. “Why, Gizmit. I’ve gotta say, the last thing I expected is you undercutting Miss Sneppit.”

 

 “Let me be explicitly clear,” she said with an edge to her tone. “In my professional opinion, delivered under no duress or expectation, Miss Sneppit is the best boss in Kzidnak and I consider myself extremely fortunate to have the position I do in her company. There is no circumstance in which I would even consider violating the terms of my contract of employment. I do, however, know very well what is and is not covered by said contract. I realize you humans have a more abstract notion of loyalty, so let me just remind you that this is the mindset Sneppit and any goblin would expect. I am not obligated to recruit new talent for her, nor prohibited from giving free professional advice to any party who is not in conflict with Miss Sneppit or her interests.”

 

 “And what brought this on?”

 

 Her head tilted just enough for her to fix one red eye on me. “Tell me, Lord Seiji: what is it you’re looking for in a Goblin Queen? Aside from talent, leadership ability, and looks.”

 

 I inhaled and then exhaled slowly through my nose. “Uh huh. Well, it’s not like I didn’t know you were eavesdropping on that conversation. That’s your whole job, isn’t it?”

 

 “Very far from the whole job. Just one of my numerous skills.”

 

 “And let me guess: that contract of yours requires you to divulge such valuable information to Miss Sneppit herself.”

 

 “Of course it does. She knows, and will act accordingly. You are everything she has ever wanted. In a business partner, or a mate, or just a job opportunity; basically anything you choose to offer her—within reason—she’ll probably spring for. And here’s another piece of free advice which I mean in absolute sincerity: you should spring for her with just as much enthusiasm. Sneppit is not only a source of immense talent which any ruler should be glad to have on his side, she is what you need in particular. That brothel madam you have organizing your operations may be a capable enough administrator, up to a point—I’m certain she excels at people skills. But Miss Minifrit was a small business owner. She is not up to the task of playing steward to the entire Dark Crusade. Sneppit is. You need to get her on your team.”

 

 Gizmit paused, and though my mouth was brimming with rejoinders to that, I kept my teeth firmly shut. I recognized this kind of pause. It was a loaded pause, a dramatic one. The kind of pause which served as prequel to a wham line.

 

 “Just not necessarily as Goblin Queen.”

 

 There it was.

 

 “I’m real curious as to why you of all people would say that, Gizmit.”

 

 “Considering what that spell of yours does, granting double Blessings and the collected powers of every magically gifted race you can add to it… You’re building a core of devastatingly powerful agents. The kind of people you’ll want watching your back and leading the charge as necessary. That isn’t Sneppit. She’s an administrator, a negotiator, and gifted beyond all reason at both those things—a real once in a generation talent. But that doesn’t come without drawbacks. She’s terrible at personal combat, and absolutely hates doing it. Really, anything that puts her on the assembly line or the front lines or any kind of line where she’ll mess up her manicure is gonna make her wilt. I’m just saying, Lord Seiji, it would be a waste of absolutely tragic proportions to take a talent like hers and put her in a position where she’d just be incompetent and miserable.”

 

 She hesitated again, and I waited. This time, I was pretty sure I knew what was coming next.

 

 “Especially when you have other options for that role.”

 

 I glanced down at her again. Gizmit was still not looking at me—but now I could detect the subtleties of her posture. The way she’d carefully thrust her chest out and adjusted the position of her crossed arm to frame her bust, the very precise angle at which she’d tilted her head to accentuate her features for maximum effect from the precise directly of my eyeline. She might’ve gotten away with it, too, if I hadn’t come from a world where I knew how people posed on Instagram, and then worked and lived among a bunch of former sex workers, and also collected a set of bullshit personal traumas which forced me to immediately divert my attention from the visceral reminder that this goblin was, in fact, beddably cute before I had a full-body twitch that messed up my welding.

 

 “You are full of surprises, Gizmit,” I said, pleased with the evenness of my delivery.

 

 “That is correct,” she said with a vague little smile, then levered herself off the wall. “Seems you’ve got this under control. I’ll go check in with the others. They’re done putting up the liquid rock and the Hero’s out patrolling with his familiar in case we get more company.”

 

 She strolled away down the tunnel. I continued working in silence until her footsteps had disappeared.

 

 “That’s the second goblin in ten minutes to warn us that Miss Sneppit’s not entirely the prize catch she wants you to think she is,” Aster commented quietly once there was quiet again.

 

 “Mhm. Makes me think…either she’s got issues that we need to explore carefully before committing to anything with her, or the people we’ve been talking to have their own agendas that don’t include Sneppit gaining more power.”

 

 “No reason it can’t be both.”

 

 “Oh, it is definitely both.”

 

 So. Gizmit wanted to be the Goblin Queen. That was…an idea. I’d all but decided on Sneppit for that role, but if what she and Rizz had just told me was even mostly true, Sneppit might not be a good fit for it after all, even as impressive as her talents were. Gizmit, though? Whether or not she was a good fit, she’d forced me to consider exactly what I did need from whoever occupied that position. And she was right: it was a combatant, not an administrator.

 

 Of course, there was always the approach of collecting every reasonably useful, attractive, and plausibly loyal woman I came across like trading cards. Unless…

 

 “Hey, Biribo.”

 

 “Boss?”

 

 “That thing Aster mentioned before, about curses. Is that something we actually have to worry about?”

 

 “Uh… Well, curses are really rare, Boss. You’re not likely to find a sorcerer who can cast a curse in a place like Dount.”

 

 “And how likely am I to find somebody on Dount who can cast—oh, just off the top of my head—Heal? Or Null?”

 

 “All right, point taken.”

 

 “And when I start having to fight the likes of the Lancor Empire?”

 

 “…yeah, they will definitely have people who can inflict curses.”

 

 “Which are…?”

 

 “Magical effects that are permanent or have a difficult removal condition, applied against the subject’s wishes. Actually, Enamor can be considered a curse, though most of the others are tricky and only likely to be in the repertoire of powerful, veteran Blessed. Enamor itself isn’t a common spell by any means, and it’s the most basic one by that description you’re likely to find. But what you want to know is whether they’ll propagate across Spirit Bond.”

 

 “Yes, obviously. And?”

 

 “It, uh, it depends on the specific spell. Enamor won’t; some others won’t. But…there are a lot that will.”

 

 “Which means,” I sighed, “Aster’s original concern stands. The more people we add to the Spirit Bond, the more vulnerable we all are. And the longer we’re out there fighting, the more likely it is that someone will figure out that weakness.”

 

 “Yeah… Sorry, boss. Enjoin is an absolutely game-changing asset; you can’t expect something like that not to come with a pretty serious downside.”

 

 “Well, this is all food for thought.” I finished the last line and stepped back from the faintly smoking door, now with its seams buried in a layer of artificial but fully solidified rock, slathered on just thick and wide enough to really lock it in place without being too brittle. “All right, let’s finish this up and get the hell out of here already. I hate being the last one at work.”

 



 

 The last door was inevitably going to be the weak point: it was the one through which we’d initially entered the Spirit’s chamber, and then left it, meaning we hadn’t been able to seal up the inside with liquid stone. Amell had whipped up a batch of that glue she’d first mentioned and applied it to the inner surfaces right before we pulled it shut behind us, where it should be hardened by the time the liquid stone started going on. They had also, apparently, taken the trouble of finding something to stand on—probably just the displaced barricade that was still standing right there next to the door—and slathered the stone mixture all the way up to the top. After I finished heating it, we moved the barricades back into place and then glued together the chains for good measure.

 

 It was the best we could do. Hopefully it would deter the curious and acquisitive long enough for us to settle Jadrak and make a more permanent arrangement.

 

 Most of the group was present to put on these last touches, and our last members returned with excellent timing just as we were finishing up. Yoshi, Nazralind, and Rhoka came trotting up in a hurry—not the trio I would’ve expected to be hanging out together, but that detail was immediately pushed out of my mind by the news they brought.

 

 “We have trouble,” Yoshi said seriously.

 

 “So, there’s good news and bad news,” Naz added, “and both are that we know which goblin is the Void witch, since it’ll be the one tipped off by his devil friend to come see who’s fucking around with his altar.”

 

 “Hoy is entering the complex,” Rhoka said tersely, “with about fifty armed goblins.”

 

 “Should’ve known touching that thing would bite us,” Flaethwyn muttered.

 

 “Excuse me,” I said, “but I got bitten first and harder than any of you. But still, yes, point taken. I guess we did sort of draw attention to ourselves.”

 

 Yoshi nodded grimly. “The nail that sticks up gets hammered down.”

 

 “You know,” I mused, drawing my rapier, “I think I prefer the American version of that proverb.”

 

 “Oh?”

 

 I gave him my most wolfish grin. “When all you have is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail.”

 

 Man, that would’ve been such a perfect line on which to end the conversation, but as usual nobody could let me have any fun.

 

 “I, uh…” Yoshi squinted at me. “Are you sure that’s the American version? Because that sounds like a completely different proverb that happens to use a similar metaphor.”

 

 “Yeah, well, you’re probably right,” I agreed, already striding past him in the direction from which they’d come. “It’s not like I’m an expert on proverbs, after all. I’m just a guy with a big bag of hammers.”

            


3.17 In Which the Dark Lord Will Cross that Bridge When He Comes to It


                “This is a trap,” Gizmit quietly declared once we were all in position.

 

“Explain?” I requested.

 

“Hoy used to live in this complex, as a high-ranking authority. He knows how it’s laid out. He’s leading what amounts to a raid on it, which should mean moving his people in as fast as possible to fan out in a search pattern and find the intruders. Instead, he’s got them all milling around in that extremely exposed courtyard, doing…evidently nothing. They’re not even preparing defenses or organizing to move in. Look at ‘em, that’s clearly a throng of people who do not know what they’re supposed to be doing right now. And like I said, he knows very well that he is surrounded by vantage points. But not only did he position his people right in the middle of them, he’s not even looking up. That specifically is suspicious. Any halfway rational person would be keeping an eye on the dangerous spots overlooking him. He’s making a show of not looking up.”

 

 I studied the scene laid out below us with fresh eyes, taking in her meaning.

 

 Jadrak’s company HQ had a really impressive main entrance, carved into a natural (or so I assumed, from the stalactites) cavern. The front wall was deeply arched inward making its outer facade resemble an amphitheater; in front of it was a wide ledge, mostly encircled by the walls but fronted by a deep ravine which vanished into inscrutable blackness below. The wide tunnel entrance opposite was reached by a bridge that appeared to be made of wrought iron, from its surface to it support struts to the chains linking it to the ceiling above—nice advertising for a company that dealt in metal. At the highest level of the facade was a single long balcony divided by pillars into a series of alcoves, in one of which we now stood; this completely encircled the uppermost reach of the cavern, even crossing the ravine and providing a walkway all the way around to provide three hundred sixty degrees of coverage. According to the familiars, there were no tunnels branching off from the opposite side, it was a purely decorative feature.

 

 Gizmit was right: anybody who knew this was here and expected opposition should not be fooling around down there in the open. They could be hit from above in any direction. And yet…

 

 Those goblins sure were wandering round under an obvious lack of instructions. A few of them did peer nervously up at the ring of alcoves from time to time, hence why we were crouched and only peeking over with the utmost caution. They were armed, too; a few here and there with hand-to-hand weapons but mostly carrying those heavy slingshots goblins liked, and pouches of those spiked metal balls. Perhaps Hoy assumed if they came under attack from above they could just return fire? They had a lot more ranged capability than we did… Then again, if he was here for the reasons we suspected, he’d been warned by a devil that there was a Dark Lord here. Slingshots seemed like a tenuous thread on which to hang the outcome of this confrontation.

 

 Hoy himself was easy to pick out, and not just because the other goblins gave him a wide berth of personal space. He was a big goblin, standing head and shoulders above the rest; I would almost put him in “very short adult human” territory in terms of size. And man, did he have a sense of style. In general fashion his outfit resembled the Judges’ uniform, with a heavy trench coat and wide-brimmed hat, except where Judges wore brown he was in an eye-searing lime green, and all his stuff had elaborate artifact-style metal embellishments that appeared to be made of actual gold. That’s right, gold over lime green; it hurt the eyes like staring into a tacky solar eclipse. Continuing his mimicry of a Judge, he carried a bladestaff longer than he was tall, though instead of having the sharp part concealed in a mechanical housing it had four crescent-shaped blades attached to one end by their outer arcs, so that it bristled with eight sharp points. Sort of like a flimsy mace, in appearance.

 

 Altogether Hoy looked like a Hollywood depiction of a pimp who’d gotten lost in a Final Fantasy game and gone native. And he was just…standing there. Holding his wicked-looking bladestaff, slowly staring around at the cavern and his aimlessly meandering minions. So pointedly not looking up at the alcoves that it could only have been deliberate.

 

 “I see your point,” Yoshi murmured. “Why, though? It sure looks like we could kill him from here with one arrow. What’s he got that makes this a trap?”

 

 “Naz, Gizmit, keep an eye on this and let us know if anything changes,” I quietly ordered, already retreating from the edge. Nazralind nodded at me and Gizmit gave me a thumbs up without taking her eyes off the scene below. I couldn’t help but take note of the lack of her usual ignoring me and/or pointing out that I wasn’t her boss. Funny how someone’s behavior changes when they’re angling for a job.

 

 The rest retreated with me, back into the tunnel through which we’d reached here and out of any possible view of the goblins below.

 

 “Okay,” I said as soon as we had attained a comfortable distance from the edge, “that goblin knows he’s facing something incredibly dangerous and is obviously confident that he can beat it, even after sacrificing the element of surprise. We’re assuming he’s the Void witch, right? So what does that mean?”

 

 “I know you don’t like talking about the Void,” Yoshi added to Radatina, “but we need to know what we’re up against. It’s shapeless magic, right? ‘Cause if he can just…whip out anything he can imagine, that’d explain why he thinks he’s a match for a Dark Lord.”

 

 “Oh, he really would be if it was that easy,” Biribo scoffed. “Void magic ain’t nearly that helpful, kid.”

 

 “Ugh, fine, you’re right,” the pixie conceded with ill grace. “Okay, look, it is not that easy. The problem with Void magic is it is shapeless—pure magic. And magic is just what happens when you turn thoughts into physical reality. But mortal brains aren’t set up for that; thought is disorganized and very metaphorical. If you just tried to think something into existence without a framework like the Blessing system to guide it, well, almost anything might happen, but the only guarantee is you wouldn’t get what you wanted, or anything useful. Like when the Dark Lord here accidentally triggered a Void effect and all it did was knock him out.”

 

 “Wait, that’s all? I didn’t disappear?”

 

 Everyone stared at me.

 

 “Because I’m positive I…went somewhere.”

 

 “Probably just inside your own head, boss,” said Biribo. “You gave it an open-ended command: ‘reveal yourself.’ The Void can’t interpret that in any way that would make sense to you, so it probably just…revealed a bunch of random shit right into your brain. No wonder you just ended up confused.”

 

 “Did you get any useful information out of it?” Aster asked.

 

 I couldn’t fully withhold a grimace. “Not…really. I had an impression of… That is, I think someone spoke to me? Yeah, I’m pretty sure there was…a voice. It’s all muddled, though, I can’t remember anything.”

 

 “And no wonder,” Radatina said archly. “That’s classic Void magic—it’s just not compatible with people’s brains. We’re lucky you just triggered an information-gathering effect so all it did was give you a brief nightmare. If it had caused a physical reaction the whole place could’ve blown up. So! The thing with Void witches is they’ve bargained with a devil to get their own piece of magic, something they can actually use. Devils are people so attuned to the Void they’re completely adapted to it, able even to live in it. A devil’s help is necessary to turn the Void into anything remotely constructive.”

 

 “So…Hoy has…what?” Yoshi frowned at her. “His own custom spell? That’s it?”

 

 “A stupid Void witch will get something like that,” said Biribo. “Just a typical spell they can fire off like a normal one from a scroll. Smarter ones bargain for something more versatile. It’ll be some kind of weird superpower, probably something more elaborate than a simple spell, but it’ll definitely have built-in limitations. His devil will have designed it along some manner of consistent theme. And most Void witches don’t have more than one or at most two, because they have to bargain with a devil for each, and devils just plain don’t want much. You’ve only got one soul to trade, and the only other thing they’re interested in is your help to corrupt a Spirit so they can sucker in more victims.”

 

 “So Hoy might have only one trick?” I glanced back at the ledge, where Naz and Gizmit were still keeping watch.

 

 “He’s already got that ability to Bless goblins and produce two specific spell scrolls, remember?” said Yoshi. “So, yeah, if he sold his soul and corrupted that Spirit, probably just one additional power.”

 

 “Don’t assume,” Aster cautioned. “Rads said Jadrak and Hoy were the only two who visited the Spirit. Jadrak could also be a Void witch. If he’s the one making the scrolls, Hoy might have more of a power set.”

 

 “Okay, that’s starting to sound more like somebody who thinks he can win after getting surprise-jumped by a Dark Lord,” I murmured. “Maizo, you’re the intel guy here. What dirt can you dish on Hoy?”

 

 “Finally, Maizo’s chance to shine,” he said, grinning and showing off those missing teeth, which caused Zui to wince in sympathy. “Right then! Quick rundown on Hoy: he’s Blessed with Magic, known to be able to cast Shock, Fire Lance, Force Wave, and Flicker.”

 

 “Uh, Biribo?” I asked.

 

 “Short-range electrical attack, long-range fire-based attack, directional area-of-effect kinetic attack, short-range teleportation.”

 

 “Thank you.”

 

 “I can’t speak for what other spells he may have picked up, or what this Void shit can do, obviously,” Maizo clarified. “Hoy is also just…bigger. Stronger. Even before getting Blessed he was able to push other goblins around, and given that our physical strength is magically improved, he’s probably got the sheer muscle to take any of you in a straightforward rassle.”

 

 Yoshi grimaced. “Is there any good news?”

 

 “Yeah, in fact. Hoy is well known to be the opposite of a people person. Selfish, rude, gratuitously nasty. Your classic neighborhood bully with tiny dick compensation syndrome. He’s got a rep for using his strength and his Blessing to get his way. I know that kind of behavior isn’t exactly appreciated anywhere, so you tall folks may not have the context to grasp exactly how despised that dude is throughout Kzidnak. That is the opposite of everything goblin society is. Well, when there’s not a Goblin King upending everything, I mean.”

 

 “How is that good news?” Yoshi demanded.

 

 “It means he’ll have no loyalty among those goblins he brought with him, right?” Pashilyn answered.

 

 “Exactly!” Maizo grinned at her, which caused her to also wince slightly. “That’s the advantage: those mooks are loyal to Jadrak, not Hoy, and Jadrak is not here. Even better, you can pretty much count on Hoy to try spending their lives like pocket change just to slow you down; he doesn’t respect or care about anybody but himself and possibly Jadrak, and it wouldn’t shock me to learn that Hoy was plannin’ to take over as Goblin King as soon as you guys’re out of the picture. Soon as you take out Hoy, the rest of em’ll scatter. Hell, might not even take that much—if it even looks like he’s not gonna win, I bet a lot of his force will make their own discreet exit. They will only obey him as long as they’re more scared of him than you.”

 

 “I’m pretty confident I can fix their priorities,” I said. Yoshi gave me a wary look.

 

 “There’s another thing to keep in mind when you’re gauging strength,” Radatina chimed in. “That goblin’s Blessing of Magic isn’t very strong; he’ll quickly tire out casting normal spells. His Void gift will be different. Blessings come with innate limitations and the ability to grow out of them as they’re used, so most people can only cast so many spells, or at a certain level of power—or have limits on the number of artifacts they can use at once, and how much strength the enchantments have. Champions get around this because the Blessing of Wisdom disables the limiters on the other two, so you can both use whatever artifacts you can carry and cast spells indefinitely at full strength. His Void gift will be like that, too. There’s nothing to limit it the way normal magic is.”

 

 “So he’ll favor Void over traditional magic,” I said, nodding. “That is good to know. Thanks, Tina-chan!”

 

 “Do not call me that,” she hissed.

 

 “Is there any way to know what his Void power is before we trigger it?” Yoshi asked. “Like, I’m sure you’d have said something already if you could tell, but… Is there a Wisdom perk or something?”

 

 I couldn’t help cringing. You don’t ask about Wisdom perks; if you know about them in advance, they don’t unlock. Hadn’t Radatina bothered to explain that to him?

 

 Fortunately, in this case it turned out not to matter.

 

 “There are no perks,” Biribo said. “No spells, no artifacts, nothing. There is nothing in the Blessing system specifically targeted against the Void. You’ll just have to…do the best you can, against whatever happens. Sorry, kid, we can’t tell just from looking at him. We’ll all find out when he does something.”

 

 Interesting. I was pretty sure the Goddesses wanted the Devil King beaten, and I knew they were open to making tweaks to their system. Why wouldn’t they set up some countermeasures? Clearly there was something more going on here.

 

 “Okay,” he said, inhaling deeply to steel himself. “Then…should we retreat? I don’t like the idea of charging into an unknown.”

 

 “I’d rather not,” I said. “Hoy is too important to the Goblin King, and he’s right here. Can we afford to pass up this chance to take him out?”

 

 “That’s pretty clearly what he’s banking on you deciding,” Rizz interjected. “The only thing we know about his powers is he’s the only one here who knows what they are, and he thinks he’s a match for you. Hoy’s a well-known shithead, like the boy said, but I haven’t heard it said that he’s overconfident.”

 

 “Then you need to make him react before committing yourselves to the attack,” Gizmit said from the ledge, half-turning her head to be audible to us without taking both her eyes off the scene below. “Reveal his power set early enough that you can develop a response. He’s trying to force a confrontation on his terms. Force one on yours.”

 

 “Mm.” I ran a hand over my face, thinking rapidly. Dammit, this was the same problem I’d realized in the middle of my desperate charge to save Yoshi and his friends: I was just not a strategist or tactician. Somebody with any kind of training would be able to come up with a better plan than me. But Rizz wasn’t suggesting anything and Gizmit had apparently said her vague piece, so it came down to me and Yoshi as the authority figures here. Which meant me, of course. “Well, he clearly wants us to try a long-ranged attack from above, so we can’t do that. If that’s what he’s trying to set up, it must be what he’s best prepared to defend against, which suggests we’ll have better chances engaging him up close.”

 

 “I’m better up close anyway,” Yoshi said, nodding.

 

 Actually, I might be onto something with that. “And he’s taken up position in the middle of the space, and kept his lackeys arranged all around him symmetrically… Naz, Giz, that’s still the layout?”

 

 “Yup, he hasn’t moved. I think the rest of these goblins are starting to fall asleep.”

 

 “Something tells me they weren’t informed they’d be fighting a Dark Lord,” Gizmit added.

 

 “That proves it, he wants to fight at range, not in melee. Okay… Yoshi, I have a thought. I don’t think you’ll like it, though.”

 

 “I can’t say I like anything that’s happening here,” Yoshi agreed. “What’s your idea, Omura?”

 



 

 The familiars guided us unerringly to the level even with the front door outside which Hoy was camped out, taunting us. We paused at a fork in the hallways where we would have to part; these were actual constructed halls, not tunnels, and were apparently part of the “old” Kzidnak Gizmit had referenced, since they were built to human scale. Our ranged fighters and non-combatants remained up top, under orders to watch the situation and act according to their best judgment once they figured out what Hoy could do. Gizmit was an up-close combatant like the rest of us but I’d asked her to stick with the others on the grounds that she was best able to improvise a solid plan on the fly.

 

 “This is where we gotta part,” Biribo stated as our loose formation shuffled to a halt. “Boss, we got the short path, so much past this point it’s time to get quiet.”

 

 “We have a much longer way to go around,” Radatina chimed in, “but most of it’s behind really thick rock, so we can hustle the first leg of the way and not tip them off.”

 

 “Got it,” Yoshi said seriously, nodding at me. “You’ll probably get in position first, Omura, so I’ll move out once we’re in place.”

 

 “I’ll be watching. Be safe and watch your back.”

 

 “You too. Good luck.”

 

 He turned and broke into a run—head down, arms back and to the sides, body tilted forward as he vanished into the darkness.

 

 “Hey,” Flaethwyn grunted, staring after the departing Hero and not yet moving, “you’re from the same country. Why does he run like that?”

 

 I couldn’t help it; all I could do was clap a hand over my mouth and manage not to howl out loud as the compulsive laughter took over me. For the first moments I couldn’t even run, just staggering away in the other direction and having to brace myself against the wall with my free hand.

 

 “Yeah, ours can run like a normal person, but sometimes he does…this,” Adelly commented. “That Japan must be a real interesting place.”

 

 Man, if Yoshi and I ever did get home, we owed everybody an apology. You could hardly find a worse pair of national representatives.

 

 I had time to collect myself, anyway, which was fortunate as I had an audience. Flaethwyn alone had gone with Yoshi; I had brought Aster and Adelly, of course. Also, Rizz and Rhoka had decided to tag along with me. I’d learned not to bother giving them orders or asking them to explain themselves, so…here we were. Rizz at least knew what she was about. This should provide me some extra muscle and not much additional liability, so I didn’t complain.

 

 As predicted, we reached our vantage first. In fact, we didn’t quite reach it, slowing to a halt and doing our best to breath quietly well out of sight of the doorway which opened onto the plaza from one side. The miscellaneous chatter of bored goblins echoed through the hall from this close, which should hopefully conceal any sounds we might inadvertently make. Of course, if one poked his head in and saw us we were screwed, but for whatever reason Hoy had evidently ordered his lackeys to remain out there on the ledge.

 

 “They’re still movin’, boss,” Biribo reported in a low murmur right by my ear. “Slowed down now as they’re within echo range. Should just be a few more minutes.”

 

 I nodded and settled in to wait, leaning against the wall. 

 

 This was the worst part. Well, the worst part so far. Perhaps I shouldn’t begrudge the tense anticipation when we didn’t know what was going to happen once we attacked—but that was exactly what made the anticipation so awful. Over the last few months I’d done quite a lot of lying in wait for various targets, but those were mostly hapless merchants and highborn coaches who were about to go to sleep thanks to my goblin alchemy so my minions and I could rifle their pockets at our leisure.

 

 Amell did not know how to make sleeping bombs. I kind of regretted asking; she apparently hadn’t known those were a thing before I brought it up. To judge by the annoyed looks I got from Gizmit, Zui, and Maizo, that was proprietary goblin business. Oops.

 

 “Hero’s in position,” Biribo whispered, just loud enough for the others nearby to overhear. “He’s paused just outta sight behind the opposite entrance. Seems like he’s talkin’ to Flaethwyn.”

 

 “Okay,” I said softly, grasping the handle of my dagger. “Don’t peek out until everyone’s good and distracted. Don’t do anything unless I call for it or you’ve fully figured out what Hoy can do and how you can counter it.”

 

 “We know the plan, Lord Seiji,” Aster reassured me with a smile.

 

 “I know you do, but repeating it makes me feel better.”

 

 “We know that, too.”

 

 I drew the dagger and vanished from sight just as the first yells heralded Yoshi’s attack. Even knowing I was invisible, I peeked warily around the corner; no harm in over-caution, given what we were facing. My careful observation came at just the right moment for me to observe the trap Hoy had laid for us.

 

 Hoy was more a strategist than a tactician, apparently; his forces were positioned in the worst possible order to pull off what he’d set them up to do. Yoshi charged out of his side entrance, directly opposite mine, shield up and sword at the ready. Whether by pure luck or because he’d grown some actual skills, he cast his first spell with perfect timing to save his life and turn the trap around.

 

“Force Wave!”

 

 The blast of sheer kinetic energy not only knocked over the first ranks of goblins still turning on him, but caught and repelled the opening volley of projectiles fired in his direction. Really, the way the slingshot-armed goblins were just strewn around the open space in no particular formation, it was impressive any of them could manage to fire past each other’s heads and aim more or less at the attacking Hero.

 

 But their volley was turned right back against them and wiped out a good third of the entire force in the first row, because as it turned out they were not firing standard-issue spiked balls like Sneppit’s security forces had: they were using those slingshots to sling fucking bombs.

 

 Grenades whipped back into their own allies and went off, demolishing goblins in a far more brutal manner than anything I could’ve managed—some of whose own ammunition went up in response. A chain of explosions tore across the entire half of the ledge closest to Yoshi, forcing him to duck behind his shield and stagger back, which was nothing compared to what happened to the goblins. Their purely self-inflicted losses were catastrophic; even the survivors began screaming and running around in a panic. Further incidental explosions occurred as slingshots misfired, grenades impacting the surrounding walls and columns and spraying shrapnel. Those explosions didn’t seem to have a large blast radius, but they were powerful enough to gouge craters in stone.

 

 Okay, I could see what Hoy was going for. If he’d been attacked from above, his people would’ve hammered the attacker’s entire position with bombs and taken out most enemies by taking out everything in their vicinity. I had to admit, that probably would have worked on me. That didn’t explain everything, though; I still didn’t know why he was so confident he’d survive the initial sniping attempt. Also, was he stupid? Even if he hadn’t known Yoshi could cast Force Wave, having his lackeys shoot grenades in every direction while he was standing in the middle of them seemed utterly insane.

 

 Whether or not Hoy was an idiot, clearly he still knew something I didn’t.

 

 Yoshi was still hunkered down behind his shield; I couldn’t see blood and maybe he was just sensibly waiting for the aftershocks to diminish, but then again there was shrapnel flying everywhere.

 

Heal, I silently cast; pink light burst around the Hero.

 

 “You’re all fucking useless,” Hoy spat in a more shrill voice than I was expecting for a goblin of his stature. “Just stay out of the way and stop sucking up my air. Fire Lance!”

 

 Yoshi had just started to straighten up, but now ducked back down and took the hit square on his artifact shield. It pushed him back again, to say nothing of the backwash of flames that burst around him for a moment, but that didn’t stop him immediately retaliating.

 

“Force Bolt!”

 

 Hoy made a contemptuous swatting motion, and…nothing happened. That spell had no visual effect save things getting knocked around when it impacted, but apparently it didn’t. Did Yoshi just…miss? Well, he was casting under duress.

 

 I strode invisibly forward, rapier in one hand and dagger in the other. It was taking me longer than I liked to close the distance, because the surviving goblins were all fleeing toward this end of the platform. If they tried to escape into our corridor…well, Aster and the others would have to deal with that. I was fully occupied sneaking through them without revealing my presence by kicking somebody.

 

 Yoshi was trying to charge forward after a couple more Force Bolts failed to connect, and making little progress as Hoy kept hammering him with Fire Lances—and some pretty vulgar taunts. I gave him another quick Heal just in case he’d been singed too badly.

 

 Meanwhile, I’d finally broken free of the crowd, who were doing their best to keep their distance from their leader. I had a straight shot to the Void witch now. Lengthening my stride, I raised my invisible rapier—

 

 My translucent rapier. As I drew close, it started to fade back into view. As did I.

 

 Hoy hammered Yoshi with another Fire Lance, then turned and contemptuously swatted my blade aside with his staff, grinning cruelly up at me.

 

 “Nice try, wankstain.”

 

 Okay, this was a problem.

 

Slimeshot!

 

 A desultory splatter of slimy droplets splashed the bladed head of Hoy’s staff, some trickling onto his sleeve.

 

“Ugh. What the fuck was that supposed to be? Fuck off, idiot, I’m busy.”

 

 He jabbed and slashed at me with the staff, but I was armed with an artifact sword and—

 

 Barely, clumsily, managed to deflect the vicious attack, nearly losing my grip on the blade. What? Where was my fencing mastery? Where was my invisibility?

 

 Hoy had the gall to turn his back on me and pin down Yoshi’s attempted charge with two more Fire Lances. I had no compunctions about hitting him from behind.

 

Windburst!

 

 A light breeze ruffled his fancy green coat; he ignored me completely.

 

 What the fuck?

 

Sparkspray!

 

 I successfully shot Hoy with a light puff of smoke, which he did not appear to notice, having turned to charge at Yoshi and physically force him backward. Yoshi managed to take the hits on his shield, but he was losing ground.

 

“Shock!”

 

 At Hoy’s shout, an arc of lightning tore through the shield itself and Yoshi staggered backward with a yelp, losing his footing. Hoy loomed over him, raising his blade—

 

 “No! Immolate!”

 

 A harmless flurry of sparks burst against the back of the goblin sorcerer’s coat. He paused, turning away from Yoshi to grin wolfishly at me.

 

 “Oh, you want some too, bitch? Wait your turn, I’m busy.”

 

Heal!

 

 I wasn’t sure how effective that would be against electrocution—ah, good. Yoshi stopped twitching and managed our first success against the Void witch, landing an actual kick on his leg and forcing him to stagger back, cursing. It gave the Hero a moment to roll away and back to his feet, and me a moment to get updated by my familiar.

 

 “Boss! That’s his Void power! He is disabling Blessing magic! Artifacts, spells, all of it.”

 

 Oh. Yep, that explained it.

 

 No wonder Hoy was so confident about taking on a Dark Lord. Without Blessings, a Dark Lord is just some clown facing an armed wizard who’s physically stronger. Our forces were still in reserve, but they wouldn’t be any more effective here than Yoshi and I.

 

 Hm. We might actually be screwed this time.

            


3.18 In Which the Dark Lord Comes to the Bridge and Blows It Up


                “Don’t even fucking think about it!” Hoy barked at me, his mocking demeanor suddenly switching to pure contemptuous rage—which was weird, since I wasn’t even doing anything at that moment except dithering in the realization of how out of my depth I was. “I see even one of you shitheads aim those things anywhere near me and I’ll strangle your families with your fucking colon! Shoot the other one, morons!”

 

 Oh, he wasn’t talking to me, just the goblins behind me. Also, important thing learned: if I didn’t want to get shot in the back with a spiked grenade, I needed to stay within melee range of the goblin sorcerer who had a big spiky weapon that he could currently use a lot better than I could mine.

 

 Lovely. Well, the upside was they couldn’t do the other thing either, since the pair of us were between the slingers and Yoshi.

 

 Since there was nothing else for it, I lunged forward, stabbing at him. Hoy contemptuously swatted my thrust aside with his staff, then in my next attempt actually caught the blade of my rapier between the protruding tines of his own weapon. The little shit paused to grin triumphantly at me before twisting violently in a move that should have wrenched the rapier out of my hand.

 

 It didn’t, because his fancy-looking custom bladestaff might as well have been precision-designed to make that impossible: the four crescent-moon blades curved outward from its top, meaning the twisting force just made my blade slide smoothly out from between them. It did wrench the rapier forcefully to one side, leaving me momentarily wide open, and Hoy didn’t hesitate this time, lunging in a brutal stab that would have skewered me had I not frantically leaped back. I barely evaded getting impaled, and only my Surestep Boots kept me on my feet after that clumsy backwards leap. I felt the distinctively disorienting sensation of my feet twisting improbably under me in a position that preserved my balance and didn’t sprain anything, a maneuver I would definitely not have been able to execute on purpose.

 

 Hang on. The boots were still working… Why them, and not the sword or dagger?

 

 There was no time to dwell on it; I was now out of Hoy’s blast radius, which was a deadly place to be. Indeed, a spiked grenade whizzed past the space I’d just occupied as I lunged forward to engage him again, arcing down into the canyon to explode against the opposite wall.

 

“Fire Lance!” he shouted, flinging the spell blindly at Yoshi to keep him pinned down while he whipped up his staff to deal with me again. I parried an attack, made him dodge a thrust, then forced him to retreat from my next stab before he could swing his staff to counter me. The frustrated anger was growing on the goblin’s face as he found me not quite as helpless as he’d expected.

 

 Here was the thing about the Mastery enchantment. 

 

 The way to improve a skill is to practice it: to repeat the necessary motions correctly, so many times they become second nature and can be executed without thought. If you’re doing something with an artifact that enables you to do it perfectly, every time, you’re not just very effective while using said artifact, you are building muscle memory that doesn’t go away when you put it down. As soon as I realized this, I’d made a point to train with the rapier every day, against anybody at North Watch willing to spar with me. I hadn’t counted on the artifact itself ever being neutralized, but I was expecting it to be taken from me at some point (all my artifacts were looted from defeated enemies, after all). After a couple months of this, I was… Well, I was nowhere near the master fencer I could be with the Mastery enchantment working. But I was also better than a guy who’d been training with the blade for a couple months the old-fashioned way. Maybe not all that much better, but as it turned out, it was enough.

 

 Barely.

 

 Hoy and I probed at each other, dancing back and forth; this was an annoyingly close match. I guess he was like me, a sorcerer who carried a weapon as a backup and had never had reason to be more than just competent with it. It only took him a few seconds of this to lose patience.

 

 “That’s enough of your bullshit,” the goblin spat at me, hopping back, lowering his staff and holding out his other hand. Realizing his intent, I frantically backpedaled and lunged to the side, not that I could possibly be quick enough to evade the—

 

“Fire Lance!”

 

 Nothing happened. I paused uncertainly, raising my rapier to guard position.

 

 Hoy’s face twisted in animal rage. “Shock!”

 

 Again…nothing. 

 

Boots, and also ring… Oho. So that was how it was.

 

 I gave him my broadest, most shit-eating grin. “Yeah, that’s pretty fuckin’ annoying, isn’t it, li’l buddy?”

 

 Hoy snarled at me, half-turned to hammer Yoshi with another Fire Lance, then lunged at me with his bladestaff again.

 

“Boss! It’s only protecting him from effects directed at him!” Biribo said out loud, now that I’d already figured that out myself.

 

 “Right. Go update the others on the details, I’ve got this.” Radatina would have seen the same and informed Yoshi; I wasn’t sure what Rizz or Gizmit might have been able to pick up from their angles, but if I got them both on the same page, one or the other might come up with something while I kept the Void witch busy.

 

 Now that I thought of it, I’d also been able to cast Heal on Yoshi, right past Hoy—and now I did it again, because he’d soaked up a few more Fire Lances since and just to verify once more that it worked. Yep, we were still in business. So I couldn’t use an offensive artifact on him—which apparently extended to the invisibility effect of my dagger—or cast spells at him. That left me with Surestep Boots to ensure flawless footing no matter how we chased each other around on this ledge that was increasingly covered in shrapnel and broken rock from all the explosions. He couldn’t target me with spells, either. Also, I had an artifact to protect me from lethal hits, and I could still cast Heal on myself to remedy anything else.

 

This was starting to look like an annoying stalemate, but that was a hell of a lot better than the hopeless debacle I’d thought it was seconds ago. And I still didn’t understand everything; Hoy’s posture at the start of this said he wasn’t worried about being shot with arrows or slingshots, and he had yet to reveal why. Fortunately there was a fix for that.

 

 Unfortunately part of the initial problem remained: if our archers took a shot at Hoy, his slingers would retaliate and they had a massive edge in firepower. 

 

 So I knew what we had to do before we could take out the Void witch.

 

 Okay, step one… Hoy was pissed off but not on the run, and he appeared more than adroit enough to keep us both pinned down by engaging me with his weapon and slamming Yoshi with fire spells. Yoshi couldn’t retaliate with magic thanks to his Void art and couldn’t get closer because Fire Lance packed a kinetic punch in addition to its heat; if he didn’t brace himself fully and cower behind his shield, each one would send him flying, extra crispy. 

 

 “Yoshi!” I barked, already dashing to plant myself between him and Hoy. “Switch! Use your Force Wave to stop them shooting bombs at us!”

 

 “Wh—Omura, you can’t tank him! I’m in armor and I have a shield, you’re too squishy—”

 

 What the fuck did he just call me?!

 

“Just do what I say, I’ll explain later!”

 

Finally shutting up, he pivoted, staying behind me as I re-positioned myself. I was still too close to Hoy to be a bombing target—and fully occupied keeping him from stabbing or bludgeoning me—but Yoshi could be possibly clipped by the slingers at this range.

 

“Force Wave!” he shouted, and my coat was tugged by the kinetic blast that ripped outward just as the telltale twang of slingshots fired twice. As before, the grenades were whipped right back into the goblins’ ranks; I heard two explosions and several screams, unable to suppress a wince. Hopefully Aster and the others were still hunkered down behind the doorway; they were in that direction.

 

 “I have had it with you fuckers!” Hoy raged. “Force Wave!”

 

 Oh, right, area of effect spells didn’t have to be aimed at me.

 

 Man, getting hit with that thing point blank sucked. It was a fast-moving wall of pure kinetic energy; I’d been slammed into Yoshi before I could really process the full-body impact to my front, and then we were tumbling over each other. I found myself skidding across the floor, dazed, ending up with Yoshi’s fallen form just within my field of view. He’d managed to land a little more gracefully than I, awkwardly on one knee and bringing his shield back up with a grunt of pain. His motions were slow, as if he’d sprained something in the fall.

 

Heal! Heal!

 

 The spell brought the air back into my lungs and rid my skull of the disorienting ringing, and got Yoshi back up to full strength as well. Of course, now we were at a bad distance from Hoy, who lost no time in firing off another Fire Lance to keep Yoshi occupied, and then another. I whirled toward the last remaining King-aligned goblins, unsure if my Windburst would be enough to turn back a bomb volley, but it was the only idea I had. Sure enough, a goblin was there, raising a slingshot one-handed—

 

 Wait, that was Rizz. She was kneeling on another goblin’s back, her free arm holding one of his twisted painfully behind him, and taking aim at Hoy. The sorcerer glanced aside, did a double take, and whirled to cast at her.

 

 Not fast enough.

 

 The bomb flew true—then suddenly jerked to one side before it reached him, pinging into the ground barely a meter away. Huh, no wonder he wasn’t worried about getting shot by arrows from above. Unfortunately for him, bombs were not arrows.

 

 The blast wasn’t close enough to properly finish him, but it was close enough that the shockwave and shrapnel sent him painfully to the ground. Toward the edge of the crevice, but sadly not close enough.

 

 “C’mon!” I grabbed Yoshi by the collar of his armored tunic and tugged, leading him around behind one of the heavy pillars holding up the row of balconies above us. There, we gained at least a moment’s respite; couldn’t afford to linger here, but I had been struck by inspiration and needed to bring Yoshi up to speed on my new and improved strategy. 

 

 “Boss!” Biribo squawked, zipping back down to rejoin us just in time. “That was a spell—a normal Blessing spell! He’s got Repulsion Aura!”

 

 “Probably got it from his devil,” Radatina added, “that’s a much more rare and potent spell than the others he’s been using. Sorry we couldn’t detect it until it was actually triggered, but now we know! That will repel any projectiles or spells fired at him.”

 

 “The spell thing is redundant with his Void gift, but good to know,” Yoshi wheezed.

 

 “Ah, Radatina explained that to you, good.”

 

 He gave me a strange look. “What? Why would she need to? I figured that out as soon as my first Force Bolt fizzled. Haven’t you ever seen an anti-magic field before?”

 

 Shut the fuck up, you little nerd. “Fine, listen, I know what we need to do now. Can you keep him occupied for a few minutes?”

 

 “So your new plan is the same as the old plan?” he exclaimed in loud exasperation.

 

 “Nonsense, that wasn’t the plan, it’s just what we ended up doing. Now we’re doing it for a reason instead of scrabbling around like idiots!”

 

 “So the old plan was to scrabble around like idiots? You’re the Dark Lord! Aren’t you supposed to be good at making schemes and plots?”

 

 “Sure I am, and sometimes they even work!”

 

“Sometimes?”

 

 “I’d say one out of… What do you think, Biribo, four or five?”

 

 “Sounds about right, boss.”

 

 An explosion from far too close caused cracks to spread through the pillar we were crowded behind, spraying bits of stone to both sides. Yoshi and I huddled together and the familiars grabbed onto each other between us, which would have been hilarious under other circumstances.

 

 “And what are you going to do while I’m keeping him occupied?”

 

 “Rendering aid and comfort to the enemy!”

 

 “Your new plan is the dictionary definition of ‘treason?!’”

 

 “Part of it. There are steps.”

 

 “I really hate you!” the Hero shouted over the noise of another bomb impacting way too close for comfort.

 

 “That’s the spirit!”

 

 We parted and charged out from both sides. Hoy had just been shooting Fire Lances into his own troops, frying goblins and setting off more bombs in the course of failing to nail Rizz, who skittered back through the doorway just as we emerged. He whirled and cast, reacting to the motion; unfortunately for Hoy, his first instinctive cast was at me, and did nothing. It took him only a split second to correct.

 

“FIRE LANCE!”

 

 Yoshi, though, had been soaking those things up for the last few minutes and had the hang of it now. He hit the ground on one boot and one armored kneepad, turning his charge into a slide, shield-first. The Fire Lance hit him dead on, wrecking his momentum—but not negating it entirely. Yoshi kicked off with his upright foot, turning the last dregs of his energy from a slide back into a lunge, and finally brought himself within sword range of the sorcerer.

 

 Hoy hammered at him with the bladestaff; Yoshi took it on the shield, which he then swept ferociously aside, throwing Hoy entirely off balance and lashing out with his sword next. Hoy had to leap backward, the blade nicking through the front of his coat and grazing him as he desperately retreated. Yoshi followed, not giving him a chance to regain space.

 

 So he took matters into his own hands.

 

“Shock!”

 

“Heal!”

 

 Yoshi was stunned for a split-second before I put him right again, and he wasted not an instant in pressing the attack.

 

“Sho—”

 

CLONK. “Shut up!”

 

 Ah, the oh-so-satisfying sound of a shield smacking a smug goblin. The ultimate counterspell.

 

 I kept one eye on him while scanning the field for targets. There were a lot; the ground was pockmarked by grenade impacts and so slick with blood only my artifact boots were enabling me to move. Eugh, no wonder Yoshi had been able to powerslide across a stone floor. Goblins and pieces of goblins lay everywhere. 

 

 There was no time to do this right; I had to settle for doing it fast.

 

“Heal! Heal! Heal Heal Heal Heal HealHealHealHealHeal—”

 

My casting was slowed only by the fact that I did it vocally—projecting, of course, to be heard across the entire cavern. Because this wasn’t just saving lives, this was showtime, and it mattered that everyone present understood exactly what I was doing.

 

“What are you doing?” Flaethwyn screeched from the stone doorway behind which she was huddling, then ducked back out of sight when someone launched a bomb at her. Being fired from clear across the intervening space, it didn’t get all the way there, but still. I could sympathize; that was pretty much how everyone felt about Flaethwyn and her opinions.

 

 Not every cast worked; some of those goblins were beyond saving. But I cast my spell of ultimate healing at every even mostly intact goblin I could see—and also Yoshi, every third or fourth cast, because he was getting constantly hammered by lightning and fire spells at point blank range and our current symbiotic relationship was that his meat shielding was both necessary for and enabled by my healing.

 

 A goblin who’d just sat upright with a gasp at being Healed a second prior now turned toward me and picked up a loose bomb, since he didn’t have an intact slingshot to hand.

 

“Really, man?” I demanded, staring him down.

 

 The goblin swallowed heavily and very carefully rolled the bomb away from us, toward the edge of the precipice. 

 

 “What the fuck are you morons doing?” Hoy snarled, battering on Yoshi’s shield with his bladestaff in a two-handed grip. “Somebody blast that fucking butt before he does something else!”

 

 “Sure, you could try that,” I said in a deliberately agreeable tone to contrast with his vicious demeanor. “Maybe it’ll work this time?”

 

 Pause one beat for effect; goblins were looking uncertainly between me and Hoy.

 

 “You know, I’ve probably been in more battles than any of you,” I continued, “and I’ve gotta say, it’s really fucked up that you’re all dying from your own weapons and the fact your boss is using you as living shields. Yoshi, have we actually killed any goblins here?”

 

 He stepped back twice, breathing heavily and regaining some distance from Hoy for the first time in a couple minutes. Yoshi was out of breath and sweating heavily—but to be fair, so was Hoy, hence the sorcerer not immediately taking advantage of the lull to blast him again. I was only doing slightly better myself.

 

 “Does flinging their own bombs back at them count?”

 

 “I wouldn’t blame ‘em for being pissed at us about that,” I said frankly. “Though if anybody in charge had bothered to set up a proper ambush that wouldn’t have happened. Hey, Hoy, explain something to me!”

 

 “You’re fucking dead, you piece of shit!” the Void witch screamed, brandishing his staff. “I’m gonna rip your smirking head off and take a shit down your neckhole!”

 

“Damn,” I acknowledged, “the detail and specificity of that. Holy shit, man. Do you just spend your free time sitting around, thinking those up? How long did that one take you?”

 

 I thought he was going to burst a blood vessel. Hoy flung out a hand at me, opened his mouth to call out a spell, then his eye began twitching violently as he remembered.

 

“Fire Lance!” he squawked at Yoshi, who ducked and took it on his shield as per usual.

 

 “Hey, he said it!”

 

“Heal,” I rebutted, remedying any singeing Yoshi may have suffered. “But seriously, though. How come with the milling around in the center of the chamber? If I’d been running this ambush, I’d have positioned everybody in these floor-level alcoves all around here. Behind the pillars, see? Then when the attack comes, only those who can see it fire at it. That means you don’t get the entire group unloading on one spot, but why would you need them to?”

 

“Fire Lance!” Hoy screamed, brandishing a hand at me. He’d learned; this one whipped past my head to flash into the alcove behind me. The heat was scorching, but only momentary. I ignored it. “Force Wave!” I was too far away, taking only a mild push that barely required me to shift my feet.

 

 Most important, all the surviving goblins were watching, silent, and not a one of them pointing a slingshot at me.

 

 “That’s the thing about bombs, you really only need to land a few hits in the general area of the target,” I continued in my adamantly reasonable tone. “Plus, having everybody fire at the first target will screw you over if the enemy fakes you out and has a backup attack. Most importantly, they’re all in each other’s way and with ordnance like that, mass casualties are… Shit, it’s not even a risk, that’s just math. What the fuck, dude? This only makes sense if you wanted the juvenile satisfaction of seeing a really big boom wherever I popped up, and didn’t care how many of your people died for it.”

 

 “You’re only talking because that’s all you have,” Hoy hissed, aiming the bladed head of his staff at me. “Some fucking Dark Lord you turned out to be, getting your ass kicked by a goblin!”

 

 “Hey, don’t say ‘goblin’ like it makes it worse,” I chided, frowning at him. “I respect goblins as much as anyone. That’s why all this is happening, did you even know that? I’ve been making friends with goblins since I landed on Dount. I am down here to finish off Jadrak because your precious King was so desperate for my attention he murdered the goblins I was friendly with. Blood calls for blood, Hoy.”

 

 “Bullshit! None of you inbreds better be listening to this lying crock of crap!”

 

 “I can tell this is not something you’re capable of understanding, but I will explain it anyway,” I snapped, switching my demeanor. Cold, focused, relentless. “No one fucks with my people. I will protect who I can, and who I can’t? I will avenge. If Jadrak had respected goblin lives as much as I do, he’d get to live. But he didn’t. So he doesn’t.”

 

 “Why the fuck are none of you fucking shooting him?!” Hoy screamed, actually stomping his foot. Big bad Void witch, right hand of the Goblin King, throwing a toddler tantrum right here in front of all of us. Holy crap, this guy really had never been told ‘no’ in his life; this was what you got for being the big frog in a tiny pond. “I swear by Virya’s fucking teats, if you shitheads don’t start unloading ordnance on this worthless fucker right fucking now I’m gonna round the rest of you up and…”

 

 I let him rant, since he was currently doing my work for me. 

 

 “Biribo,” I murmured under the cover of Hoy’s screeching, “tell Radatina to tell Yoshi to maneuver him onto the bridge. Then tell Rizz and Rhoka to get ready. They’ll know what to do when the opening comes.”

 

 My familiar buzzed off without another word. He zipped over to a few meters away from Yoshi, and a second later, Radatina fluttered down next to the Hero’s ear for a second. He glanced at her, then at me, and nodded, by which time Biribo had zoomed around the back wall to disappear through the door behind which Rizz was once again hiding with the others.

 

 “…right in your fucking eye sockets! Now get to fucking work, you useless turds!”

 

 Hoy finally had to stop for air; he was panting as hard after his tirade as he had been after the workout Yoshi and I put him through. 

 

 I kept an eye on him, though at this point most of my attention was on the surviving goblins he’d brought, at significant portion of whom were only still alive thanks to me. I couldn’t quite get a headcount under these conditions, but I estimated their numbers at around twenty-five. Maybe half what he’d brought here to die.

 

 So I was able to see the first one to move. Group cohesion is a hell of a powerful force; in a situation like this, whoever went first would have to be powerfully motivated. This guy I saw staring at another goblin—a dead one, missing an arm and half her head. He cradled the slingshot in his arms, his expression twisting as he looked at the body.

 

 Then he placed a grenade in his weapon, pulled it back and with a resolute expression, took aim right at Hoy.

 

 The Void witch saw the movement and turned to face him, a particularly nasty grin contorting his already-unpleasant features.

 

 “Bad move, shitstain. Your biggest mistake, and your last.”

 

Slimeshot.

 

 Like the Fire Lance he’d hurled past me, I found it worked fine if I wasn’t aiming at him, or too close. The slime impacted the ground a meter from Hoy’s feet and disintegrated into a spray of slimy droplets—not dangerous to him or anyone, but sufficient to make him take a step back before he could punish the rebellious goblin.

 

 By the time he regained his footing, three more bomb-laden slingshots were aimed at him. That was enough of a catalyst. One by one, every remaining Jadrak loyalist who still had a weapon turned it on their former leader.

 

 Oddly enough, the perpetual rage seemed to leak away from Hoy under this threat. Instead, he actually cackled and spread his arms, one hand wide open and the other holding his bladestaff.

 

 “All right, you know what? Fucking do it, losers. You treasonous little fucks can find out just how fucking stupid you are in your last seconds. You wanna side with tallboy interlopers, you can fucking die with ‘em!”

 

 Yoshi and I locked eyes, knowing what was coming next: Repulsion Aura. Both of us quickly sidestepped, re-positioning ourselves to be in place to—

 

 Grenades flew, and every one veered away from Hoy before striking him. It was chaos; a dozen explosives spun off in a dozen directions, half of them about to be lethally dangerous to the goblins who’d launched them. That is, if not for our heroic intervention.

 

“Force Wave!”

 

 “Windburst!”

 

 Even as a few goblins shrieked and cowered back as they beheld their ammunition boomeranging at them, Yoshi and I sent the errant bombs hurtling over the ledge. Explosions tore chunks out of the edge of the stonework, gouged new craters in the floor; one sent spinning nearly straight upward knocked down a stalactite, which hammered the ledge opposite the ravine, causing part of it to crumble into the abyss.

 

 Hoy stood with his arms spread, grinning in sadistic triumph as he stood untouched within the maelstrom—until the Hero charged right through the shrapnel at him.

 

“Shock!”

 

 “Heal!”

 

 I’d seen that coming; our voices practically overlapped each other, the effect of his spell barely making Yoshi falter. Hoy only just managed to get his staff up and in place to hammer against his shield, forced back a few steps as it became a contest of brute strength. Yoshi had only been training for a few months and been some kind of teenage shut-in before, but he was also heavier than Hoy by a lot, and that counted.

 

 Hoy retreated another step, gaining some distance. Yoshi’s eyes cut to the side, caught mine, and his head shifted once in an infinitesimal nod.

 

 What? Was that a signal? A signal for what? That wasn’t communication! We needed to arrange these things before—

 

 He lowered his shield, lunging forward, sword-first. It was a well-trained strike, but a move designed for use against a human opponent; at best, it would hit the top of Hoy’s head. And that only if he let it, because the Hero had left himself wide open in the center.

 

 Oh. Now I got it.

 

 The goblin grinned with insane, murderous triumph as he brought up his bladestaff in a thrust, directly through the gap in Yoshi’s defenses. The upper prongs sank right into his armor and through, the force of their combined weight defeating the hardened leather and chain mail.

 

“YOSHI!” screamed at least four female voices, most of which had been specifically warned not to give away their position. I couldn’t help cringing myself as blood spurted. Holy shit, was this how it looked when I used this gambit? No wonder the girls were always so upset. I should probably stop doing that.

 

 Then the Hero dropped his sword and shield.

 

 Hunching forward over the weapon impaling him, he grabbed it in both hands right behind the blades. His face twisting in a snarl to match Hoy’s, Yoshi flexed his arms and pulled the blades fully out of his body with an agonized grunt. Blood sprayed, as if to emphasize what a lethal mistake that was…unless.

 

“Heal!”

 

 And Hoy found himself holding a tiger by the tail. Being the stubborn, rage-driven, petty little shit that he was, he of course did the unwise thing and refused to let go. Had he been willing to relinquish his weapon the way Yoshi had and fire off a spell, the outcome would have been very different.

 

 But he wasn’t, and Yoshi planted his feet, twisted his hips, and let out a roar of pure adrenaline-fueled exertion as he whipped the staff fully over his head, pivoting mid-swing—with Hoy still clinging to it the whole while. The Hero swung the Void witch overhead like a sledgehammer, turning and bringing him arcing back down.

 

 Hoy struck the surface of the iron bridge and bounced, finally losing his grip on his staff as he was stunned by the impact. Yoshi, just for emphasis, contemptuously tossed his fancy staff into the abyss.

 

 I let out an exhilarated whoop and I’m not even embarrassed; that was the hypest shit I’d seen in ages. “And that, sir, is how it is done! RIZZ!”

 

 She and Rhoka were already in position, slingshots taking aim. Not at Hoy, since we’d discovered that was useless. But Hoy was now lying dazed on a slender, comparatively fragile span of worked iron connecting the two ledges in the cavern.

 

 Rizz and Rhoka bullseyed it at both ends. Grenades tore apart iron and stone; the far end of the bridge came disconnected entirely and the near twisted apart, barely clinging on by one of its anchors. The entire structure collapsed, tumbling down into darkness and spilling the great and terrible Void witch Hoy to his doom. It was about damn time something went right for a change—

 

“F-Flicker!”

 

 Oh, fuck you.

 

 He materialized on the far ledge in a momentary haze of blue-green light—winded, immediately slumping to his knees, and having lost his fancy hat along with his bladestaff. But still fucking there. Alive, the insufferable little bastard.

 

 “Absolutely fucking not,” I growled sotto voce. “I am not having another recurring cockroach come back to ruin my day.” 

 

Slimeshot! Immolate! IMMOLATE!

 

 Being dazed and beaten didn’t shut off his Void power, apparently; I accomplished nothing except to singe his coat with a few useless puffs of sparks. Nor had we even managed to disable his defensive spell, as I observed when two goblins tried to shoot him and their grenades veered off into the darkness.

 

 “Shoot around him!” called one of the goblins, reloading. “The ledge, the ceiling!”

 

 They tried, bless them. Spiked bombs blew chunks out of the ledge, the walls next to it…but Hoy had struggled to his feet. Limping, but he managed to move. As explosions impacted the ceiling above him, bringing stalactites and then massive chunks of rock down, his livid green coat fluttered away down the tunnel through which he’d escaped. 

 

 Everyone stopped firing as the tunnel collapsed entirely. The ledge itself broke away and crumbled into the darkness below; now the entire cavern was trembling, and to judge by the expressions of those around me I wasn’t the only one nervous about it. Across from us what remained of the ceiling smashed down, sealing off what had been the main pathway into Jadrak’s old headquarters.

 

 We stood in grim silence, listening to the last crashes of falling rock and feeling the faint aftershocks as the cave settled. At least the destruction wasn’t spreading; they hadn’t brought down the whole cavern on our heads. Just barricaded our most dangerous enemy outside it.

 

 “Biribo?” I asked hopefully.

 

 My familiar flicked his tongue out, then shook his head. “He made it out, boss. Still movin’ out there. Looks like he’s in full retreat.”

 

 I wanted to scream and kick somebody and only my need to maintain a good image prevented me. Of course. Of fucking course he got out. 

 

 Yoshi laid a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll get him next time, Omura.”

 

 I drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, struggling to control my own fury. “All this for nothing. So many people dead, and for what? We just made him run away. Next time he’ll be more ready for us.”

 

 “But we’ll be more ready for him, too,” he insisted. “I’m not saying it isn’t bad, but we can’t give up. He and Jadrak are only going to kill more goblins the longer they’re not stopped. And then humans, if they make it out of here. We have to press on.”

 

 “Right. You’re right, of course. I just… I hate it when the the really bad ones don’t have the decency to die when they’re supposed to.”

 

 “Yeah…that would’ve been nice.”

 

 I turned around to see the results of our battle. Our people were trickling out of their hiding places; I knew my allies and probably Yoshi’s would be kicking themselves for having hid during that whole fight, but it was the right call and we all knew it. There just wasn’t anything they could have done against the Void witch except get fried by spellfire.

 

 And the goblins. Twenty-five or so goblins stood there, looking lost. They’d come here to kill me—kill us—but ended up losing their own friends and allies to Hoy’s incompetence and malice, and now most of them owed me their lives. They were also cut off from the cause for which they’d thrown away everything just within the last few days.

 

 “Well,” I said, “you guys are having a hell of a day, huh?”

 

 “That’s…a way to put it,” a goblin woman ventured, clutching a slingshot in both hands as if for comfort.

 

 “I’m gonna be straight with you: this will get worse before it gets better. I’m not reckless enough to promise anybody will get through this. You’ve seen how ugly a real war gets. What I will promise you is that I will never treat you the way Hoy just did. I don’t throw away people’s lives. I’ll protect who I can, and avenge who I can’t. We are in this together, and we’ve got to hope there’s something better waiting for us when all the blood settles.”

 

 I paused—no, to be honest, I hesitated, looking at their expressions. Confusion, grief, hope. Man, I hated how familiar this sight was by now. I hated how good I’d gotten at this part.

 

 “I know you don’t exactly have a choice anymore, but I’ll say it anyway: you stood up for what was right when it counted, and I won’t ever forget that. You stood by me, and I’ll stand by you. Welcome to the Dark Crusade.”
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Bonus 9: In Which the Scout Commences Counter-Revolutionary Activities


                She did not need to watch the conclusion of the fight to know what would follow. Everything was clear to someone who knew how Lord Seiji operated as soon as the first goblin turned his slingshot on the Void witch. He would walk out of there with an entire new gang of followers. That was just what he did.

 

It was just as well, because she was in no position to see that part. Velaven had silently clambered and vaulted across the tiny footholds provided by the cavern’s rough ceiling and irregular stalactites, taking a position on the opposite ledge from which to shoot if an opening occurred. None did; the Void witch was protected from the power of her artifact bow, and apparently even against mundane arrows. She was stuck in the same position as the rest of the villainous and heroic teams, forced to watch the Champions fight a battle in which everyone else was useless.

 

At least, until the goblins resorted to overwhelming firepower. Then she was forced to retreat from the explosions and falling rock as first the entire ledge and then the tunnel access collapsed behind her.

 

 Behind them.

 

 Hoy escaped, the wretched little beast. Even for a detestable Void witch, this goblin was one of the most repulsive specimens she had ever had the misfortune to behold. Nothing to him but vulgar brutality, neither the most basic social graces nor even a rudimentary attempt at tactics. He knew nothing but fury and thuggish forward attack—a pitiful reflection of the same deeply-seeded rage she had seen to drive Lord Seiji, with none of his mitigating virtues. It offended her that a creature like Hoy presumed to command others. He was the living opposite of everything leadership meant.

 

 Hoy kept running even once he was out of range of the disastrous tunnel collapse, spitting curses at no one under his breath with every step. Velaven followed, deeply shrouded in her gift—invisible, silent, leaving neither scent nor footprints, so strong was her Goddess-given grace. The artifact bow on which she had come to so depend might be useless against his own Void craft, but that mattered little. As she padded along silently behind the goblin, her left hand reached under her cloak to grasp the handle of the dagger sheathed at the small of her back.

 

 It would be so easy. Neither his spell nor his Void craft would protect him from a slit throat. She should do it, both to advance Lord Seiji’s cause and because this repulsive creature ought not continue to stain Ephemera with his presence.

 

 No. No, in fact, those goals were in opposition. She had allowed herself to become separated from the Dark Lord, and had to make the most of the opportunity inherent in this misfortune. Ending Hoy’s miserable life would advance Lord Seiji’s agenda, to be sure… But there was a greater opportunity here. She’d made too many mistakes already. She had to manufacture a real success out of this.

 

 Velaven released the knife and silently followed the oblivious Void witch. Once he led her back to the Goblin King’s new lair, she could still end him. In fact, doing it there would have a greater effect on enemy morale.

 

 The tunnel opened onto the Kzidnak version of a street, this one currently deserted. Even ledges lined both walls of another subterranean canyon, this one with glimpses of light from the bottom suggesting there was an opening to the core deep below. As befit the path which led to the front door of one of Kzidnak’s most prosperous companies, the tunnel emerged onto a wide space, where the ledge both jutted outward and was carved into the wall, creating a kind of plaza in front of the tunnel mouth.

 

 There was a dead goblin here, and clearly not one of the random casualties who currently littered the scene of the goblin civil war. This victim wore the green armband of one of Jadrak’s loyalists, and there was no destruction or other sign of struggle near him save the pool of his own blood in which he lay.

 

 Wet blood, still warm and too fresh to be properly sticky. The fatal wound was a curious pattern, a gash ruining the throat and three more crossing his shoulder and upper chest in a cross-shaped pattern.

 

 Hoy crossed the bridge directly outside the tunnel and turned left, hustling down the ledge-street, and Velaven stayed invisible and silent on his heels, her lip curled in loathing and forcibly repressing the urge to stab him in the back and hurl his still-flailing body down the canyon. That scene told a story as clear as if it had been written down. This contemptible wretch had “solved” a morale issue by executing one of his own followers to intimidate the rest. 

 

 He couldn’t be dead soon enough.

 

 The little monster led her to another tram terminal, where to her surprise he had a vehicle waiting.

 

 “Hoy?” asked the slingshot-wielding goblin who had clearly been left to guard it, peering around in confusion. “What happened? Where’s—”

 

 “It’s Lord Hoy!” he snarled, landing a savage kick on her hip in passing. Before Velaven could react, the goblin went over the ledge with a shriek. Light streamed up from below these tracks; that was a bottomless drop.

 

 She wouldn’t have reacted anyway. It was definitely not time to reveal her presence. But still. Fear and murder were important tools in a ruler’s arsenal, but they were tools of specific and starkly limited utility. Were these really the only measures this obscene little clown of a man had?

 

 “Ow,” came a voice from below. “Uncalled for!”

 

 Hoy had already hopped onto his vehicle, which gave Velaven pause. She would clearly have to board it to follow him, but… This was going to be far less comfortable than perching on the engineering seats of Sneppit’s trams, which was really saying something. Hoy’s contraption was clearly not a Sneppit Company machine, but something he’d cobbled together (or, far more likely, had some of Jadrak’s craftsmen build) in a hurry. Really, there was not much to it but a seat hanging from a wheel fixed to the tram track by a long metal pipe. It didn’t even have a floor, just a wide panel of metal just below the wheels to protect the rider from sparks. There were gears and mechanical contraptions attached to the seat and the panel whose function she couldn’t even guess, but it had no apparent means of propulsion.

 

 This was going to be tricky.

 

 With no time to dither, she boarded it after him, a maneuver which demanded all her skill. Velaven had to get on without causing telltale shifts in the precariously hanging machine, then grasp the metal shaft suspending the driver’s seat from the wheels and hold on, wedging her toes into tiny ridges of metal where the seat was attached to the shaft. She swiftly and carefully gathered up her cloak and wrapped it around her waist, tucked into itself, to keep it from flapping about in the wind she knew from experience would blast her once this thing was moving.

 

 In the process, she observed that the space below the tram platform was completely blocked off by a metal grate, a sensible safety precaution if goblins were normally crowding around this space. The woman Hoy had kicked off was just clambering to her feet, wincing and rubbing her hip.

 

 Then Hoy began turning a wheel attached to his chair, and the entire thing—chair, vertical shaft, and spark-shielding panel—began to rotate around. Velaven had to move very adroitly to avoid having her fingers or toes pinched.

 

 “What—is wrong—with this—HEY YOU!” the Void witch yelled down at his mistreated subordinate. “Why is this so stiff? What the fuck did you do, you little shit?”

 

 “I didn’t touch it!” she protested shrilly, holding up both hands. “Nobody has touched it! You said to make sure nobody bothered it, so that’s what I did! Nobody’s even been in here!”

 

 “Then why the fuck is it so stiff?!”

 

 “Maybe because it’s a piece of junk you had the engineers slap together in a couple hours while they were trying to evacuate?”

 

 He snarled wordlessly, continuing to yank on the wheel until he’d turned the entire apparatus around, facing the opposite direction from which it had begun. Then he yanked a lever, and part of the shield folded downward until it hung at an angle, blocking part of Hoy’s (and all of Velaven’s) view forward. One more lever caused latches to clamp firmly into place, securing the panel in its new configuration.

 

“Force Wave!” Hoy shouted, blasting the panel in front of him with the spell. The entire thing rocked violently, but began moving forward on its well-lubricated wheels. 

 

 Oh. That was actually sort of ingenious. He definitely hadn’t thought of it himself.

 

 “Yeah, sure, I guess I’ll just fuckin’ walk home!” the goblin below shouted as they began accelerating down the track. There was room on the seat for a second goblin, but it was best for her purposes that Hoy had decided to abandon his subordinate in a fit of childish temper. This thing was already struggling with just her own added weight; another goblin and it might not function at all.

 

 As it was, Hoy was clearly frustrated with the slowness of its acceleration, having to repeatedly blast the metal quasi-sail with Force Wave, but if he was suspicious about the reason for the craft’s under-performance, he gave no sign. The other goblin’s explanation probably catered more to his preconceptions than the idea that someone might have done something so risky as board it along with him. Still, Velaven eschewed watching where they were going to keep her attention divided between hanging on for dear life and watching Hoy in case he suddenly turned to investigate her position. It wasn’t as if she could see forward, anyway.

 

 The ride was not pleasant.

 

 It was doubtless bad enough for Hoy, who at least had a place to sit. Even he had to grab a provided handhold with the hand he didn’t use to gesticulate with each cast, and braced both his feet against convenient bars obviously placed for that purpose. With every impact of Force Wave against its shield, the little craft lurched violently forward, and if the cast was even slightly off-center (which they all, inevitably, were) it would swing to the side.

 

 Just holding on required all of Velaven’s athleticism. Had she been as malnourished as a few weeks ago, she probably would not have succeeded; this was only possible because Lord Seiji had taken to feeding her. That she had no choice but to accept his charity did not rankle any less for being even more critical now.

 

 She had to elevate herself, redeem her failures and approach him as a peer. That he was aware of her motivation did not change that reality. Any dark elf—any Viryan—would understand her situation at a glance. He was not Viryan, not truly, and she hardly needed to have listened in on his conversations to know his patience with her was rapidly running out. After her gambit with the cat tribe had so horribly backfired, her timetable had become terribly unforgiving even as she had to find a way to impress even more than before she had introduced herself by way of dramatic failure.

 

 He would take her in even so, she knew. But she could not approach him as another of the waifs he liked to collect. The man somehow found and gathered them up, then handed out weapons and authority and Blessings, binding them to his service. He was generous, yes—but on his own terms, in a way that commanded loyalty and positioned himself in firm control. It was a strategy she respected, but Velaven could not—would not—settle for being just another of his lieutenants. If she could not come to him as a peer, all of this would be for nothing. There was so much more at stake than the Viryan pride his familiar had warned him of. No Dark Lord would return her to her rightful place unless she proved herself worthy of it.

 

 Lord Seiji was the only hope she had of reclaiming what was hers. Unless she truly impressed him, he would simply take it for himself. Velaven would not even begrudge him that—she would do the same in his position—but she had not suffered so much and come so far to fall just short of her redemption at the end.

 

 Finally, mercifully, the interminable ride ended much the way it had begun: in a series of faltering, barely-controlled shudders. Hoy’s infernal contraption creaked to a stop in a stretch of corridor that didn’t seem to have been a formal tram station, though there was a cleared area with a ledge conveniently at disembarking height, and heavy mechanical equipment positioned at one end which suggested this had been placed here originally by tram workers for servicing purposes. 

 

 He had stopped hammering the spell-sail with Force Waves some distance back, and the rickety cart creaked to a halt a little bit short of the landing zone, but there were goblins waiting on the ledge to assist. Two of them, one of whom tossed a rope which Hoy caught and tied around the cart’s central hanging shaft, forcing Velaven to arch her whole body out of his way to avoid the risk of him brushing against her accidentally. The pair on the landing then pulled them the rest of the way into place.

 

 Hoy hopped onto the ledge, heedless of the gap below. Beneath this stretch of tunnel there yawned nothing but daylight and swirling mist, further evidence that this was not a regular stop of the tram service. Velaven disembarked with more care—not out of fear of the drop, as it was an easy distance for her to jump, but it was tricky to make the leap gently enough not to set the cart suspiciously rocking. Especially given the need to avoid bumping into one of the three goblins now crowding the ledge. She lit deftly on the rock floor and swarmed in perfect silence up to perch atop one of the convenient banks of machinery while Hoy checked in with his subordinates.

 

 “Welcome back, Ho—uh, Lord Hoy! How’d it go?”

 

 The Void witch bared his teeth and made a slashing gesture with one hand. “Where is he?”

 

 “Uh… You mean King Jadrak?”

 

 “Who the fuck else would I mean? Does anyone else in this dump matter?”

 

 “Course, sorry. He’s in the old…that is, the throne room. He’s set up in what used to be a storage bay, for security’s sake. Two chambers in a row, only one door in, easy to defend.”

 

 Velaven pursed her lips in displeasure. That was unwelcome news.

 

 “It’s mostly a straight shot down the main corridor that branches off from this access tunnel, you need me to take you—?”

 

 “Never mind, I’ll find it. How’s his mood?”

 

 The two goblins glanced warily at each other.

 

 “Hard to say, H—Lord Hoy, it ain’t like we hang out with the Goblin King. We’re up on the news, though, and…well, there’s good and bad. I dunno what kinda mood the whole of it’ll put him in.”

 

 “I, uh, I guess it’ll depend on what extra news you’ve brought him, boss.”

 

 “News?” Hoy demanded. “Well, spit it out already, I haven’t got all fucking day!”

 

 “Right, well, the good news is Fallencourt’s secure, mostly.”

 

“Mostly?”

 

 “The revolutionaries haven’t swept every nook and cranny, that’d take years, but there’s no significant or organized opposition. Everybody who’s not supporting King Jadrak has been pushed to outer Kzidnak. With Fallencourt itself settled and those damn adventurers chased off, our people’ve been able to recruit more from the folks who were sitting it out to see who won.”

 

 The word “recruit” was doing a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence. Velaven had to wonder whether Hoy was politically astute enough to pick up the implications. Or whether he cared.

 

 He grunted, making an impatient gesture. “And the bad?”

 

 Both goblins grimaced, glancing at each other again. “Trying to settle the North Watch issue is a bust, boss. Somehow the Dark Lord being absent has not made that a softer target.”

 

 “Way I heard it, those butts managed to turn Maugro’s old joint into a damn fortress. The whole tunnel outside is a mess of traps, barricades, and archers, and they just keep adding to the defenses. The bastards smashed every group sent at ‘em; it’s really looking like the only reason they’re not advancing further into goblin territory is they haven’t been ordered to.”

 

 “Yeah, rumor is King Jadrak wanted them dealt with fast for that reason, before Lord What’s-His-Name could come back, but the way things are lookin’ it’d be faster and easier to bore a new tunnel up to the fortress.”

 

 Hoy growled uncannily like a wild dog and spat a few disjointed curses. “All right, I’m gonna go talk to him. You pull my carriage off the tracks and either fix it or get the engineers to do it if you can’t.”

 

 One of his lackeys turned to squint at the vehicle. “Fix it? What’s wrong with it?”

 

 “How the fuck should I fucking know?” Hoy spat, taking a swipe at him. The man stoically accepted the slap across his head, a sure sign of someone who knew the consequences would be worse if he tried to dodge. “That’s your fucking job! Everything’s gunked up, the gears are all stiff and something’s caught in the track wheels slowing it down. Figure it out!”

 

 He stalked off up the corridor, leaving them behind.

 

 “Well, great,” one of the pair muttered. “How’re we supposed to even get this thing down from the tracks?”

 

 “That’s why it’s parked here, one of these contraptions is a tramcar servicing crane. We should be able to attach it and pull it loose.”

 

 “Hey, what do you think happened to his hat and staff? He loves those, where’d—”

 

“Shh! You wanna get Force Waved into the core, dumbass?”

 

 Velaven hopped lightly down from her perch as the two goblins began unfolding it out from under her, extending a mechanical arm toward Hoy’s cart, and padded down the tunnel after him.

 



 

 Matters went from bad to worse after that.

 

 For the next hour, Velaven lurked outside the Goblin King’s inner sanctum, having been stymied in her pursuit of Hoy by the first effective anti-stealth measures she had encountered since her exile. The chambers Jadrak had chosen for his headquarters were, indeed, secure, being accessible only by a single (goblin-sized) door, which was guarded at all times. Worse than the guards were the bead curtains, each string with a small metal bell at the bottom, and the sandwalk in the first part of the chamber beyond, where a second pair of guards were positioned with rakes and apparently the sole duty of keeping the sand smooth and standing by to raise an alarm if footprints should inexplicably appear in it.

 

 This was…troubling. There was little contact between Kzidnak and Shylverrael, just some very occasional trade in metalwork, alchemy, and ingredients thereof. Being concerned above all with their own security, the Shylver had always kept the goblins at arm’s length; unlike the various beast tribes which could be safely suborned, goblins interacted too much with the Fflyr for any closer relations to be an acceptable risk. Of course, the goblins were aware of dark elves, but even the big company bosses in Kzidnak had never bothered with such specifically anti-stealth security measures before.

 

 Why now? None of the possibilities boded well.

 

 The best case scenario was that Jadrak was simply paranoid. If he had more specific reason to be on the lookout for shadow scouts… Had she inadvertently revealed her own presence at some point? Perhaps his devil ally had tipped him off? 

 

 The worst possibility was that he was reacting to the activities of other shadow scouts. Shylverrael’s attention was currently turned completely inward thanks to the political upheaval surrounding her ouster, and Velaven had expected it to remain that way for months more at least, well into the winter. She had counted on it, in fact. If Lyvien had conjured up an unexpected wellspring of competence—or been counter-usurped by someone more dangerous—then not only were her own plans in ruins, but Lord Seiji’s campaign was in immediate danger. Only massive distraction on the part of the dark elves had kept them from noticing the rapid buildup of forces at North Watch, and the nascent Dark Crusade was not yet prepared to repel an earnest attack by naga, much less shadow scouts in force.

 

 Taking up a perch high on the rough tunnel wall within sight of the entry to Jadrak’s chambers, she watched and listened for an hour, gradually gaining more intel. These measures were new and the goblins on guard duty—and the various servants and others who came and went on business with the Goblin King—didn’t understand the point of it all, but were not inclined to complain out of respect for Jadrak and fear of Hoy. They certainly hadn’t been warned that there might be invisible dark elves about, nor coached in operational security in general, given their eagerness to stand around in the public halls gossiping.

 

 Velaven silently cursed her own mistake—her most recent one. She should have slit Hoy’s throat as the rail carriage was coming to a stop, then silenced his two flunkies while they panicked, and dumped them all into the core. 

 

 Lord Seiji needed to be the one to end Jadrak, or have the Hero do it, whichever outcome best suited the situation as it had developed by the time that became possible. For all his failings as a ruler—and she had often found herself itching to burst out of stealth and begin educating him in statecraft over the last several weeks—he possessed a tremendous innate aptitude for political theater. Really, it would never have occurred to Velaven to bring a minstrel of all things across the stars to serve as Dark Lord, but clearly Virya did not remain the Goddess of Evil without knowing her business. Jadrak had to live, for now, so the time and manner of his demise would best serve Lord Seiji’s plans.

 

 Hoy, though, was worthless and a source of nothing but trouble. No one in Jadrak’s camp would mourn him; they would only be frightened at the presence of an enemy who could destroy him. And Velaven had squandered a golden opportunity to settle the problem. One more mistake to add to her ever-growing pile, one more precious chance to redeem herself transformed into another condemnation of her worth. A defeated corner of her spirit was starting to wonder if it might not be best to just approach the Dark Lord with knee and neck bent and accept whatever crumbs he deigned to offer her. 

 

 She could still deal with Hoy, though. That was just one of the things she could do here—one of the tasks she had to make a priority. But not here, or now. Eventually he would come out; at some point, he would be alone. No matter how paranoid, a person would always be vulnerable eventually, especially those overconfident in their own power, like Hoy.

 

 Not the only task, though. She was here, no longer shadowing Lord Seiji, and there were many ways to disrupt the enemy from within their headquarters. After an hour, Velaven decided that Hoy was not coming out any time soon, and that she had gleaned all there was to learn by eavesdropping on the chatty goblins outside Jadrak’s chambers. Hoy would emerge eventually, and it would not be hard to find him. Learning of his routine would make his later comeuppance easier to arrange, as well.

 

 Slipping away, she started off in the direction from which the patrols of guards came, reasoning that some central organizing facility would lay at their source, but paused at the mouth of a familiar passage. Raised voices were echoing from the discreet side landing where Hoy had parked his carriage.

 

 Interesting. Sensing opportunity and determined not to let another slip through her grasp, she turned and glided back to the tram tunnel.

 

 “I am telling you, there is nothing wrong with it!” a raised female voice insisted from up ahead, clearly on the edge of cracking. “I’ve been over every cog and bolt, I tested the moving parts myself—you both stood there and watched me do it!”

 

 “Yeah, we watched you not change anything from how it was when Hoy left it here!”

 

 “Because there’s nothing to change!”

 

 “Hoy said there was. You calling Hoy a liar? You want me to go get him so you can say that to his face?”

 

 The only answer to that was the shuddering gasp of someone on the verge of tears. Velaven emerged around the bend to behold the scene outside just as the other Hoy loyalist chimed in. It was the same pair as before, currently looming over a third goblin.

 

 “Hoy is not happy with his carriage, Zeckl. Whatever was wrong with it is still wrong with it, because you didn’t fix it. If he comes back and is still not happy with his carriage, you better believe it’s gonna be your green ass. I’m not takin’ the fall for this.”

 

 Zeckl lowered her head, clutching a wrench in both hands so hard her fists trembled, and muttered something so indistinct Velaven couldn’t make out the words.

 

 “Aw, you gonna cry now?” snorted the first of the duo, reaching out and giving her shoulder a rough shove. “Speak up if you got somethin’ to say, I don’t have time for your—hey!”

 

 He had to step back as the engineer lashed out, swiping with her wrench. It was an inept attempt, easily avoided, but she brandished the tool at him, now wide-eyed and baring all her fangs.

 

 “I said fuck Hoy and fuck you! I hope the Dark Lord finishes him off proper, and you two goons with him! Ever since the uprising assholes like you have done nothing but throw your weight around and pick on people just tryin’ to work. We were all better off without a Goblin King!”

 

 She snapped her teeth shut, eyes suddenly widening as her expression switched to terror, but the damage was done.

 

 “Well, well,” drawled the second henchgoblin. “Tads, did I hear what I think I just heard?”

 

 “If you think you heard this jumped-up little plumber spouting treason against the Goblin King, Nekko, then I’m afraid so.”

 

 “You hate to see it,” Nekko said, shaking his head mournfully. “Guess we gotta core her now.”

 

 “No,” Zeckl whispered, backing up. She came up against the chair of Hoy’s carriage, which was blocking most of the ledge, having been lifted down from the track and set there for repair.

 

 “Oh, well,” Tads said with a shrug. “What was it Hoy said about the engineers?”

 

 “Ah, yeah, I remember. He said Sneppit has better ones anyway, and we’ll just take them on after that bitch is dead.”

 

 “No great loss, then,” Nekko agreed, drawing the long knife—a human-sized akornin knife of Fflyr make, practically a short sword in his hands—from its sheath at his belt.

 

 Opportunity. 

 

 And risk.

 

 Velaven could practically feel the weight of her next mistake hanging overhead, just waiting for the thread of fate to snap so it could fall and finish crushing the life from her. Was this the error of the cat tribe, where an aggressive action would cause deadly repercussions? Or the error of an hour ago, where excessive caution would cost her a chance that would not come again?

 

 There was no time to dither. Both goblins thugs were advancing on the terrified engineer, weapons out.

 

 Inaction, her favorite tutor had told her, was also an action—and only the right one when it was specifically the right one. To be inactive by default was to err, every time.

 

 The silvery artifact longbow had no string, but when she put her fingers to the place where one should be, she could feel it. Feel the weight as she pulled it back, and the bow flexed, the wing-shaped blades affixed to its curve arching backward. A silver arrow materialized, nocked and ready to fly.

 

 Velaven shot Tads straight through the skull; his body thumped against the rail carriage and bounced off. Her second shot took Nekko right in the eye a second later as he stared at this in confusion.

 

 For the first time in front of another living person since she had fled her home, she let her stealth fall away entirely. Zeckl turned to stare at her, stupefied.

 

 Velaven stepped past the stunned engineer, raised one foot, and kicked the vertical shaft of Hoy’s carriage. Awkwardly balanced on its seat with the big metal shield and sail overhead, it was ludicrously top-heavy and tipped over with barely any effort. Over the side it went, tumbling down into the vast depths with nothing between it and the distant fires of Ephemar’s core.

 

 No more quick and easy travel for Hoy.

 

 Silently, she kicked both bodies, sending them after it. There were still bloodstains here, but that could be remedied. Goblins always had alchemical solutions about, especially cleaning agents. They were an admirably fastidious people.

 

 Velaven turned to look down at Zeckl, who flinched at the sudden regard and backed up against the crane apparatus.

 

 “Who else knows you are here?”

 

 “Please don’t kill me,” the engineer squeaked. “I’m having a really rough day.”

 

 “As are we all. The question is, what are you willing to do about it?”

 

 Zeckl stared at her. Velaven gave her a moment for her thoughts to catch up. There was time; no one was coming, she had not ceased to be attentive to sounds in the corridor the entire time she’d been out here. The goblin looked down at the bloodstains, then at the ledge, then back up the tunnel, and finally up at Velaven again.

 

 “You’re with the Dark Lord.” Her voice, when she finally spoke, was calmer, her eyes intent. Good. Velaven couldn’t fault a civilian for cracking after having been bullied for an hour by a pair of thugs, but she couldn’t do anything with a contact who was going to panic and lose all ability to think under stress. It would be a shame and an irony to have to silence her after all this.

 

 Velaven nodded once. “I am. Are you?”

 

 Zeckl drew in a deep breath, again clutching her wrench like it was a security blanket, then deliberately steeled her expression as she exhaled, and nodded. “What did you have in mind?”

 

 And that was one. Only one, but that was how it always started.

            


3.19 In Which the Dark Lord Lays it All Out


                Ephemera being what it was, my introduction to a new culture once again led quickly to learning about their funerary customs. Well, learning a very little bit, at least. I offered my assistance, of course—quickly echoed by Yoshi—but Rizz politely yet firmly informed us that goblin business was none of ours, and in fact it would be preferable if we could go somewhere else. By that point they had neatly arranged the bodies on the big, explosion-pocked ledge and begun constructing some kind of improvised platform from the foot of the blown-up bridge, and that’s all I saw of it before we retreated back into the halls of Jadrak’s old headquarters.

 

Not far in, I wanted to be able to swiftly regroup with the rest. It didn’t need to be far, anyway, the Judge just seemed to prefer us out of view.

 

Somewhat to my surprise, that left three goblins with us. Apparently Gizmit, Zui, and Maizo didn’t consider the funeral any of their business, either, which I could understand. We had plenty of evidence that goblins were diverse in their affiliations. I guess I wouldn’t want to crash a wake for a bunch of people I didn’t know, who minutes ago had been willing to murder me. Under clear duress, but still.

 

More to the point, this put me in mind of Gizmit’s recent advice. I took the opportunity of his relatively quiet moment to act on it.

 

“Hey, Maizo, I’d like to ask a favor.”

 

“Hell, it’s not like I don’t owe ya, Lord Seiji,” he replied, grinning irrepressibly. “What’s up?”

 

“We’ve got a long walk back to Sneppit’s place, since the trams aren’t running, and the bunch of goblins we’ve just picked up have a lot of information between them that’ll be valuable for planning our next step. We need to debrief them while we move, and have a decently organized report to share when we regroup with Sneppit. But if possible, I would rather not interrogate or otherwise give these people a hard time. They’re in a rough spot and I want ‘em to feel welcome with us. You’re an information guy, think you can spend the hike…y’know, working your magic? Chat with people, get the scoop without being a pest about it?”

 

“Say no more. That is exactly within my aptitudes. Gimme a day to rub shoulders and make friends, and I’ll know everything they know by breakfast, and no hard feelings anywhere.”

 

 “Thanks, Maizo. Sorry to put you right to work, I know you haven’t exactly been having a relaxing vacation here.”

 

 “Opposite of a problem, bossman,” he said, his grin fading to a more serious expression. “The running theme of my misdaventures recently has been me being helpless while various people just did shit to me. I’m grateful to use my actual skills and accomplish something again.”

 

 “Good to have you on the team, Maizo. Hey, Zui?”

 

 “Oh, boy,” she deadpanned. “What now?”

 

 “I know you don’t work for me, so this is just a request. You’re an organizational person—Sneppit’s personal assistant, even though for inscrutable goblin reasons you can’t call the job that. If you’re willing to help out, can you please help keep all our new additions… Y’know, organized? Make sure everybody’s taken care of as best we can on the way back. I’ll do my best, but you know goblins better than I ever will and I get the impression you like looking after people.”

 

 “Not bad, not bad.” She folded her arms and gave me a smug little smile. “Asserting authority by ordering me to do something you know damn well I’m gonna anyway. It’s a good trick, Sneppit does that. We’ll make a manager outta you yet.”

 

 “I specifically said it wasn’t an order—you know what, never mind, fuck it. How the hell are you more annoying than when you just hated my guts?”

 

 “Tsundere,” Yoshi said sagely.

 

 “Biribo, I want you to fly over there and punch the Hero in the eye.”

 

 “I am unequivocally not doing that, boss.”

 

 “What did he just call me?” Zui demanded. “Actually, nah, I don’t care. Anyway, Lord Bossypants, I never hated you, I just have a healthy attitude toward tall folk who think they’re in charge of stuff. Now that I’ve seen what it takes to make you go full mass-murder I’m reasonably confident you’re not gonna do it over every little thing. That’s something we gotta be careful of, with humans.”

 

 “Hey, uh, Maizo?” Yoshi said awkwardly, then actually blushed when Maizo turned to look at him. “I, uh… Well, I just wanted to say… Sorry. About before.”

 

“You’re apologizing to him?” Flaethwyn screeched.

 

 “Can somebody put a muzzle on that elf?” Zui hissed. “There’s a funeral going on just around that corner!”

 

 “I will not—”

 

 “Flaethwyn,” Nazralind said quietly, staring at her. Flaethwyn shut her mouth with an audible click of teeth, going a shade paler.

 

 “Yeah, well, she ain’t without a point,” said Maizo. “You’re apologizing to me?”

 

 “I’m not mad about the mud pit,” Yoshi said, then hesitated and shook his head. “Well. I’m not going to bear a grudge about the mud pit, let me put it that way. With the things I’ve learned since about goblins… I guess I see now why that seemed to you like a reasonable thing to have done at the time. For my part, I’m sorry I didn’t…speak up. I should’ve stuck up for you.”

 

 Fascinating (and amusing) as all this was, my eye was caught by Flaethwyn’s expression: she looked queasy, and strangely terrified. It was striking on a face that normally looked like she was trying to find the culprit behind a horrible smell. She saw me see her and her expression went blank again. Pashilyn’s eyes flicked back and forth between us, but as usual she gave nothing away.

 

 “Y’know, you’ve put on some backbone since the last time I saw you,” Maizo said, giving Yoshi an approving look and no sign he’d noticed any silent byplay. “That was all you really needed. Keep it up, kid, you’ll do fine.”

 

 He sauntered off toward the edge of the doorway onto the outer ledge, where he took up position discreetly lurking and watching to see when they were done.

 

 Flaethwyn swallowed heavily before speaking again. She was back to visibly angry but at least had the grace to keep her voice down this time. “All this is terribly amusing, I’m sure, but are none of you going to even comment on the fact that the Dark Lord here is openly recruiting for his Dark Crusade? Right in front of us?!”

 

 “Well, what else did you want him to do?” Yoshi asked, which oddly enough caused her to visibly flinch. “The Dark Crusade is something goblins will follow, if it’s put to them persuasively. They wouldn’t have joined us, and we had to do something. This takes soldiers from the Goblin King and turns them to our side. It’s not like we could’ve just killed them all.”

 

 “I—that isn’t—”

 

 “Oh, it’s exactly like we could’ve just killed them all. Right?” Zui was staring coldly up at Flaethwyn, arms still crossed and now drumming her fingers on one bicep. “Could and should have. That’s what you want to say, isn’t it, Flaethwyn?”

 

 “Leaving aside the wisdom of recruiting…people…who changed sides in the middle of a battle, he is the Dark Lord!” She pointed at me as if this added credibility to whatever case she was trying to make. “I recognize the wisdom of allying temporarily against the Goblin King, fine. And we all band together against devils and the Void, I’m not contesting that. But what about after? We’re just putting this man in a stronger position to conquer and murder us all!”

 

 “Why, Flaethwyn,” I said in my sweetest voice, “why ever would anyone want to murder you?”

 

 “You can be as glib and smarmy as you like,” she hissed. “It might even work for a while. But in the end, no one is going to forget that you’re still the kind of person who would choose to take Virya’s side.”

 

 The silence that fell was suitably dramatic in timing, but for once wasn’t one of my carefully-orchestrated pauses. My breath caught momentarily and it felt as if my mind went white for just an instant. I couldn’t even say what was written on my face in that brief moment, but it caused everyone nearby to freeze, staring at me. Yoshi shifted backward a half-step and Zui’s eyebrows drew together as if in worry.

 

 “Choose,” I said as soon as I could breathe again, staring into Flaethwyn’s dark eyes. Even she looked suddenly unnerved. “Choose to take Virya’s side. Right. You know what, Flaethwyn, you’re right. What kind of person would choose that?”

 

 She frowned, trying for an assertive attitude despite her visible unease. “Throwing my words back doesn’t—”

 

 “Why don’t I tell you all about it, then?” I said with a broad smile that made everyone ease subtly away from me. “After all, I understand it’s not just anybody on this world who gets an audience with the Goddesses themselves. You deserve a firsthand account of what your deities are like, faithful followers that I’m sure you all are.”

 

 “Uh, boss,” Biribo muttered right in my ear, but I was too immersed in showtime now to even brush him away. 

 

 “There I was,” I declaimed, holding the attention of all present as if I had each of them by a leash. My voice was quiet, in part because of the wake happening next door but also because it forced them to be silent and lean closer. “Plucked from my life, my goals and my own future, hovering with Virya over the shattered ruin of this woebegone planet, while she explained the great game of Good and Evil and my role in it. Conquer Ephemera, she said. Subdue the nations of these islands in her name. Kill the Hero.” I winked at Yoshi, who twitched slightly. “You all know how it goes. So naturally, I told her to go fuck herself.”

 

 A faint stir went through my audience at that, but I carried on before anyone could interrupt my flow.

 

 “I mean, come on. Really? Who does that? Yoshi’s a good kid, and I’ve got no beef with anybody on this world. Well, I didn’t then. Not to mention that I am not isekai material, let’s face it. I have stuff I’d much rather be doing in the other world. I was already working on escaping to a new life in a new land; it’s called California, and it’s also kind of a shithole but hey, at least it’s sunny. There’s nothing I wanted less than to abandon all my plans and goals and trudge around in the mud here. So yeah, I refused the call. Like Flaethwyn said, any normal person would. And that’s when the torture started!”

 

 Yoshi flinched. So did Zui, and then was visibly angry at herself for doing so. While that was the most gratifying interaction I’d ever had with her, I was on a roll and didn’t stop to savor it.

 

 “First she bent me over backward, literally. All the way over, so the soles of my feet and the crown of my skull were against the ground at the same time. Then came the twisting. Ever had your spine wrung like a dishrag while it was already flexed nearly double? That’s a fucking experience, let me tell you. Made me wish I’d taken up yoga. Then the arms, and… You know what, I can tell from your expressions that you get the idea, no need to relive the whole thing. All of that, just to make her point. That being: it was all just a taste. I could either play along with the goddesses and their silly little game, or spend an eternity being taught an entirely new comprehension of pain while Virya grabbed some other poor bastard from Japan to do her dirty work.”

 

 I gave them another moment, just to let it sink in.

 

 “So, yeah. My policy is and remains: fuck Virya and the horse she rode in on.”

 

 “Well…that’s…” Flaethwyn had to swallow again and square her shoulders before she could get it out. “That doesn’t change the basic facts. Even if you’re only doing it under duress, the reality is you are still planning to conquer and subjugate us. Helping you is just madness!”

 

 I snorted a derisive little laugh. Quietly—they were stillmourning in the next room, after all.

 

 “Oh, hell no, I am not doing that. Fuck it, I’m not gonna give her the satisfaction.”

 

 “But,” Yoshi stammered, “but if—won’t she—”

 

 “See, the really important thing I learned from Virya is that this? All of this?” I spread my arms wide. “Heroes and Dark Lords, Good versus Evil, Viryans and Sanorites? It’s a game. They’re a couple of bored cosmic entities with way too much power, nowhere to go except this busted-ass little world, and a desperate need for diversion. We are toys to them. Pieces on a shockingly literal game board. Well, let me tell you: here I may be a Dark Lord, but there I was a rock star, and if there is one thing I can do, it’s keep a bored bimbo entertained. She may not get the show she wanted, but that’s fine. The silly bitch doesn’t know what she really wants, anyway. She’ll get the show I deign to give her.”

 

 “What are you going to do, then?” Gizmit asked quietly.

 

 “I…am still working on that,” I admitted. “I’m getting my feet under me and figuring out the options. Fortunately Fflyr Dlemathlys is the worst excuse for a country on either world, so all I have to do to throw this place into chaos is enforce some basic decency on people. I’ve been running around rescuing folks from slavery and putting down bandits, mostly. It counts as Dark Lord business because in a place this corrupt, that is severely disruptive to the status quo, and it buys me time to figure out something suitably dramatic that’ll keep Virya off my back without turning myself into some kind of monster.”

 

 “The word around the King’s Guild,” Pashilyn commented, “is there’s been a marked change in bandit activity on Dount since the Kingsguard’s purge of the Gutters. The island has become noticeably safer to travel through. Attacks on the road are somehow putting travelers harmlessly to sleep instead of just shooting them with arrows, and it seems the new bandits just take a sort of tithe and always leave their victims something to get home with. No arson, murder, rape, or violence in general. I don’t suppose you happen to know anything about that, Lord Seiji?”

 

 I gave her a bland, pleasant smile. “You would have to ask Highlord Caldimer of Clan Olumnach about organized bandit activity, Lady Pashilyn.”

 

 “Of course, such is the rumor,” she said in an equally mild tone. “Well, perhaps someone should caution Highlord Caldimer that this change has drawn the Guild’s attention. It may be better for the people of Dount and commerce as a whole, but it also smells of the bandits becoming organized, sophisticated, and ambitious. The one thing the Clans will not tolerate is a threat to their power.”

 

 “Sounds about right,” I growled.

 

“I cannot believe you are listening to this!” Flaethwyn exclaimed at her—still quietly, at least. “This…this blasphemy! Even blasphemy against Virya, which I would never have imagined I might one day care about, but… He’s standing here trying to claim everything about our faith and our world is some manner of game!”

 

“I…” Yoshi trailed off and swallowed heavily. He looked vaguely seasick all of a sudden.

 

 “I think,” Pashilyn said thoughtfully, studying my face, “I believe him.”

 

“What?!” Flaethwyn grabbed her by both shoulders. “Are you—you cannot—you’re a priestess!”

 

 “Oh, I don’t think he’s right,” Pashilyn clarified with a smile, gently dislodging her grip. “I simply don’t think he’s lying. Lord Seiji reminds me strikingly of every highborn I’ve ever known who was too socially blunt to successfully dissemble, even when they bothered to try.”

 

 “That’s a hell of a thing to hang your entire faith on,” Nazralind commented. “You sure you’re a priestess?”

 

 Pashilyn shrugged. “I don’t see the contradiction. I have no trouble imagining Virya saying something like that to her Dark Lord. Do you? I can think of any number of reasons she might tell him such a thing, none of which have to do with it being true. Perhaps she was punishing his defiance by adding insult to injury—after all, the idea that all this is some manner of game is deeply insulting to everyone involved, is it not? Or perhaps the Dark Sister was manipulating him, saying the thing she calculated would drive him to the course of action she desired. For that matter, it’s believable to me that Virya thinks of the Dark Crusade as a game, and it requires all the earnestness of our Goddess and Her followers to contain Virya’s insanity. Or…maybe she just thought it was funny. It’s Virya. Who knows?”

 

 For the second time in the last few minutes I found myself gobsmacked—this time not with my usual nascent, simmering outrage, but the revelation that…well, she had a point. Everything I knew about the battle of the goddesses and my role in it had come straight from Virya’s mouth. And Virya…

 

 The question wasn’t even whether Virya was full of it; I knew she absolutely was. The question was what, specifically, she had been bullshitting about, and how badly. Some of it was true, of that much I was certain. Head Start had verified important parts. But… I realized, suddenly, that I’d been taking her at her word for all of it, and man, was that stupid in hindsight.

 

 And now everyone was looking at me again.

 

 “Well…there’s no real way to tell,” I hedged, having to suppress a spike of fury at the way Pashilyn’s smile subtly widened. It was a tiny provocation, the kind of thing I’d find amusing under other circumstances; I could recognize when I was really angry at something else, and nothing good would come of taking it out on Yoshi’s little harem. “Goddesses are inscrutable. Anyway, all this started with Flaethwyn pitching a fit about how I’m planning to murder you all with my new army of goblins. Are you satisfied that is at least not my intent?”

 

 “What is your intent?” Zui asked, staring fixedly at me. “That’s what I wanna know. What happens to us under the Dark Lord’s rule when you’ve got no more Goblin King to dispose of?”

 

 “Like I said, I am still working on that.” I met her gaze and spoke seriously—not just for the sake of performance, but because this was a serious matter. We were talking about the fate of an entire people, here; this was a bigger deal than Cat Alley or anything else I’d done on Dount. Maybe I was just projecting my unease over the responsibility onto her, but for some reason I suddenly cared a lot whether Zui in particular would approve of my chosen course. “For right now, I’m trying to learn as much as I can about goblins. What I can tell you is that I think Jadrak has the right idea about at least one thing: you have the potential to be so much more than you are, and all it would take is being united in the same direction. Just imagine what the goblins could accomplish if they weren’t all disorganized and constantly jockeying for advantage. There’s gotta be something more constructive to do with all that energy than his big idea of getting everybody killed in a futile war on the Fflyr.”

 

 She narrowed her eyes and said nothing. That wasn’t enough.

 

 “A lot will depend on what develops after this,” I added. “Kzidnak is far from the end of it. There are…other powers on Dount, as I’m sure you know, and that’s to say nothing of what lies beyond this shitty little island. I think the goblins deserve to be at the forefront of whatever comes next. Compared to the Fflyr you’re a lot more…well, civilized. Anyway, though, there will be time to work it out once we’re not actively struggling to survive. There’ll be a lot of work to do, putting this place back in order after Jadrak’s rampage. I’m counting on that to buy me time to learn more about your people and craft a better plan. One with goblin input.”

 

 I paused, glanced around at the others, and deliberately put on my most insufferable smirk.

 

 “That’s not all, of course. But as Flaethwyn was so kind as to remind us just now, there are other matters we shouldn’t necessarily discuss in front of the Sanorites.”

 

 Flaethwyn made one of her delightfully furious faces, but I wasn’t paying her much attention this time. Zui still stared at me through narrowed eyes, but her expression softened infinitesimally, and after a moment, she inclined her head by the faintest degree. It was acknowledgment, not approval, but it wasn’t rejection. 

 

 Not that I was even sure why I cared what she thought; this was easily the most annoying of all the goblins I’d encountered, even the ones who’d tried to kill me. Even Hoy—he was repulsive and infuriating, not annoying. Zui had a way of rubbing me the wrong way… But hell, maybe that was exactly it, after all. If I could get her on board with my plan, it was likely to meet the approval of the rest of Kzidnak. She may as well make herself useful as a sounding board, if she was going to insist on hanging around me.

 

 Rizz’s return was as sudden as it was quiet; one moment she was suddenly just there in the doorway, causing Maizo to shuffle respectfully back. The Judge swept a quick look around, taking all of us in, then nodded to me once.

 

 “Ready to go?”

            


3.20 In Which the Dark Lord Rethinks His Position


                For once, I decided not to make a speech.

 

Not that I didn’t make a spectacle—reassuring my new gang about their decision and securing their loyalty was a priority—but in show business you have to be able to gauge your audience. In my professional opinion, the last thing any of these folks wanted right now was more pressure of any kind. It was a moment for calm and a much-needed sense of security.

 

So I simply told everyone, in a quiet and empathetic tone, that we were going to be moving as fast as we could on foot without exhausting anybody. I gave instructions that anyone should talk to me if they needed healing, to Zui if there were any other material needs or issues that had to be sorted out, and to Yoshi if Flaethwyn caused them any problems.

 

Flaethwyn very nearly caused a problem there and then, but Nazralind turned her head to stare, and she subsided, visibly seething.

 

“You’re coming along, then?” I asked Gizmit. “I know the original plan was for you to rummage around this place and find your own way back, but…”

 

“But that went down the crack as soon as we found it abandoned,” she nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure I could turn up something else in here with time to work at it, but nothing more valuable than what we’ve already learned.”

 

 “I’m almost disappointed,” Zui said sweetly. “You know this guy asked me earlier why I was even along? I’ve been waiting for the moment when he realized he had nobody else to navigate back to Sneppit’s place with you gone.”

 

“Obviously I had considered that,” I lied with my customary aplomb. “For somebody who lives to dish out the snark and banter, Zui, you sure can’t seem to take it.”

 

 “Listen, boy,” Rizz cut in. “You didn’t win that fight, Hoy lost it. That guy is an infamously self-centered shithead, to the point I wonder if he’s got a legit brain issue. When you face Jadrak, it won’t go down like that. I’m very curious how much Jadrak actually believes his pro-goblin talk, but whatever the truth he is very good at presenting himself that way. He’s charismatic, strategic, and commands a lot of fanatical loyalty. He won’t mistreat his followers so badly they’ll turn on him mid-fight. Do not try to repeat what worked before.”

 

 “Disagree,” Zui stated, all the jocularity gone from her tone. “Don’t try hitting Jadrak where he’s weak; whatever weaknesses he’s got are out of your reach. You’ve been hitting him where he’s strong, and that’s your best strategy. The whole time you’ve been down here you’ve been sparing goblins when you can, listening to goblins and respecting goblins. All these folks turned against Hoy, yeah, but they turned toward you, and it wasn’t for no reason. Every time that happens, the word spreads. Keep laying that groundwork and when it comes time to confront Jadrak, you can give him a real fight in the court of public opinion.”

 

 Rizz stared at her, pursed her lips once, and then turned back to me. “Well, I can’t tell you what to do, Dark Lord, and wouldn’t even if I thought you’d obey me. You asked for my input, and now you’ve got it.”

 

 “And I appreciate it,” I said, not having to fake the sincerity. “I may or may not take any particular piece of advice, but I want to know as much as possible about goblin society before doing anything that’ll change the course of it.”

 

 “Be careful about Sneppit. She’s sly, and self-interested. So’s that one,” Rizz added, tilting her head toward Gizmit, who just looked amused. “Zui here’s got questionable judgment sometimes, but she’s still worth listening to—just like those other two, if for different reasons. I’d recommend you take the time to get input from all these new faces you’ve just picked up, too.”

 

 “Not like we won’t have the chance,” I said, glancing back at the crowd of goblins shuffling about the corridor, waiting for us to get underway. I did not raise my voice, but also didn’t trouble to moderate it, trusting those big ears to do the trick. “I’m always open to input, from whoever’s got something of value to say.”

 

 Hopefully that wouldn’t come back to bite me. As long as they came one at a time and didn’t suggest anything too insane, I shouldn’t have to walk back that assurance later.

 



 

 As we set out through the tunnels with Gizmit and Zui in the lead, I was indeed approached for a discreet conversation, but not by any of the goblins. To my surprise it was Nazralind who eased up next to me and spoke in a tone low enough to be not easily overheard. 

 

 “Hey, I know it’s hilarious and deserved and all that, but…may wanna ease off taking shots at Flaethwyn.”

 

 I gave her a surprised sidelong look. “Is this elven solidarity?”

 

 “Hah! No,” she snorted. “Call it threat assessment. She’s fun to poke at because she overreacts to everything—which makes her dangerous to poke at. Potentially, at least. I’m not saying Flaethwyn’s gonna murder somebody, but mostly because I think most of us could take her. Someone that high-strung can snap, and it really doesn’t seem like we need the extra drama right now.”

 

 “Mmm. I suppose it makes sense to hold back a bit when it’s not strictly necessary, we wouldn’t want her to get desensitized to being slapped down when it is.”

 

 “Which is fairly regularly, yes.”

 

 “Since you brought it up, why is she so afraid of you? Did you murder somebody I don’t know about?”

 

 Naz grinned. “Heh, nothing so romantic. Nah, she just hasn’t adjusted to our new situation. That’s a case of highborn power dynamics being applied where they don’t belong.”

 

 I raised my eyebrows, glancing at her again. Nazralind carried on walking, eyes front. After a momentary pause, she continued her explanation.

 

 “Clan Adellaird has holdings on one of the outlying regions of Dlemath; they control the other end of the landbridge from Dount. It’s a somewhat prestigious holding, but they’ve never held an island governorship like Clan Aelthwyn does. Flaethwyn is the fifth daughter of a branch family, and so about as unimportant to the succession as possible. She’s so far down their list of priorities she was only assigned one maedhlou, which is… I don’t want to say ‘unheard of,’ because it does happen, but most highborn families don’t squeeze out so many daughters that they entirely give up caring about their prospects, which is what that signifies.”

 

 “Hang on.” I started to glance back, but decided against it. No reason to let the volatile object of our discussion know she was being talked about. “Are you talking about Pashilyn?”

 

 “Yup, that’s the one,” she nodded.

 

 “That’s so much detail. What are you, her biographer?”

 

 “Clan Alethwyn and Clan Adellaird have been enemies at least as long as I’ve been alive. Tensions over actual, material concerns from the last generation escalated into outright antipathy thanks to my uncle being… Well, himself. You’d better believe I was briefed on the political details of that family. Everything that’s public knowledge and even possibly useful.”

 

 “I wouldn’t have thought there was so much hostility between Clans, what with that prohibition on bloodshed.”

 

 “Oh, trust me, there is no hatred more bitter than between aristocrats who aren’t allowed to murder each other,” she said in a particularly wry tone. “Anyway, Flaethwyn is as lowly ranked as you can be in Fflyr Dlemathlys and still be an elf. I am the oldest of my generation, a member of the main family of my Clan—which is its only family, currently—and since my uncle and aunt have no children, I’m actually in the line of succession for Dount’s governorship. Not at the top, since I have brothers, but I am as highly ranked as an unmarried woman can be among highborn, without being royal. So if we were still back home in polite society, especially with this island being my family’s fief, I could ruin her life with a few well-chosen words. And given the relationship between our families, she would have to expect that I’d do so at the first pretext.”

 

 “And…does any of that apply at all…here?”

 

 “Obviously not,” she chuckled, then her expression quickly sobered. “Which is why I’m suggesting taking a somewhat gentler tone toward Flaethwyn. I only know the public, political details, not what her home life was like, but I’ve met a lot of people like her among highborn. People who were raised to think power is the only dynamic that exists between people, who embrace rank and privilege where they should consider friendship, familial affection, or love…and also who depend on that social power for what they see as their very survival. In her way, Flaethwyn has given up everything to follow the Hero, just as your followers have. If you threaten her standing in his eyes, she’s going to react as if you’d threatened her life. So…maybe tone it down just a smidge?”

 

 “I’ll take it into consideration,” I conceded. “Whew, though. I gotta say, none of this would’ve occurred to me on my own.”

 

 “Yeah, nobles are crazy. Be glad you’re normal enough not to have to think like this.”

 

 Just ahead of us, Zui turned her head to give me a thoughtful look, just for a moment.

 

 “What?” I demanded irritably.

 

 She just smiled, shrugged, and turned back around.

 



 

 We tried to stick roughly to the path of the tram tunnel, but just trudging along it wasn’t an option as parts of it had no bottom, just an endless fall to the core—or down a crevice so deep it wasn’t much better. Apparently there was also a general lack of sufficient access corridors bypassing these sections, as such would have to be tunneled right out of the rock and Sneppit’s company didn’t have many rock-digging specialists. She had mostly contracted that work out to, you guessed it, Jadrak’s mining company—and apparently relations between the two had been getting frostier since before this Goblin King business started.

 

 So, in addition to not having the convenience of trams to ride, our course was somewhat more meandering as we had to straggle through a combination of side tunnels and natural caverns passing in and around the main tram corridor.

 

 None of these had light sources, since goblins didn’t need them. For the rest of us, I obligingly used my light spell—as did Pashilyn, who it turned out had one—and Flaethwyn and Nazralind lit up their auras for us. I was still holding back the revelation that Aster and I could now do that too, both on general principles that the Hero party didn’t need to know all our business, and specifically because after my chat with Naz I was concerned that revelation would cause Flaethwyn to have an aneurysm, or an attack of homicidal mania.

 

 “Guess our dark elf buddy got lost at some point,” Biribo commented.

 

 “What? How can you tell?”

 

 “The light elf aura counters dark elf stealth.”

 

“What? When the hell were you going to tell me this?!”

 

 “As always, boss, when it became relevant. You specifically said you didn’t wanna push at the dark elf, remember? You were gonna wait and let ‘em come out on their own. Anyway, it’s not like I’m the only one here who knows this. Right, Nazralind?”

 

 I turned an accusing look on the glowing elf and she raised both hands in surrender.

 

 “Hey, it’s not as simple as having a magic stealth-neutralizing effect! Our auras tend to counter their stealth, but how that actually plays out in practice depends entirely on the parties involved. Both kinds of gifts come in different strengths and, uh…flavors, for lack of a better word. And both can be trained in different ways. An actual, professional shadow scout like we’re assuming this one is won’t be so easy to reveal.”

 

 “Well, still,” I grumbled. “This one I’d’ve liked to know ahead of time. It will be nice to have a firm counter if I run out of patience with our stalker before they decide to be sociable.”

 

 “Yeeeaaah,” Aster drawled, “maybe that’s not an argument in favor of telling you stuff.”

 

 “Shut up, Aster.”

 

 Gizmit had warned me before we set out that we weren’t going to make very good time with close to forty people on the move, which made sense. We scrounged some leftovers from the mining company base, and both our strike force and a lot of the new goblins had brought some basic supplies, so we should be fine for as long as it would take to get back to Sneppit’s on foot. Gizmit estimated that we’d need to stop for the night and should get there fairly early in the morning.

 

 I was worried about the defenses around the North Watch tunnel and what else Jadrak was up to in and around Kzidnak, but there was nothing to be done about it but hustle. Besides, as a silver lining, this gave us time to work on the new hires. Maizo should have plenty of time to rustle up some good intel, and given how outspoken goblins in general were I expected they’d take up my offer to come talk to me about whatever was on their minds.

 

 But for the first three hours of our long hike…nope.

 

 “This surprises you?” Zui scoffed when I commented on it—very quietly—during a short break. “You’re the fuckin’ Dark Lord. You just fought the scariest bastard they’ve ever known to a draw, right in front of ‘em. These people have been swept up in a revolution and then press-ganged to raid their own former HQ by a maniac. Nobody here is gonna want the personal attention of another powerful magic man with designs of conquest.”

 

 “Hmph.” I frowned at the far wall of the smallish cavern we’d stopped in, considering her point. I’d positioned myself some distance away from the big cluster of goblins, largely because I had noticed they seemed a little nervous with me too close. I hadn’t thought it was as bad as she made it sound, though.

 

 “What’s that expression?” Zui asked incredulously. “Are you sad?”

 

 “It’s not like my feelings are hurt,” I retorted, a little defensive despite myself. “I just…want to ward off any future problems, that’s all. I’m accustomed to being on decently friendly terms with my followers. It worries me a bit that they’re just scared of me. Fear’s a useful tool, sure, but…only in a very particular way, y’know? You can’t maintain authority through fear alone, that’ll backfire.”

 

 She stared up at me through narrowed eyes.

 

 “What? What is that look?”

 

 Slowly, Zui shook her head, then hopped down from the ledge on which she’d been perched to get a little closer to my eyeline. “Goblins are inquisitive and assertive, but building actual loyalty or camaraderie takes time. Don’t push at ‘em, you’ll just scare ‘em more. Keep being a reasonable dude and they’ll come around.”

 

 She hesitated, opened her mouth as if about to say something else, then closed it, shook her head, and walked away.

 

 “I don’t get that girl,” I complained.

 

 “People have hidden depths, boss,” Biribo said sagely. 

 

 “Is that a cleavage joke?”

 

 “You said it, not me.”

 

 It was another hour after we got moving again before I had my first positive interaction with one of the ex-Jadrak loyalists. I recognized the guy who came up to walk alongside me; he was the first to have turned his slingshot on Hoy. After staring fixedly at a fresh corpse he recognized. None of us were having a great day, but I had the impression he had it worse than most.

 

 “So…what’s gonna happen to us at Sneppit’s place?” he asked by way of opening.

 

 “You’ll all get what you need,” I said. “Food, treatment, a place to rest. I understand it’s a bit crowded in there at the moment, but when I checked in with Sneppit the supply situation was stable. Everybody should be okay.”

 

 He nodded. “And then we gotta fight King Jadrak.”

 

“I have to fight Jadrak. Me and Yoshi over there, maybe some of the other Blessed. You have to fight his followers, at worst.”

 

 “My old coworkers, a lot of ‘em.”

 

 “Yup. It’s a real motherfucker of a situation, isn’t it? Civil wars are some ugly shit. My strategy is still being built and has to adapt on the fly, but I promise you my main focus is to minimize casualties. All this will settle down once Jadrak’s out of the picture. I just have to find a way to do that which causes the least possible dead goblins.”

 

 “He doesn’t talk like that,” he said suddenly, after pausing just long enough I wondered if the conversation was over. “The Goblin King. Nothing about minimizing casualties. It’s all about…sacrifice. How we’ll never be free unless we’re willing to die for it.”

 

 “I mean…he’s not a hundred percent wrong,” I admitted. “I’m running into the same problem up top. When you’re fighting an entrenched power structure, there’s just no way to make gains without casualties. Damn, though, I can’t imagine ranting at everybody to throw their lives down for the cause. And I love ranting. I think I’m one of Ephemera’s premier ranters. Right, guys?”

 

 “It’s true, he rants like a champion,” Aster agreed.

 

 “But, like, in an entertaining way,” Adelly added. “It’s like seeing a bard work, or a preacher. It’s a show.”

 

 “Sending people into the grinder like meat isn’t the thing to rant about, though,” I said. “If you’re wanting an explanation of Jadrak’s thought process, I cannot help you. I don’t know what he thinks his endgame is, unless he’s really counting on his pet devil to pull something out of its ass. He’s got goblins out there wasting each other’s lives as if his next step wasn’t starting a fight with the Clans—which is a fight you have to know Kzidnak has zero chance of winning. Maybe if he’d allied with me first, but if that was the plan sending his henchmen to slaughter the goblins I was doing business with was a strange move.”

 

 “And he’s a Void witch,” my new acquaintance said in a dull tone, staring ahead. “The Goblin King is a Void witch.”

 

 “I’m…not sure, completely,” I admitted. “Hoy is a Void witch. We found that Spirit, Digger, which they corrupted into a Void altar. It’s not like we’ve actually seen Jadrak using Void magic himself, so…I can’t say. At the very least, he’s been trafficking with devils and wasting goblins by the fistful like they’re candy. I’ve got more than enough reason to put his ass down without blaming him for stuff I’m not completely sure he’s done. Yet.”

 

 “And what’re you gonna do for us, then?” He looked up at me, and I couldn’t see either condemnation or hope in his eyes. He was just blank, and tired. Resigned. “What happens after we throw in with the Dark Lord? Glorious victory, freedom? Conquest?”

 

 “Fuck knows, man,” I sighed. “The only thing I’m sure about is it’s all going to get uglier before it gets better.”

 

 We walked in quiet for a moment, then I felt strangely compelled to speak.

 

 “I’ve been telling my people…well, not dissimilar from Jadrak’s line. I don’t promise anything except revenge on those who’ve wronged us. Because I can’t promise anything more than that, and there’s nothing I hate more than being made a liar. It’s a violent, ugly world out there and everything’s stacked against us. We have to fight back, because the alternative is just…lying down and waiting to get ground up by the system. Yeah…I can see where Jadrak’s coming from, up to a point.”

 

 He looked up at me again, silently.

 

 “But now that I’m seeing where that leads,” I said slowly, “I’m reconsidering. This can’t be the best we can do. Just…everybody dead and nothing gained. In a twisted way, I kind of owe him thanks for the important lesson.”

 

 “You got a better idea?” he asked.

 

 “I don’t know any more than you where all this is going to lead,” I admitted. “But I know the first step. All of this is happening to all of us because we’re all turned against each other instead of the people who are out there doing it to us. Step one is unity. Solidarity. Goblins, lowborn…bandits and whores and exiles, women and queers and beastfolk, everybody who’s not given a chance or a fair shake in this country. Because, when you actually start to list them all, you can’t help noticing that is almost everybody. This miserable, unjust mess of a country only exists to benefit a very tiny number of assholes. They only get to be in charge because we’re all fighting each other instead of them. Just like Jadrak. If we can get everybody on the same page, pointed in the same direction…”

 

 I realized I had everybody’s attention, not just the goblin’s I’d been talking to. The soft buzz of conversation had vanished, leaving only the sound of our footsteps. Yoshi’s party in particular were staring fixedly at me, all of their expressions intent and hard to interpret.

 

 “Well,” I shrugged, and put on a little smile. “Then you’ll see some real shit.”

 

 “You want my advice,” my new goblin friend said pensively, “that’s a better angle than promising revenge. We’ve heard that before, and damn is that not a good deal now that we’re seeing it in action. We all need something better.”

 

 “Yeah. Yes, we do. I am definitely going to need a lot of help to make that happen, though. Tell you what, I know you goblins are good at building stuff. I definitely need some good minds working on solutions. You in?”

 

 He looked up at me again, and finally cracked his lips in a smile. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard in forever. That, or the worst.”

 

 “It’s a little of both, isn’t it,” I chuckled.

 

 “Hey, Omura?” I looked up to find Yoshi had approached me, wearing a concerned expression. “I need to… I mean, not urgently, but when we stop to camp for the night. Can I talk to you? In private? It’s important.”

 

 Oh, boy, I did not have a good feeling about this.

 

 “Sure, Yoshi.”
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3.21 In Which the Dark Lord Confronts His Nemesis


                I was, as usual, right to have a bad feeling.

 

“Wait, so…anything Japanese?”

 

 “I don’t know exactly what they’ll know to look for,” Yoshi admitted. “Maizo knew about chopsticks, so we can ask him what else he might be aware of. Probably there are different, uh, establishments and lineages which have preserved some secret knowledge of Japan, but I doubt any of them have more than a few things to look out for. So anything Japanese might set them off. It’s…probably best to keep it discreet at least until we’re both powerful enough not to be easily controlled. Or…assassinated.”

 

 I stared out over the cavern, my mind racing. We’d set up camp in a large natural cave, complete with decorative stalactites, though it had a mostly even floor which seemed to have been leveled on purpose by goblins long ago; it made for a decent space in which to camp. The caves of Kzidnak were generally warm and goblins didn’t need light, but I decided it felt wrong to camp without campfires, and so I’d made a few. In several spots, fire slimes blazed merrily away, fixed in place by Tame Beast, and I couldn’t help noticing that people had gathered around each one. Yoshi’s party were huddled together by one, and mine around another. Well, partly; Aster stood some distance away, pretending she wasn’t watching me, while Nazralind and Adelly sat hip-to-hip, talking quietly. I noted with amusement that Gizmit, Zui, and Maizo had all joined them, and several other groups of goblins were huddled around the other slimes I’d set out even though they needed neither the light nor the warmth.

 

Everybody loves a campfire.

 

Yoshi and I had picked a ledge along the wall a discreet distance away for our chat. I’d been mildly dreading what he had to say, but somehow this was worse than anything I could have anticipated.

 

“Is that why nobody knows there’s a Hero even though you’re…well, running around being one?”

 

 “Exactly,” he nodded. “Pashilyn and Flaethwyn explained the local politics to me. As soon as anybody finds out… Well, I’m not strong enough yet to stop the bigger powers from stepping in to control me. Even the Fflyr government—even some of the Clans probably have enough muscle, the way I am right now. And that’s only the start. Lancor might actually invade Dlemathlys over this. Over just one of us being here, let alone both.”

 

 “So,” I said slowly, “if this were already a dicey moment in history, what with Lancor and everybody else who matters probably sending agents to investigate every place one of those signs and portents happened…”

 

“Yeah, they’ll definitely be looking into the Inferno, so it’s an especially good time to keep our heads down.” He turned to frown at me. “By the way, you didn’t have anything to do with that, did you, Omura?”

 

 I impatiently waved him off. “I sure wish I’d known about all this earlier. I’ll…speak to the girls. It’s not like I told them to…”

 

Yoshi was staring at me, wide-eyed.

 

 “Well, I’ll fix it.” Somehow. “More importantly, Biribo.”

 

 “Boss, you gotta understand,” he said desperately. “This is a prohibited subject. I got your back, but there are non-optional rules I gotta follow! I can’t explain stuff like this until it gets brought up by someone else. As in physically cannot.”

 

“Yeah, that’s what Radatina said,” Yoshi offered.

 

 “I hate to stick up for the lizard, but he’s not wrong,” Radatina added in what I can only call a performatively grudging tone. “This isn’t his fault. This is something you can’t be forewarned about until someone else brings it up. Yoshi was just lucky enough to have that happen first.”

 

“Least you could do, I guess,” Biribo muttered.

 

“Oh, buzz off, you—”

 

 “Okay, what is the deal with the two of you?” I demanded. “Is this another Good versus Evil thing? Because everybody else is managing to be civil while we’re cooperating. Even Flaethwyn, mostly. Sometimes.”

 

The familiars exchanged a long, loaded look.

 

“Not…exactly,” Radatina hedged. “It’s…complicated.”

 

Yoshi raised his eyebrows. “We’re listening.”

 

“It’s…well… How to put this…”

 

 “It’s about how Blessed with Wisdom usually operate,” Biribo took over the explanation, apparently tired of her dithering. “Wisdom doesn’t come with any physical firepower for anybody except Champions of the Goddesses, so they gotta compensate for that. Especially since other people will tend try to either forcibly recruit or assassinate them; if you’re a mover and/or shaker, you do not want someone with information powers running around your turf and not working for you. Some will link up with an adventurer team as tactical support, but for most, the standard practice is to conceal the fact that you’re Blessed with Wisdom until you can build a power base and accumulate enough perks to be actually, personally powerful. So the one thing you absolutely do not want to encounter is another Blessed with Wisdom, because their familiar will be able to spot you.”

 

 “And then once they get powerful,” Radatina rushed in when he paused to breathe, “they also become, let’s say, intolerant of competition. So, basically, familiars never have the opportunity to, um…socialize with each other.”

 

 “It’s super rare for one of us to even see another familiar who doesn’t have to be regarded as an enemy by default.”

 

Yoshi and I glanced at each other and blinked in unison.

 

 “Wait,” I said. “You’re territorial? Is that really what this is about?”

 

Both of them buzzed around our heads in erratic loops, a characteristic sign of agitation. I noticed a striking lack of any rebuttal of my observation, though.

 

“Go easy on them, okay?” Yoshi urged. “It’s not like they can help being what they are. I…sorta relate.”

 

“You?” I have to say, that took me by surprise. “It looks to me like you’ve taken to isekai like a fish to water. You’re even in much better shape after just a couple months.”

 

 He ducked his head, blushing faintly in the dim light of the distant fires, but didn’t smile. “I…thanks, Omura. It actually helps to hear that. I’ve been…really trying. Now that I’m in this crazy situation, I want to do it right. I just don’t want to screw anything else up. I’m trying not to be a Subaru, you know?”

 

I squinted, trying to parse that. “A… You mean the…constellation?” Surely he wasn’t talking about the car company.

 

“Oh! No, Subaru. You know, from Re:Zero?”

 

“From what?”

 

Poor kid flushed again. “It’s an anime.”

 

“Ah. Of course it is.”

 

 “But it’s really good! Seriously, it’s amazing. I bet you’d like it, Omura, you even liked Konosuba! I can’t recommend it highly enough.”

 

“Well, sure, Yoshi,” I said pointedly, “I’ll hop right on that train. Where’s it streaming?”

 

He winced, looking around the dark goblin-filled cavern below the medieval shithole in which we lived. “Oh, uh. Right. Sorry.”

 

And now he looked so depressed even I was forced to take pity.

 

“So who’s Subaru, and why don’t you want to be him?”

 

Yoshi instantly perked back up, of course. Otaku; if you’ve met one, you’ve met them all, and there’s nothing they love more than a chance to blather on about their bullshit to someone who doesn’t really care. This guy had been in anime withdrawal for months until I opened the floodgates.

 

 “Oh, it’s great! It’s an isekai, but it’s a deconstructive one, see? It’s all about the otaku mindset and how self-defeating it is. Subaru gets transported to a fantasy world and immediately finds out that acting like an isekai hero just gets him dunked on. The whole story is about him learning that…well, the problem isn’t the world, it’s him. Being a social outcast in real life…you’d be the same anywhere, unless you learn how to deal with people. You can’t accomplish anything without convincing people to work with you. It’s sort of…um, it’s something a lot of otaku needed to hear.”

 

 “Huh.” Well, damn, now I kinda wanted to watch that.Now that he’d said the name, I was pretty sure I’d seen some merch for it in the game store. I had tried hard not to learn anything from that place, but cultural osmosis can only be resisted up to a point. “And it’s…popular? I can’t imagine most of the target audience would enjoy being called out like that.”

 

 He shrugged. “Yeah, well… I can’t say it’s a fun thing to be told, but it’s pretty cathartic to hear something you really needed to. Even when it’s rough.”

 

 “And you’re trying not to be like this guy? If he gets better, he sounds like a role model.”

 

“I meant…him at the beginning.” Yoshi fell silent, staring moodily into the distance. I let him think; this was clearly not a dramatic pause, he was just struggling to put something into words. Not everybody can be as articulate as me. “The Fflyr have this proverb that really hits for me, I dunno if you’ve heard it yet. ‘You don’t know whether you’d take a devil’s deal until one appears before you.’ That just seems to get more and more relevant, doesn’t it?”

 

“Oh, yeah, I’ve heard that one. I like that too, seems like a solid point.”

 

 He nodded, still staring ahead with a glum expression. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped almost to a whisper. “Yeah, well… I found out. A beautiful goddess offered me adventure in another world and I jumped for it. I begged for it. I didn’t pause even for a second to think about my parents, or my big sister, or my friends… Anyone who’d miss me back home. My last memories of Earth are of you yelling at me for being an idiot, and…you were right. You didn’t want to take the goddess’s deal, so…I guess we know which of us is smarter, huh.”

 

Yoshi sighed quietly, tilting his head back to stare up at the ceiling. I averted my gaze, pretending I hadn’t noticed his eyes shining.

 

“I hope Ai-nee thinks to feed my fish. And water my philodendron. She probably will, she’s super responsible. At least one of us is, right?”

 

I stayed quiet for the next minute or so while he composed himself. The bro code transcends Good and Evil.

 

 “So…yeah.” He finally spoke again, a bit roughly, after clearing his throat. “However it happened, now I’m here. The Hero. People are depending on me. I just… I’m giving it my best. I’m determined not to let anyone down. Well…anyone else.”

 

Damn it. Where did this kid get off, having a complex inner life and relatable emotions? Everything was so much simpler when he was just some dumb nerd I could make fun of. Fuckin’ rude, that’s what it was.

 

 “I don’t think that’s really a fair comparison,” I said slowly. “Yeah, I didn’t want to take Virya’s offer, but…that’s because I didn’t want to take her offer. This isekai bullshit is not something I’ve dreamed about. If a beautiful goddess appeared before me, offering my heart’s desire for free… Well. I’d like to think I’d be smart enough to smell a trap and turn it down. But I think the Fflyr are right, with that saying of theirs. You can’t know what you’ll do in a situation like that until you’re in it.”

 

“Do you think…we’ll ever get to go back home?” It hurt to hear him trying not to sound plaintive.

 

“That’s… I’m sorry, Yoshi, but that’s…not a thing,” Radatina whispered.

 

 “There is no traveling the other way,” Biribo added. “The connection to Earth…it doesn’t work the way you’re probably thinking. It’s not a question of persuading the goddesses to send you back. That’s just not within their power.”

 

“Oh?” I gave him my most pointed look.

 

 Biribo did a nervous loop-the-loop. “Look, boss, I’ve already said more than I should. We cannot explain any further. There’s no breaking that rule.”

 

I knew when I wasn’t going to get further answers, and pressing would just make me look weak.

 

 “Well, who knows,” I deflected. “The Devil King found a way to crack this thing. Granted, he’s a soul-eating piece of shit whom we should not emulate, but at least that means it can be done. You know, after what we’ve seen recently, I’m wondering if this is all some kind of simulation.”

 

“Hm.” Yoshi frowned. “I really don’t think so.”

 

“Oh?”

 

 “Well, I mean… The point of simulation theory is you can’t conclusively prove you’re not in one, but if anything, I think Ephemera is less likely to be some kind of sim than Earth.”

 

I squinted at him. “Based on what?”

 

“Well, think about it. We saw the corrupted Spirit and that it was running on some kind of code, right? With an error message and everything. There’s nothing like that on Earth. If you’re able to completely simulate a whole reality, there’s no reason to give the people inside it access to the system.”

 

Shit, he had a point there.

 

 “I guess so,” I conceded. “Fine, I can live with that. I’m just glad at having a hint of what’s behind all this insanity. Somewhere there’s a machine running it all. If it can be reached, it can be hacked.”

 

“I don’t…think that’s necessarily the case,” he said, frowning more deeply.

 

 “Oh, come on. You saw that thing! It was an obvious error message, in an Earth language. That’s a computer, it’s a dead giveaway.”

 

“I’m not sure that’s true, is the thing.” Yoshi turned toward me, intent and animated in a way I hadn’t seen him before. “I mean, think about computer code, Omura. What it is and does. And then compare that to magic.”

 

“What? You lost me.”

 

 “Both are…sort of comparable, right? Using words and language to give instructions to reality. Code only works on something you’ve built out of microchips and whatnot, and magic is probably based on a similar principle. It’s running on something, definitely. I doubt it’s a natural phenomenon, somebody set up something to make it work. But… I don’t think this is a situation where we’re going to find spaceships and robots if we dig deep enough. Us being familiar with computers means we know an error code when we see one, but magic is definitely something entirely different from computers. It would have to be. It just runs on a recognizable logic, because… Well, it would have to, right?”

 

 Now I was frowning, following his reasoning. And more to the point, finding myself troubled that he had reasoned all this out. I had to acknowledge (silently, to myself) that I hadn’t thought the matter through that thoroughly and probably wouldn’t have. It wasn’t that Yoshi was smarter than me or anything, he just…had more brains than I’d given him credit for, and different areas of interest.

 

“I do see your point,” I grudgingly admitted. “Well, shit. And I was so happy there for a little while.”

 

“Happy about what? Why does it matter whether or not the magic is technological?”

 

 “Because magic is bullshit nonsense for babies!” I exclaimed. “It’s fantasy! Pure escapism for people who can’t cope with what’s in front of them. I just… I just want my life to make some fucking sense again.”

 

 “Oh.” He nodded slowly, again staring out across the cavern. “I guess I can see the point. It’s just… This seems strangely personal for you, Omura. Like you’re, I dunno, offended about being in an isekai.”

 

“That’s a good way to put it, yes.”

 

He gave me a sidelong look. “I’m probably gonna regret asking, but… What exactly is your problem with otaku?”

 

Oh, the answers I could give to that question. I’d been chewing on them for years, practically waiting for an opportunity. Now that one of these kids was finally, actually asking the question, though, I found to my surprise that the weight it held for me was balanced by much more recent developments than my long, simmering resentment and disdain.

 

“Being here, on Dount,” I mused after a pause to collect my thoughts, “working largely with bandits… It’s really contextualized the issue of otaku for me.”

 

“Otaku are like bandits?” he said skeptically.

 

“Not entirely, of course, but in an important respect. Tell me, Yoshi. Among your crew of nerd friends, who’s the loli fan?”

 

His eyebrows lowered slightly, and he glanced to the side.

 

“What makes you think—”

 

“There’s usually one in every group. At least one. You’re thinking of him, right? You know who it is.”

 

 “Well, I mean… Fan might be putting it too strongly, but Issei does enjoy—”

 

“Uh huh. And see, that’s the thing about otaku. Most are social outcasts for no bigger reason than being socially inept and having a poor hobby-life balance. Which isn’t really fair, if you think about it. Some guys just don’t fit in society, and a lot of the time it’s because society’s expectations aren’t exactly reasonable.”

 

“I’m really surprised that you get—”

 

 “So those guys gather together, because human beings crave companionship, and that’s naturally where the other guys insert themselves. The ones who are outcast from society for very good fucking reasons. Bandits are like that in a busted wreck of a kingdom like Fflyr Dlemathlys: mostly just folks who were pushed out of the normal social order because that order is designed to be as brutally unfair as possible to almost everyone. And that creates opportunities and hiding places for the…others. The minority. So I try to extend some compassion to people who’ve been forced to do terrible things by a terrible situation that wasn’t their fault, and it means I’ve ended up having to deal with a small handful of psychopaths and murdering sadists mixed in with them. You gathered in groups around your weird little hobbies, just enjoying what you like and not hurting anyone, and since you were all outcasts together it never felt right to exclude the obvious fucking pedophiles. Especially when so much of that anime nakedly panders to them.”

 

Yoshi had gone stiff, fists clenching by his sides, but he wouldn’t look at me.

 

 “I get it, now,” I murmured, staring at the distant fire slime. Aster was now lying down; Adelly had leaned her head on Nazralind’s shoulder and both of them seemed to be asleep sitting up. Gizmit was slowly strolling around the edges of the gathering, on night watch. “You may have accidentally given encouragement to somebody who’s going to horrifically traumatize the first innocent child they’re left alone with. It’s not like that’s your fault, though, or anyone’s but theirs. I do my best to keep control and hold my people to a standard, but… Truth is, I have no way of knowing what kinds of terrible things I’m indirectly responsible for, or will be. I try, as best I can, but there’s just no way to tell. Yeah…I think I understand it a little better, now. It’s not a great look, but maybe I shouldn’t have been so quick to judge.”

 

 He slowly inhaled, and then exhaled, deliberately relaxing his shoulders. “But… You have watched anime, though.”

 

 “Of course I’ve seen anime, I didn’t live under a rock. Everyone has seen anime. There’s some truly great stuff out there, it only becomes weird when you build your whole life around it.”

 

“How’s that different from music?” he asked, shooting me a look.

 

“You can get paid to make music.”

 

 “You can make anime for a living! People do, that’s how it gets made!”

 

“Sure, if you wanna starve to death while working for a corporation that sees you as disposable.”

 

 He turned toward me, staring incredulously. “And how is that different from music?”

 

 “Hey, relax, man. Now who’s taking things personally?”

 

“I’m not the one who has a chip on his shoulder! And if I was, I think that’d be forgivable, frankly. Being a music nerd just means you don’t spend your life being told your hobby is for children and pedophiles!”

 

 “Hey, I have never thought all animation is for children. Believe me. My dad thought that, and that’s how I ended up watching Grave of the Fireflies alone, unsupervised, when I was six.”

 

 Yoshi winced, sucking in a sharp breath through his teeth. “Yikes. Ouch.”

 

 “Heh.” I had to grin, now that it had been enough years. “I barely remember it, but my mom says I cried for almost two straight days. But yeah, anyway, I’ll cop to finding all of this pretty personal. Maybe it wasn’t fair of me to be so contemptuous back on Earth—maybe—but here? I believe I’m pretty fucking entitled to be pissed about isekai. I live in one. And frankly, it fucking sucks.”

 

He folded himself up awkwardly, drawing his knees up against his chest and wrapping his arms around them.

 

“Hey, Omura.”

 

“Mm?”

 

“Do you…actually think this is a game? To the goddesses, I mean.”

 

I made myself breathe evenly. “Well… Pashilyn wasn’t entirely without a point. Whether it is or not, Virya isn’t exactly a reliable narrator.”

 

 “Sure, I know. But do you think it is?”

 

“Yes.” I can only hold back my frank opinions for so long. “Yes, I am absolutely convinced both goddesses are just bored entities with too much power who’ve been alive too long to empathize with mortal people. I think they’re amusing themselves at the expense of our lives and those of everyone else on this hell planet.”

 

“Sanora warned me…”

 

 He trailed off, and I forced myself to be content with looking sidelong, not staring with all the intensity in my being. I was deeply interested in learning what Sanora had warned him about.

 

“I’ve been thinking,” he whispered at last. “It was just a stray thought at first, but after you said that… I…”

 

Yoshi paused again, swallowing painfully. I waited.

 

 “Suddenly, I’m the only guy on my team. Me, the Hero, alone with three cute girls. And…and I can’t help thinking… It’s clawing at me. Did…did she just… Was Raffan in the way of my harem story? Is that why he died?”

 

I breathed. Slowly, softly.

 

 This was no time to press the conclusion I wanted to draw him to. I mean, it would be a really shitty thing to do in this situation, but it also wasn’t right strategically. I would get better results in the long term by being reasonable, and fair, and not giving him any cause to think I was trying to manipulate him. I had the luxury of acting this way because I was fucking right. The truth was on my side here, not Sanora’s.

 

 “Well, it’s not like we have anyway of knowing exactly what the goddesses are or aren’t capable of. Still…my gut says no. They definitely have ways of putting their fingers on the scales, but those all have to do with their magic system. There’s a hundred ways for them to decide who gets what spell or artifact or Blessing or Spirit reward, or… It goes on and on. It’s not hard for them to manipulate us all where they want us to be. But a chaotic situation like that, in the middle of a fight? I kind of don’t think so. Biribo told me the goddesses aren’t allowed to cheat directly—that they do, but they have to be careful and subtle about it because if either is caught cheating, the other gets a free action.”

 

He nodded. “Radatina said that, too.”

 

“Yeah. So, no, we obviously can’t say anything for sure, but in that case? It doesn’t feel right, to me.”

 

Yoshi’s next deep breath sounded so relieved I almost hated to continue.

 

“But.”

 

He went completely rigid.

 

I was taking a risk, here. This was flirting with more information than I should betray to the Hero, but if there was ever a time…

 

 “I have a situation that I know was set up by Virya. She didn’t tell me so outright, but it’s laid out in the specific spells and abilities and circumstances she placed right in front of me when I first landed on Ephemera. I…have a spell that enables me to share powers with monster girls, Yoshi. It only works on attractive women, which is the kind of stupid and arbitrary thing that only an aggressively mediocre light novel author or weaboo goddess could possibly come up with. I am practically forced to collect a monster girl harem to survive on this world. So…at least one of them definitely wants to watch a harem show, this time around.”

 

Slowly, Yoshi lowered his face to rest in his arms. His shoulders moved heavily as he did his best to breathe evenly for the next few minutes. I left him alone to gather himself.

 

“He was the first friend I made here,” the Hero finally said, in a voice that was muffled by more than his own arms.

 

“I’m sorry.”

 

We sat together in silence.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    And now we know why Seiji turned evil.  Nobody that age should watch Grave of the Fireflies, that'll mess a person up.



If you're enjoying OVDT, please leave a review!  Detailed reviews help the story a lot.

I am on my writing break currently, so there'll be no update here on RoyalRoad at the next usual time, but the next chapter will go up on Patreon this Friday and here on RR next Tuesday.

Have a great week, everybody!



                



3.22 In Which the Dark Lord Gets a Warm Welcome


                Gizmit vanished at some point during the night, which had me actually worried for a moment before Zui said she’d just gone ahead to report back to Sneppit. Apparently we were close enough that it wasn’t much of a hike for an experienced underground scout like Gizmit.

 

It ended up being not much of one for us, either. A bit less than two hours after we broke camp and doused the fire slimes, our much-expanded troupe came to the first set of tunnel barricades covering access to Sneppit’s base, which was a sturdy-looking but clearly hastily-constructed wall of sheet metal with holes through which arrows were pointed at us.

 

“Halt!” a reedy voice echoed from behind the blockade. “State the password!”

 

There ensued the unmistakable smack of a hand impacting a head, complete with the requisite squawk of protest.

 

“Not the time, Bazno!” a different voice shouted. “Weapons down, team, you all know who this is. One of you mooks help me shove this!”

 

With an unpleasant screech of metal on stone, a piece of the barricade was pushed outward at an angle by several goblins, creating a gap big enough for us to slip through in single file. As soon as it was opened enough, the goblin leading the effort stepped back and waved at me. She wore the pink-tinted akornin armor of Sneppit’s security force, with a heavy truncheon dangling from a belt loop.

 

“Welcome back, Lord Seiji. Gizmit came through and said you’d be coming. Sorry about the nonsense, a lot of my colleagues here are in the habit of defusing tension with humor and don’t have a great sense of appropriate timing. This everybody?”

 

“Yeah, we picked up a few extras, as you can see,” I replied, forcing a calm expression despite my amusement. Honestly, the more I got to know goblins, the more I liked them.

 

“Yep, Gizmit briefed us.” The guard nodded and stepped aside, shooing her comrades out of the way for us. “Miss Sneppit knows to expect you and everything should be set up. Just follow this tunnel straight, ignore the side branches and you’ll come out right on the tram platform; I think you know the way from there. By the time you get there somebody should be ready to meet you with supplies and whatever else. The boss’ll wanna catch up, I’m sure. Oh, and we should have sleeping places and food sorted out for the new arrivals by now,” she added, leaning to one side to speak past me at the crowd of goblins following. “It’s a little crowded in here these days, but we’re not to the point of starving or stacking on top of each other yet.”

 

“Thanks, appreciate it,” I said, already stepping forward to clear the path for the rest to follow. The security goblin grinned and thumped her fist against her breastplate, which I assumed must be some kind of salute.

 

 Yoshi and Aster stepped up alongside me as we progressed, which I’ll confess was a bit of a relief because Zui had been getting underfoot quite a bit lately and I found her company…let’s call it vexing. We didn’t have much farther to go from there, but it was a few more minutes before we reached the actual door to Sneppit’s headquarters: a heavy door of solid metal in a thick stone setting, which altogether looked more defensible than the much more temporary barricade behind us. But that was the nice thing about living in a tunnel system, you could expand your defensive perimeter without stretching your forces too thin. Made sense Sneppit preferred not to have any actual fighting right on her actual doorstep if it could be avoided.

 

This was also guarded, of course, this time with armored security out in front of the doors, but again they were expecting us. It was rather nice to be greeted cheerfully and ushered inside, almost like coming home to North Watch.

 

 I really hoped everyone back there was holding out okay.

 

As the woman commanding the barricade had told us, the tunnel led straight onto the tram platform I remembered from our arrival yesterday morning. Like yesterday, it was defended, with full squads of armored goblins bearing slingshots and riot shields on the designated ledges which had clearly been designed for that purpose. The place was less generally locked down, though; there were more goblins present who were clearly not security, including an apparent engineering team working over a tram which was currently suspended from the track next to the main platform. There were also various other civilians whose reason for being here was inscrutable to me even as they rushed forward to greet us.

 

 Sneppit herself was present, again perched at the top of the wide and tall flight of stairs, which was just too dramatic not to have been staged. She was conversing with a goblin who had a monocle and a clipboard, but looked up on our arrival. Then pulled down her pink shades to give me a wink over their golden rims.

 

Yep, I knew what she was angling for.

 

“Scuze me, Lord Seiji?”

 

The first of the welcoming party had reached us. In fact, most of them seemed to be milling around at a few meters’ distance, uncertain about getting too close. The exceptions were two men in casual clothes, one of whom did a somewhat awkward Fflyr-style folding hands gesture at me.

 

“Sorry to get in your way, Dark Lord, but there’s only rumor going around and no one will tell us—”

 

 “Where’s Rizz?” the other burst out. “Is she all right? What happened?”

 

Taken aback, I froze for a second, staring down at their worried expressions, before it clicked.

 

“Oh! You guys must be the husbands.”

 

The pair exchanged a loaded glance and one of them grimaced.

 

“Yeah, that’s us. Same old story.”

 

“Rizz is fine, or was last I saw her,” I explained. “She split off from the group to rally the other Judges.”

 

 “She did?” Husband #2’s expression sharpened. “You musta found something really bad in that place if she not only took a side but believes the rest will, too.”

 

I instinctively hesitated, but this was not a secret, after all. We wanted the word to spread as far and as fast as possible.

 

 “The Spirit in there had been corrupted into a Void altar. The Goblin King has been trafficking with devils, and his best friend Hoy is an actual Void witch. It took the Hero and I both to drive him off, and we didn’t manage to take him out. All these folks were actually with him, until he started slaughtering them just to make a point.”

 

The Misters Rizz winced in what looked like well-practiced unison.

 

“Is Rhoka okay? She’s still with Rizz, right?”

 

“Did…she give you any message for us?”

 

“Yes, yes, and…uh, no. Sorry.”

 

“Typical,” the first one said sourly, prompting the other to drape a comforting arm around his shoulders. It occurred to me that if this conversation was going to carry on much longer I should probably get their names.

 

 “Hey, you know our girl. Brusque and focused is a good sign. If she’d sent us a personal message it would mean she didn’t think she’d be coming back from this one. Thanks, Lord Seiji. And, uh, sorry to bother you over personal business.”

 

“Hey, man, no worries. I completely understand.”

 

They retreated to the rest of the hovering goblins, still arm-in-arm.

 

“Y’know, after everything we’ve been over lately,” Yoshi muttered barely above a whisper, “it feels weird that the middle-aged goblin lady is the only one who’s gotten the harem ending so far.”

 

 I had to crack a grin at that in spite of myself. “I dunno, something about that seems oddly representative of our whole isekai experience.”

 

“Maybe it’s the coat. I should get a coat like hers. Trench coats are badass.”

 

“Don’t underestimate the power of a cool hat, too.”

 

 “All right, all right, you’ve seen the Champions, they’re very impressive.” Miss Sneppit arrived at the base of the stairs and immediately began shooing the onlookers forward by sheer force of personality. Somehow, Zui had already darted over to hover behind the pink-clad boss goblin and was whispering in her ear even as she shepherded the crowd. “You can tell your grandkids all about it. Right now, nobody’s gettin’ paid to sightsee. Yo, new faces! I’m Sneppit, and this is my place. Consider yourselves welcome here for the duration of this crisis. This is Mazin, he’ll getcha squared away. We got a space cleared out for everybody to crash in and rations are bein’ prepared. No compensation needed, you’re on my hospitality for now. I won’t swear by the comfort but this ain’t an inn, and with any luck we won’t be in this mess for long. Mazin’ll introduce you to the rest of these folks to sort out any other needs you’ve got an’ settle how you can pitch in.”

 

Sneppit’s people were efficient, you had to give them that. Mazin took over crowd-herding duty and was immediately sorting and delegating. The goblins we’d brought in from Hoy’s group mostly looked tired and glad somebody was taking charge, but a few looked back at me questioningly as they were led away.

 

 “Everybody should be safe here for now,” I reassured them. “My people have a spot arranged here in the complex, and I can attest Miss Sneppit provides well for all the basic necessities. All of you, feel free to visit our quarters, I’ll make sure you’re welcome. Any of the guards can point you there.”

 

That seemed to do the trick, for now at least.

 

“Between Gizmit and Zui I think I know the high points, but we need to have a sit-down first thing,” Sneppit declared. “Get everybody on the same page and lay out our next steps. We got some news here to catch you guys up on, too. First, though, can I borrow you for a private word, Lord Seiji?”

 

I glanced at Yoshi, who shrugged.

 

“Sure, I’m all yours.”

 

She smirked at the wording, just long enough to make her point felt. “Swell. Zui, show the Hero back to the conference room and see the rest of this gang to their resting place.”

 

“Maizo should come along, too,” Zui said. “He’s got intel to share.”

 

“Sounds good, get it done,” Sneppit said briskly. “Over here, if you please, m’lord.”

 

I nodded a temporary farewell to Aster and the others and followed her past the engineering crew over to some kind of crane apparatus at the far edge. Sneppit grabbed a lever that was half the length of her body and, with a grunt of effort, pulled it into position. This disengaged some kind of brake system, causing a clever windmill contraption atop the machine to begin spinning in the steady breeze that funneled through the tram tunnel. With none of its other gears engaged, this appeared to achieve nothing except to create a constant grinding noise.

 

“Little trick I like to use,” she said, not raising her voice. Standing this close I could hear her fine, but the mechanical sounds would probably make anything we said indistinct a few meters away. “Dunno how useful it’ll be for you up top, but down here I got heavy machinery and a buncha mooks with big ears. Privacy’s like any other resource in Kzidnak: you want some, you gotta get inventive.”

 

“I am always impressed by just how inventive goblins are,” I said frankly.

 

Sneppit gave me a bright smile, but then her expression sobered. “So, I’ll be brief, this is just a quick detail check before the meeting. Does the Hero know you’re based outta North Watch, and if not, do you want him to?”

 

That brought me up short, both because it was a pertinent question that I had somehow not even considered yet, and because of the implications of her asking this right now.

 

“Hang on. Did something—?”

 

“The short answer is your people are fine, and seems they’ve been doing you proud. I figure we’ll go over the longer version at the full meeting. I hate repeating myself.”

 

 The breath I’d been briefly holding escaped, and I nodded. “Okay, yeah. Thanks. As for North Watch… To my knowledge, there’s no reason he would know that. I’m…” I had to pause, thinking quickly but carefully. “I don’t think Yoshi would currently do me much harm with that info, and offering it as a gesture of trust might actually help advance the project I discussed with you. But, there are those friends of his.”

 

 Sneppit nodded seriously. “The elf is an unconscionable waste of cranial fluid, but I dunno if I like how sharp that priestess is. The alchemist, too, you always gotta watch out for the quiet ones.”

 

 “Yeah, they’ve been canny enough not to reveal Yoshi’s the Hero because of what would obviously happen if the political powers up there found out. While that does suggest a capacity for discretion, it also makes me hesitant to hand them a lever. Especially one that’s planted under my ass. Let’s…play it subtle for now.”

 

“You got it, no names or details in front of Team Hero. Speaking of that, while I gotcha over here, how’s that project going?”

 

 “Better than I could have imagined,” I said frankly. “I can safely say the boy’s whole view of the world has been rocked. I think the core of the matter might be already settled, but if we can end this whole mess with him having a few goblins he thinks of as friends or at least allies, that should be the best anti-Hero measure Kzidnak could hope for. It’ll start driving a wedge between him and the Convocation, too.”

 

“You do good work, Lord Seiji,” she said with a distinctly flirtatious wink. “You work this from your end and I will from mine, and by the time we meet in the middle we’ll be running this whole island. We make a good team. All right, let’s not keep the staff waiting.”

 

“Lead on, boss lady.”

 

 As I followed her back up the stairs, I pondered the advisability of revealing my…little issue to Sneppit. So far she hadn’t done anything brazenly sexual enough to trigger a flashback, but I could see her building up to it. The real question was what course of action would gently dissuade her without jeopardizing our partnership, or worse…

 

Well, allies we might be, but every instinct I had screamed at me not to let Sneppit know I had any exploitable weakness.

 



 

 “I’ve just got the broad strokes, but it’s enough to change the whole game,” Sneppit said minutes later once she was at the head of the conference table and the rest of us around it. The composition of the group was mostly the same as before, right down to Zui at her note-taking desk in the back, but this time with the addition of Gizmit and Maizo. The various union reps were back, not a one of whose names I remembered. They were still out of their depth and staying quiet, so hopefully I wouldn’t have to embarrass myself over it. “Devils and Void magic, what an absolute cock-up this is. You guys have anything else we should know about before we start laying out strategies?”

 

“Maizo?” I asked, turning to him. “What were you able to dig up?”

 

 “The biggest news I think is that Jadrak’s organization is very much a crackable shell,” Maizo reported. “It’s half-cracked already. Working with secondhand reports like that, hard numbers and percentages are things I was just not able to get—wouldn’t have been even if our adoptees were a representative sample, which itself is a long shot. But, after speaking with everybody I can confidently say the Goblin King’s followers have deep currents of disloyalty. The core of ‘em are absolute fanatics, of course, but they’ve also press-ganged a lot of people who’re just trying to survive this insanity and didn’t get far enough away in time. It’s not just the unwilling recruits; with the way things’ve been going, even the less-committed early volunteers are starting to have regrets about this whole business.”

 

 “In isolation, that’d be the best news I’ve heard all week,” Sneppit said gravely, “but the big news changes the whole character of it. Sounds like Jadrak’s organization is going to start tearing itself apart as soon as he loses momentum, but unlike my previous assessment, that is no longer a win condition for us. We’re dealing with at least one Void witch, probably two, a bunch of loyalist sorcerers and a fucking devil. As soon as Jadrak starts getting desperate, he’ll start pulling absolute chaos out of his ass and handling it with less and less precision. Aside from all the indiscriminate death and property damage that’ll cause, I’m not sure any defenses we got’ll hold out against…well, that.”

 

 “I agree that attack remains our better option, distressing as that is,” I said. “Anything else of note, Maizo?”

 

 “Yeah, actually. We already learned firsthand that Jadrak’s company like their explosives, and according to the buzz I gathered, they’ve got plenty more. But, the kinds they’ve got and the way they can be deployed are somewhat limited.” He leaned forward over the table, grinning smugly as he continued. “Seems they weren’t able to bring along the alchemical or metalworking facilities they’d need to manufacture explosive slingshot ammo. In fact, what they had was what they sent with the strike force to take out the Dark Lord. Which means, while there’s very little of that shit left, it’s ours now. So if we push forward, we’ll still be dealing with mining explosives and people who know how to use ‘em, but that’s way more likely to take the form of traps than grenades bein’ flung at us.”

 

“Seems like they should be able to make up for that,” Yoshi said, frowning. “How hard can it be to make an explosive throwable?”

 

 “You can throw anything,” Gizmit answered with a hint of disdain. “Crafting ammunition that will reliably explode on impact and not while you’re transporting it is a whole other beast. If demolitions work was that simple, everybody would have slingshot grenades.”

 

 “Now that’s some good news, finally,” Sneppit said. “Thanks, Maizo, glad to have you on the team. On our end, we’ve gleaned a couple updates on the situation in Kzidnak that you guys missed out on while you were off raiding. The first and worst part is that Jadrak’s people have locked down Fallencourt. They control the city itself and every access in and out. As expected, they blew up my tram rail as far from the station as they have effective control, as well as the other lines heading through there,” she added with a bitter grimace, “so we no longer have an easy path right into their territory.”

 

“Okay…sorry if I’m interrupting, but that gives me an idea,” Yoshi said, wearing a pensive frown. “Doesn’t that seem like something we can take advantage of, in combination with what Maizo found out? Like, I remember the city itself—it’s big, and it’s a maze of tunnels and bridges and stuff. And we know Jadrak’s struggling to hang onto his followers’ loyalty. Seems like we could take the opportunity to start a kind of…counter-insurgency in the middle of his domain. Right?”

 

“Giz?” Sneppit turned toward her spy, raising an eyebrow.

 

 Gizmit was already shaking her head. “It’s a pretty good thought, but not something we’re in a position to act on. Yeah, you’re right, the conditions are so perfect for a rebellion against Jadrak that it’s basically inevitable even if we don’t do anything. The problems are our available resources and the time frame. I’m the best we’ve got at that kinda work, and I am not up to the task. Somebody stealthy enough to get into the heart of Jadrak’s territory and skilled enough in both military matters and politics to put together a resistance on the extremely tight deadline we’ve got before this all blows up, which is days at most… Well, we’re talkin’ about a professional operative of the kind major governments field. So unless you’ve got a Lancoral Gray Guard or Savin shadow scout in your back pocket, and a way to make ‘em behave, that’s not a path we can pursue.”

 

“Damn,” he muttered, sinking back in his chair. “Sorry.”

 

 “Don’t apologize, kid,” Sneppit said with a smile. “You got good ideas; keep ‘em comin’, even if they don’t all work out. That’s how we eventually come to one that’ll work.”

 

I kept my mouth shut, suddenly grappling with the worry that I now knew exactly where my mysterious dark elf stalker had disappeared to and it was basically my nightmare scenario. They were fine and useful while shooting my enemies with arrows; if that fucking idiot started trying to do their idea of politics again it would be a disaster. Jadrak’s uprising was a far bigger hornets’ nest than the cat tribe.

 

 “The other piece of news I have for you is better,” Sneppit continued, shooting me a grin. “Jadrak made a push at the tunnel entrance the Dark Lord took into Kzidnak and was apparently very surprised to find it fully staffed by his followers and heavily fortified. We haven’t managed to actually get in contact with your people, Lord Seiji—they’re on high alert and also there’s a lot of Jadrak’s goons between them and us. But I had my own scouts find out what they could, and it seems they’ve turned that tunnel entrance into a death trap. Wasted a whole mess of Goblin King partisans trying to take it before they eventually backed off. That’s great news for us, and not just because it means Lord Seiji’s people are okay: it’s a major threat way too close to Jadrak’s current center of power for his comfort, and something he has no choice but to keep forces assigned to hold because for all he knows, the Dark Lord can launch a major offensive right into Fallencourt at any time.”

 

 “Not just for all he knows,” I mused, “I actually can do that. I’d have to find a way to get through that blockade and contact my people, though…”

 

“Way faster to go around,” Maizo opined. “There are a lotta surface exits, Jadrak can’t possibly control ‘em all. We can get a message to your allies pretty easy.”

 

I tensed for a moment, but he didn’t mention North Watch. Either Sneppit had caught his ear during the few minutes it’d taken us to set up the meeting, or Maizo was just professionally discreet.

 

 “We need a plan and a way to coordinate that attack with our own first,” I said quickly into the ensuing pause. “Charging in without a plan will just get a lot of people killed. They don’t even know what they’re up against.”

 

 “That’ll factor into whatever plan we settle on,” Sneppit said. “I’ll draft a message for your approval, Lord Seiji, and we’ll send it to the surface to get to your people from the other side. Meanwhile, I’ve put together something for you that I think lays out the situation pretty clearly. Zui, maps.”

 

Zui smoothly rose from her writing desk, picking up a couple of large rolls of paper and bringing them forward to unfurl across the conference table. I couldn’t help but notice that she did this smoothly and silently, with zero backtalk or eye-rolling, despite the fact that Sneppit spoke to her far more curtly than I ever did. I guess you get certain privileges when it’s your signature on all the paychecks.

 

 “These are for reference,” Sneppit explained as her assistant/hairstylist spread out the maps in front of us. “I’ve got a map of our tram lines, with new notations showing which ones are still serviceable—Jadrak hasn’t bothered sabotaging the ones that don’t lead right into his own business, at least so far. After Gizmit brought her report last night I also put together this second one: it shows the positions of every underground Spirit on Dount.”

 

 “The Spirits?” I frowned. “You think they’ll go for them as well? Do they even do anything that’d be useful for a campaign of conquest?”

 

 “Debatable at best, but that’s not the point. Jadrak has backed himself into a corner and now that he’s put himself on your shit list his only possible source of help is his devil friend. And devils make the worst friends; they don’t do anything for free. He and Hoy only have the two souls between them to barter with, and I’m betting those bargains were made long before this Goblin King business started. That means there’s only one other thing they can offer their devil in exchange for more favors.”

 

 “Oh. Shit.”

 

 “But that’s good, though,” said Yoshi. “It means we know where they’ll be going.”

 

 “Exactly!” Sneppit pointed at him. “Jadrak’s survival depends on keeping his little crusade moving forward. He has to placate his people by attacking the humans of Dount, and he has to placate his devil by corrupting more Spirits. So while we can’t predict exactly what forces will be sent to which objectives, we know the next steps he has to take: he’ll be launching a major offensive at Lord Seiji’s defenses, and he will go for every Spirit within reach.”

 

 “And with every passing hour, his task gets harder,” Gizmit added. “Even the Judges can’t do anything against a Void witch—they’ll be disadvantaged against Jadrak’s pet sorcerers, for that matter. But what they can do, and what Rizz will have them doing as soon as she can gather them up, is laying groundwork. Getting in position, organizing resistance, putting people and resources in place to back up the Dark Lord when he makes his move. Furthermore, Rizz—any of the Judges, in fact—are shrewd enough to put all this together for themselves, and they know their way around Kzidnak without the need for maps. Jadrak has the initiative right now, but everywhere we go, we will begin to find support. More and more the longer this carries on.”

 

“That means Jadrak will be getting more desperate and therefore more dangerous right up until the end,” I murmured.

 

“It does,” Gizmit said gravely.

 

 “But it also means this is far from hopeless,” Yoshi added. “From the look of it… It’s obvious what we have to do next. We just need to plan how.”

 

 “You said it,” I agreed. “Jadrak will be most careful with his own safety—something tells me I know exactly who’s going to get sent to handle the Spirits. And that’ll be our job. What do you think, Yoshi? Ready for round two?”

 

 “We didn’t blow that bastard Hoy up nearly hard enough last time,” he growled. “Time to fix that.”

            


3.23 In Which the Dark Lord is Too Late


                “We got activity ahead, boss,” Biribo reported as we marched, zipping up to my ear and just barely beating Radatina to making a similar announcement to Yoshi, to her visible annoyance. “The tunnel opens up into a cavern with goblins all over it. One goblin’s in a high position at the tunnel entrance overlooking it, obviously a lookout. They don’t seem to have a ranged weapon but that’s a perfect sniper’s perch.”

 

“Okay, here we go.” I inhaled and exhaled slowly, then turned my head to address those marching along behind me. “Everybody remembers the Hoy Directives?”

 

There was a chorus of agreement, the desultory tone of which I did not like.

 

“Then repeat them to me.”

 

 “Oh, come on!” protested two different goblins in perfect unison, to the accompaniment of groans—two of which belonged to our resident elves—and eyerolls from others. Even Aster shot me a skeptical look. Then again, it was Aster, her face might just be stuck that way.

 

I opened my mouth to deliver a retort, and happened to catch Zui’s eye. She was giving me a particularly fierce stare, and when she saw she had my attention, shook her head once.

 

Right. Zui herself had taken the time to caution me that goblins would not respond well to a heavy-handed style of leadership. In truth, I didn’t favor one for my human followers, either, but those at least were trained by Fflyr culture to obey when given orders. Goblins didn’t feel compelled to do anything they were not contractually obligated to, and my volunteer force would resent being pushed around.

 

 “I know, I know,” I said, deliberately moderating my tone. “But you all saw what Hoy can do. This fucker fought both living Champions to a draw, and I don’t intend to lose any more lives to his bullshit. So yeah, you’re damn right I’m gonna be paranoid and overly concerned about this. Humor me, please.”

 

She was right, that got me results. The exasperated expressions were immediately replaced by thoughtful nods and downcast eyes. All the goblins with us save Zui and Maizo were recruits we’d gained from Hoy’s own troops, who’d turned on him after he turned on them first. They’d all lost friends to him.

 

 Still, it was Nazralind who piped up first. “Hoy Directive One: Corner him! The limitation of Flicker is that he has to see his destination to teleport. We need to wedge him into a spot where he can’t retreat, with walls behind and enemies in front.”

 

“Hoy Directive Two: keep up ranged pressure,” said Kuriko, quiet and solemn as always. He was the first goblin who’d turned his slingshot on Hoy, the one who’d first spoken to me on the long walk back to Sneppit’s place, and I didn’t know yet whether this grave demeanor was just his personality or the result of recent trauma. “His Void power may be inexhaustible, but his Blessing of Magic is weak. The more we force his Repulsion Aura to react, the less he’ll be able to cast offensive spells or Flicker.”

 

 “Hoy Directive Two Point Five! Press with kinetic attacks only!” called Ritlit, whose name I was never going to forget because when I’d tried to call her by it she had howled with laughter and spent the next five minutes running around introducing herself to people as Rito Twice. “We hold munitions in reserve until we have him cornered someplace without a convenient tunnel he can scurry off through. Then we blow him right to hell, drop the walls and ceiling on his ass!”

 

“Good. Thanks for indulging me, guys.”

 

“I still say that’s just Hoy Directive Three,” Yoshi muttered.

 

“Please don’t start that up again,” I begged. I agreed with him, personally, but it had become a whole thing with the goblins, who were culturally obsessed with laying out terms and conditions precisely, and after much debate had concluded that the third point was just a subset of the second. I’d let them, because I didn’t actually care how they classified it as long as they fucking did it.

 

 We’d set out after a short rest—a rest because one was needed, and short because we didn’t have the luxury of more. I’d been able to check in with Madyn and Ydleth, who were thriving among the goblins as Aster had predicted, and in fact had somehow managed to find all our new recruits in just the short time we were in the planning session with Sneppit and company. Apparently they’d been shown right to our assigned quarters at their request and were sharing a meal when I found them. That had led to a bunch of them volunteering to join up with me when I’d mentioned my intent to strike out against Jadrak’s forces as quickly as possible. Many had just wanted to rest and take on whatever quieter, safer work Sneppit found for them, but I now had a force of ten goblin volunteers backing me up.

 

It seemed this lot were somewhat suspicious of Sneppit—understandable, really—and more willing to align themselves with me than with her. I embraced this, remembering Gizmit’s advice about Maizo, who had decided to stick with me for similar reasons. It worked out particularly well as these goblins still had the explosive munitions I was planning to use to finish off Hoy, having been very reluctant to yield those to Sneppit’s engineers.

 

We were also stuck with Zui again, because Sneppit had wanted one of her ranking people to represent her interests on this mission and had assigned Gizmit elsewhere this time. Which…yeah, the organization’s top spy probably wasn’t best suited for a frontal assault. Still, I couldn’t help wondering whether Sneppit suspected Gizmit was angling to get promoted over her head.

 

 This whole topic worried me. It had been a while since I’d had a flashback; Minfrit’s unconventional therapy really was helping, and here in Kzidnak the matter was more political than actually sexual, which helped me compartmentalize it. But sooner or later, either Sneppit or Gizmit or some other Goblin Queen candidatewould make a serious play for me, and that…was probably going to cause some problems.

 

As discussed, we shifted formation as we drew up to the bend in the tunnel around which the opening would be found, with Yoshi and Aster taking point, me and Pashilyn right behind them. Neither I nor any of the Hero’s party particularly liked this arrangement, but the logic was irrefutable: they could take hits better than any of us, and better still with the aid of my healing and Pashilyn’s shields.

 

 Up ahead, the tunnel did indeed open out into a cavern—the prettiest one I’d seen in Kzidnak, from the slice of it visible from back here. It was downright lush, in fact, featuring some kind of hanging greenery and…was that a waterfall? I couldn’t see it but something was making the characteristic roaring noise in the distance.

 

Closer, though, was the goblin Biribo had predicted would be on watch. At the sight of her, we relaxed.

 

“Oh, hey,” I said, stepping out from behind Yoshi and taking in the long brown coat, wide-brimmed hat, and bladed polearm. The purple bands were around her arms, not her hatband, so… “Arbiter… ?”

 

 “The name’s Fram,” she said, grinning toothily and waving so hard I thought she’d pitch herself off her narrow perch. “And you must be the Dark Lord! And the Hero. Hot damn, what a day this is. That’ll teach me to think I’ve seen it all just cos there’s a Goblin King rising.”

 

“I take it Judge Rizz told you to expect us,” Yoshi said warily.

 

“That and more!” Arbiter Fram flung herself carelessly off the ledge, which was a drop of at least five times her height, and hit the ground in a roll. She came up right in front of us, arms outstretched like a dismounting gymnast and brandishing her polearm. “Welcome to the shitshow, citizens!”

 

Yeah, Arbiters were clearly the younger apprentices. This one was also an adolescent; unlike Rhoka, she acted like one, too.

 

 “Wow,” said Yoshi, “you’re not much like Rizz and Rhoka at all.”

 

Fram snorted. “Yeah, I’ll bet. Rumor is Judge Rizz actually catches on fire if you can make her smile. Anyway, you lot didn’t march down here to get the gossip—c’mon, you should talk with my boss.”

 

“Is everything okay here?” I asked, falling into step behind her as she braced her polearm over her shoulder and went swaggering off into the cavern beyond. “Any sign of Jadrak’s forces?”

 

 “Yes and yes,” Fram practically crowed. “It’s handled, Mister Dark Lord, sir. We goblins won’t turn down your support if there’s Void magic afoot, but we’re not helpless, either. You should really talk with Judge Gazmo, for the sole entire reason that he’s the expert and in no way because he’ll blow my ears back if I brief you in a manner he considers incorrect, no sir.”

 

“By all means, let’s not get you in trouble,” I said solemnly. “That is, I mean let’s hear it directly from the expert.”

 

She shot me a cheeky grin over her shoulder. “You’re all right, Lord Senji.”

 

“Seiji.”

 

“Oop, sorry. I dunno what language that is, even.”

 

Aster lightly touched the back of my shoulder, not that I needed the reminder. I’d been in more than enough battles by now to recognize when one was not worth fighting.

 

The view was enough to distract me, anyway. This was another cavern open to the outside, with the far wall ending in a massive crack through which daylight streamed. We must be right up against the edge of the island, here. There was indeed a waterfall, pouring out of an aperture high up on the cavern wall to our right to thunder down into the pool which covered that entire half of the floor. From there, the water streamed away into four other tunnel mouths—at least, four above the waterline and who knew how many below. The left half of the cavern’s flooded floor from the entrance was a series of islands scattered around the surface of the water, on which grew the first khora I had seen since coming underground. In fact, the root systems of what had to be other khora poked through the walls, dangling down and crisscrossing the space, with actual leafy vines of some kind bedecking the khora roots and protrusions from the rocky walls, dangling in lush curtains wherever they had enough light from the opening to flourish. The air was cooler and more humid than the rest of Kzidnak, and even more windy. To walk in this cavern was to get lightly sprayed by the falls. It wasn’t unpleasant.

 

“This is beautiful,” Yoshi observed.

 

 “Sure is!” Fram said brightly, while leading us along the trail which clung to the right side of the wall toward the only structure in sight, a surprisingly steampunk-looking combination of stonework built right into the living rock and worked metal extensions, complete with a big paddle wheel being turned by the waterfall. “Some of the best scenery in Kzidnak, not that just any old gob’s been welcome to wander in here and gawk for—well, actually, the Judge’ll probably need to explain that, too, given what he’s got on the docket for you. And speaking of. OY! They’re here, just like Rizz said! I brought that shipment of gobs and butts and Champions you ordered, big daddy!”

 

 We’d come within shouting range of a wide stone platform in front of the structure, which jutted out further in a metal dock, where a few goblins were waiting for us at the top of a short flight of broad stairs. Stairs which we navigated with extreme care, as they were built for goblin-sized legs and slick with spray from the falls. The only goblin who had not already been staring at us finally deigned to turn around—the one also wearing the brown coat and hat, his with a Judge’s purple hatband.

 

 “Fram,” Judge Gazmo growled, “if you call me that in front of clients one more time, I am gonna boot your green ass into the core and get a bucket of fried crawns to do your job. It’s not like they’d be much slower or less thorough.”

 

 “Shut up, you love me,” Fram cackled, skipping up to him from the top of the stairs. “That one in the red coat is Lord—wait, I got it, Seiji. Shorter one is…yeah, I don’t remember his name, but he’s the Hero. And the rest of ‘em didn’t introduce themselves.”

 

 Gazmo lingered only long enough to give his apprentice a long, scathing look before turning his attention fully to us—specifically, after a quick glance around at the whole assembled crew, at me. His reddish-orange eyes darted up and down me once before he spoke.

 

 “Rizz says you’ve got solid healing magic.”

 

 “I do. Who needs it?”

 

 The Judge jerked his head once toward the stone-fronted building abutting the small plaza. “This way.”

 

 “Just a second, Judge,” spluttered one of the goblins behind him—the best-dressed of them, who like Sneppit had dolled himself up in a gilt-trimmed approximation of Fflyr highborn styles, though his were an eye-gouging mismatch of red, purple and yellow. “This is him, right? The matter I asked you—”

 

Gazmo turned a look on him which stopped him cold and made the other three goblins hovering nearby back up a step.

 

“In. A. Minute.”

 

The well-dressed goblin swallowed heavily and nodded once, surreptitiously moving the piece of paper he’d been holding out behind his back. Gazmo held his gaze for a second longer before turning without another word to stalk into the building.

 

 Fram pointed two fingers at her eyes, two at the rich-looking goblin, then back at her eyes, before following her boss with an exaggerated swagger. I liked Fram. I could already tell I was going to get tired of her very quickly, but for now, I liked her.

 

This structure was also goblin-sized, meaning I had to duck to get through the door, but at least I didn’t have to bust out the magic lights on the inside. They had asauthec torches burning, which meant there was work going on in here which required the goblins to be able to read and/or distinguish color. That made sense, given that this space was currently serving as an infirmary.

 

 “No need for a crowd,” Gazmo said pointedly when Aster crouched and started to follow me in. I nodded at her and she shuffled back out, whereupon there came an immediate complaint from Flaethwyn which the others had to soothe. I ignored the byplay, fully occupied with the contents of the room.

 

 Desks had been shoved against the wall and blankets laid out as improvised resting spaces. There were thirteen goblins in various states of injury laid out, ranging from bandaged and splinted to a couple who were unconscious and looked half-mummified.

 

 Judge Gazmo turned and gave me a single expectant look, not bothering to say anything else.

 

 “Okay,” I said briskly, “any foreign objects embedded in flesh, or broken bones not properly set?”

 

 “You mean, anything basic triage wouldn’t have sorted out well before you sauntered in?” snapped a particularly sharp-faced goblin woman who had paused in mixing bottles of fluids to give me a piercing stare. “Not having big fancy magic doesn’t make us incompetent. This guy is supposed to be the Dark Lord?”

 

 I decided there were more important things to do than converse with snippy nurses.

 

Heal. Heal Heal Heal Heal Heal…

 

One pink flash after another, I set right every injured goblin in the space of seconds, and only then turned back to the woman with the alchemy set.

 

 “Administering magical healing with something like that not tended to could make their injuries orders of magnitude worse. Which is why I check first, because I am also not incompetent. Yes, I’m the Dark Lord. Pleased to fuckin’ meetcha.”

 

For some damn reason, this made her relax and smile. “Good, that’s good. I don’t usually expect conscientiousness from butts.”

 

 “If anybody was missing anything, like digits or teeth, my spell won’t fix that. Everything else should be taken care of.”

 

“Really?” The nurse, looking skeptical, set down her bottles and trundled over to the nearest patient, who still seemed asleep. “It’s all burns, one concussion and two fractured limbs. How much could—”

 

“Holy shit!” exclaimed one of her erstwhile patients, who had already pulled off his bandages. “I’m fixed!”

 

 “The hell you are!” she barked. “Your skin was off, there’s no way—holy shit.”

 

Even the sleeping goblins were rousing now, and the room was becoming steadily louder as the injured goblins discovered that they were all just regular goblins now.

 

“Let’s not crowd the infirmary,” I suggested to Gazmo.

 

“Mn,” he grunted, turning with no further commentary and striding out.

 

“So, burns?” I said, following. “That must be a story.”

 

“Fire Lance,” he said tersely. “This location got hit by a team from Jadrak’s forces, including a sorcerer. Fairly small, just a dozen warm bodies to back up the Blessed. Three dead, and we’ve got the rest secured. Seems they were counting on magic and threats to intimidate Goggin here into signing over his property.” He jerked his head toward the expensively dressed goblin, who was hovering anxiously nearby but not venturing to intervene again. “He probably would’ve, too, if Fram and I hadn’t got here first with some civilian volunteers. They weren’t expecting determined resistance.”

 

“I wouldn’t—”

 

“Shut up, Goggin.”

 

“You said you have prisoners,” I said. “Did you take the Blessed alive?”

 

“We did.”

 

 “And…you’re holding them? Successfully? You’re sure?”

 

The Judge slowly tilted his head up so he could stare at me through narrowed eyes under the wide brim of his official hat. “You think I dunno my business, tallboy?”

 

Note to self: don’t expect any Judges to be impressed by the Dark Lord.

 

 “Well, I’m sorry to step on your toes. Let me put it this way, Judge Gazmo: when you go to a new place and meet new people, do you find it pays to blithely assume everyone is trustworthy and competent?”

 

He stared at me a moment longer, and then finally I got a smile from him. It was just a brief shift of one side of his mouth, but I counted it.

 

 “All right, fair enough. Yeah, we don’t deal with Blessed often, but the basic procedures are known. We’ve got him tied hand and foot to disable gesturing and he’s gagged. You may be able to cast silently with nothing but eye contact, but this chump is no Dark Lord. Immobilizing the hands and mouth is plenty for most sorcerers. Right, familiar?”

 

“He’s right, boss,” Biribo agreed, upon being directly addressed. “It’ll be dangerous to assume that later, when we start dealing with more powerful Blessed, but for the kind of talent Jadrak is able to gather, it should be plenty.”

 

“Would that work on Hoy, I wonder?”

 

“What difference does it make?” Yoshi asked. “It’s not like we’re taking that bastard alive.”

 

“Typical Sanorite bloodlust,” Fram said piously. “Ow!”

 

 Gazmo had whacked her on the back of the legs with the haft of his polearm. “Is what we might ordinarily say, but we do not fuck around with Void witches. Hoy dies at the first opportunity, and anybody who’s not down with it had better get outta the way.”

 

“Agreed,” I said. “All right. You’re Goggin, right? Since your cavern is secure, we can send a messenger back to Sneppit and she’ll send out personnel and materials to seal off the tunnel accesses to protect your Spirit. Free of charge; I talked her out of demanding any compensation. For the duration of the Goblin King crisis, that is.”

 

 “Wow, you got a freebie out of Sneppit?” Goggin was visibly impressed. “You really are the Dark Lord. Ahem! I appreciate that very much, my lord. And, under the auspices of Judge Gazmo, here, I would like to make you an offer of business.”

 

He stepped forward and presented the sheet of paper from before, which I accepted. I didn’t know what they were making their paper or ink out of, but it was none the worse for wear for being damp from the spray.

 

“This…is a contract,” I said, quickly reading over the terse paragraphs. “Huh.”

 

“The terms aren’t to your liking, Lord Seiji?” Goggin asked nervously.

 

He was basically offering me access to use his Spirit once, now, and again at my discretion for the duration of my reign as Dark Lord, provided I allowed him to continue carrying out business as he had been.

 

“I’m just surprised. There’s no legalese, no fine print…”

 

 “We’re not Fflyr,” Gazmo said with withering contempt. “No goblin Judge would validate a contract that wasn’t clear, concise, and readily comprehensible to any layperson. Contracts are the embodiment of the trust between people that’s necessary for a society to exist, not mechanisms for assholes to exploit each other.”

 

 Funny how, after all this time, I’d finally found people on this barbaric world who’d worked out how to do something not only as well as the Japanese but arguably better, and they weren’t even human.

 

“The contract I signed with Sneppit was more elaborate than this by far.”

 

“Sneppit likes to push limits to the very verge of breaking,” Gazmo retorted, curling his lip. “And I’m willing to bet she wanted a more complex deal than this, too.”

 

“What’s this Spirit of yours do, exactly?” I inquired. “Sneppit didn’t get around to mentioning it; we were in a hurry to organize and deploy. I note that your contract doesn’t say.”

 

 “Oh!” Goggin perked up at the chance to brag. “The Counter is one of the best spirits in Kzidnak! The best, in my opinion, not that I’m unbiased. But ahem, yes, it’ll ask you to solve a puzzle and if you do, it will tell you one piece of information that will lead you toward whatever it is that you most need.”

 

Typical Goddess bullshit. Completely open-ended and impossible to verify, enabling them to grant any given petitioner as perfect or as crappy a reward as they felt like. Well, considering that Champions tended to get better rewards from Spirits, this did indeed sound like it was worth my while.

 

“Your terms are reasonable,” I agreed. “I’d like to add something, however.”

 

“Of course,” Goggin said, nodding. Either he knew better than to try screwing over the Dark Lord, or this was expected in goblin contract negotiations. Probably both.

 

“In addition to me, I’d like to let Yoshi have a go at your Spirit.”

 

That caused a ripple of visible astonishment from everybody except the tallfolk I’d brought down here with me. In particular, Pashilyn’s eyes felt like they were burning a hole through my head.

 

“Really?” Yoshi asked, blinking at me. Ironically, he seemed less surprised than his friends.

 

 “You wanna…help the Hero?” Fram demanded, tilting her head so far to the left it looked like her neck must be in pain.

 

 “Yoshi’s good people,” I said. “Besides… Look, I wouldn’t say the Sanorites came down here with the best of intentions, but they’ve been helpful and quite reasonable, once the situation was explained to them. I thought the reality on this world was that we all put aside our differences and cooperate when there’s Void shit that needs to be put down, right?”

 

“That’s right,” Gazmo said, nodding once.

 

 “Well, we’ve fought Hoy once and it was a draw. That’s me and the Hero both, and we didn’t manage to finish him off. And that’s just Hoy—we haven’t seen this devil in person, and still have no idea what kind of Void craft Jadrak’s using, himself. I’m not shy about wanting my strongest ally here to be as prepared as possible to finish this.”

 

“Mm…” Gazmo turned a long, skeptical look on Yoshi, eyeing him up and down, before nodding once more. “Sensible. I think it’s a good idea, Goggin.”

 

“I mean,” Goggin hedged, “you know how it is with Spirits. I have to limit access, if it gets overworked it’ll start to—”

 

 “I think,” Gazmo enunciated very precisely, turning his head in a slow arc to pin Goggin with his stare, “it is a good idea. Goggin.”

 

 The Spirit’s owner opened his mouth, closed it, swallowed, and smiled weakly up at me. “Aha…well. Let me just scribble that in, shall I? Pleasure doing business.”

            


3.24 In Which the Dark Lord Gets Schooled


                I almost signed a document without checking all the details, I’ll admit that, but I did pull it out of the fire at the last second.

 

 “So, this business I’m authorizing you to continue under my hypothetical future rule,” I said, pausing the wrapped ink stick a centimeter above the damp paper I had placed against the wall to add my signature to Goggin’s (the writing technology here was no less ingenious for being behind Earth’s), “it’s just the Spirit? That pays for all this?”

 

 Judge Gazmo snorted loudly, and I lifted the…let’s just call it a pencil for simplicity’s sake. 

 

 “Is there a problem?” Goggin asked nervously.

 

 “Somebody wanna let me in on the joke?” I looked from him to Gazmo and back.

 

 “Well, I mean…owning this property has a couple of benefits,” Goggin said, dry-washing his hands now. Well, as dry as he could considering we were all being lightly misted by the waterfall. “The Spirit, yes, but the core of my business is the water.”

 

 Yoshi inhaled sharply. “You…control the water source.”

 

“A water source,” Goggin corrected. “One of the better ones on this part of the island, in fact!”

 

 “Omura, are you sure you want to endorse this?” Yoshi asked.

 

 “Less so with every passing second.”

 

 “What? What’s the issue?” Goggin exclaimed. “I’m a respectable businessman.”

 

 Nazralind snorted. “Ah, yes, the rallying cry of every ow! Dammit, Aster, not the instep!”

 

 “I dunno what you two’re envisioning, but it’s probably not that,” Gazmo stated, stepping in before this went any further off the rails. “Water rights in Kzidnak don’t work like Fflyr nobles handle ‘em, much less…wherever you’re from. Owning a water source is a steady income, because everybody needs water, but not a high income because there’s a lot of overhead involved and you can only charge so much. Gotta keep the source clean and flowing, and keep prices down.”

 

 “Ahh,” I nodded. “Because the Judges shut down overcharging?”

 

 This time it was Fram who let out the loud snort. “Oh, I wish. I never get to stab anybody. What’s the point of carrying these big-ass wormstickers if we never stab anybody? That’s what I wanna know.”

 

“I wanna know what table in the revels of Hell you crawled off of, you bloodthirsty little spiner,” Gazmo growled. “Look, the last time I heard about Judges having to intervene in a case of water gouging, it was to try to find out who made the gouger disappear, and they never did. Goblins hate resorting to force as a rule, despite the impression Jadrak and my miserable excuse for an apprentice are probably giving you. But, there’s not a goblin alive who doesn’t know what it’s like to be desperate enough to do something they hate. If you live in a society of creative problem solvers, you learn not to make yourself a problem. Water puts food on Goggin’s table; the Spirit’s what puts those fancy drapes on his green carcass.”

 

 I hefted the pencil, considering. “As long as I’m not being made a party to depriving people…”

 

 “We’re not Fflyr,” Goggin protested with a frown.

 

 “You know, I’m starting to take offense at that,” said Aster. “Every mean thing you think about Fflyr is mostly just highborn.”

 

 Flaethwyn opened her mouth, then closed it when Pashilyn placed a hand on her shoulder.

 

 “It’s not the highborn who throw things at us for daring to walk on their streets,” Gazmo stated, staring at Aster. For what might have been the first time since I’d known her, she seemed caught without a response, averting her eyes after a second. “Anyway. If that assuages your concerns, Dark Lord, wanna move this along?”

 

 I still had…questions. But practically, if I waited to fully understand the nuances before committing to anything, I would never get anywhere. I’d just have to do my best and deal with whatever consequences arose.

 

 I added my signature under Goggin’s, and handed the contract and pencil over to Judge Gazmo. He paused, peering at the hiragana characters, then glanced up at me, but finally shrugged and added his own signature as witness. I guess a foreign writing system wasn’t a dealbreaker for him, which was good, because it was for me. I could transliterate my name into Khazid or Fflyr—or English—but it just wouldn’t be the same. He should be glad I was in the habit of just spelling it, instead of using the kanji.

 

 It pissed off my dad something fierce, you see.

 

 “Perfect! Delighted to be in business, Lord Seiji!” Goggin said, apparently sincere now that he had my name in ink. “Well, then—this way, ah, gentlemen. Let’s get you some Spirit action!”

 

 “Hot,” Fram commented, then dodged a swipe from Gazmo’s staff.

 

 “Right, so I guess we’ll just…stand around out here, then,” Flaethwyn said stridently, folding her arms.

 

 “Nazralind,” I called as we followed Goggin deeper into the stone structure, “keep Flaethwyn entertained.”

 

 “Why do I have to?!”

 

 “What does that mean?!”

 

 “That was just cruel,” Yoshi muttered to me while we passed into dimness and out of the spray, and the growing argument. “Now everybody has to deal with two shouting elves.”

 

 “Well, hey.” I grinned at him. “I am the Dark Lord.”



 



 

 “So, needless to say, we can’t give any answers to the Spirit’s question,” Goggin explained, leading us through the carved-out hall that gradually turned into an apparent natural tunnel. He seemed more animated in general now that he was back on familiar ground, so to speak. “You can leave the Spirit’s presence to work on your challenge and come back later with the solution—but, be aware that it will know if someone gave you the answer and will refuse to speak with you further. Management isn’t responsible for any loss of reward due to failure to abide by the Spirit’s terms. With all that established! As a secondary service, for an extremely reasonable fee, my accountant can provide limited assistance in finding your answer.”

 

 “Your…accountant?” Yoshi asked. “Wait, what kinds of questions is it going to ask?”

 

 “Oh, you’ll see,” Goggin said cheerily. “Again, no solutions will be given, but if you’re unfamiliar with the process itself—many are—we can coach you on it. Now, ordinarily customers visit the Spirit one at a time, but, ah… Well, you two seem willing to share. Just keep in mind the rules. Don’t help each other with the answers and it shouldn’t object.”

 

 “Okay,” I said, beginning to be apprehensive about this.

 

 He led us through two locked doors, the keys to which he produced, and finally stopped at a third, which he opened with a flourish. “And here we are, gents. Take as much time as you need, and remember, assistance is available for a very fair andreasonablesurcharge!”

 

 Goggin gently eased himself back through the door after we stepped through, slinking around in such a way that his grin disappeared last, a second before he closed it.

 

 “He says that, but we’d probably better make this as quick as we can,” said Yoshi.

 

 “I agree. And not just because that guy and his ‘reasonable fee’ make me suspicious as hell.”

 

 “Oh, good, I’m glad it wasn’t just me.”

 

 We were locked in the Spirit’s cavern, which was much smaller than the one back at Jadrak’s place, but also much nicer. There wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver around the Spirit altar itself; this was less cramped than Head Start’s enclosure but I got the distinct impression the goddesses had put this thing here expecting it to be visited by goblins, and only one at a time. Still, it had the prettiest environs of any Spirit I’d encountered yet: horizontal khora roots made flat ledges around the dome-shaped room, themselves decorated with moss, and more of those leafy hanging vines hung from some of the higher ones, as well as partially obscuring the opening in the ceiling through which sunlight filtered in. There was a soft burble of water from a stream that ran in through one crack in the wall and out another. Even the air smelled damp and clean, with the pleasant scent of earth and leaves.

 

 We barely had time to take in the view before the Spirit itself was activated by our presence, pale light igniting along the grooves in its altar and the glowing, translucent face appearing above. This one was female—or at least feminine—the stylized features accented by lines around the eyes and mouth to suggest maturity.

 

“Now this I don’t see every day,” the Spirit stated by way of greeting. “A Champion of the Goddess, occasionally, sure—always the high point of my century, especially as it’s been nearly a millennium since one wandered down here. But both at once! You two must surely be on your way to building a truly incredible story.”

 

 “Uh—it’s nice to meet you,” said Yoshi, reflexively bowing. “We’ll be in your care.”

 

“And so polite! That’s already an improvement over…several recent Heroes. So I hear, anyway.”

 

 “Yeah, that guy Hara sounds like he was a piece of work,” I agreed. “Well! Good to meet you and all, but we don’t have a lot of time, here.”

 

“I have nothing but time,” the Spirit replied with a cool little smile, “but on the other hand, things such as I are not really made for small talk. Very well, boys, let’s see what you’re made of. Who’s going first?”

 

 “Uh.” Yoshi turned toward me. “Why don’t—”

 

 Oh, no you don’t.

 

 “After you, Hero,” I said, bowing. “I insist.”

 

 He made a face, but turned back to the Spirit, rolling his shoulders. “All right, then, I guess it’s me. Present me your challenge, Spirit!”

 

“Less polite, but I appreciate the formality. So be it, then!”

 

 Her face disappeared, replaced by lines of glowing blue text. For a split second I felt excitement rising in me: I was looking at code! Here it was, I’d found it—a hint at the inner workings of the system!

 

“Solve,” the Spirit’s voice echoed sententiously, “for x.”

 

 Then, on second glance, I realized that I fully understood what I was seeing. It wasn’t code. It was entirely familiar; a mix of Arabic numerals, Latin letters, and standard English punctuation, forming…

 

 “Wait,” Yoshi protested, blinking rapid. “That’s—it’s just—that’s an algebra problem.”

 

 “Are you fucking kidding me?!” I yelled, causing him to wince and shy away from me. Okay, fair, it was a small stone room and the moss did little to dampen the echo. But still.

 

“There is no shame if you’re not up to the task, boys,” said the disembodied voice in a tone too solemn to be anything but mocking. “Many are those who fail a Spirit’s challenge. More than those who succeed and are rewarded.”

 

 “Well, now we know why it’s the accountant who’s available to help with this,” said Yoshi.

 

 There came the disembodied sound of a throat being cleared, which was pretty wild from an artificial entity that didn’t have one of those.

 

“I’ll know if you cheat.”

 

 “Yeah, that’s what the goblin said. So, wait…hang on.” Yoshi leaned toward the glowing math notation, narrowing his eyes. “This should be… I wonder if the order of operations is the same as what we were taught on Earth. Am…I allowed to ask that?”

 

“You are, and it is.”

 

 “How do you know what’s taught on Earth?” I demanded.

 

“What the Goddesses know, the Spirits know. The limit is in what we are allowed to tell—which is little, and lest you be afflicted with clever ideas, will become even less if you try to pry. The Sisters are spectacularly intolerant of others playing with their toys.”

 

 “Okay, this should be doable,” Yoshi murmured, now frowning at the problem. “This is just…well, it’s high school level math, at most. If it was something like calculus or trigonometry we’d be screwed, but we should be able to do this.”

 

 “Are you serious? Look at the size of that thing!”

 

 “Really, though, that just creates busy work,” he said reasonably. “Math is math. If you just do the operations in their proper order… Oh, man, that’s going to be a lot to remember. I should’ve asked the goblins for something to write on. And with. If I’d known…” 

 

 “He would’ve charged you for it.” I fished in the inner pocket of my coat, after a moment pulling out a small notepad of stiff paper bound by a simple leather cord, and one of the wrapped ink sticks the Fflyr used as pencils. “Here.”

 

 Yoshi blinked at my offering before taking it. “Why do you have…”

 

 “Because they’re handy to have, easily pocket-sized, and one of the few positive things about this country is you can get materials to read or write with basically everywhere.”

 

 “Thanks, Omura! Right then, with this I think we’re in business!”

 

 Well, at least somebody was happy.

 

 I have to hand it to the boy, he buckled down to concentrate and seemed to be making good progress, to judge by his constant scratching. There are few things in creation more boring than watching other people do math problems, though, so after just a couple of minutes I casually sauntered around to the opposite side of the Spirit, as far from Yoshi as I could get in the cramped little cave.

 

 “Hey, Biribo.” I pitched my voice barely above a whisper so as not to disturb the Hero. He was fully occupied with his homework, anyway.

 

 “Boss?” My ever-perceptive familiar replied in the same volume right at my ear, the buzz of his wings louder than his voice.

 

 “How come the Hero over there always yells his spell names? I thought silent casting was a Champion perk.”

 

 Biribo flicked out his tongue at me, which at that range meant I came a lot closer than I liked to being licked. “Where’d you get that idea?”

 

 “Well, I mean… I can do it, and everybody seems real impressed by that. Why else would I be able to?”



 To my surprise, Radatina joined the conversation, buzzing over to us and fortunately having the discretion to also pitch her voice as low as possible. To judge by her tone, she was probably just huffy that we were talking about Yoshi behind his back.

 

 “Silent casting has nothing to do with magical power, it’s a trick of concentration. Casting spells is mentally difficult, no matter your capacity; voicing and gestures help focus the effort. Some people just have surprising talents, Lord Seiji, and you happen to be one. That’s probably why Virya picked you. Partly, at least.”

 

 “It’s a lot less random than that,” Biribo disagreed. “It’s not a guarantee, but the trick of silent casting is associated with a performing arts background. You’re already used to executing complex mental and physical tasks on demand and under stress; those are skills that translate well to mental work.”

 

 “…huh. So…Yoshi can learn it, though?”

 

 “Anyone can. It’s just pretty hard, if you don’t happen to have the knack. He can probably learn it faster than most people could, since despite what pixiewings here claims, having more power does make a difference. It’s easier to cast spells if you’ve got bottomless energy, and that frees up your mental resources to improve your technique.”

 

 “Hmm.” I had to wonder, sometimes, whether the day would ever come when I really understood all the ins and outs of this magic system full of arbitrary bullshit. Probably not; it was pretty clearly designed to prevent anybody but the goddesses from knowing how to pull all the levers.

 

 It took him a good ten minutes; that was an intimidatingly long and convoluted problem. I was not optimistic about my own chances, but there was nothing to do about it at the moment except try to distract myself. Fortunately Yoshi was too preoccupied and the familiars to oblivious to the implications, so nobody made fun of me for humming softly and playing air guitar.

 

 You gotta do what you gotta do.

 

 “X equals three!” Yoshi suddenly declared. He looked downright triumphant in that moment, but immediately wilted, uncertainty overtaking his features. “…right?”

 

 The pause was momentary, but entirely unnecessary. Just there to drag out the suspense. I approved on principle, even knowing I was going to feel differently about it when it was my turn.

 

“Correct,” the Spirit finally declared. The equation dissolved back into the cartoonish face, which smiled at him. “Well done, Hero. When you are looking back over the course of your life and tallying the great victories you achieved… I suspect you will not even recall this one. But a win is a win—and a reward is a reward. One answer will I give you, one piece of guidance to bring you directly to what it is you most need. So let me ask you first—and you, Dark Lord—what truth do you desire? An answer to help you out of your current predicament? Or, perhaps, a more distant, final piece of advice to resolve your ultimate purpose on this world?”

 

 Unconsciously, at least on my part, our eyes met. For a second, Yoshi and I stared at each other. Thinking.

 

 Then we both looked away.

 

 Son of a bitch, that was a good play. Maybe on the part of the Spirit; maybe the Counter was just as puckish as Head Start and more sly, but come on. This was such a Goddess move. One or the other of them—or both—were here putting a finger on the scales, as they always did. Making sure the Hero and the Dark Lord were forced to remember that ultimately, this ended with the two of us on opposite ends of a sword.

 

 If they got their way.

 

 “Destinies are created, not foretold,” I stated, my voice firm but calm. Yeah, if there was ever a moment for showtime, this was it. “I am not going to do what I was brought to this stupid world to do, and I’m not interested in being told how best to dance to Virya’s tune. I’ll take all the help I can get sorting out this Void and goblin mess, but when it comes down to the final resolution?”

 

 Yoshi and the Spirit had both turned their heads to study me now. I felt my upper lip begin to curl in a reflexive sneer of resentment, and I let it. Right now, a little emotional honesty suited my message.

 

 “Don’t fucking tell me what to do.”

 

 That’s right, Spirit, you overplayed your hand. Calling me out as well as Yoshi to draw attention to how this would affect our ultimate relationship may have helped drive that point home, but it also gave me the opportunity to talk back. If it hadn’t specifically asked for my opinion, me butting in would have seemed overbearing and manipulative.

 

 In fact…

 

 “But that’s just me,” I said, deliberately moderating my tone. “It’s your answer, Yoshi; you should ask for the one that’s right for you. Don’t worry about our immediate problem if you’re more concerned about the future. I bet my answer will give us enough guidance to pull this out.”

 

“You haven’t earned an answer yet, Dark Lord,” the Spirit reminded me with a pleasant little smile, the smug fucker.

 

 “I think…me, too,” Yoshi said slowly. His expression firmed up, though, and he gave the Spirit a resolute nod. “I’m going to continue to grow as I work toward the future. If anything, I’m worried that knowing too much too far ahead will cause me to develop myself into something I can’t take pride in. I already have all this power… Having too much handed to me without earning it isn’t the way to be a Hero. And let’s face it, solving math problems doesn’t have much to do with earning wisdom. Uh, no offense. So please tell me how I can best help defeat the Goblin King.”

 

“It’s not good to get tunnel vision, boys,” the Counter said with a wink, “but you show good sense, just the same. The Void is everyone’s problem, especially yours. Very well, Hero, your answer is this: Trust.”

 

Yoshi blinked twice. “That…that’s it?”

 

“You are...underwhelmed?” Yeah, this fucking AI or whatever it was definitely took some kind of pleasure in teasing us. I recognized that tone; it sounded way too much like my first girlfriend. “Tell me, Shinonome Yoshi, have you not been troubled by the question of whom you should trust? As you journey with friends whose loyalties and agendas you do not fully know? Alongside a Dark Lord whose personality challenges your every effort to discern his true nature, among goblins who are both your sworn enemies and more relatable friends than you could have anticipated? Were I you, Hero, the question of trust would predominate my mind.”

 

Yoshi had shuffled back against the wall and lowered his head; whether intentionally or not, it caused the indirect lighting in this little cavern to cast shadows across his face that made his expression impossible to read. 

 

“And so I give you the answer you have earned. Soon enough, young Hero, your adventures will take you beyond the borders of Dount, into a wider and more uncertain world. Here, though, you have been given the rare blessing of stalwart companions. You will know your enemies, because they will declare themselves such, and those who offer you their faith will repay yours. Take this time, Shinonome-san, to learn from them. You have friends who can teach you how to handle those who conceal their intentions. Until then, take comfort in the companionship of all those who willingly stand beside you. They will not betray you.”

 

 A heavy silence stifled the little chamber. Yoshi looked up at me, then hastily averted his eyes.

 

 “I…”

 

“Good lad,” the Counter said happily. “All right, Omura Seiji. Solve for x.”

 

 Her face dissolved into another pile of numbers and letters.

 

 I inhaled deeply and let the air out slowly. “Yoshi, I’m gonna need my notebook back.”

 



 

 Half an hour later, they must’ve been going berserk waiting for us out there.

 

 “See, if you—”

 

 “Don’t help him!” both familiars shouted, interrupting Yoshi’s well-meaning suggestion.

 

“No cheating, boys,” the Spirit chided. “You need not solve the problem right here in front of me, Dark Lord. Perhaps if you would come back when it is more convenient…”

 

“All of you shut up!” I barked. “Fuck’s sake, I haven’t had a math class in years! I remember how to do this, it’s just not as fresh for me. Nobody uses algebra in real life after high school!”

 

 “Well, musicians don’t,” Yoshi said. “I think engineers use way more complicated math than that…”

 

 “That’s extremely helpful, Yoshi, thank you. Any more pearls of wisdom you’d care to cast before me?”

 

 “I’ll just…stand over here,” he mumbled, edging back toward the door.

 

I was close, hence my annoyance. This was taking me so much longer because I was being thorough. I had gone through multiple pages in my notebook solving the bonkers-ass equation, because I was making damn sure I got it right, and that meant doing it multiple times to ensure I got the same solution every time.

 

 This had proved important because the first two attempts had produced wildly different answers.

 

 I was on number five now, though; my last two solutions had matched up. If I got the same this time…

 

 Slowly I inhaled, staring down at my notepad, then raised my eyes to stare at the floating equation.

 

 “X equals seven.”

 

 The numbers disappeared, replaced by the Spirit’s smiling expression.

 

“Are you certain of that?”

 

 It was trying to psych me out. Drawing out the drama, like a cheap reality show.

 

 “I’m certain.” I did not look over at Yoshi, in case he was nodding or something and the Spirit took that as an excuse to disqualify me for cheating.

 

 It smile widened by a fraction, and then by another. Motherfucker, as soon as I crack this Blessing system open I am gonna come back here and find a way to solidify your face so I can punch it—

 

“Correct,” the Counter finally decreed. “Congratulations, Lord Seiji; you are a well-educated man. One’s skills may rust, but they remain there, ready to be oiled up. Remember that.”

 

 “That had better not be my reward answer. Christ on a bike, I cannot believe I had to solve a math problem in a cave to get a magic reward. This is the most random-ass arbitrary JRPG bullshit—”

 

“You do still want your reward, correct?” the Spirit said innocently. “I seem to recall you were in something of a hurry.”

 

 “Well, spit it out, then!”

 

“I am happy to be of service. Your strategy, Lord Seiji, is to secure the other Spirits of Kzidnak before they can be corrupted by the Goblin King or his chief lackey. Obviously, I applaud this. You will not succeed or reach them all in time, however. This is the answer I provide you, to your question of how to defeat the Goblin King: when you confront Hoy again, if it is over a Spirit altar he is in the process of corrupting, attack unrelentingly. Regardless of the odds, or your planned strategy—regardless of any other factors, regardless even of whether you win or lose. Press the attack over the breaking Spirit altar, and you will gain what you need, even if it costs you the fight.”

 

 I narrowed my eyes to slits. “I don’t suppose there’s any point in asking whether you’re just telling me this in an attempt to save one of your buddies.”

 

“One can always ask questions, and should,” replied the Spirit, smiling beatifically. “One is not always entitled to an answer, however. Good luck, Champions. I’m rooting for you both.”

 

 She vanished, face disappearing and the lights fading from her altar as it powered down. We were left standing alone in the silence and the leaf-filtered distant sunlight.

 

 “I hate this planet,” I declared, staring upward at nothing. “I just… I hate it. So very, very much.”

 

 “You wanna get outta here?” Yoshi offered.

 

 “God, yes.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    I fucked up my hamstring trying to cross the street too fast and now I can't walk.  Don't get older, kids, it's not worth it.



                



3.25 In Which the Dark Lord's Personnel Decisions Come Under Scrutiny


                We could tell how badly our various companions were coping with the wait even as we walked down the hall. Even so, I was surprised to emerge from the door onto the mist-soaked platform and find the sounds of complaining and scuffling were caused by Nazralind holding Flaethwyn in a headlock.

 

“What is wrong with you?!” Flaethwyn was squalling as we arrived.

 

I glanced swiftly around, verifying from the amused and/or resigned expressions of the humans and goblins standing around watching this that there was not an actual crisis.

 

 “Come on, Nazralind, you can’t mess up a lady’s coiffure,” I said sternly. “Just because you style yourself with spit and a stiff breeze doesn’t mean you don’t know better. Let’s all pretend to be civilized, yeah?”

 

Naz blew a raspberry at me, but relented, allowing Flaethwyn to jerk loose and skitter away from her. One hand went to her hair, the other to the handle of her rapier.

 

 “You degenerate idiot!” she snarled. “Do you have crawns in your brain? What could possibly possess a person to go so utterly daft?! Your parents should have tossed you down a well!”

 

“There we go,” Nazralind said with an expression of pure, calm satisfaction. “I’m surprised it took that level of goading to break you out of that misplaced formality, but we got there in the end and that’s what matters. Now we can all just be adventurers together and not worry about high society crap that none of us actually care about. It’s nice to finally meet you, Flaethwyn.”

 

 The other elf stared at her, utterly gobsmacked. The fact that half her hair was still sticking up out of place only made it funnier. Pashilyn stepped in and began gently brushing Flaethwyn’s golden locks back into place with her hands before the elf could think of anything else to say, or more likely, yell.

 

“Right, well, anyway,” said Judge Gazmo. “You two took your time. Had fun in there?”

 

“Not fucking really,” I said.

 

“But it was worth it,” Yoshi added. “Sorry to keep you waiting, everyone. We got…some good answers.” He gave me a loaded glance.

 

“Cool,” Gazmo grunted. “Then let’s not waste any more time, we gotta keep moving forward. Jadrak’s sure as shit not sitting still. C’mere.”

 

 He turned and stalked off with no more ado, leaving us to follow. Fram sauntered along, positioning herself beside me and giving me a big grin. I didn’t read anything into that; she clearly just enjoyed being a large personality.

 

 Gazmo brought us to another structure adjacent to the main platform, this one free-standing and made of sheet metal, close enough to the falls that the noise of it sounded like constant rain on a roof. With a couple of terse phrases, he directed me to follow him in and Fram to guard the door. Apparently he didn’t want us to be interrupted.

 

 Inside six armed goblins were standing watch over ten who were bound with a mismatch of ropes and chains; one also had a gag on and was more heavily secured than the others. He turned a particularly venomous glare on us at our entry, though none of them looked happy to see us.

 

“Well?” Gazmo turned to me and slung his polearm across his shoulders. “What’s your verdict?”

 

 He was asking me?

 

“My verdict on…?”

 

“Don’t act dumb, I know you’re not. These are Jadrak’s followers who attacked this business, damaged property and injured people. You’re the Dark Lord, what do you wanna do with ‘em?”

 

 I was not dumb, which was how I knew he was both testing me to see how I’d handle situations like this and also lightening his own workload. Fram was fun; Gazmo was beginning to get under my skin.

 

“You’re the Judge,” I deflected. “How would you normally handle offenses like this?”

 

 “Normally, offenses like this don’t happen. Normally, goblins aren’t prone to violence. The basic principle underpinning our judgments are that anyone who wrongs anyone else owes the wronged party restitution of roughly equivalent value to the injury inflicted. In a largely barter-based economy without any jails, the exact form that takes depends very much on the individual case. Worst thing we do is with people who repeatedly offend and absolutely refuse to get along in goblin society. That’s exile. Which in practical terms is a death sentence, being frank. A goblin alone doesn’t last long on the surface of Dount. Beast tribes know that goblin exiles are bad news, and Fflyr just murder them for being goblins on the surface. But, it’s established in precedent that the rise of a Goblin King and the rise of a Dark Lord are two things which suspend all our normal ways of doing things. So, here we are.”

 

 “What happens when there’s no possible restitution for a crime?”

 

“Then everybody involved has a real bad day.”

 

 “Suppose you actually answer the question, since I could use the perspective if you expect me to pass judgment on goblins—”

 

 “These situations are unique, is what I’m tellin’ you. In a case like that, the Judge has a bad day because those are the hardest to decide, the victim has a bad day ‘cause there’s no reasonable way of gettin’what’s owed them, and the guilty party…well. You know.”

 

He turned toward me, shifting his grip on the polearm to plant its butt on the floor with a metallic thunk.

 

 “This is a situation our precedents don’t cover, except to defer authority to potentially Jadrak or you, depending on who comes out on top. Which just means you, because I’m not taking any orders from a damn Void witch. So I’ll ask you again, Dark Lord. What’s your verdict?”

 

A lot of the imprisoned goblins began shouting all at once, which created a deafening noise in the metal shed. Amid the jumble of voices I was just able to make out one theme: disbelief.

 

“—lying pawn of—”

 

“—so desperate to discredit—”

 

“—King Jadrak would never—”

 

“—Void witch my green ass, you—”

 

Windburst.

 

I cast it at the walls over their heads rather than knock anybody down, but in that confined space the intensity of it nearly did anyway. The walls shook, but the fast-moving air had nowhere to go except around; it took a second for the backdrafts to settle enough that the goblins were able to raise their heads again.

 

“Quiet,” I ordered.

 

 “Impressive,” Gazmo said, his disdainful tone at odds with the praise. “Well?”

 

 Being put on the spot like this might’ve been bad for me, except for one thing: just because he didn’t have a precedent for this situation did not mean I didn’t. In fact, I had already made almost this exact judgment with regard to Rads and his miners just yesterday. Now that I thought about it, Rizz knew that and I doubted she had concealed it from Gazmo. So what was he playing at, here?

 

 “Keep them confined until the Goblin King has been dealt with. These people are just trying to improve their lives and were misled by a charlatan. What we’re trying to do is restore sanity, not butcher more goblins. Far too many have died already. After the war is over, they can go back to their lives.”

 

The Judge grunted. “And how’s that address the damages they’ve caused to others?”

 

“You say the Dark Lord’s will overrides your precedents? Well, fine, here it is: if I have a problem with the way goblins do things, I’ll tell you so specifically. Mostly, I’ve been positively impressed down here. If anybody has a case to press against anyone else over anything that happened, after this is all settled they can bring it before a Judge as normal. You’ll have my authority to back you up on that, if you’re concerned you’ll need it.”

 

“Mm.” Gazmo regarded me with narrowed eyes, his mouth going slightly crooked as he silently shifted his jawbone. As if he was carefully chewing a response before spitting it out. “All right. For now, I suppose that’ll do. Then let’s—”

 

“Oh, wait, though,” I said, turning back to the row of imprisoned Jadrak partisans. “With one exception. This is our sorcerer, right?”

 

“You see anybody else gagged? I told you he was.”

 

“You’re pleasant, you know that?” I informed the Judge with a smile. “Just a real enjoyable fella to chat with. Could somebody un-gag him for a moment, please?”

 

Gazmo just tilted his head to one side to regard me quizzically, but the guards exchanged a round of apprehensive glances.

 

“Uh,” one ventured, “are you sure…”

 

“If he could cast by line of sight alone I doubt you’d have gotten that thing on him in the first place. Anyway, relax; I have this under control.”

 

 It wasn’t empty bravado; I could Heal anything Fire Lance could do even at this range, that spell was all agony and very little stopping power. Like my Immolate, but slower to hit and less elegant. Just to be sure, I strode forward till I was looming over the bound goblin sorcerer, then knelt to bring my eyeline closer to his. Making myself the target would buy me ample time to shut him down if it turned out he could cast without gesturing; it always too new victims a second or two to be flummoxed that spells didn’t work on me. God, I loved this artifact.

 

At any rate, that seemed to be enough reassurance. The guard who’d spoken up stepped forward and bent, loosening the sorcerer’s gag just enough to pull it down. He then stepped swiftly back.

 

 “So,” I said pleasantly, “am I to understand that you didn’t know Jadrak is a devil-dealer?”

 

The goblin worked his jaw for a second, licking his lips to mitigate the taste of gag, then sneered at me.

 

 “You must think you’re pretty fuckin’ clever, tallboy. Think you’re so much smarter than us goblins. What, you reckon I’m dumb enough to just swallow whatever the hell you cough up? Of course we’ll believe whatever ignorant fucking slander you have to say about the Goblin King. After all, you’re the great and glorious Dark Lord and we’re a bunch of stupid tunnel crawns. Right?”

 

 “Well, you’re clearly not the most iridescent jewel in the mine or you wouldn’t be in this situation,” I replied cheerfully, “but hey, you fell for the blandishments of a scheming politician. It’s not something to be proud of, but I can’t say it makes you stupid. Wiser people than myself have been taken in by less impressive manipulators than Jadrak. What matters right now is that you didn’t know.”

 

I stood up, dusting off my knees, and turned a broad grin on Gazmo, who looked kind of…sardonically apprehensive.

 

“All right! Judge, I have a special request for this one.”

 



 

 “Have you utterly lost your mind?!” Flaethwyn clapped a hand to her forehead. “What am I saying, of course you have. You’re the Dark Lord!”

 

“So, anyway,” I said, blithely ignoring her and turning to address my crew of new goblin recruits, “do any of you recognize this guy?”

 

Casually, I pointed at the bound sorcerer behind me. I was holding the chain which was wrapped around the cords holding his wrists together. Behind his back, which was awkward, but also really the only feasible way to keep him secured and gagged since I had to leave his feet free, otherwise he couldn’t walk. I could’ve attached a collar to his neck or something, but… I instinctively bridled at the thought of inflicting that indignity. It was bad enough already.

 

The erstwhile members of Hoy’s strike force peered at him, a few glancing at each other as if for confirmation. No apparent hits, however.

 

 “We don’t all know each other, y’know,” Ritlit commented, grinning. The goblins had grown steadily more comfortable following me and were culturally predisposed to be outspoken, but most of them still seemed shy about drawing my personal attention to them in conversation. There were thus a couple of de facto “talkers” who evidently spoke for the group. Well, at least it spared me having to memorize more names I couldn’t pronounce.

 

“Yeah, it was a long shot,” I agreed. “Ah, well.”

 

Getting the gag off him again was a bit of a process, though I tried to be fast. It was important not to handle my prisoner too roughly, for the sake of my medium- and long-term plans here, but he sure didn’t make himself easy to handle. Also, there were those shark-like teeth, and I’d already learned that a proud sorcerer of the Goblin King’s army wasn’t too dignified to snap at fingers. But I did get it loosened enough for him to talk, and withdraw my hands to safety before anything unfortunate happened.

 

“So, let’s all introduce ourselves!” I suggested brightly. “What’s your name, guy?”

 

“Get fucked,” he said with a particularly vicious sneer.

 

Bad call, smartass.

 

“Hajimemashite! Everyone, this is our new friend Get Fucked. Get Fucked, this is everyone; you’ll get to know names over time since we’ll be traveling together. Now, I want us all to show Get Fucked here some good old Dark Crusade hospitality. That’s the way to start off a healthy relationship, after all.”

 

Getting the gag back on Get Fucked was ironically easier than getting it safely off. It helped that after every exchange with him I was a smidge less concerned about his personal comfort.

 

 “To be entirely clear, Lord Seiji,” said Aster, “what you are proposing is to add a prisoner to our group, while we are already in a race against Hoy to reach the Spirits. An extremely dangerous prisoner who is Blessed with Magic and fanatically opposed to us, who will thus require constant monitoring. Not to mention dealing with all the ways he’ll try to slow us down on the way.”

 

“Well summarized, Aster,” I praised. She was certainly being more reasonable about it than Flaethwyn. Then again, a herd of stampeding wildebeests is more reasonable than Flaethwyn.

 

 Aster drew in a steadying breath. “I assume you have a very good reason for suggesting this?”

 

“Of course I do.”

 

“And…it’s a reason you are able to articulate in terms that make sense to sane people?”

 

 “Of course I can,” I nodded. “But not right now, in front of everybody. Especially certain parts of everybody. I’m talking about Get Fucked himself, here. All of this will be settled faster than you expect, I assure you. For the time being, you’ll simply have to trust me.”

 

 “Oh, where do I even begin?!” Flaethwyn shouted.

 

 “You could try not starting, for once,” Zui suggested, “just for a refreshing change of pace.”

 

“We can trust him,” Yoshi stated. Somehow, this actually shut Flaethwyn up, also drawing surprised stares from Pashilyn and Amell.

 

“Yoshi,” Pashilyn began in a careful tone.

 

He had already colored slightly under this scrutiny, but set his jaw and continued, deliberately squaring his shoulders. Man, I found myself rooting for the kid; he’d started as the most hapless loser I’d ever met and been through some shit in the meantime, but damn if he wasn’t doing his best, and managing impressively well, all things considered. It was downright inspiring.

 

“I’m not just being sentimental, Pashilyn. Honestly, I don’t really know Omura any better than you; we never met before that day on the train platform.”

 

 “Japan’s a big country,” I added, nodding. “We don’t all know each other.”

 

 “Hah! That’s a callback!” Ritlit eagerly prodded the long-suffering goblin next to her with an elbow. “He callbacked me! Classic Dark Lord comedy.”

 

“It was part of my answer from the Spirit,” Yoshi explained, ignoring the goblin byplay that was ruining his moment. “We can trust the Dark Lord. At least, so long as we’re still fighting together on Dount. Those were the terms it used.”

 

Everyone paused at that, considering, most of them turning to stare speculatively at either Yoshi or myself. Get Fucked tugged experimentally at his chain; I flicked it like a horse’s reins. He managed to sneer at me with just his eyes, which honestly was just impressive.

 

“He tampered with the Spirit, somehow,” Flaethwyn muttered, but we could all tell her heart wasn’t in it.

 

 “He can’t,” said Radatina. “Only a Void witch or devil can tamper with a Spirit, and not even all of them. Even if the Void recognizes the Dark Lord, that doesn’t mean he knows how to do anything with it—you saw what happened when we encountered it accidentally. And anything anybody could do to mess with a Spirit’s functions would’ve been super obvious. Even Yoshi would have been able to tell, and don’t forget, there were two familiars right there watching. The Spirit’s reward was legitimate; if it said we can trust Lord Seiji, at least for now, then…there it is.”

 

For some reason, that made Flaethwyn even angrier, but at least she was quiet about it this time. The elf turned her back on us, clenching her fists at her sides so hard it made her shoulders tremble.

 

“So,” Zui said loudly, “our next destination is at least a few hours’ walk from here. The only tram line that could’ve taken us there is confirmed down; the nearest we could use would involve backtracking to Sneppit’s depot and then riding to a point distant enough that it ultimately wouldn’t save us any time.”

 

 “It’s another Spirit, right?” said Adelly. “For those of us who weren’t privy to the secret strategy meeting, is that gonna be another potential advantage for us?”

 

“You mean another long session of sitting on our thumbs?” Nazralind asked, grinning. “Anyway, don’t sweat missing the planning sessions, those are always excruciatingly boring.”

 

 “I can explain the details as we go, if you’re really curious, but the short version is the next Spirit’s challenge is a lot longer and more convoluted and its reward isn’t really applicable to any of our current problems,” Zui said impatiently. “So no, we just need to bolster the goblins holding it and make sure Hoy doesn’t corrupt the damn thing. Hopefully that won’t take nearly as long as this stop, speaking of which…?”

 

“Right, we’d better get moving,” I agreed. “Judge Gazmo, it’s been a pleasure. I trust you’ve got everything handled here.”

 

“Trust otherwise, tallboy,” he said. “I’m comin’ with you.”

 

I blinked. “Uh… Sorry, but I thought—”

 

 “We’re movin’ out anyway. I was gonna take the girl on a more roundabout path to check up on some other folks sheltering in the area, but after gettin’ an eyeful of your latest big idea, I think I’d best tag along and make sure this doesn’t go any worse than it’s obviously already going to.”

 

He turned a baleful look on Get Fucked, who scowled right back over his gag. Despite the sorcerer’s inauspicious conditions, I had to give him credit: he didn’t seem the least bit intimidated. That’s exactly the kind of sheer, relentless, life-affirming spite I aspire to. He was gonna be a great addition to the party, I just knew it.

 

“Then you reckon everything here is secure without you?” I prompted. “I mean no offense to our host, of course…”

 

I nodded politely at Goggin, who was lurking around the periphery, watching the ongoing conversation without involving himself directly now that he had what he wanted from me.

 

“Goggin’s a sniveling invertebrate who’ll roll over the second the likes of Jadrak even looks at him too directly,” said Gazmo.

 

“Hey!” Goggin protested.

 

“But,” the Judge continued, “he’s not cruel or any greedier than the average boss, and I don’t generally worry about people working under him. With Sneppit’s security forces coming to bolster his spine, things here should be settled. Especially since she won’t back down unless it’s strategically necessary, even if he wants to. Zui’s right, we’d better not waste any more time here.”

 

“Well, you all heard the Judge,” Adelly said brightly, bracing the Lightning Staff against her shoulder. “Our path’s that tunnel over there, right? Ikuzo!”

 

She started off, Nazralind immediately falling into step behind her.

 

Yoshi slowly turned a wide-eyed stare on me.

 

“Omura…”

 

“I’ll handle it,” I promised, and then strode off after the girls before he could ask me any questions for which I didn’t have answers, which in that moment was probably all of them.

            


3.26 In Which the Dark Lord Receives a Delivery


                Yoshi was trying, bless him.

 

“So, that’s a cool artifact, uh… It’s Adelly-san, right?”

 

She gave him an inquisitive look. “It’s Lord Seiji’s, he took it from some criminals who were trying to…it’s a long story. I’m just using it. More importantly, what did you call me?”

 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Yoshi said hastily, “I must’ve misheard your name. Fflyr is really hard for me to pronounce so I still mess up details sometimes.”

 

“No, you got it right,” I said. “She means the honorific. In Japanese you append those to everyone’s name unless you’re on really intimate terms with someone or trying to insult them. ‘San’ is the default one, that just connotes basic politeness.”

 

In fact, I thought it was odder that Yoshi was still doing that than that he was having trouble with pronunciation. So was I—so would be any reasonable person. Fflyr was a preposterous nightmare language full of non-Euclidian consonants run through a blender.

 

“I have never once heard you use that,” said Aster.

 

 I turned while walking to give her a wide, sweet smile.

 

 She sighed. “Yeah, that tracks.”

 

 In the somewhat awkward silence which followed, I glanced over at our prisoner, not bothering to be surreptitious this time; we were obviously keeping him under close watch, but I didn’t want to stare too much as he might catch on to what I was doing faster if he knew his reactions were being monitored. Aster was walking behind him, keeping his bound hands in her view at all times; Adelly was in front, currently holding the rope tied to him. Flaethwyn had also nominated herself to stride alongside the goblin with her rapier out, conveniently within stabbing range but out of his much shorter reach. I’d decided to leave that alone, since she didn’t seem about to launch a preemptive execution, and if she did, Aster was capable of dealing with it.

 

 Currently, Ritlit was strolling alongside Get Fucked, chattering merrily away. He kept glancing at her sidelong over his gag; his expression, what I could see of it, vacillated between annoyed and worried. Just behind him, next to Aster, Maizo caught my eye and nodded, winking.

 

 Good, that was proceeding according to plan. I really liked working with goblins. Maizo and Zui at the very least had picked up on what I was doing without needing to be told, and I suspected that Ritlit had as well. It was a little hard to tell as she could also just be babbling on because that was what she did.

 

 Though his initial effort had gone awry, Yoshi did not give up. You had to admire the tenacity.

 

 “If you don’t mind my asking, how’d you end up working with Omu—with Lord Seiji, uh, Miss Adelly? Not to pry or anything, I’m just curious. I’ve found that people with Blessings always have interesting stories to tell.”

 

 She gave him another skeptical look. “Mm hm. You looking to fish out the details of Lord Seiji’s operation, Hero?”

 

 Yoshi flushed and opened his mouth in preparation to stammer apologies, but then deliberately inhaled and steadied himself. Honestly, I was more and more impressed with the kid. In addition to getting in better shape he had clearly been doing his best to train up those social skills.

 

 “Of course I would never try to put you on the spot like that. I apologize if I gave that impression. I’m just trying to…broaden my understanding, since if there’s one thing I’ve learned here in Kuzidnak it’s that I’m missing a lot of context for life outside of…what I’ve seen so far, in Dlemathlys.”

 

 “Kzidnak,” Zui corrected. 

 

 I took note of Yoshi’s companions staring at him now: Amell worriedly, Flaethwyn with seething intensity, and Pashilyn with an expression so performatively blank I could practically hear the gears turning.

 

 “Right, sorry.”

 

 “Well, sure, since you asked,” Adelly said, putting on a broad smile. “I was in the King’s Guild and was lucky enough to get Blessed. Then my luck ran out, I couldn’t keep food on the table, and I ended up as a whore. That satisfy your curiosity?”

 

 Yoshi went bright red again, but continued valiantly to control himself, till managing a polite tone. “Ah, I…see. I’m sorry to bring up an…uncomfortable memory. This, um…this happened after you were Blessed?”

 

 Adelly narrowed her eyes in rising anger. So did I, but for a different reason. He was saying the right things—where we came from. But here…

 

 “If that’s surprising to you, then you’re right. You don’t understand anything about this country.”

 

 “I guess that’s true,” he admitted.

 

 Conversation lapsed into the sound of a couple dozen marching feet echoing off the tunnel walls around us. Awkward, but at least the Hero knew when to stop before he made it—

 

 “So, Lord Seiji rescued you from that?”

 

 Aster winced; Pashilyn’s face tightened in a more controlled version of the same expression.

 

 “Spoken like a true Hero,” Adelly replied, and abruptly her tone was mild, bland, even delivered with a faint smile. Yoshi smiled back, clearly encouraged, and I suddenly understood exactly why this was going wrong. “Obviously it takes the intervention of a powerful man to right a wrong. I’m afraid you would be disappointed, though, Shennimeh-san.”

 

 “Shinonome,” he corrected, “but that was cl—”

 

 “Look, I’m sorry, but no human being could possibly pronounce that,” Adelly said, still smiling pleasantly. Now even Nazralind was staring at Yoshi through narrowed eyes. I’d noticed she and Adelly seemed to be getting closer during this mission, and as always I was glad when the noblewomen with us didn’t act like they were above the others, but this was starting to smell like trouble. Most of the lowborn would go exactly as hard as Adelly was right now and no harder, but aristocrats had different ingrained ideas about who they were allowed to get shirty with. “And in fact, Lord Seiji doesn’t usually rescue people.”

 

 “Obviously,” Flaethwyn sneered.

 

 “Oh, yes, he does much worse,” Adelly continued, turning to give the elf a big smile over her shoulder. “He tries to improve people’s situations so we’re able to rescue ourselves. I’m sure that must be very inconvenient to you highborn.”

 

 “I can see why you’d feel loyalty toward him, then,” Yoshi said, hastily and diplomatically. “Thank you for indulging my curiosity, Adelly.”

 

 Her smile vanished, her fingers whitened around the Lightning Staff, and I realized I had seconds to salvage this.

 

 “Hey, Yoshi! Did you know a lot of Americans think the Japanese don’t understand sarcasm?”

 

 That certainly seized everyone’s attention, even the majority who barely had any context for what I was talking about. Yoshi actually stumbled a step, turning to stare incredulously at me.

 

 “Wait, what? You’re serious? That’s…no way.”

 

 “I thought sarcasm was culturally universal,” Pashilyn commented. 

 

 Good girl, use those noble social skills, help me defuse this. 

 

 “I am pretty sure it is, but the way it’s used is culturally variable, see?”

 

 “Pashi, I’m pretty sure he’s just setting up a joke,” said Yoshi.

 

 “I am painfully serious,” I said, attempting to be solemn while also grinning. “I’ve had this conversation multiple times on English social media. People who had no idea who they were talking to would inform me that ‘it’s just not part of their culture.’”

 

 “You got in a lot of intercontinental Twitter fights?” Yoshi’s eyes flickered as he swiftly looked me up and down. “Yeah, I could see that.”

 

 “I am going to let that pass,” I said, soul of magnanimity that I am, “because I can tell that roasting me represents great personal growth and I’m proud of you for coming out of your shell. No, what happens is they’ll visit Japan and try to use American-style sarcasm. See, in America it’s common to use sarcastic insults to express affection or praise with people they don’t feel close enough to for sincere emotional displays. So, they’ll call you a troublemaker if you’re good at solving problems, for example, or pretend to be disgusted when they meet a casual friend in the grocery store. It’s all meant to be positive and complimentary.”

 

 Yoshi’s whole face scrunched up. “What? Now I know you’re messing with me.”

 

 “Obviously, yeah, no one’s going to be amused if you do that in Japan. So they’ll try it, get rejected, take away the wrong lesson, and go back home with stories about how sarcasm just goes right past the Japanese.”

 

 “Yoshi’s right, this is a pack of silly lies,” Flaethwyn scoffed. “No one would act that way.”

 

 “Goblins do that,” Zui said in a neutral tone.

 

“Fflyr do that,” Aster added. “Lowborn, anyway. Not often or to that extent, but the basic idea? Definitely.”

 

 “It’s common across English-speaking cultures,” I explained. “Brits pretty much can’t express emotion except ironically, and Australia’s national sport is affectionately fucking with anybody crazy enough to go to Australia.”

 

 “One of my favorite tutors told me,” Pashilyn chimed in smoothly, “that there are two distinctly Fflyr types of humor, that both are meant as a form of class warfare, and that neither works.”

 

 “Oh?” I had to admit, this had me intrigued beyond the scope of my current prolonged conversational deflection.

 

 “There is highborn humor, wherein we can carry on entire conversations in nothing but literary references. Its original intent and earliest development was to have discussions in front of lowborn and exclude them, assuming that those whose days are filled with labor would have had little time for literature. But we Fflyr are the most literate people in this archipelago, both highborn and low, and most of these references are opaque only to complete outsiders to the culture.”

 

 “They sure are,” Yoshi muttered.

 

 “Wait.” Flaethwyn suddenly looked slightly queasy. “You can’t be suggesting that lowborn understand allusions to that extent.”

 

 “When I still had an adventuring party in the King’s Guild,” said Aster, “we mostly took bodyguarding jobs for merchants or highborn. They talk like that all the time, and it mostly wasn’t hard to follow. The stories they callback to are mostly stuff everybody in this country has read. They’d only start to lose me when they would get into these highborn pissing contests where they’d try to one-up each other with more and more obscure references until one had to admit ignorance.”

 

 We were all treated to the spectacle of Flaethwyn looking ashen and haunted as she began mentally going back over every conversation she’d ever had in hearing of a lowborn.

 

 “And then there is lowborn humor,” Pashilyn continued, “which consists of…sarcastic politeness. Using a calm, gentle demeanor and courteous words to express insult. That was also devised as a way for them to insult highborn right to our faces, and it also doesn’t work. Everyone raised in this culture at any level knows exactly when someone is doing that. But among highborn at least, it is considered a sign of weakness and ill bearing to overreact emotionally, especially in public—and this lowborn sarcasm is by definition subtle enough to be plausibly deniable. We don’t dare to acknowledge the insult for fear of looking foolish before our peers.”

 

 “Sounds like it does work, then,” Zui commented. “Take it from someone who’s lower than anybody else in your culture: when it comes to mocking people right to their faces, you don’t win when they don’t notice it. You win when they do and can’t do anything about it.”

 

 Pashilyn blinked, her face lengthening subtly as she absorbed this sudden dose of perspective. Yoshi was also staring at the distance ahead with wide eyes. This really was a day of revelations for the forces of Good.

 

 “And that’s kinda what I was referring to, in another context,” I said, my tone now deliberately casual. “There’s sarcasm in every culture, and it’s so second nature that you don’t think about how the rules for it might be different. The lowborn sarcasm thing, I only learned about that recently and somebody had to explain it to me. And man, I was never going to figure that out on my own. Because, by coincidence, scathing Fflyr sarcasm happens to look exactly like Japanese politeness.”

 

 There came a beat of silence, followed by a collective hissing as quite a few of the goblins accompanying us sucked in air through their teeth.

 

 “Oh, man,” said Ritlit, ever the one to voice what everyone else was thinking. “And you guys’ve just been letting him walk around, talking to people like that? I never thought I’d say this, but…poor Hero.”

 

 I’m glad I wasn’t the one who had to say it, this time.

 

 “Human drama is straight up hilarious,” another commented.

 

 “Right?”

 

 I ignored them, watching Yoshi, who had turned to fix his companions with a look of pure betrayal. Even Adelly was cringing now.

 

 “So, anyway,” I continued, “this may be a silly thing to say, since none of you will ever in your lives encounter another Japanese person, but just for the record? If you do, and they deflect contentious topics with a smile and respond in platitudes rather than confronting an argument, they are just being courteous and respectful. Not making fun of you.”

 

 “We’ve…tried to ease Yoshi into life here,” Pashilyn said carefully, turning to face him even as she was clearly speaking to the rest of us. “An entire new world…just learning one new culture while suddenly immersed in it is a huge burden, let alone a whole world of them. What sort of friends would we be if we just tossed him to the wolves?”

 

 I shrugged. “Hey, I dunno what kinda things you guys have been doing, so it’s not like I can judge. Just seems to me that Yoshi’s smarter than you’ve been giving him credit for.”

 

 I stopped there, because this was starting to look perilously like me trying to drive a wedge between the Hero and his party. Not only did it not benefit me to do that, it was such classic evil Dark Lord behavior that Pashilyn and probably Flaethwyn would react immediately and harshly if I went any further.

 

 Well, if anything, Flaethwyn was the more reactive of them, but I wasn’t sure whether she was clever enough to notice on her own.

 

 “It isn’t just that,” Pashilyn said, looking back at me with an edge to her tone now. “I know Yoshi has spoken to you about the need for secrecy, Lord Seiji. Every slip is a potential trail left for those who will be out hunting the Champions. Who will be out hunting in earnest and in force, particularly here, since the night of the Inferno. I am reminded, suddenly, that I haven’t had a chance to inquire whether you happen to know anything about what caused that?”

 

 “All right, okay,” I said, raising my hands. “Sorry, Lady Pashilyn, I wasn’t trying to accuse you of anything. Sometimes my mouth just runs ahead of me. You can ask any of my friends, they’ll confirm that.”

 

 “If anything, he’s nicer to you lot than most people,” Aster said dryly. “Most of us don’t get apologies afterwards.”

 

 “Yeah, and speakin’ of stuff I never expected to say, I gotta express some sympathy for the Hero party here,” Biribo piped up. “I dunno about Yoshi, boss, but with you it is an ongoing struggle to feed you information and not have it go in one ear and out the other. I’m not trying to roast you, either, that’s perfectly sensible. You cannot just dump an entire culture on somebody and expect ‘em to understand or remember most of it. There’s a process.”

 

 “Thank you for that extremely necessary contribution to this conversation, Biribo.”

 

 “You got it, boss, I live to serve.”

 

 Yoshi cleared his throat, turning toward Adelly with a wince. “So, uh…”

 

 “No worries, kid,” she swiftly said, with a much more genuine smile. “You’re fine. We’re cool.”

 

Somehow during all the chatter we had straggled to a stop. I glanced around, noticing most of the goblins grinning as if this were the greatest entertainment they could have asked for. With the exception, of course, of Get Fucked, who was squinting at me. It was hard to interpret that expression since I could only see half of his face.

 

 “You know,” Zui said pensively into the silence, “you humans are…complicated. I think I liked it better when you were just monsters. That was simpler.”

 

 That caused the silence to stretch out further, because…what the hell do you say to that?

 

 We were spared having to answer that question by the return of our advance scouts. Judge Gazmo and his apprentice had loped off ahead of us almost an hour ago to check on the situation around our next Spirit target. Now they reappeared around a bend in the tunnel in the near distance.

 

 “Situation’s stable up ahead,” the Judge called by way of greeting. “Folks in Spiketown have shelled up, like sensible people. I spoke with somebody I know, says they’ve had suspicious goblins wearing green poking around. Sounds like scouting parties. No aggressive push like what happened at Goggin’s place, though.”

 

 “Which is weird, y’ask me,” Fram said cheerfully, swaggering up to us with her polearm over her shoulder. “Why go past a big, easy target like this and try to zero in on Goggin? Well, aside from Goggin bein’ such a pushover. Reckon it’s worth un-gagging that guy and asking him? He’s probably not gonna do anything but cuss, but we can try!”

 

 Get Fucked scowled at her over his gag. The rest of us were still standing in silence as the Judge and Arbiter came to a stop in front of us.

 

 “Damn, you guys look grim,” Fram commented. “Who died?”

 

 “It, uh…” Yoshi trailed off, grimacing and averting his eyes.

 

 “Oh, holy shit.” The Arbiter’s expression changed to sudden mortification. “Somebody didn’t actually die, did they?”

 

 “No bodies, just egos,” I assured her. “No great loss. Shall we?”

 



 

 Spiketown was well named. It occupied a cavern reminiscent of the one in which Fallencourt was built, albeit on a much smaller scale. Compared to the city that was at the center of Kzidnak society, it was just a village. Still, the sight was impressive.

 

 There was no conveniently even floor and only a few usable ledges along the walls; the big chamber was roughly oblong in shape, like an American football, and dominated by mirrored forests of stalactites and stalagmites. The goblins had carved structures into the walls, of course, but also atop the conical spires of stone sticking up from the floor, the largest of which had been cut and flattened at a consistent height all across the cavern, roughly at the same height as the tunnel entry through which we emerged. Metalwork had been added everywhere, forming bridges and support struts to hold up and connect the structures of stone, metal, and akorshil built across the stalagmites. More metal planks were used in place of natural ledges to form walkways around the wall, providing access to the dwellings cut into the living stone.

 

 It was interesting how most of it had been carved and/or built on a single level, though the wall dwellings had more structures above and below it; some were reached by ramps or ladders, but it seemed most of the staircases were on the interiors. The surprisingly even construction really helped emphasize the tram track that ran through the cavern above most of the roofs. Between two higher tunnel apertures in the walls, a swath of stalactites had been removed to allow the rail to pass through.

 

 “Hang on,” Yoshi said, staring up at that. “I thought we couldn’t get here directly with the tram?”

 

 “Currently, no,” Zui explained with a scowl. “It would’ve been a fifteen-minute ride at the most, but the track between here and the main depot is one of those we’ve confirmed too damaged to use.”

 

 “Stands to reason,” Gazmo grunted. “Doesn’t seem Jadrak’s got forces for a full push at Sneppit’s base yet. Or at least, isn’t willing to commit ‘em. Out here we’ve seen scouts and a small strike team, that’s it. Damaging the track between here and his biggest competitor denies her easy access.”

 

 “Wait,” Yoshi said, frowning now. “Doesn’t that mean… Does Jadrak have a direct line from Fallencourt to here, with a working tram track? There’d be no reason for him to damage the tracks in that section, if he can use it instead…”

 

 “Use it how?” Zui demanded. “He doesn’t have any tram cars. He’s got metalworkers who could probably rig one up, maybe, eventually, but not fast enough to help him right now. Especially not since he’s had ‘em on the move most of yesterday and had to abandon their heavy equipment back at his old base.”

 

 “Also the trams are propelled by air currents, and it blows the other way,” Maizo added.

 

 “What kind of place is this?” I asked. “Not another water business, I can see.”

 

 “Learned to ask before committing to anything, did we?” Fram said sweetly. Gazmo kicked her leg even as he answered me.

 

 “Spiketown’s a farming community. Residences are built on the supported structures out there in the middle; behind the outer walls is the agriculture. This is under part of the northern khora forest, real old growth with deep roots. Those root systems run through tunnels around here, and can be tapped for edibles and alchemy reagents. Gotta be carefully managed, though, so the khora aren’t damaged. The parts that don’t have root systems have mushroom beds and small-scale crawn farms.”

 

 “Crawn farms?” Adelly asked incredulously. “Don’t they just…?”

 

 “Crawns are mostly surface-dwelling,” said Zui, curling her lip. “They do come underground, but not in large numbers and only in winter. They like fresh air, vegetation, and human garbage. We don’t get easy protein handed to us by the goddesses. What we’ve got, we work for.”

 

 “And complain about!” Maizo chirped. “Don’t forget that. Very important step in the process.”

 

 Zui gave him a particularly filthy look, which he pretended not to see.

 

 “This isn’t a setup like Goggin’s, where one goblin owns the cavern and the business,” Gazmo continued, sparing them nothing more than a long-suffering glance. “Smaller, independent farmers and root tappers, mostly, but the community’s tight-knit. We’re gonna talk to the guy who owns the Spirit’s cave. He’s kind of a community leader ‘round here.”

 

 While he spoke, the Judge set off along one of the few natural ledges lining the walls. This one sloped slightly downward, terminating up ahead where a grated metal platform continued the path, affixed to the walls and ceiling with chains.

 

 “So, not a boss like Sneppit or Goggin?” I asked.

 

 Gazmo nodded. “Which makes him one of my favorite kinda people to work with. Gilnik has no actual power over anybody here; they mostly do what he suggests because they respect him and he does his best to look after his neighbors.”

 

 “Gilnik’s great,” Ritlit added from behind me. “Stand-up guy!”

 

 “Hm.” Gazmo turned to give her a look. “You from around here?”

 

 “Yeah, but it’s been years. I went off to get rich hacking up ore in the mines. And we all know how the fuck that turned out.”

 

 We were spared more of Ritlit’s tragic backstory, fortunately. Between the talking and all the footsteps our approach was hardly quiet; once we hit the metal walkway it became an outright racket. I wasn’t the only one to step carefully and peer suspiciously at the chains holding this thing up, but though the metal vibrated under so many feet, as metal does, the entire thing held, apparently quite sturdy. The goblins might be chaotic in both organization and personal style, and they might be working with the scraps leftover from the richer civilization above, but when it came to the things they built they did not half-ass it.

 

 Probably summoned by the noise, a goblin emerged from the doorway in the wall just ahead of us, where the path turned back into a blessedly solid-looking stone platform. He was middle-aged, to judge by the beginnings of lines on his face, but like most of the goblins we’d met, it hadn’t stopped him from expressing himself via hairstyle—they weren’t all Zui, but they mostly did something; I’d seen very few goblins with just the stiff black hair that was natural for them. He had a pompadour with gold highlights, which was actually kind of a contrast with his subtler choice of clothing. It was a Fflyr highborn-style coat, much like Zui and Goggin had chosen, but unlike their flashy aesthetic, he wore muted shades of gray and light brown, without embellishments.

 

 “Judge,” he said, nodding. “Wow, you weren’t kidding. This everybody?”

 

 “Not in the whole campaign,” Gazmo replied. “Rizz is out gathering as many other Judges as she can find, and Sneppit’s on board with her people. Goggin, too, for whatever that’s worth. This is everybody with us, though. Tall one there’s the Dark Lord, and the rest…well, you can make introductions if you care.”

 

 “I do, but first things first.” Gilnik, whom I assumed this to be, nodded again, this time to the group. “Welcome, folks. Let’s get everybody inside. It’s, uh, it’s gonna be a little tight, with the tallfolk and all, but we should have room.”

 

 He stepped aside, indicating the door through which he’d just come, which led into the outer cave wall.

 

 “I thought you all lived out there on the…um, islands?” I said.

 

 “We do, but for right now we’ve got everybody evac’d into the farms,” Gilnik explained. “Those structures are vulnerable in a lot of ways. These are behind thick walls of solid rock—and they’re interconnected by tunnels most outsiders won’t know how to navigate. We can defend ourselves better without getting cornered. Besides, it’s roomier. Just, uh, please don’t mess with anything you find growing in there.”

 

 “Tina-chan?” Yoshi asked, very softly.

 

 “Goblins moving around in there,” his familiar reported, “but by their movements and equipment, it sounds like he’s being straight with us. That looks more like refugees settling into a shelter. Nothing I’d say is an ambush risk.”

 

 I glanced at Biribo, who bobbed his head once in silent agreement.

 

 “Sorry, no offense meant,” I said, turning to Gilnik. “It’s just—”

 

 “Hey, none taken,” he assured me with a smile. “No goblin would ever begrudge you doing your diligence before agreeing to anything. With all the shit going down in Kzidnak this week, it’s no time to take stupid risks.”

 

 “Goblins first,” Judge Gazmo ordered. “And no, before any of you butts complain, I’m not playing favorites. There’s a lot more head room in the entry space up front. Believe me, you’ll wanna be the last ones in.”

 

 They began filing inside as ordered, after a reassuring nod from me. It was a bit of a process; the door wasn’t excessively narrow (though us humans and elves were going to have to duck when our turn came), but the platform outside clearly wasn’t meant for a large crowd.

 

 Gilnik led the way in, and I could hear his voice echoing from inside as he directed his guests into the available spaces. Only most of the goblins started moving; Gazmo and Fram waited with us outside, as did Maizo and Zui for whatever reason. And Get Fucked, of course, who didn’t really have a choice. Adelly was still holding his leash.

 

 The rest of the goblins were in, and Maizo just turning to follow, when we got the only inadequate warning we were going to.

 

 “EVERYBODY INSIDE!” Radatina abruptly shouted.

 

 “GET DOWN! FIND COVER!” Biribo yelled at the same time.

 

 It was interesting, how the different groups reacted. The goblins did not wait a second for confirmation, all of them bolting for the door—even Get Fucked, who actually made it through despite the rope still connecting him to Adelly outside. The rest of us tall folk had different instincts: falling into ready stances, drawing weapons, peering around for the threat.

 

 Turned out the goblins were wiser this time. In fact, I was yanked almost off my feet as Zui seized my coat and tried to drag me bodily through the door. They weren’t kidding about that magical strength, she could pull like somebody easily twice her size.

 

 The threat arrived, and we barely had a second to register what we were seeing before it was too late.

 

 Goblins were creative problem solvers, indeed. Just as we’d learned from our last encounter with Hoy and laid plans to nullify his advantages next time, our enemies had also examined our strengths and done their own planning. We had provided them a problem, and they’d found a solution. How do you counter a familiar’s ability to sense everything around their master?

 

 Bring the danger from beyond the limit of their senses into lethal range before the master has time to react.

 

 The craft that screamed out of the tunnel was a far cry from one of Sneppit’s well-designed trams, but a slapped-together contraption powered by a bunch of goblins turning pedals with their feet. Sparks flew and brakes screamed as soon as they passed into the cavern; they were going far too fast to fully stop, but that wasn’t the point. The sudden deceleration caused the contents of the open basket affixed to its front to jolt forward, spreading out as they were hurled across half of Spiketown and against the walls above and around us. 

 

 Too fast to see clearly what they were, but we all ducked and tried to go for the door anyway, knowing this couldn’t possibly be anything good. Pashilyn put up a Light Barrier over our ledge and Yoshi planted himself in front of the group with his own shield upraised.

 

 It barely helped.

 

 Bombs ignited as they hammered into dozens of spots all around us, and the world dissolved into fire and shrapnel.
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3.27 In Which the Dark Lord Tries Diplomacy


                Pashilyn was quick-witted under pressure and this time it cost her, though it probably saved the rest of our lives. She got that Light Barrier up above us at an angle, sloping down toward the front of the platform; the rocks and masonry that landed on it immediately rolled forward instead of just applying all their force straight down onto it. Which was the only reason that worked at all. She lasted about a second and a half under those impacts before letting out a strangled shriek and collapsing to the ground, the glowing shield winking out of existence along with her consciousness.

 

Most of the rocks missed us; Yoshi bellowed a desperate “Force Wave!” and saved us from the worst of the rest. Aster took a glancing hit that nearly pitched her off the platform and Amell went down with a blood-chilling scream of agony, her lower half pinned under debris.

 

 “Amell!” Yoshi shouted, turning toward her. The abrupt motion caused a spiked iron ball to whiz past his head instead of taking it off.

 

Fuck, those goblins still weren’t dealt with. Their hanging contraption had managed to come to a halt while we were busy surviving the avalanche, and now was even backing up as they reversed their pedaling. Behind us Amell was screaming and weeping simultaneously, and there was nothing we could do for her because we had eight goblins now taking aim with slingshots even as they backpedaled.

 

“Force Wave!”

 

 “Slimeshot!”

 

 Yoshi and I, with all our power, only managed to turn their ambush into a temporary stalemate; the range was too great. His Force Wave only caused the thingumajig to rock violently, disrupting their aim and forcing them to hold on. I nailed them with several successive slimes, which…wasn’t much more effective. Slimeshot launched with enough power to literally take a man’s head off at minimum range, but slimes were the least suitable projectile imaginable, losing velocity fast as they flew—at that distance I was basically waging a sticky pillow fight.

 

 Then one of the goblins toppled out of his seat with a hoarse scream, an arrow sprouting from his chest.

 

 Nazralind calmly nocked, drew, and let fly, taking out another. Adelly was beside her, Lightning Staff abandoned on the ground as she raised her crossbow.

 

 All four of us kept it up, Yoshi and I only growing more useless as the rapidly-diminishing goblins pedaled frantically away, but our archers took care of them. Naz was by far the better shot, but Adelly managed to hit at least one. Crossbows—at least the ones we used—were more suited for stopping power than long-distance accuracy, unless in the hands of a savant like—

 

—the blank expression of shock in Kastrin’s face as she jerked to the side like a broken doll with an arrow in her temple—

 

 I drew in air in a frantic gasp, staggering backward from the flash of memory. Fucking hell, I did not need that right now. The real world rushed back in, and it was filled with screams and the all-too-familiar smell of blood.

 

 “Help me!” Zui barked. I turned to find her having planted herself against the chunk of stone crushing Amell’s legs and straining against it. Her shorter height gave her better leverage than any of us would’ve had, unless— “Yoshi, bring that rock over here, plant it right by the boulder! Aster, we need that big-ass sword! Wedge the tip in—yes, there, good. Now work that rock in—Seiji, hold it steady. The rest of you butts, heave!”

 

 A hairdresser (and executive assistant) she might be, but not for nothing did Zui work for an engineering company; she’d formed a plan in a single glance and started directing us to execute it. Aster’s indestructible sword made the perfect lever. Yoshi shoved a chunk of stone in place as a fulcrum, and he and I both dropped to wedge our feet against it to stop it sliding back as they tried to work. Aster, Flaethwyn, Nazralind, and Adelly all threw their weight onto the sword’s upper end, straining against the sheer mass.

 

 Blood was already squelching under out boots in a spreading puddle; as the huge chunk of stone finally topped off Amell, more gushed out. Her legs were completely—

 

 Yoshi slumped forward, barely managing to press his hands over his mouth in time to suppress his retching.

 

“Heal!” It was instinct at this point; I’d seen as bad and worse and I’d learned long ago to cast the spell before I could get a proper view of the injury or it would haunt my nightmares forever.

 

 Amell sat bolt upright, inhaling a deep, desperate gasp as if she’d just been underwater. Jerking her knees up, she grabbed at them frantically with both hands, kicking and stretching legs that a second ago had been little but flattened meat.

 

 It took her five more seconds to trust that she was whole again, and then she toppled over onto her side into her own blood, sobbing hysterically.

 

 “Pashilyn!” I blurted out her name as my Healer instincts kicked in and I remembered the last person who’d been injured. She was slumped against the wall—praise whatever gods might be watching over us, no rocks had fallen on her. “Heal!”

 

 “That won’t help, but she should be okay,” Radatina said. “Taking an impact to Light Barrier like that applied the hit directly to her own stamina. It’s strain, not injury. She needs a few minutes to recover herself.”

 

 “Here.” Adelly held up Amell’s reinforced potion kit, which thankfully had also avoided being flattened. She knelt next to the weeping alchemist, speaking softly. “I know, honey, you’ve been through hell, but we need you. Pashilyn needs you. Can you sit up? Show me what bottle to use and I’ll take care of it…”

 

 “Anyone else injured? We missing anybody?” I demanded, spinning about to look.

 

 “Ah, excuse me.” Flaethwyn spoke in such an uncharacteristically soft, diffident tone it took me a second to realize who was talking. She held up her left hand, which was absolutely gushing blood from a gash across the palm. “I must’ve…when we leaned on the sword…”

 

“Heal!”

 

 The elf exhaled in relief, flexing her fingers. “Ah… My thanks, Lord Seiji.”

 

 I finished taking stock. Most of the goblins had escaped; Gazmo, Fram, and Maizo were all peeking out of the doorway, while Zui had retreated against the wall to check on Get Fucked, who hadn’t been able to do anything but hunker down there. I was sure I’d seen him get in through the door; he must’ve been dragged back out when Adelly reacted to the crisis, even though she’d subsequently dropped her end of the rope.

 

 I reached him in one long stride. “You okay?”

 

 The gagged goblin stared up at me through eyes shocked open wide, seemingly uncomprehending.

 

 “Are you hurt? Wait, why am I asking? Heal.”

 

 Get Fucked twitched in surprise at the sensation, blinking rapidly.

 

 “Omura.”

 

 Yoshi’s tone told me our bad day was just beginning.

 

 I turned to look at him, then followed his stare to the other side of the cavern. One of the exterior entrances was almost directly across from us and slightly above, and by happenstance our perspective from this position cut between the structures of the stalagmite village to give us a perfect view. A whole squad of goblins was coming through, and even at this distance I recognized the figure in the lead by his livid green coat with tacky golden embellishments. Hoy had acquired a new polearm, but hadn’t replaced his hat.

 

 “Oh, you little fucker,” I whispered. “All right, time for round two.”

 

 I tried to step forward and was impeded by Yoshi putting out a hand to grab my arm.

 

 “Omura, wait. We can’t finish him here.”

 

 “We what?”

 

 “Look around.”

 

 It took me a second, I’ll admit, but then the realization snapped into place. This cavern was basically egg-shaped; there were no corners, anywhere. The sloping floor was a forest of stalagmites and Spiketown itself atop them was a maze of platforms and bridges, but whether it was goblin-made structures or natural rock growths, the obstructions were all obstacles to be dodged around, not something we could reliably pin someone against.

 

“Shit, you’re right. The plan won’t work if there’s nowhere to corner him. Okay, what if…” I thought as rapidly as I could, watching Hoy and his squad approach. Oddly, they did not seem to be in a hurry, sauntering across the bridges in an almost insouciant manner. “We can goad him into one of those buildings, or one of the structures carved into the walls. Dude is ninety centimeters of unmanaged rage issues, a couple good taunts and he’d chase us into an open furnace.”

 

 Yoshi was already shaking his head. “We don’t know the layout in there; we’re as likely as he to get cornered. Plus, if we then drop the ceiling on him as planned, we’d be dropping it on ourselves too.”

 

 “Also, those are people’s homes and businesses and a significant chunk of the local food supply,” Gazmo growled from behind us, “if that factors into your calculations.”

 

 Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. As urgently as that goblin needed to be fucking dead…

 

 “Then we have to chase him off,” I said grudgingly. “Make him retreat.”

 

 “Problem is,” said Yoshi with a grimace, “he’s ninety centimeters of ummanaged rage issues. Doesn’t seem like the retreating kind of guy.”

 

 “Son of a bitch,” Gazmo hissed with a sudden weight of venom unlike anything I’d heard from him. I glanced down at the Judge in surprise, then followed his furious stare back to Hoy, who’d by that point reached a platform roughly in the middle of Spiketown and stopped for some reason. He was close enough to afford a better look, and…

 

 Oh. As we stared, the Void witch grinned and flicked a switch on the polearm he was carrying, causing the bulky apparatus at the other end to snap open and reveal a blade.

 

 That was a Judge’s weapon. They weren’t all identical; I could tell it wasn’t one of the ones Rizz and Rhoka had been carrying, and didn’t quite match Gazmo or Fram’s, either. But the general style…

 

 “Why did he stop,” Yoshi murmured, narrowing his eyes. “What’s he waiting for? What’s with this standoff? He was so aggressive before…”

 

 He was right, Hoy had planted his feet in the flat central platform suspended between three huge stalagmites which appeared to be Spiketown’s main square. Grinning, making a show of his stolen polearm, but not attacking as was in his nature. Behind him, seven goblins carrying slingshots and clubs had straggled to a stop just out of easy projectile range, looking uncertain. I could believe Hoy would waste time taunting us, but not at the expense of time spent trying to murder us. What was…

 

 My eyes widened as realization set in.

 

 “He is trapped,” I whispered, causing Yoshi and Gazmo to turn confused stares on me. “Socially trapped. Jadrak and Hoy are trying to ride a wave of violence and fanaticism, but goblins are so peaceful normally they have no cultural framework for how to do that. He’s afraid to back down in front of his goons there, or he risks losing control of them the way he did the last batch. That bombing was supposed to take us out—or at least one of us. It failed, and now he’s facing two Champions again. He can’t win or retreat. Okay, I know what to do.”

 

 “Give him an out,” Yoshi said, as if I hadn’t just announced I knew what to do. “The enemy will always fight harder when cornered; you have to leave them an avenue of retreat. Or so Sun Tzu wrote.”

 

 I had to give him a surprised stare of my own. “You’ve read the Art of War?”

 

 Yoshi avoided my eyes, his cheeks coloring slightly. “I, uh. I had a chuuni phase. Just a bit.”

 

 The funny thing about Yoshi was how very easy it always was to make fun of him, and how I usually just didn’t have the heart.

 

 “Hey, man, that’s a lot of us.”

 

 “You, too?” he said almost hopefully, chancing a sidelong look at me.

 

 “Hell no, I had a girlfriend in middle school.”

 

 “I think you’re the worst person I’ve ever met,” Yoshi grumbled.

 

 “Now that’s just not fair, you’ve met Hoy.”

 

 “Good point. Sorry.”

 

 “You two about done with the vaudeville?” Gazmo demanded.

 

 “Relax, this is strategic,” I assured him. “I’m drawing this out, ramping up the pressure. Making him wonder what we’re scheming over here. Judge, I need you to brief our team back inside the walls, please. Tell them to take positions at every window they can find and stand by: if this comes to a fight and Hoy gets within range they’re to hammer him with projectiles, that part of the plan is still on. No explosives, though.”

 

 He waited the merest second, just to emphasize that he was deciding to cooperate, not obeying me, then nodded once and eased backward from us.

 

 “Zui,” I said, turning to look over my shoulder, “take care of the prisoner.”

 

 For once, she didn’t make noise about how I didn’t get to give her orders—just held my gaze and nodded, indicating with her expression that she fully understood what I was implying. Man, I needed a good executive assistant of my own, and possibly a hairstylist. What were the odds I could find myself a less annoying Zui while I was down here?

 

 “C’mon, Yoshi,” I said, stepping forward. “It’s showtime.”

 

 The Hero strode alongside me as we crossed the first bridge. They cut an erratic, zig-zagging course between the platforms and stalagmites holding them up, but we were able to keep Hoy and his little entourage within view as we moved. 

 

 I came to a stop one platform short, leaving the space of a single bridge between us, and Yoshi fortunately followed my lead. We were well within spell range, but far enough back that his Void effect didn’t start shutting off our artifacts. For a moment, we all just stared at each other; the weight of our last encounter hanging heavy in everyone’s memory.

 

 This was a fight nobody wanted. As badly as we all wished each other dead, we were too close to a stalemate, now that everybody’s gambits had failed. His bombing attempt had missed us and the choice of venue made our Hoy Directives unworkable. If this came to another brawl, it was just going to be another big, messy waste of time.

 

 “Well, look who finally found their fuckin’ balls,” Hoy sneered, breaking the silence. “So you two dipshits went right for the Spirit, huh? Guess you’re not quite as dumb as you are ugly.”

 

 “Ara, ara, ara,” I drawled. “Childish insults right out of the gate? Not even the pretense of a pleasantry? My expectations were zero and somehow, you still manage to disappoint me.”

 

 From my peripheral vision I saw Yoshi turn his head toward me, blinking rapidly in surprise, and only belatedly realized what had just come out of my mouth.

 

 God fucking dammit, there was exactly one person on this blasted planet I just had to not do that in front of, and here I went and… Why was that my compulsive response to stupidity and bullshit? So help me, if I ever saw Obaasan again, I’d—

 

 Do absolutely nothing, I was still terrified of that woman.

 

 “Aww, is the baby disappointed?” Hoy simpered obnoxiously. “You gonna cry, Dark Lord?”

 

 Good grief, he was bad at showtime. Did he actually think this was earning him points? Only a pre-pubescent schoolyard bully would be impressed by that. Even his followers couldn’t manage to scrape up sycophantic chuckles, though a couple of them unconvincingly tried. Several others looked openly embarrassed.

 

 “Well, Hoy, since we’ve got you here,” I replied in a pleasant tone, “why don’t you tell us all why you’re so interested in getting to Spirits?”

 

 “I see you still think you’re a lot smarter than you are,” he said, his face collapsing into a contemptuous sneer again. “This is a new Kzidnak, asshole, and your old-fashioned preconceptions aren’t worth a crawn’s shit. We’ve got no use for Sanorite or Viryan rhetoric. Goblins stand for goblins, and we only need our Goblin King. We’ll take power wherever we can find it.”

 

 That drew me up short, I have to admit. The taboo on Void magic had seemed universal and deeply-embedded in all Ephemeral societies I’d interacted with so far, but now the goblins arranged behind Hoy just looked… Well, they did not look happy, but no one was offering to speak up against him. In a way, it was a smart move. He and Jadrak couldn’t possibly keep the lid on their devil-dallying forever, so getting out in front of it and normalizing the Void was their only real option, politically.

 

 “And does that include sacrificing your followers?” Yoshi asked, his voice tight with barely-restrained fury. “Are you planning to throw away their lives like you did the last bunch?”

 

 “Traitors deserve nothing but death!” Hoy snapped, his fragile temper clearly starting to unravel again.

 

 “Oh, we agree there,” I said smoothly. “Considering you turned on them first. You got quite a lot of your people killed before they were pushed so hard they had to fight back.”

 

 “Feel free to run your mouth, fuckstain,” he snarled. “Nobody’s gonna believe you. So what’s it gonna be, boys? You got the stones for round two, or you just wanna stand there and talk, like a couple of sniveling crawns?”

 

 “You were supposed to be leading those goblins to freedom,” Yoshi snapped, baring his own teeth in rising anger. “You promised them a better life if they fought for it, and then you threw them away like garbage! What is wrong with you? How can anyone be like this?!”

 

 Hoy’s face lengthened into a deeply ironic expression. He looked Yoshi up and down once, then turned to me, raising an eyebrow.

 

 I shrugged. “Just cos it’s a little naive doesn’t mean he’s wrong. You’re a piece of shit, Hoy. I really hope Jadrak isn’t as cavalier with people’s lives as you are, or this whole uprising is gonna end up being worse for goblins than a century of Fflyr oppression. But hey, you’ve made your feelings about talk plenty clear. If you want at the Spirit, try getting through us. Maybe it’ll be less embarrassing for you than last time. Not that that’s setting a high bar.”

 

 I was expecting another outburst of his escalating temper, but suddenly Hoy got a crafty, knowing look on his face, and I began to worry. This guy was not crafty or knowing, not to mention hilariously bad at masking his true feelings; if he thought he had some advantage we didn’t know about, then one or the other of us had just made an immensely stupid mistake and would pay dearly for it.

 

 “Oh, I could, don’t you doubt it,” he said, smirking now. “But why bother? There are other Spirits in Kzidnak. Let’s see, you two losers came here from that smug twat Sneppit’s place, didn’t you? And the people I sent to lock down Digger never reported back, so I assume you slaughtered them. Then the next Spirit on your path from here would be Mister Flats. How ‘bout it, boys, wanna have a race? Bet I can beat you there. Although.”

 

 His shark-like grin widened to truly alarming proportions and I gripped my rapier tighter, instinctively readying myself for all of this to go south.

 

 “There’s something I bet even your familiars didn’t know: corrupting Spirits isn’t the only source of Void spells.”

 

 I snorted. “Yeah, obviously. But you and Jadrak only have two souls to sell, between you. With your little anti-magic zone and his giving out Blessings of Magic, you’ve blown your entire wad.”

 

 “Oh, you’d think that, wouldn’t you?” Hoy’s expression was now of pure, manic glee; behind him, his buddies looked a lot less happy about the direction this conversation was taking, though so far none of them appeared about to turn on him. “And sure, for normal Void witches, you’d be right. But there’s something you’re not considering: Jadrak is a King. As far as a devil’s contracts go, the souls of his followers are his to sell. That situation just plain doesn’t come up all that often, I bet even your familiars have never seen it before. In all of world history, there’ve almost never been actual rulers commanding the Void. Maybe I’ll just forget about Spirits, and go straight back to Fallencourt, where there are hundreds of goblins loyal to Jadrak dug in and ready to fight. It’s not like they could stand up to a Dark Lord and a Hero—if they’re doomed to sacrifice themselves for the cause anyway, then the cause might as well get something out of it other than funeral expenses.Just think of all the goodies he could get for that many souls. Wouldn’t even have to use them all. In fact, yeah. I’ll just leave the King to his work and take on the Spirits myself. Keep your asses nice and busy so he can do what he needs to and finish this.”

 

 For a moment, I couldn’t find anything to say in response to that. Neither could Yoshi, apparently. Neither could the goblins behind Hoy, all of whom looked increasingly alarmed. Clearly they hadn’t been informed of this ahead of time.

 

 In the immediate term, that meant we were winning this; Hoy was the kind of asshole who couldn’t take a step or open his mouth without alienating people and so far every encounter we’d had with him did more harm to the loyalty of Jadrak’s followers than it did to our counter-rebellion. Here he was, at it again. We could chalk this up as a success…unless he was telling the truth. 

 

 And, come on, what were the odds of that?

 

 “Bullshit,” I finally said, projecting more confidence than I felt.

 

 “Oh, sure, you’re right,” he said merrily. “I’m probably lying. I’m a piece of shit, after all! You boys should definitely go after the Spirit. Yeah, now that I think of it, Jadrak doesn’t need my say-so to turn those goblins into an arsenal of Void spells that could flatten fucking Godspire. So let’s you and me race for the Spirits while he settles this once and for all. Whaddaya say, boys, gimme a sporting head start?”

 

“Force Wave!”

 

 All of us jumped in surprise; neither Hoy nor Yoshi had cast that spell. I didn’t see who had, or at what, and the confusion lasted until the wave impacted the ceiling directly above Spiketown’s central platform, pulverizing a bunch of stalactites which immediately plummeted down on Hoy’s party as so much incredibly heavy shrapnel.

 

“Flicker!”

 

 No, of course taking him out wouldn’t be that easy. It sure wiped out his party, though; I heard a couple of strangled screams as the entire metal platform was crushed under the falling stone, tearing free of its moorings and plummeting down to the cavern floor below.

 

 Only then did I spot the caster: on the flat roof of a nearby goblin house stood Zui and Get Fucked, the latter untied, ungagged, and with his hand still outstretched in casting position. Clearly I was right to count on her—and my gambit with the goblin sorcerer had gone exactly the way I expected. Now I just needed to arrange for Hoy to voice his thoughts in front of the rest of Jadrak’s people and we’d have this whole thing wrapped up by dinner.

 

 Unless Jadrak turned them all into Void spells first. Which…surely he couldn’t actually do that. Surely not.

 

 Yoshi clapped a hand to his forehead. “Force Wave at the ceiling. Why didn’t I think of that?!”

 

 Hoy had Flickered to the next platform over; I could still probably launch a Slimeshot at him from here, not that there was any point. At least, he was still close enough to call back at us.

 

 “Nice chattin’ with you, suckers! See you ‘round—unless you decide to stop Jadrak instead of me. Better make up your mind quick, fuckboys. Tick tock. Flicker!”

 

 He departed in a series of casts, Flickering from one landing point to the next until he was back at the tunnel through which he’d come in.

 

 “He was lying, right?” I turned to stare up at Get Fucked, who was glaring intently down—not at me, but at Biribo, his voice heavily tinged with desperation. “He can’t—Void witches can’t actually do that, right? Sacrifice other people?”

 

 I did not at all like the silence which ensued, in which Biribo and Radatina turned to stare at each other.

 

 “Huh,” Biribo said after that deeply ominous pause. “It’s…a stretch, but… Boss, I think they may have found a loophole.”

 

 “What the fuck do you mean they found a loophole?” I snarled. “I know you don’t mean that Jadrak can actually sacrifice his followers’ souls to the devil for more Void magic! Because obviously that would have been the first thing you warned me about when we found out the Goblin King is a Void witch. Right, Biribo?”

 

 “The thing is, soul magic is, um… Well, this just doesn’t come up that often,” Radatina hedged. “The sacrifice of a soul has to be voluntary. There are conditions in which someone else can sacrifice your soul, but… That’s just not the kind of relationship a ruler has with his followers. We are talking about complete trust, absolute submission, an outright willingness to die for them and accept any possible fate. On a deep, emotional level, beyond rhetoric and politics. The ruler of a large empire might find a hundred people across his entire domain with that kind of fanatical loyalty. Maybe more if they were extremely religious.”

 

 “That’s, uh, that’s normal conditions, though,” Biribo added. “I didn’t think of it because this has never lined up this way before, but… What we’re in the middle of here is a revolution, led by a cult of personality. He definitely can’t sacrifice every goblin in Kzidnak, but at this one very brief moment in history, at the apex of the fighting and before things start to settle down or drag on too much… There are probably hundreds of goblins down here who would give up their very souls for Jadrak’s cause, at least right now. So, uh, yeah. That’s…a possible loophole.”

 

 “No.” Yoshi shook his head rapidly. “No, that’s not—that doesn’t make sense. If Jadrak could do that, he would’ve just done it to begin with. Right? I doesn’t make sense to hold it back for now.”

 

 “Right.” Up on the roof, Get Fucked was staring with abject, horrified misery into empty space, dry-washing his hands. “Right, he… He was lying to us all. He lied from the beginning. Played us for suckers. So…so he would’ve done that first. That means he can’t do it.”

 

 “Right, yeah,” Yoshi agreed, nodding now. “And anyway, if he could do it, Hoy wouldn’t warn us about it. He’s obviously just trying to distract us from protecting the Spirits.”

 

 I cleared my throat awkwardly, and the looks everyone turned on me were full of grim anticipation.

 

 “Jadrak’s first plan was to ally with me,” I said. “Making himself the Dark Lord’s lieutenant would’ve been just about the only way his little uprising could even theoretically succeed against the Fflyr. I might even have fallen for it, if he hadn’t revealed what a piece of shit he was by having his goons murder the goblins I was already friendly with to get them out of the way. He went from expecting to work with the Dark Lord, to having to fight the Dark Lord… To having to fight the Dark Lord and the Hero, to having his unstoppable Void witch accomplice beaten back in a fight and organized resistance entrenched on the fringes of Kzidnak… Every success we’ve had has just been pushing him farther into a corner. If he just wasn’t desperate enough for those extreme measures before…that could be changing.”

 

 Get Fucked slumped down to his knees, cradling his face in his hands. Zui gently patted his back.

 

 Yoshi inhaled deeply. “Radatina… In theory, if he could do this, what kind of Void power could Jadrak get if he successfully fed hundreds of goblin souls to his devil?”

 

 His familiar didn’t answer immediately, which was as bad a sign as I’d ever seen.

 

 “That’s…no Void witch has ever pulled off something like that,” Radatina finally said reluctantly. “I can hardly imagine the kind of monster he could become with that kind of power. It would at least rival the most successful Dark Lords at the absolute apex of their strength. Right now…there’s no force on Ephemera that could stop him.”
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3.28 In Which the Dark Lord Signs Up for Disaster


                Obviously, this was going to change our calculations for the next steps of our strategy, but first things first.

 

“Sorry about your, uh…central square, there,” I said moments later, when we reconvened back at the platform outside Gilnik’s place, addressing the pompadoured goblin in question.

 

“Hey, that wasn’t your doing,” he said, giving a very pointed stare to Get Fucked, who was lurking around the back of the group looking as downcast and depressed as anyone I’d ever seen. Almost as if he’d given up everything and thrown away his entire life to follow a messianic political figure who turned out to be a selfish conman who was callously using his followers. “We’ll straighten it out; most of the material should be salvageable. Considering what could’ve happened here if Hoy turned up in your absence, we got off light.”

 

I nodded, and drew in a breath. “Okay, that leaves the big matter at hand. Much as I was looking forward to taking a break, our timetable just got even less forgiving and we need to book it. What can we do to secure the Spirit here in case Hoy comes back?”

 

 “Ugh, that’s a point,” Yoshi agreed, grimacing. “He was obviously goading us to move out in a hurry. He could be planning to circle around and corrupt it once we’re gone.”

 

Gilnik winced, glancing back at the doorway behind him, through which worried goblin faces were peeking. “I’ll be honest, we got nothin’. That’s why we were all glad to see the Judge turn up with you guys in tow. We ain’t fighters here, Lord Seiji, even less than most goblins. If we gotta deal with a Void witch or even a squad of armed troops coming after our stuff, our options are ‘let them have it’ and ‘die letting them have it.’”

 

“That’s what I was afraid of,” I murmured, frowning.

 

“Before you ask,” Zui piped up, “this is farther out than Miss Sneppit is willing to extend a security perimeter. She was talking about possibly moving her main force closer to Fallencourt like Jadrak did, but only if you and the Hero took care of Hoy and cleared the way.”

 

“Taking on Jadrak’s main army would be a lot easier with hers as backup,” Yoshi agreed, “but that doesn’t solve the immediate problem.”

 

“Biribo,” I said, “how durable are these Spirit altars, exactly?”

 

“Exactly?” he replied, swooping around in front of my face. “The answer to that is ‘yes,’ boss. Void corruption aside, they’re basically indestructible. If this planet ever finishes collapsing the Spirits will be left floating in space.”

 

“That’s a comforting image,” Flaethwyn muttered.

 

“I’m not sure I enjoy the direction this is taking,” said Gilnik.

 

“Then you’re ahead of me,” I said ruefully. “How hard would it be to collapse the Spirit’s cavern on top of it?”

 

Every goblin present cringed.

 

“Collapsing caverns is child’s play,” Gazmo answered me before Gilnik could. “It’s un-collapsing them afterward that’s challenging. Dunno if you’re aware of it, tallboy, but you just invoked one of our deepest cultural fears.”

 

“Yeah, I figured,” I said. “I’m sorry, but unless someone has a better idea, this is the only way to actually secure that Spirit against the Void.”

 

“To be clear, Lord Seiji,” Gilnik said in a tight voice, “you are asking me to destroy—”

 

 “Nothing,” I interrupted. “I’m asking you to block access to the Spirit to anyone not willing to perform a lot of difficult, time-consuming, and precise labor to dig it out, which will effectively take it off the board for the duration of the civil war in Kzidnak and protect it from Void corruption. Look, Gilnik, in the next couple of days, one of two things is going to happen. If Jadrak wins, then you’ll have bigger problems and it won’t matter, because he’ll crack down on you lethally for daring to stand up to him. In that case, making him dig the Spirit out again before he can use it would be the last act of spite you’ll be able to inflict on him. The other possibility is that he goes down, and I will be the next big power around here. In that event, I will personally, as soon as I am able, send whatever resources, personnel, and funds are necessary to unearth the Spirit and get your business back up and running.”

 

He blinked, straightening up slightly. “You will?”

 

“I absolutely will,” I promised. “Judge Gazmo, how fast can you whip us up a contract?”

 

“For a simple promise like that? Half a minute. Fram, get on it.”

 

 “Oh, sure, I see how it is,” she grumbled, already pulling materials out of her coat. Ink pencil, paper, and some sort of gadget that… Wait, was that a collapsible clipboard? Goblin ingenuity never disappointed. I was surprised that invention hadn’t spread to the Fflyr, it was a perfect fit for their culture as well. “How come I always gotta do the grunt work, huh?”

 

“Why the hell do you think I put up with all your bullshit?” Gazmo snorted.

 

“What, you mean it’s not for my sunny disposition and scintillating conversational skills?”

 

“Well,” Gilnik said slowly, “I do see the urgency. With the Dark Lord’s signature on paper… Yeah, in that case, we’ll get on it. Bringing down the Spirit’s chamber should be easy enough, just needs some basic tools.”

 

“And then you plan to be in charge of the goblins, Lord Seiji?” Pashilyn said, tilting her head and giving me a mildly inquisitive stare. “What, I wonder, do you plan to do with them afterward?”

 

“I’m glad you’re okay, Lady Pashilyn,” I said, smiling pleasantly. “You had me worried for a minute there. Thanks for that quick work with the Light Barrier, you really saved all our butts.”

 

Yoshi cleared his throat. “Before we cave in the Spirit’s home…is there a chance it could help us deal with Jadrak, like the last one? I don’t think anybody has mentioned to me exactly what this one does.”

 

“Well, uh…” Gilnik shrugged. “You interested in bein’ sent on a quest to vanquish a powerful enemy without resorting to force, in order to earn a masterwork tool for your chosen profession? Cos I can make that happen.”

 

Yoshi’s and my eyes met; he looked as intrigued as I felt.

 

“Boys,” Zui warned.

 

“Any enemy in particular?” he asked hopefully.

 

 “We don’t have time for this!” Flaethwyn exclaimed.

 

“Spirit picks the enemy,” said Gilnik.

 

“Yeah, then we better table that idea for now,” I said ruefully.

 

“Non-violence isn’t exactly your strong suit, anyway,” Aster said, patting me on the back.

 

 “More importantly, what are we going to do next?” Yoshi inquired, looking around at each of the group in turn. “If there’s even a chance what Hoy said was true… We may have to abandon the Spirits and go right for Jadrak. Every second he’s not dealt with, every goblin working for him is in danger of having their soul sacrificed.”

 

 “Not to stifle your newfound sense of charity, boy, but every goblin under or near Jadrak’s been in mortal danger since all this brouhaha kicked off,” said Gazmo. “In fact, every goblin in Kzidnak, period, and while I obviously wanna minimize the bloodshed as much as possible, those on the side who started this get a lesser portion of my sympathy. You’re talkin’ about riding to the rescue of your enemies, here.”

 

 Yoshi shook his head emphatically. “This goes beyond politics or enemies, Judge. No one deserves to have their soul eaten by a devil. If we can stop it, we have to.”

 

 “I agree with the sentiment, as far as it goes,” I said, “but keep in mind that this idea is so far-fetched even our familiars said it’s only theoretically possible. Meanwhile, the original threat was Hoy going after the Spirits to corrupt them for more Void spells, which he is absolutely still planning to do. Especially given that his only possible motivation for telling us about this idea was to make us hare off after Jadrak and leave Hoy open to continue what he came here to do in the first place.”

 

 “Ahem?” Radatina swooped into the center of the group and then darted back and forth in midair to be sure she had everyone’s attention. “The thing is, this is indeed far-fetched, but it is theoretically possible, and that raises the question of where Hoy even got the idea. It’s not something present in the commonly known lore about Void craft. The obvious answer is he and Jadrak were told about the possibility by their devil friend. Which makes it…somewhat more than just a possibility, I’m afraid.”

 

 “Which makes that by far the bigger threat,” said Yoshi, nodding. “To say nothing of the immediate loss of life it would cause if Jadrak pulls that trigger.”

 

 “But if we go after him,” I objected, “we’re giving Hoy free reign. The both of us with full backup are barely enough to fight him to a draw as it is. If he manages to get to one more Spirit and gain more Void powers, let alone several, he’ll hit us from behind while we’re trying to deal with Jadrak and there’ll be even less chance we can take him.”

 

 Yoshi’s expression was growing more stubborn by the second. “It’s not that you’re wrong, Omura. But… The stakes. To abandon people we could actually help isn’t wisdom, it’s just laziness.”

 

“Hm,” I grunted, surprised. “That was actually pretty profound.”

 

“Thanks.”

 

“It’s from an anime, isn’t it?”

 

He scowled. “No, it’s not from an anime.”

 

“Ah, of course, of course. A video game, then.”

 

“Why do you feel the need to ruin everything?” he demanded in open exasperation.

 

 “Well, I am the Dark Lord.”

 

Yoshi raised an eyebrow. “Ara ara?”

 

Oh, you little shit.

 

“Don’t do that,” I ordered. “Rock stars have always played around with gender presentation. You’re too normie to pull it off.”

 

 “Wow. That’s the first time in my life I’ve ever been called that.”

 

 Zui loudly cleared her throat. “Since our schedule just got tighter, lemme just say that if we need to argue over whether to head for Fallencourt or the next Spirit location on our list, that tunnel over there starts out as the quickest route toward both. We’ll have close to an hour’s walk before the path branches and we gotta make the call.”

 

“That’s not the tunnel Hoy left through,” I said, frowning. “I thought he was in a hurry to beat us to the Spirit…”

 

 “Why’d you think that, because he said so?” Gazmo demanded. “Fuck only knows what Hoy’s thinking. The exit he took swings south; most likely he wants to rendezvous with more of Jadrak’s partisans and pick up a new team, since this bloodthirsty idiot over here dropped the ceiling on his last one. Hoy’s not the kinda guy to risk his own hide against somebody who’s a legitimate threat to him without taking extra precautions.”

 

“You’re welcome,” Get Fucked muttered, barely audibly.

 

Everyone turned a collectively baleful stare on him, causing him to hunch his shoulders and look away.

 

 “Well, I guess if we take Zui’s advice,” Yoshi said, still staring at Get Fucked, “we’ll have time to settle on a new course of action and give everybody a chance to say ‘I told you so.’”

 

 “Yoshi, here’s a free lesson in villainy,” I said cheerfully. “Never tell people ‘I told you so.’ It’s a dickish thing to say, and saying it makes you come off like a dick, which detracts from your point. Instead, just make sure to tell them so ahead of time, and then when the opportunity comes, leave it unsaid. That way, they’re left weltering in the knowledge that you told them so and can’t even be mad about it.”

 

“That was the most weirdly insightful thing I’ve ever heard,” Adelly commented.

 

“I’d have said insightfully weird,” said Nazralind.

 

“I don’t need lessons in villainy!” Yoshi exclaimed.

 

“You need lessons in everything, Yoshi.”

 

“And is that American sarcasm, or are you just being a dick now?”

 

“Hard to tell, isn’t it?”

 

 “For fuck’s fucking sake!” Zui shouted. “You’re like a couple of… I don’t even know! Can we focus, here?”

 

“Zui is correct,” I said solemnly, taking the contract and pencil from Fram, which she’d finished and Gilnik had already signed while we deliberated. “I bet she’ll be shrewd enough not to remind us she told us so later, too. See how annoying it is? All right, people, let’s walk and talk.”

 



 

The need for haste forced us to move out and trust that Gilnik would do his part in burying the Spirit. Goblin culture being what it was, I wasn’t worried about his willingness now that he’d put his signature on paper in front of a Judge, but there was the risk of Hoy circling back before they could finish the job, if that was indeed Hoy’s plan. It was a risk, but one circumstances forced us to take. There just weren’t any options available that weren’t risky.

 

That was our problem in a nutshell.

 

Despite the need to reach a resolution by the next cross-tunnel, I didn’t immediately resume my argument with Yoshi, because he was frowning in deep thought and I was beginning to notice that Yoshi was decently good at spotting the angles and laying down a workable plan when it was necessary. Since we had hopefully enough time to reach a consensus and I myself felt completely stuck in trying to resolve this dilemma, I opted to give him some time to think in the hope that he might come up with something worthwhile.

 

Not that I was utterly exhausted with being the guy who had to make all the plans all the time or anything. I just had something else that needed seeing to before we got much farther.

 

“So, what’s it gonna be?” I asked, falling back to stride alongside our erstwhile prisoner.

 

He squinted suspiciously up at me. Though no longer tied and gagged, he still had Adelly and Flaethwyn both hovering around within easy weapon range. Understandable, since we hadn’t exactly discussed his evolving role in the group.

 

“You wanna stick with Get Fucked?” I clarified when he failed to respond. “Make a clean break with the past, fresh name and all? I fully support you if so, just saying. Individual self-determination is a big deal in my organization.”

 

Get Fucked looked at me again, sidelong and upward, and it was a uniquely expressive stare: the distinct yet hard-to-describe expression of a man who was just too soul-deep tired to be as pissed off as he wanted to be.

 

“My name’s Deeyo.”

 

“Hi, Deeyo, I’m Seiji. So, what’s your next move?”

 

“I dunno, what were you expecting when you dragged me into this?” He shrugged fatalistically. “I think I’d rather you left me tied up and ignorant back at the spring.”

 

“Do you really?”

 

 “…no. Yes. I…” Deeyo wrapped his arms around himself, hunching over as he walked. “Goddess. You have no idea what I’ve… I gave everything for Jadrak. I fought for him—I threw Fire Lances at people protecting their homes because…because the cause needed me to. Rubble and rot, I was out recruiting for him! I helped drag more honest people into his… And it was all lies. He played me like a goddamn slidepipe.”

 

My inner musician immediately perked up and made a mental note to find out at the earliest opportunity what a slidepipe was, but my outer showman knew this was no time for a digression like that.

 

 “And now…” Deeyo stared down at his own palms. “Now I’m a Void witch.”

 

“You’re not a Void witch, son,” Biribo said, rather condescendingly. “You’re bog standard Blessed with Magic. About as standard as they come. Pretty low on the power scale.”

 

 “But…Jadrak did it himself.” He stared forlornly up at me. “None of us even asked how or why, because apparently we’re all fucking idiots, we were too busy being inspired by this incredible power he had. The Goblin King can give out the Blessing of Magic, along with those two basic spells. But apparently it’s Void magic, right? Doesn’t that make me a Void witch?”

 

“Void initiation doesn’t work like that,” Biribo explained. “Believe me, if you’d encountered the Void, you would know. Apparently Jadrak’s Void gift is just that, the ability to grant that Blessing and those two spells. We should keep in mind, boss, he most likely has them himself, as well.”

 

“Makes sense, if you think about it from a strategic standpoint,” said Aster, drawing up to walk on Deeyo’s other side. “Hoy’s Void power suits a front line fighter, while Jadrak’s is more organizational. Having the ability to grant Blessings will do a lot to secure loyalty.”

 

“Well. There’s that, anyway, I guess,” Deeyo muttered.

 

“Listen, man,” I said. “Speaking as someone who has fucked up enough in just the last few months for ten lifetimes, what’s done is done. All you can do is clean up as best you can, and when it’s something you can’t fix? Well, you keep moving forward anyway, because there is just…nothing else. One foot in front of the other and do what you need to. You can’t un-hurt the people you’ve hurt, but there are plenty of people out there who still need help, and there always will be. You can always do that.”

 

“Right. Yeah. I gotta… Man, I don’t even know, after this,” he said, staring blankly ahead. “I have no idea how to put any of this right. I just… I’ll help bring him down. I have to. After everything… I have to do that, at least.”

 

This was where I’d give him a companionable pat on the back if he were a bandit, but given our height disparity I’d have to either bend down to do it or just ruffle his hair, and either option felt condescending.

 

“Welcome to the Dark Crusade, Deeyo.”

 

Ahead of me, Pashilyn turned her head, glancing back over her shoulder, and caught my eye. Her expression was merely thoughtful.

 

I was definitely going to have to do something about her. It would’ve been nice if I had even the vaguest idea what.

 

“Okay, Omura,” Yoshi fortunately interrupted my train of thought at that moment. “I think I have a plan.”

 

“Attaboy, I knew I could count on you!”

 

He looked surprised at that, but his expression almost immediately went back to worried. “I don’t think you’ll like it.”

 

 “At this point, I’d only be surprised if something happened that I did like. Hit me.”

 

“Okay.” Yoshi took a breath and let it out slowly, and I braced myself. If he was this nervous about just suggesting it, this was going to be bad. “I think we need to split up.”

 

 Well…not that bad, but still.

 

“I see the basic logic in that, of course,” I said, keeping my tone carefully even. “We’ve got two important targets, two Champions and their respective entourages, and a tight timetable. The math checks out. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that the both of us together are roughly a match for Hoy and thus whoever has to face him alone is good and fucked?”

 

“Yeah…” He winced. “And…I’m really sorry, but…that’s going to have to be you.”

 

“All righty then. Increasingly displeased,” I admitted, “but still listening.”

 

 “Isn’t that kind of backwards?” Aster cut in, frowning at the Hero. “You’re both strong fighters, so it doesn’t seem to matter who ends up facing down Hoy, if it has to be one or the other. But whoever gets the other job is going to have to confront Jadrak in front of his followers, and that is going to come down to politics more than fighting, unless we want to turn it into an absolute massacre. Goblins are not going to be inclined to listen to the Hero anyway, and Lord Seiji is very good at working a crowd. That job is right up his alley.”

 

She had a strong point. I turned back to Yoshi, wordlessly raising one eyebrow.

 

“I don’t disagree,” he acknowledged. “But there are two other important factors that change that calculation. The big one is that Omura has the weight of prophecy on his side if he faces Hoy at the Spirit.”

 

“Ohhh,” I whispered, remembering. “Oh, yeah. I should’ve known that would come back to bite me.”

 

 “Wait, prophecy?” Pashilyn exclaimed, looking more startled than I’d ever seen her.

 

“The Spirit we spoke to,” I said. “It said if I fought Hoy while he was trying to corrupt a Spirit, I should forego strategy in favor of unrelenting attack regardless of what happened. The exact words were that if I did that, I would get what I needed, even if I lost the battle.”

 

 “That is not promising!” Aster snapped.

 

“Sounds like a pretty dicey payoff,” Nazralind agreed, frowning. “Stories about prophecies…it’s exactly that kind of vagueness that always gets you in the end.”

 

“Can Spirits actually tell the future?” I asked Biribo.

 

“Yes,” he and Radatina chorused instantly.

 

I had to pause, blinking in surprise. “Huh. Gotta say, I was expecting…something else. Some kind of spiel about how the future isn’t that simple and knowing it ahead of time violates causality or something.”

 

 “All of that is also correct,” Biribo agreed. “If you wanna know how Spirits tell the future, I can’t help you. That’s not part of the inherent knowledge familiars get access to, and based on everything I understand about reality it doesn’t make any goddamn sense. All I know is that if a Spirit’s reward involves any forewarning about the future, whatever it said is accurate.”

 

“Right,” I said in my cheeriest tone. “Plan so far, then, is I tackle Hoy all on my lonesome and probably get my shit fucked up six ways to Sunday, with the payoff of some indeterminate mumbo-jumbo about ‘getting what I need.’ So far, so dismal. Let’s keep the hits coming, Yoshi, I think you said there were two factors to consider?”

 

“Yeah,” he sighed. “I, uh… At the other end, I also need to lose.”

 

“This is the worst plan I’ve ever heard,” Flaethwyn stated. “And I’m including my parents’ attempt to marry me off to an obese fifty-year-old half-elf. I’m honestly impressed, Yoshi, I never imagined anyone would top that.”

 

“Couldn’t happen to a nicer person,” Zui muttered, and I made a mental note to skewer her later about daring to complain that the rest of us kept sidetracking the conversation with bickering.

 

 “Just listen to me,” Yoshi said, his patience visibly fraying. To my surprise, that did shut Flaethwyn up, and in fact seemed to worry her. “Okay, so looking at it with all the information we have, it’s most likely that Jadrak does have the ability Hoy described, to sacrifice at least some of his followers’ souls to gain more Void powers. The familiars say it’s possible, which means that devil undoubtedly is aware of it and that’s probably a big part of why they manipulated this whole sequence of events into happening. I bet that would be the best payload of souls any devil ever bagged; the Devil King would probably give them a big promotion. But, that means we have to wonder why Jadrak hasn’t already done it, right?”

 

“I thought I already went over that,” I said, frowning.

 

 “You did, and your theory is perfectly sound,” Yoshi agreed. “It wasn’t his original plan and he doesn’t want to do it. That is key. It makes sense: Jadrak’s ability to sacrifice his followers’ souls is entirely contingent on them being fanatically loyal to him. As soon as he starts doing it, he’ll probably stop being able to, because that will terrify everyone into turning on him. So even if he’s enough of a ruthless monster to plan on that contingency, he has a strong practical motivation not to invoke it.”

 

 “Boy makes a solid point,” Gazmo stated. “Trust me, I know goblins. If they’re deeply, personally loyal enough that their very souls are forfeit on his say-so alone… Well, in the first place, that situation won’t last long no matter what else happens. He’ll only be able to pull that off while riding a wave of success and adrenaline. Soon as his campaign hits a major wall, that’s off the table. And as soon as he starts actually feeding people to a devil, boom. No goblin would sign up for that.”

 

 “Right,” said Yoshi, nodding. “So here’s the way I see it: we need to take some of the pressure off Jadrak. We need to make him dither and be uncertain about invoking that extreme measure long enough for his momentum to falter so that he can’t anymore.”

 

 “Ah.” And with that, I was caught up. “So you want him to see the Hero, alone, coming at his defenses and…failing to make an impact. Make him feel less cornered, like he can still win this.”

 

 “Exactly. Especially if Hoy’s elsewhere going after the Spirits, I’m confident I can at least distract and hold Jadrak off, especially with my friends backing me up, plus whatever local allies we can find. Hopefully Rizz has found more Judges and warned them about the Void. Whether or not I can actually get to Jadrak… As long as I don’t, and he thinks his Void witch friend is out finishing off the Dark Lord, hopefully he won’t be willing to pull the trigger.”

 

“So you just have to stalemate him,” I said slowly. “And…you’re counting on me either beating Hoy alone, or pulling some vague Spirit nonsense out of my ass that’ll make it not matter.”

 

“I know how it sounds,” Yoshi said, his shoulders slumping.

 

 “No, yeah, this sounds like a needlessly elaborate mass suicide,” I agreed. “However… The basic strategy is solid. Everything you said makes perfect sense. It’s just… It’s the parts we can’t account for, y’know? No telling what’s gonna happen if you go up against his core army alone, though I don’t see it going a lot better than the last time you tried that.”

 

Especially now that his party was down a member, but I decided not to bring that up. He definitely didn’t need to be reminded.

 

 “And,” I continued after a momentary pause, “we’ve been over how extremely uncertain my own end of the plan is.”

 

“Yeah.” Yoshi nodded again, holding my gaze as we walked. “Yeah, it’s… It’s not good, Omura. But I think it’s our only option.”

 

“Well, one part lines up nicely, at least,” Zui offered. “The nearest Spirit and our logical next target is the one Hoy mentioned, Mister Flats. From its cavern there’s a tram tunnel that’s a straight shot to the Fallencourt terminal. We can’t actually take a tram, but that particular tunnel has a flat bottom and no canyons or anything, so we can get from there to Fallencourt on foot.”

 

“Assuming we all still have feet,” Nazralind said glumly. “And all our blood.”

 

 “I’ve gotta hand it to you, Yoshi,” I said, “you sure called it. I hate every part of this plan. And I do not have a better idea. So unless anyone else has a better idea?”

 

I turned in a complete circle while walking, sweeping a pleading stare across the entire entourage of my followers, the Hero’s party, and our goblin allies.

 

“Anyone?” I prompted. “…please?”

 

“We could all just jump into the core,” Deeyo suggested morosely. “Save some time.”

 

 “Better.” Zui jabbed him with her elbow, hard. “He said a better idea. Stop being a prick, the Dark Lord has that covered.”

 

“I guess that’s that, then!” I said, clapping my hands and plastering on a big smile. “We will carry out the Hero’s idiotic, insane plan, and may the goddesses have mercy on our souls.”

 

 “I’ll tell you what, Omura,” Yoshi said with a weak smile. “I’ll take your advice too. If we end up winning, somehow, I promise not to say ‘I told you so.’”

 

“Well, you couldn’t, anyway. Unless you’re willing to guarantee this will work?”

 

He sighed heavily and turned to face forward again.

 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
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Bonus 10 In Which the Lads Unravel a Mystery


                “They’ll be fine.”

 

“I know.”

 

“They’re big girls, and you said they pushed back the goblin attacks pretty easily. Plus they’ve got healing slimes.”

 

“I know.”

 

 “It’s not like everybody doesn’t know where we sleep, Kass. If they need you, someone’ll come get you.”

 

 “I—nff—know!”

 

 He winced with pleasant discomfort as Harold’s thumbs, strong as thalnin blades, dug particularly hard into the balls of his feet. Harold gave him a knowing smile, not pausing his work.

 

 “I know, I know. But none of that stops you from worrying.”

 

 “Of course it doesn’t, but it still helps to hear you say it, love.” Kasser smiled back, wiggling his toes. “Some stuff you just can’t get away from, you know how it is. I’m always gonna live with that idea… The feeling I should be protecting the women from danger. That’s a man’s duty.”

 

 “Even though the women on guard duty down there are specifically better fighters than any of us,” Harold replied, his smile widening as he pressed even harder into the soles of Kasser’s feet. “Who, I might add, would probably kick your ass for saying something like that.”

 

 “Which is why I don’t say it where they can hear, I’m not an idiot.”

 

 Harold paused in massaging his feet to tickle them instead. “I have no comment on that.”

 

 “Asshole,” Kasser rejoined lazily.

 

 “Hey, you can’t talk to me that while I’m giving you a footrub. Jackass.”

 

 “What you mean is I shouldn’t. We both know I’m not all that bright.” He grunted, having to lean forward and stretch to reach, but Kasser managed to extend his arm down and take one of Harold’s hands in his own, squeezing it gently. “Lucky I have you to humor me.”

 

 “As long as you appreciate it.” Harold lifted their joined hands to lightly kiss the backs of his knuckles, eyes glimmering with amusement over them, and then let go. They both relaxed back into position, Kasser’s feet resting in his lap, and he resumed massaging away the soreness in their soles. “If anything, I’d think you’d be more worried about Lord Seiji, going down into there with barely any backup. I am.”

 

 Kasser heaved a sigh, letting his head loll against the back of his chair. “It’s hard to worry about that guy.”

 

 “Well, I manage. Even if only because of how fucked we all are if he dies.”

 

 “He’s also a walking natural disaster. He’ll be fine.”

 

 “There are the girls with him, too,” Harold murmured. “Aster’s tough as hell, but the others are just girls. And that elf is at least as reckless as Lord Seiji, without the firepower to back it up.”

 

 “Mn.” He really didn’t enjoy the way everything always seemed to come back to Lord fucking Seiji, even though that was perfectly reasonable and nobody’s fault. “Ydleth’s got a brain like a sack of broken bottles, but the other girls…are probably fine. Aster’s such a mama goose and has that artifact armor, and Lord Seiji’s got his healing magic. Seriously, they’re probably better off than the girls holding the defenses.”

 

 “Ydleth’s not bad,” Harold protested, then his smile took on a teasing aspect. “At any rate, she’s downright chummy with people who don’t pick at her. I guess you’ll just have to take my word about that.”

 

 “Your point is made, but being real I’m okay with not being Ydleth’s chum. The fucking Dark Lord channels all the abrasiveness I’ll ever need to experience from other people, and then some.”

 

 “Yeah, he’s kind of a piece of work, huh,” Harold sighed. “But he tries. You can see him trying. That’s gotta count for something.”

 

 Kasser grunted something noncommittal and swung his feet down to the floor, sitting up straighter. He didn’t say it aloud, of course—there was no point in making Harold feel bad—but could they not go five damn minutes without Lord Seiji coming up?

 

 Harold gave him a smile—a warm, genuine one, that said he’d noticed the subtle increase in tension and wasn’t going to add to it. Kasser had no choice but to smile back in the same way. He hadn’t just been aimlessly flirting; Harold’s emotional wisdom was the only thing keeping him sane some days. He really didn’t know how he would have survived this long had they not found each other.

 

 Harold settled on the second bed, the one they used for seating and storage. Back when Rocco had been in charge, the old fortress had been more than spacious enough for the tiny gang and they’d claimed what had been officers’ quarters—not as nice as some of the chambers, but about the size of a decent inn room. Lord Seiji hadn’t even hinted at moving the original crew around, not when the barracks and other chambers still provided more space than the whole Dark Crusade needed, and so they had a space they had made comfortably their own, including piling crates along half of one of the beds so that it made an improvised couch with deep storage along the back. Being both craftsmen, they’d tweaked and refined it until it was sturdy and looked almost deliberately constructed that way. Kasser occasionally wondered why most houses didn’t have something of this design, it was just so handy.

 

 Picking up the beautifully carved akorshil flute from its carefully crafted display stand, Harold settled in and Kasser straightened up eagerly. The flute was more than just a source of joy for them both, it was a symbol. Their meeting with the Spirit at the behest of their unpredictable lord had been… Well, it was a turning point for them both. Harold himself had been more calm since the Spirit’s brief but profound conversation, less timid and better able to maintain equilibrium under pressure for both of them. Kasser hadn’t felt as much changed by the encounter, personally, but the improvement in their relationship had been a gift for him as well.

 

 Just as Harold lifted the flute to his lips, there was a knock at the door.

 

 They both froze, glancing around in instinctive panic that still hadn’t entirely faded after weeks of the new boss’s rules and permissive attitude. Both were barefoot and half-dressed; Kasser had his shirt off and Harold’s was unlaced all the way down. This time that was just because they’d been washing up, and the rags and basin of water on their nightstand even backed up that story. It was just… 

 

 The habits born of years hiding who they were did not fade that easily.

 

 “Yes? What it is?” Kasser asked, then winced at the edge in his tone.

 

 “Mr. Kasser? Mr. Harold? Can we come in?”

 

 He was already hastily pulling a shirt over his head; Harold had carefully replaced the flute and was lacing his own back up. The voice behind the door was small and soft, almost recognizable. He couldn’t be sure which of the girls it was, exactly—he didn’t hang around with the kids any more than he could help—but it was definitely one of the Gutter Rats. The original handful Lord Seiji had taken under his wing, not the general crowd brought in later.

 

 What the hell did they want, at this hour?

 

 “Come on in,” he said, straightening his shirt.

 

 The door opened and Benit stepped in, folding down her hands politely. Her sharp green eyes also flicked once around the room with a speed that made the gesture almost unnoticeable, but he was just accustomed enough to them to have caught it. That was exactly the kind of thing he and Harold had learned to be careful of, and the Rats were sharper than any highborn he’d ever met. Without doubt that one little glance had told her a lot more than he’d like about what they had been doing, not to mention everything in their room that was worth stealing. Not for the first time, he thanked the Goddess the Rats were on his side, and mostly respected Lord Seiji’s rules. Benit was particularly discreet, anyway.

 

 Behind her came Aenit, and finally, easing his body halfway around the door jam as if afraid to come all the way in, was Gilder.

 

 “Sorry to bother you this late, Mr. Kasser, Mr. Harold,” Benit said politely. “We think this is pretty important, though, and we can’t find Miss Minifrit.”

 

 “She’s probably—hm.” Kasser broke off, considering. “If she’s not in her room or the kitchen at this hour, I dunno.”

 

 “She’s not in Lord Seiji’s room, either,” Aenit added with just the faintest smirk. “I know he’s not there, but…you never know.”

 

 “It’s okay, girls,” said Harold. “And Gilder. What’s up?”

 

 The girls each stepped to the side, clearing a space for Gilder to come fully into the room. Which…he began to do, hesitantly, one foot at a time, glancing about with clear nerves. What was up with the boy? Kasser mostly knew him as the outgoing, frequently troublesome one. Something had obviously spooked him.

 

 “It’s like this,” Gilder began, but Aenit loudly cleared her throat.

 

“All the way in, and shut the door,” she scolded. “Come on, Gilder, you know this is sensitive.”

 

 “Right. Right, yeah.” He did scuttle the rest of the way inside with a bit more energy, and Benit pushed the door closed behind him.

 

 “Everything all right, kids?” Kasser asked, increasingly concerned about this uncharacteristic display.

 

 “Okay, so,” Gilder said, still clearly nervous. Kasser saw now that he was carrying something: a thick leather folder. “You know, uh, Sakin’s room?”

 

 Kasser shot to his feet, making Gilder skitter reflexively back against the closed door.

 

“What did you do?!”

 

 “Kasser,” Harold interceded, his voice gently reproving. “It’s okay, Gilder, it’s not like we’re gonna do anything to you. If you fucked up, that’s for Lord Seiji to do something about when he’s back. If he wants to. What did you need to tell us?”

 

 Gilder nodded, deliberately easing the tension from his shoulders as Kasser sat back down.

 

 “Right, so. Short version is, I found something important in Sakin’s room.”

 

“How?” Kasser demanded. “We went through everything in that room! My team took it apart.”

 

 “Well, no.” Gilder’s usual, irrepressible grin cracked through his unease as he was handed an opportunity to boast. “I’m guessing you took apart everything in it. Common mistake. No offense, Mr. Kasser, but you think like a shilwright, not a Gutter Rat.”

 

 “Gilder always was one of the best at finding other people’s stashes,” Benit commented. “Stop looking smug, this is the first time it’s been a good thing.”

 

 “Fucker used to steal everybody’s troves,” Aenit added, giving him a filthy look.

 

 “Hey, it’s not like you all didn’t steal mine right back!”

 

 Harold cleared his throat. “Sakin’s room?”

 

 “Okay, right, so. After you cleared everything out, I went in to just…have a look, y’know? And I looked over the walls and… So, when you were in there, you saw the wall paneling, right?”

 

 “Yeah, it was a captain’s quarters or something,” Kasser said, repressing his irritation. “Probably whatever passed for highborn two hundred years ago. That paneling will polish up nicely, not that Sakin ever bothered. I was kinda looking forward to spiffing it up, when there’s time.”

 

 “Right, it’s pretty scuffed up in there, which was probably why you didn’t see the particular scuff marks I did.” Gilder nodded, no looking entirely full of himself and apparently having forgotten whatever he’d been so nervous about a moment ago. “See, there’s this… Uh, right along the bottom, there’s this…long, flat bit that holds it in?”

 

 “The baseboard,” Kasser nodded.

 

 “Sure, if you want,” Gilder said, and Kasser barely bit back an annoyed retort. Harold shot him a sympathetic look. Even fully grown people seldom appreciated the finer details of good construction. “But, see, part of it had these real particular scuff marks I recognized—little marks on the wall next to it where it had been moved out. The kind that doesn’t happen if it’s moved once; it had been lifted repeatedly. Honestly, I’m pretty surprised a careful snake like Sakin left even that much trace, but hey, the whole room was pretty banged up after being left to rot for a hundred fuckin’ years and he probably wasn’t expecting anybody who knows what to look for would ever be poking around in there. So, there’s part of the…whatsit? The baseboard, there’s part that swings out. And then that frees up some of the panels of the wall to be just lifted loose.”

 

 “And you found that folder behind them,” Harold guessed.

 

 Gilder shook his head. “No, no, I got the folder outta storage. Way too bulky for what was in there, but…uh, I figured they needed protecting, and also to have something to hide ‘em while I carried them around. It was papers—all stuck flat against the wall, behind the paneling. Here, I took everything apart and brought out all of ‘em.”

 

 “Did you put the room back together after?” Kasser asked by reflex as he took the heavy folio and opened it.

 

 “Course I did.” Gilder sounded downright offended. “Who do you think I am? You never leave traces. Any Rat would be smarter than that, and I’m the best.”

 

 “Ugh,” Aenit grunted.

 

 Kasser ignored her, already fully engrossed in the papers he was leafing through. Harold came over to peer over his shoulder.

 

 “Holy shit,” Kasser whispered.

 

 “Oh, fuck,” Harold agreed. “Kids… You did good bringing this to somebody higher up. But, uh… I don’t think we’re the best choice to take care of this.”

 

 “That’s what I thought,” Gilder said. “Uh, no offense. We did look for Miss Minifrit first…”

 

 “Good idea, finding somebody fast,” Kasser acknowledged, looking up to nod at him, “but your first instinct was right. We need to show this to Minifrit.”

 

 “Right, sure, she’s gotta be somewhere,” Gilder said, nodding rapidly and already backing up against the door. “It’s not that big a castle and it ain’t like she’s got much to do this late at night, with Lord Seiji not here. I’ll find ‘er!”

 

 He’d yanked the door back open and scurried out even before Kasser could call after him, “And don’t tell anyone else!”

 

 “’m not stupid!” Gilder’s voice echoed back down the hall as he disappeared around a corner.

 

 Benit emitted a long-suffering sigh and pushed the door shut again.

 

 “What’s with him?” Harold asked. “This discovery doesn’t seem like the kind of thing he’d be so worried over. The Gilder I know would be bouncing with excitement.”

 

 Aenit and Benit exchanged a long, loaded look.

 

 “What is it not?” Kasser demanded. “How worried should I be?”

 

 “Right, so…you know how Gilder had been bothering women all over the fortress who’re well out of his league?” Benit asked.

 

 “Which is all women, everywhere,” Aenit chimed in. “And all women is pretty much who he was bothering, I think Miss Minifrit is the only one he didn’t dare try it on with.”

 

 “Well, apparently Lord Seiji had a chat with him and put a stop to that.”

 

 “Lord Seiji did that?” Kasser felt his eyebrows shoot up in a fresh wave of surprise that overwhelmed even the shock of the papers still spread out in his lap. “Well, damn. I didn’t take him for the parental type.”

 

 “Correct,” Benit said with a sigh. “Oh, he handled it all right, just in a very…Lord Seiji way. Basically he got Gilder to think about how ladies feel about his behavior by…how would you put it?”

 

 She turned to Aenit, who grimaced.

 

 “He showed Gilder very vividly what it’s like to be cornered and pawed at by a man.”

 

 “Which shouldn’t have anything to do with you two,” Benit said hastily. “Lord Seiji didn’t even imply that, we asked Gilder about it. But, you know… This is just Gilder being weird, and Lord Seiji not bothering to think ahead about what other lessons he might accidentally be teaching.”

 

 Kasser very carefully closed the folder and handed it to Harold, because those documents were far too precious to be crushed in his reflexively clenching fists. Harold took it with one hand and draped the other reassuringly around his shoulders.

 

 “It’s not really Lord Seiji’s fault Gilder is stupid,” Aenit said, watching them closely. “And Gilder… Well, he is stupid, but not usually for long. He’ll get over it. He’s just…going through some stuff right now.”

 

 “I’m gonna go out on a ledge and say it’s a little his fault,” Kasser said bitterly. “That asshole can’t even do something nice without being a prick about it.” Harold gave him a comforting squeeze.

 

 “Lord Seiji doesn’t mean any harm,” Benit assured him with a serious expression. “He values you guys a lot, and you know he doesn’t have any… Y’know, prejudices. He just forgets to think about other people’s feelings before he does stuff.”

 

 “Just like Gilder,” Aenit added.

 

 “You want us to tell him off for you?” Benit asked. “We’ve already chewed out Gilder, not that he listens. None of this is Lord Seiji’s fault, exactly, but it wouldn’t hurt him to be a little more thoughtful about opening his mouth.”

 

 Kasser drew in a deep breath and let it out, and found somewhat that he didn’t even have to fake the smile. He reached out to lightly pat both of their heads.

 

 “You’re good kids. Thanks, but no. A man has to fight his own battles.”

 

 “Don’t fight Lord Seiji, Mr. Kasser,” Benit urged with the utter solemnity of which only children and liars are capable. “He’ll wreck you.”

 

 He had to laugh bitterly at that. “Oh, I am very well aware.”

 

 “We’ve been managing Lord Seiji’s moods since well before you kids came along,” Harold added with a rueful chuckle of his own. “Trust me, we’ve got the method down, and fighting him isn’t any part of it.”

 

 “Frankly, the method is just to complain to Aster,” Kasser admitted. “Hell, it’s twice as effective now that we’ve got Miss Minifrit around, too.”

 

 “Well, if the method is to hide behind someone’s skirts anyway, why not let us help?” Aenit said. “Lord Seiji does listen to us, y’know.”

 

 Kasser and Harold exchanged a loaded look of their own.

 

 “You girls just enjoy being kids while you can,” Harold finally advised. “Everybody grows up faster than they think, and if we don’t all die you’ll grow into Dark Lord wrangling duty soon enough.”

 

 For some damned reason, both of them smiled brilliantly at that. Kasser opened his mouth to ask a question, then shut it, reasoning that nothing good would come of it. He really did not understand children.

 



 

“I’m no expert in forgery and it’s not as if I’ve seen Rab Sioni’s signature before, but as far as I can tell this looks authentic,” Miss Minifrit said fifteen minutes later when she was enclosed in the room with them, leafing through the papers in Gilder’s folder. “If it is a fake, it’s probably good enough to fool his own people. This would get the bearer safe passage through Godspire, as well as any assistance they required, and a guarantee of absolute secrecy by any agent of the city-state to whom it was shown.”

 

 “Yeah, that’s the only one I really understood,” Kasser admitted. “Even the others with the Godspire seal…”

 

 “These are letters of credit drawn against Godspire’s treasury,” she said, carefully laying aside the safe passage document to page through the several identical papers. “Not common, but more so than the previous. And they are definitely authentic; this embossing is actual gold. Anyone who could fabricate something like this would have little need to.”

 

 “I don’t understand the legalese, but I can read numbers,” Harold protested. “For what those claim to be worth, that much gold is…”

 

 “To redeem these,” Minifrit explained, “one would have to take them to the Godspire treasury, to be then examined by agents thereof, who possess a registry of every such letter issued and also are far better equipped than I to spot a counterfeit. They are also empowered to have people seized, imprisoned, and executed, which is what happens in that order if you get caught in Godspire trying to defraud Rab Sioni. Anyone with the resources to reproduce these documents would be disinclined to take such a risk.”

 

 “And the others?” Harold asked. “I can recognize Savin script but not read it, and… I have to assume my Corrin is more rusty than I thought because I could swear that page was a love poem.”

 

 “The Savin documents are more of the same,” she said seriously, her deft fingers carefully turning over each page to examine them in turn. “The letter of safe passage and assistance is not signed by the Empress of Savindar herself, but some minister or other. Nor do I know who is Queen of Shylverrael, but assuming this is her signature, this one… Hm, interesting, the terms are slightly different. The bearer is not authorized to enter the city of Shylverrael itself, but it should earn protection and assistance from the lizardfolk and naga who live around the lake. And these letters of credit are drawn against the treasury of the Savindar Empire.”

 

 “So, uh,” Gilder prompted, “how much money are we talkin’ about, here?”

 

 “You can’t count that high,” Minifrit informed him. “And yes, Harold, this is a love poem, which in the context of the rest of these documents means the Gentry, down in Lancor. They like to use ciphers embedded in poems and songs. The Gentry are undeniably efficient, but also rather more stylish than is strictly necessary. Notoriously so, in fact.”

 

 “Gentry?” Kasser squinted at her. “You mean… The Lancor nobility? Their highborn?”

 

 “No, those are the Houses. The Gentry are the major crime syndicate which operates throughout the Lancor Empire. They have no presence on Dount; Fflyrdylle is the only place in Dlemathlys you could encounter their agents, and even those are just emissaries to the local gangs. Lord Vanderhoen has been aggressive about prying them out. Obviously, while I know they like to use poems as codes, I have no idea what this one is meant to say, or who it’s for. The only person who does got himself sniped by a cat.”

 

 “Well…hopefully the goblin business will be settled soon, and Lord Seiji will be back,” Harold said a bit nervously. “He’s got the Blessing of Wisdom, he’ll be able to tell.”

 

 Minifrit shook her head. “For purposes of the Blessing of Wisdom, a language is a system designed to facilitate communication, while a code is designed to do the opposite. They can’t instinctively read codes the way they can languages. There are Wisdom perks aimed at code-breaking, but the Blessed gain perks based on their life experiences, and I rather doubt Lord Seiji’s have led him in that direction.”

 

 “You are one knowledgeable lady,” Aenit said, visibly impressed.

 

 Minifrit favored her with a mysterious little smile. “It is the rarest Blessing, but Lord Seiji is not the first Blessed with Wisdom I have encountered. It pays to be as familiar with them as possible, in case one turns up, particularly if you are in a business which places a premium on discretion.”

 

 “Soooo,” Gilder said pointedly, shoving his hands into his pockets and rocking on his heels. “Obviously we haven’t told nobody and aren’t gonna, so just between us here… How fucked are we, exactly? Cos it sure does look like Sakin was double-dealing with… Just, fuckin’, everybody.”

 

 “Mm.” With great care, Minifrit closed the folder and tucked it under her arm. “Maybe. But… perhaps just the opposite.”

 

 “Oh?” Kasser was already clutching Harold’s hand for comfort, and now gave it a squeeze even as he stared skeptically at her. “I’m eager to hear this.”

 

 “I’ve been wondering for the longest time why a trained agent of Sakin’s apparent ability was faffing around here of all places,” Minifrit mused. “With the Dark Lord, sure, that makes sense. But by all accounts, Lord Seiji was just dropped here by the Dark Goddess, to the surprise of absolutely everyone including himself. So why would an operative fit to serve the Dark Lord be embedded in a bandit gang on the ass end of the worst island in the worst kingdom in the archipelago? That Rocco character sounds like a big nothing of a man, and North Watch itself was of interest only to historians before Lord Seiji arrived. This,” she held up the folder, “finally provides an explanation.”

 

 Gilder groaned. “Don’t do the suspense thing, c’mon. It’s too late for that, everybody’s tired.”

 

 “And we all get enough of it from Lord Seiji,” Aenit added.

 

 Minifrit smirked, but at least she continued. “The connections suggested by these documents all point northward. Lancor should by all accounts be the more profitable and significant source of contacts for anyone in a Sanorite kingdom, and yet the only suggested links Sakin had were to their crime syndicate. Obviously, I am extrapolating; we can’t know what information he was trading with whom, because a skilled agent would immediately destroy all of that. The only documents he would keep would be those he might need to use, such as these. But even so, such a collection would be a risk—and the amount represented by these letters of credit is far beyond what any simple spy could possibly require. It would be a lot harder to cash in these assets, but on paper, Sakin was wealthier than any highborn on Dount.”

 

 Kasser whistled in spite of himself.

 

 “Then you see where I am going,” she said, nodding at him.

 

 “Uh… No, that was just at the money. Come on, Minifrit, you’re not dealing with sophisticated people here. Spell it out for the kids and the dummies, please.”

 

 “It’s a chain of connections on an international scale,” she said, granting him a smile. “This looks to me like possibly the major link between the Savindar Empire and their erstwhile colony in Shylverrael. A secretive and circuitous one, but with Dount in Sanorite hands, the landbridge to Savindar destroyed and Godspire occupying the only link between them, it would have to be. Which means, Sakin was apparently, specifically, a Viryan agent. And if that’s the case, he may have already notified the Viryan powers that the Dark Lord is here. Thus, far from being fucked, we may have help coming.”

 

 There was silence in the room for a moment as they all digested that.

 

 “Of course, it’s just a theory,” Minifrit added seriously. “It’s also possible that I’m drawing false conclusions just from the documents that he happened not to have destroyed yet, and he was selling us out to everybody willing to buy. In which case, yes, we’re entirely fucked. Either way, children, none of this is to leave this room under any circumstances. We will inform Lord Seiji as soon as he returns.”

 

 “Whew…yeah,” Kasser said slowly. “I’m surprised to hear myself say this, but… I really hope Lord Seiji gets back soon.”

 

 “Hey, he’s just cleaning up the goblins,” Gilder said airily. “How hard can it be?”

            


3.29 In Which the Dark Lord Unburdens Himself


                “We’ll reach our goal before you do,” Judge Gazmo stated at the crossroads. “Your route goes the long way around; if you make good time you should reach the Flats tomorrow, assuming you stop for a few hours of rest. And do that,” he ordered in a more serious tone, pointing a finger up at me for emphasis. “Hoy’s route puts him behind you, and you do not wanna face him tired on top of everything else. You should still get there first in time to set up an ambush.”

 

 “You think we’ll be back in Fallencourt by tonight?” Yoshi asked.

 

 “We can be, if we push, but I wanna play it safer,” Gazmo replied. “We’ll reach the outskirts toward the end of today; at that point we’ll slow down and look around, try to link up with whatever local resistance exists. Rizz was heading in that direction and most of the Judges will be hanging around there, anyway. Given they won’t be able to approach Jadrak too directly I expect to find people ready to help us on the fringes of the city proper.”

 

 The Hero nodded. “We’ll be in your care, then.”

 

 “Um!” To everyone’s surprise, including apparently hers, Amell suddenly piped up compulsively. Her eyes were fixed on me, for once. “Lord Seiji, I didn’t… I’m sorry, I didn’t have a chance to thank you. For the healing. I will… I owe you so much.”

 

 “Hey, you don’t owe me a thing,” I said in a gentle tone that hopefully outwardly suppressed the terrible awkwardness I suddenly felt. Man, I can handle almost anything except sincere displays of emotion. Especially in public. “We all have to have each other’s backs in a mess like this. You handed out free potions to me, remember? From each according to their means, and so on.”

 

 She opened her mouth, seemingly failed to find a response, then just nodded deeply and folded down her hands at me. I figured the awkwardness was over, at least, but Amell was full of surprises today.

 

 “Um…Zui.” The alchemist inhaled deeply, then folded down her hands again, this time directly to the astonished-looking goblin. “I’m…so sorry. For how rude I was back…back there, in the city. You’ve been nothing but kind to me, and even after that, you helped me out of…” Amell flinched at her own train of thought, lowering her head. “Thank you.”

 

 “Uh…hey, don’t sweat it, kid.” Zui looked even more brutally uncomfortable at this than I had felt, which caused what might’ve been the warmest feelings toward her I’d ever experienced. Truly, we are all allies against the scourge of emotional vulnerability. “Like he said, people gotta stick together. Look, uh, when all this wraps up you should have a sit-down with me and Youda. He handles the potions in Miss Sneppit’s company, really knows his stuff. Between the three of us I bet we can figure out something to do about that hair of yours.”

 

 “You—really? You think that’s possible?” Amell’s face lit up with so much hope it physically hurt to see.

 

 Zui continued to feel about this roughly the same way I did, to judge by her awkward little grin and the way she began actually edging behind me. “Yeah, sure, I figure…it’s at least worth a try, right?”

 

 Yoshi came to everyone’s rescue, because that’s what Heroes do.

 

 “I hate to ditch you like this, Omura. Though I admit I’d be sorrier if I could be certain you were getting the worse deal. I’m honestly not sure who’s the more screwed, here.”

 

 “Let’s not make it a pissing contest, man. We both agreed to this terrible plan.”

 

 “Sorry for making a terrible plan, then.”

 

 “Yeah, well, maybe I’d blame you if I’d come up with anything better. I think you came up with the least shitty of our bad options, though.”

 

 He stepped forward, holding out his right hand, and I clasped it in my own.

 

 “Give ‘em hell,” I urged. “But, y’know…gently. In a kind of lame, slapsticky way, so they don’t respect you.”

 

 That won a smile from him, despite the gravity of the situation, but his expression swiftly hardened again and he squeezed down on my fingers.

 

 “I won’t say the same. Kick that little bastard’s ass for me, Omura. And then come join us so we can finish this.”

 

 “You have my solemn word: I will survive this, or die trying.”

 

 He sighed, but Nazralind laughed. At least someone appreciated me around here.

 

 “I don’t think the ‘little’ part was necessary,” Deeyo muttered.

 

 “They can’t help it,” Ritlit said, slugging him on the shoulder. “Butts gonna butt. You gotta save up your complaints for where they’ll do the most good.”

 

 “Hey, at least we’ll be fine,” Yoshi said, stepping back. “We’ve got Judge Gazmo to keep us out of trouble, after all.”

 

 “Don’t expect miracles,” the Judge grunted. “It’s a slow day when I can manage to keep Fram out of trouble. You butts are on your own.”

 

 “He adores me,” Fram assured us, smug as ever. “Dude’s basically my dad.”

 

 Then she dodged, because Gazmo took a half-hearted swipe at her. As one does.

 

 We were left standing in that awkward pause in which there was nothing left to be said, but none of us really wanted to move on just yet. And yet, standing around was not an option. We were on a deadline.

 

 “Ganbatte,” Yoshi finally said, nodding at me.

 

 “You be careful,” I replied.

 

 We stepped back in unison and turned, heading down different branches of the tunnel path as our respective groups separated. The Dark Lord leading his lieutenants and band of goblin minions off to strike down his enemies, while the Hero and his party were led by the Judge and the Arbiter to go save who they could.

 

 “Feels kinda like a missed opportunity, though, right?” Nazralind commented. “I was wondering if we’d mix up the teams a bit. Just for a little variety, y’know?”

 

 “No point in messing with dynamics that work,” said Aster. “We’re used to functioning together, and I assume their group is the same.”

 

 “Sides,” Adelly added, “nobody who doesn’t absolutely have to wants to get stuck with Flaethwyn.”

 

 “It’s rough, though, isn’t it?” I kept my voice low, audible only to the two goblins walking on either side of me, which at the moment happened to be Zui and Deeyo. Both glanced curiously up at me. “When you start to see the other guys as people with their own viewpoints, out there doing their best. Shit’s a lot less complicated when they’re just evil assholes you don’t need to understand.”

 

 Pause one beat for effect, and…

 

 “Right, Zui?”

 

 Her face melted into a deep, bitter scowl, which she directed at the distance ahead of us.

 

 “Shut the hell up, tallboy.”

 

 Heh. Whatever happened with Hoy, at least I won this round.

 



 

 Our route took us right along the northern edge of the island—I didn’t even realize how close until the first time the tunnel turned into a ledge. There was no safety rail, of course, just an unthinkable drop into the swirling clouds below, and the deeply disorienting sight of the sky stretching off into infinity with no horizon. Ritlit’s cheerful comment that on a clearer day than this you could sometimes see the distant landmass of Savindar did not help.

 

 Fortunately it wasn’t all like that; even the tunnel had occasional gaps providing a view of the sky while it was a tunnel, but the sections where we had to hug the actual outer shell of the island were horrifying but few. Whether this remote stretch was just uninhabited or everybody was hunkering down due to the civil war, we had the tunnels to ourselves, not encountering another soul on the entire trip. Biribo reported a few goblins moving through tunnels in the distance now and then, but always at the outermost extent of his senses and never in any corridors that connected directly to ours.

 

 These flashes of daylight also helped us know when the daylight had faded. Aside from the necessary few small breaks, I kept us moving until after full dark, when we found a cavern with a partially-crumbled ceiling along one corner allowing us a view of the sky, along with a floor space big enough for the group, and only two entrances to minimize the chances of us being snuck up on.

 

 Given the hour, I decreed a halt. As urgently as we needed to keep moving, Gazmo had been right: fatigue was a killer, my experiences on Ephemera had already taught me that very well. Rushing headlong into another confrontation with Hoy was bad enough without making sure everyone had managed at least some sleep. I instructed Biribo to take the watch himself, since he was the only one who didn’t actually need rest and could wake us up if anyone approached. Also, familiars were as reliable as clocks when it came to keeping time, so I ordered him to give us six hours before waking everybody up. Then we all settled down to sleep.

 

 Easier said than done.

 

 I found myself somewhat separate from the group up on a small ledge, rather like the last time we’d camped in a cavern. Not that I was flexing Dark Lord privilege or anything; everybody had spread out slightly for a tiny shred of privacy, as before clustering around the fire slimes I’d set out as impromptu campfires. There was a soft murmur of voices here and there, as clearly I was not the only one finding the combination of a rough rocky floor and tension over our situation antithetical to sleep. At least they were all actually lying down, only a few here and there whispering to each other quietly enough not to disturb their neighbors.

 

 With no idea how long I’d spent staring up at the stars glimmering in a purple sky through that crack in the ceiling, I eventually gave up and, as quietly as I could, hoisted myself up to sit upright. Biribo was buzzing slowly around the perimeter of the chamber on his rounds. Everybody else seemed to be horizontal, though Aster had wedged herself into a crevice and slumped there in a reclining position, apparently having managed to nod off. Maybe I should try that. Deeyo was alone in another corner, on his side with his back to the room in a position that looked super uncomfortable. I couldn’t tell from this angle whether Adelly and Nazralind were just stretched out side by side or actually cuddling, but I was starting to wonder if something was going on with those two. All the other goblins seemed to be laid out and either whispering together or earnestly trying to sleep, except…

 

 Zui, seeing me sit up, ceased her own pacing and came to settle down about a meter away, saying nothing.

 

 “You too, huh,” I finally said, just loudly enough to be audible at that distance.

 

 She didn’t answer directly, just leaning back on her arms to stare up at that crack revealing the sky. I instantly had to look in another direction as that position strongly emphasized her bust and not much is less restful than flashbacks. If it had been Gizmit—or Sneppit—I would have assumed that was deliberate, but Zui had never seemed interested in flaunting herself. Also, she didn’t seem to like me all that much.

 

 “So, what’s Japanese sarcasm like?” she finally asked, just as quietly.

 

 Non sequitur, but okay. Safely irrelevant topics of conversation were probably better, anyway.

 

 “Scathing. I reckon the most common use of it I’ve heard was to effusively compliment someone who’s just done something stupid. Teachers love to do that.”

 

 “Sounds like you had shitty teachers, then,” she grunted. “Fastest way to make sure a person doesn’t learn anything is to make the learning a pain in the ass.”

 

 “Well, I won’t argue with you there.”

 

 The silence, somewhat to my surprise, wasn’t awkward. Maybe it was the fatigue, or maybe there just wasn’t any real tension between the two of us. Come to think of it, as annoying as Zui frequently chose to be, I didn’t have any problem with her as a person. She worked hard, got shit done and always tried to do the right thing; you had to respect it. And if she went about all that in the most personally obnoxious way possible much of the time, well, I’m the last guy who has any right to complain about that.

 

 “You as usual decided to be an ass about it, but you weren’t wrong,” Zui said after a pause, unexpectedly mirroring my own thoughts. “It’s…complicated. I’ve had to clean up after a lot of human-inflicted damage over the years. Humans were just…things that caused damage. Hurt and killed people indiscriminately, stole stuff and destroyed whatever they couldn’t take. Impossible to ever truly get away from but still too dangerous to really deal with. Just malicious, cruel ogres, basically. You didn’t have to think about why they did what they did. The sun rises, the winds blow, humans wreck everything.”

 

 I just nodded, staring up at the stars. I couldn’t even tell if she glanced over at me; for some reason I was reluctant to disturb that moment by speaking, or even moving my head.

 

 “I guess everybody has their reasons,” Zui finally said, more softly still. She shifted, and I turned just enough to see peripherally as she folded herself up, wrapping her arms around her knees and resting her chin on them. “It really makes you wonder. If I happened to be born a human, in the circumstances they’re in… How would I have acted? You can’t not think about that, once you talk with enough of them to see a bit of their situation. And… Man. It is just…uncomfortable.”

 

 “I have to think about this a lot,” I admitted. “I’m trying to build a coalition out there. And on paper it seems like it should be easy, right? The whole strategy of shitty, incompetent rulers like the Fflyr is to divide and conquer. Keep everybody at each other’s throats so they can stay power and there’s no solidified resistance. In theory, just making people see that should be half the battle.”

 

 She glanced over at me. “And in practice?”

 

 “It’s a different problem with every new group integrated. I’ve succeeded so far by starting with the easy ones. Fflyr society is extra shitty to women and especially prostitutes, so I recruited them first. With them being the original backbone of the organization, new people folded into it quickly learned not to try and act as shitty as they’d been raised to. That seems to have worked quite well, barring a few mishaps.”

 

 “Starting your Dark Crusade with prostitutes,” she murmured. “Gotta say, that’s not an approach that would’ve occurred to me.”

 

 “Probably because you’ve never been in a position of having to think about it. Sex workers get no respect, so nobody cares or even notices what I do with them. Anybody else would attract notice if I recruited them all for my bandit alliance. An army of whores? The idea would just make those in power laugh.”

 

 “Clever,” she said, her tone grudgingly impressed. “Use their own preconceptions against ‘em. That’s goblin thinking.”

 

 I nodded. “From there…it hasn’t been too hard to encourage acceptance of gay people and, uh…y’know, ones like Ydleth who were born the wrong gender, or…however you’d describe that. Those groups are small and inherently harmless, that’s exactly why they always end up being targets. Nobody has any actual beef with ‘em, beyond some vague sense of revulsion that they were taught growing up. Maybe a few pretty goofy lies about what they get up to in private. All of that starts to fall apart as soon as you start actually meeting a few of them, and realizing they’re just folks like anybody else. Just trying to live, not hurting anybody and not needing any more shit.”

 

 “Yep.” Zui nodded, staring moodily into space. “That’s an awkward realization, all right.”

 

 “But I think I’ve gone as far as I can go that way,” I murmured. “It’s suddenly a whole different game when you’re dealing with actual grievances. It’s no less true that groups like the lowborn and beastfolk and goblins have been pitted against each other for the benefit of those in power, but there’s been actual blood and death as a result of it. How am I gonna preach about the greater good to somebody whose parents were murdered by humans, or who ended up on the street because goblins stole their rent money? Then I’m the idiot talking in philosophical abstractions while they’ve got their boots in the mud dealing with real problems.”

 

 “Sounds like a real bastard of a dilemma,” she agreed. Zui tilted her head to one side, resting her cheek on her folded arms so she could look at me directly. “I’d think you of all people would have some insight into this, given the backstory you told us on the tram. You’re a child of two cultures, right? Or was that all a smokescreen to distract the Hero?”

 

 “No, all of it was the straight truth,” I said, mildly nettled by the accusation. “That experience doesn’t really apply here, though. Those two cultures border on being mutually incomprehensible, but they’ve had good relations for most of a century by now.” I hesitated, considering. “Though…they were particularly viciously at war just before that.”

 

 “Yeah? Well, maybe there’s your answer. How’d that resolve itself?”

 

 “Absolute conquest,” I said, wincing. “One bombed into rubble, completely occupied by the other. Which then rebuilt the whole country from the ground up. That not only earned a lot of goodwill despite all the recent atrocities on both sides, but enabled them to install a new government that… Well, these days Japan is far from being a client state of America, but the current constitution makes it basically impossible to take an aggressive stance on…anything.”

 

 “Hm. You’re not really in a position to do any of that, huh.”

 

 “Not yet. If I understand how this Dark Lord thing works, as long as I can keep staying alive, eventually I’ll be able to wield overwhelming force and not have to deal with problems like this.”

 

 Her reddish-violet eyes bored into me, unblinking. “That is not gonna work out the way you’re imagining, buddy.”

 

 “We’ll see.”

 

 Zui rolled her eyes, shook her head, and stretched out on her back, folding her hands on her stomach and staring at the ceiling.

 

 “Then again,” I whispered.

 

 She turned her head to give me an inquisitive look.

 

 “I can already cause devastation on a scale I never imagined. I didn’t even know it until the heat of the moment. With the powers closing in on me already… I wonder how long it’ll be before I have no choice but to do something like that again.”

 

 Zui stared, unblinking, for a few long seconds, then rolled her head back to gaze upward again.

 

 “Yeah, I noticed you changing the subject every time that priestess asked about the Inferno. Didn’t even know it, huh. So you didn’t actually do that on purpose?”

 

 I looked away, though she wasn’t even looking at me. “No comment. Just… Who would’ve thought khora were huge enough for one organism to cover most of the island? Much less that a spell would even work on something that size.”

 

 “Everyone. Everyone knows that.” She snorted. “I guess, unless they came from a whole other world and don’t know their ass from a crawn’s nest. You know, those roots run all through Kzidnak. Goblins interact with them closely. They’re a major source of both food and a lot of what makes our alchemy superior to what the Fflyr have. You had better believe we took note of that bullshit. Fortunately nobody sleeps in ‘em or anything so it probably didn’t cause any deaths or even serious injuries, but… I can’t say for absolutely certain, but given the timing? I’m pretty sure it was a big part of what tipped Jadrak over the edge.”

 

 Well, wasn’t that just a motherfucker.

 

 “So tell me, Dark Lord Tallboy,” Zui said, tilting her head backward a bit so she could stare at the stars. “Was that any different up top? Did you get what you wanted by destroying everything in your path? Or did that just cause another huge mess of fucking problems that you still don’t know how to deal with?”

 

 “Yeah, yeah. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could all just hold hand and sing songs and agree to live together in peace?”

 

 She sighed heavily, but didn’t answer.

 

 “You probably think I’m just being an asshole, Zui—and fair enough—but I’m also serious. That would be better. But in the real world, all the problems bearing down on us are caused by powerful people, on purpose, for their own benefit. And nothing is going to get better until some of them fucking die.”

 

 “I’m very much afraid that you’re not wrong,” she murmured, finally closing her eyes. “Just don’t kid yourself that getting the bastards out of the way is the solution to anything. That just clears space for the solutions to start. At that point, you’ll have to start doing the real work.”

 

 I looked down at her, then up at the stars again.

 

 Nothing good could possibly result from telling Zui she was right, and there really wasn’t anything else to say in response to that.

 

 I stretched out on my back again, listening to the soft sound of her breathing and concentrating on my own.

            


Bonus 11 In Which the Boss Leans In


                “So how’s it look out there?” Sneppit demanded the instant Gizmit walked into the room.

 

“Pretty much exactly how I told you it would be the entire way here,” Gizmit replied. “The situation’s volatile, no place this close to Fallencourt proper is more than provisionally secure, and you have no business being this close to the action, boss. If Jadrak finds out you’re here—”

 

 “Fortunately I pay the very best people to make sure he doesn’t find out things like that,” Sneppit interrupted, rather than have to listen to that speech again.

 

 “This complex is as secure as we can make it,” Dapp said, defensiveness audible in his tone.

 

 Gizmit gave him a look and a sigh. “I believe you. But as secure as it can be made is not fucking very.”

 

 Sneppit cleared her throat, rescuing Dapp before he could properly get his back up. She did not need infighting among her underlings, now of all times. Gizmit wasn’t wrong, but Dapp was still sensitive and raring to prove himself worthy of his quick promotion to chief of Sneppit’s personal guard, since she’d left her actual head of security in charge of her headquarters.

 

 “Noted. What else, Gizmit?”

 

 “I have a few details I can contribute, but the most important thing I found out there can speak for herself.”

 

 Gizmit stepped deeper into the room and then to one side, clearing the way for the person who’d been following her to enter, carefully adjusting her polearm in the process so it didn’t whack the door frame.

 

 “Rizz!” Sneppit put on a broad smile, spreading her arms in an effusive greeting.

 

 “What the hell are you doing here, Sneppit?” the Judge demanded. “The girl’s right, this is no place for a paper-pushing backroom dealer. What, you think Kzidnak doesn’t have enough chaos right now? The little of it that’s still relatively stable will go belly up if you succeed in gettin’ your little pink ass killed like you’re so earnestly trying to.”

 

 “And it’s lovely to see you too, Rizz. I was also worried about your well-being, thank you for asking. Your boys are fine, they’ve been pitching in back at my HQ, really helpful in keeping all the refugees organized. How’s Rhoka?”

 

 “Rhoka’s doing her goddamn job, and when she doesn’t it’s out of misguided compassion for situations that’re none of her business. As opposed to you, swooping in on this mess like the scavenger you are in the hope you can hook up with the Dark Lord when he gets here.”

 

 “Rizz, you met the guy; he leads by charisma and raw firepower, not by having any idea what he’s doing. When he swoops in here he’s gonna need somebody with actual administrative skills to help, otherwise all of this is gonna get even messier than it needs to.”

 

 “Uh huh.” Rizz propped the polearm against her shoulder and folded her arms. “And you’re definitely only interested in what’s best for Kzidnak, not at all in positioning yourself to take as much credit as possible for as little work possible so the Dark Lord’ll appoint you Jadrak’s replacement.”

 

 Sneppit’s already-sunny smile widened by a couple more teeth. “C’mon now, Judge, we’re all adults here. Nobody needs to explain to anybody else that more than one thing can be simultaneously true. So, what’s the news out there?”

 

 Rizz grimaced at her, but opted not to push the argument further. “Well, as it happens, the news is goin’ down right now. You’re already too close to the action; a little more shouldn’t hurt, provided you’re supervised. And,” she added, her broad hatbrim bobbing as she looked Sneppit up and down, “assuming you can manage not to look like a hot pink exhibition for five minutes outta your life.”

 

 “As usual, Rizz, I am a step ahead of you. Ydleth, honey!” Sneppit called, raising her voice.

 

 Amid the sounds of hurried activity as her entourage bustled about setting up and fortifying her field HQ in this residence on the outskirts of Fallencourt which they’d found abandoned, there rose the slaps of heavier-than-average foosteps. Seconds later, a human face appeared in the upper corner of the doorframe, having to bend down to peek through. Luckily the ceilings in here were high enough not to give their tallfolk allies much trouble, but the doors were rather inconvenient for them.

 

 “Yo, boss lady,” Ydleth replied.

 

 “Good thinking on that disguise you arranged, darling,” Sneppit purred. “I’m gonna need that sooner than expected. Can you be a lamb and dig it up for me?”

 

 “No digging required, I packed that on top. Back in two shakes!” Ydleth promised cheerily as she vanished. Sneppit’s smile diminished by a couple of degrees as the human’s slightly muffled voice carried back to them from the room beyond. “Obviously, we all knew you weren’t gonna have the sense to stay put and keep your head down like absolutely everybody’s been telling you. Gotta be prepared!”

 

 “Interesting operation you’re running here, Snep,” Rizz drawled.

 

 “Hey, be nice to my new assistants, they’re more than pulling their weight. And Ydleth there can kick a guy clear across the room.”

 

 There came a crash from the adjacent chamber, followed by peals of laughter in Madyn’s voice.

 

 “Why did you tell her that?” Ydleth complained loudly.

 

 “Aw, don’t be like that, nobody blames you,” Madyn chortled. “It’s a great story! And he deserved it.”

 

 Rizz turned a very expressive stare upon Sneppit.

 

 “See? They fit right in,” Sneppit said sweetly. “Gives me a good feeling about Lord Seiji. You tend to think of humans as stuffy and obsessed with hierarchy, but he’s clearly got his people accustomed to speaking their minds. It’s like he’s been preparing himself to lead goblins this whole time and didn’t even know it. Ah, thanks, Ydleth, perfect. Okay, Rizz, let’s go see what’s so important.”

 



 

 Sneppit had to hand it to her: the sight of the Hero attempting to assault the Goblin King’s fortress, alone, was pretty important. Especially given the way it appeared to be going.

 

“What is that boy doing?” she breathed in horror.

 

 “Embarrassing himself,” Rizz said dryly.

 

 Jadrak had set himself up in Fallencourt’s most ostentatious structure, a colossal pillar of stone formed by the union of a stalagmite with about the same floor footage as a modest Fflyr mansion and an only slightly smaller stalactite above. The originally natural formation had been fully carved out by goblins eons ago, both hollowed from within and its exterior shaved down so that it was now a neatly hexagonal tower connecting the floor and ceiling of Fallencourt’s main cavern. Until this disastrous conflict, its ownership had most recently been shared by a consortium of business owners running several trading concerns which specialized in higher-value goods than most goblins could afford. The Core Tower’s defensibility made it ideal for both their purposes and Jadrak’s, with thick walls, narrow windows, and only two points of access. There was a downward-sloping bridge from its main entrance to a broad ledge running along one side of the cavern’s wall, itself a market space in better times; the Tower’s only other entry was through a covered bridge of stone and iron leading into its secondary complex inside the walls of Fallencourt.

 

 That, as any native of Kzidnak knew, would be the most sensible angle of attack if someone wanted to invade the Core Tower. Though the bridge itself made a highly defensible choke point, the complex on the other side had multiple entrances, including a small ledge which opened onto one of Sneppit’s own tram tunnels. Unfortunately that particular spot hung over a bottomless drop into the core and the tram tracks leading there had been sabotaged over the last several hours, so that wasn’t really a viable insertion point right now. Still, there were other accesses to those chambers; they were quite secure, but less so than the Core Tower itself.

 

 The Hero Yoshi had chosen to go about this the hardest way possible, resulting in not only failure but ridicule; he was getting stymied right out in the open in the middle of Fallencourt, in full view of any goblin who might care to peek out a window. Or just stand openly in their doorways and bridges and ledges, laughing and jeering at his expense.

 

 As they watched, Yoshi made another run for the bridge, his elf companion right on his heels with her artifact rapier up. Being more heavily armored and carrying a shield, he of course took the lead, though it barely helped. The second they began moving they came under heavy fire from every window of the Tower which overlooked them—and in particular from what had to have been every remaining sorcerer Jadrak had to call upon.

 

“Light Barrier!” Their support priestess did her best from her more secure position huddling under the stone awning of a nearby storefront, which was why their inevitable defeat was merely humiliating instead of lethal.

 

 Shouts of “Fire Lance!” were followed by a volley of flame and force that pounded the magical shield, causing it to flicker to the very brink of collapse. A follow-up volley of slingshot projectiles finished it off, the last few breaking through to impact Yoshi’s shield; one scored a glancing blow against his armor, causing him to falter. Flaethwyn swiped two deftly out of the air with her rapier, an impressive display of the artifact’s power. It wasn’t enough, though.

 

 Flaethwyn was the first to retreat as the projectiles kept up, not that she really had a choice. Yoshi actually hunkered behind his shield as best he was able and attempted to press forward, managing to get one boot on the foot of the bridge before the sheer concentrated force of slingshot rounds brought him to a halt.

 

 Slingshot rounds, broken bottles, loose brickwork… Every window in the Core Tower that wasn’t covered by one of the ridiculous green banners Jadrak had draped from the top of the structure had goblins crowded into them, jeering and hurling trash at the beleaguered Hero.

 

“Light Barrier!” Pashilyn’s voice was growing hoarse; if not from the shouting alone, she was starting to falter. Sneppit knew that spell cost stamina from the caster as it absorbed impacts. Again, she barely managed to save Yoshi from the next round of Fire Lances.

 

 He retreated again. Not fully back to shelter as Flaethwyn had done, but at least far enough that civilians couldn’t just chuck junk at him. Still, he cowered behind his shield, carefully shuffling backward as the Light Barrier faltered and broke again. The last few spiked balls thunked against his shield.

 

 Well, at least they didn’t seem to have any more bombs to throw.

 

 “What an absolute disaster,” Sneppit groaned, absently adjusting the plain brown hood that covered her immaculately dyed hair. That and a heavy cloak were all that constituted Ydleth’s “disguise;” it wouldn’t fool anybody up close, but from this distance it should at least obscure her characteristic, vivid pinkness. Rizz had found them a deserted gallery high up toward the ceiling that afforded both an excellent view over Fallencourt and a measure of privacy from anybody looking up. “Doesn’t that kid know anything about public relations? Nobody’s gonna take him seriously after this.”

 

 “Why the hell would a Hero know anything about public relations?” Rizz asked wearily.

 

 “Incoming,” Gizmit suddenly said. By the time Sneppit looked up and managed to follow the direction of her gaze, Dapp had already moved to place himself between her and the threat. “Wait… Weapons down, it’s a Judge. No…an Arbiter.”

 

 Dapp looked to Sneppit for confirmation; she gave him a reassuring nod, and he gestured his team backward. Meanwhile Rhoka, who’d been keeping this ledge secure until Rizz brought them here, moved in that direction to greet the newcomer. Sneppit couldn’t actually see anything except the odd flash of furtive movement from a similar ledge some distance below and to their right, but she trusted Gizmit’s eyes and know-how.

 

 “Well, we gotta get the boy under control somehow,” she murmured, watching Yoshi being driven back again. “This is a battle for hearts and minds more than territory; he’s makin’ our entire side look like assholes.”

 

 A roar suddenly echoed through the cavern, goblins from every corner of Fallencourt raising their voices in unison. If it wasn’t every onlooker—and it wouldn’t be, Sneppit knew many if not most of the goblins here were just trying to survive this madness—it was enough to create that illusion, which of course was exactly what he wanted.

 

 The Core Tower featured a small balcony directly above its main entrance, two stories up. Onto this, from behind the livid green curtains hung there for just such an entrance, had just stepped the goblin who would proclaim himself King.

 

 Jadrak was a handsome goblin, famously so; Sneppit had to acknowledge that and didn’t begrudge it. He understood public relations and the value of putting an attractive face forward. His black hair was immaculately styled, flowing about his shoulders as if it were a softer texture than goblin hair actually was, the locks and the fluffy bangs that hovered dashingly over one of his eyes streaked with shining, metallic gold. That was his color scheme: he wore a stark black coat embellished with gold at the cuffs and embroidered along the sleeves, with a golden mantle draped over his shoulders.

 

 Sneppit thought it was significant that there was no green in his ensemble except that of his skin. The symbol of his great revolution was for other people to wear; it signified followers, rather than leaders. Marks and stooges. Sneppit dressed her security people in pink, but that was because she wore it first and foremost. That, and Youda had happened across a cheap way to dye akornin armor pink and she hadn’t been able to resist.

 

 The Goblin King held up his hands, and the cheering quieted as the twang of slingshots fell silent. Below him, Yoshi risked peeking over the rim of his shield.

 

 “So this is the Hero,” he thundered, his voice echoing across Fallencourt and filling the space. Jadrak was more a match for Seiji than Yoshi; he definitely understood the value of performance. Also, he had a powerful set of lungs. “Look, I know this is a cliché, but I expected someone…taller. And that doesn’t begin to cover why I’m disappointed.”

 

 Yoshi lowered his shield, his shoulders heaving with visible exertion. Still, he had the energy to strike a pose, planting his feet in a balanced stance and pointing his sword up at the Goblin King. Sneppit cringed; it was just so forced and clearly put on, making him look utterly foolish in contrast to Jadrak’s effortless charisma.

 

“You are already dead,” Yoshi shouted, causing her to cringe even harder. Clearly Seiji had not taught him how to project; his voice was thin and strained with the effort of yelling and didn’t even travel as far as Jadrak’s calmer tone. “Come down from there and face me yourself, if you…”

 

 Whatever other nonsense he spewed was utterly drowned out by laughter and catcalls. Jadrak just stood there, smiling down at the embarrassed Hero, and waited for Yoshi to get tired of wasting air. Then waited further until he lowered his sword. The poor boy just couldn’t look anything but sheepish in that moment.

 

 Only then did the Goblin King raise his hands again. Fallencourt quieted at his wordless command, further emphasizing his power and dominant position.

 

 “You like to talk, human,” Jadrak said once it was quiet enough for him to be the undisputed center of attention. “But this is Kzidnak, and we know the value of talk—especially talk from your kind. If you want your words taken seriously, put them in writing. In fact, when you’re ready, just ask politely and I’ll draw up an agreement for us. Having the Hero’s signature under articles of surrender will make a nice souvenir.”

 

 He smirked down at Yoshi, keeping his head tilted just enough to maintain his stare on the boy as he turned away until he finally sauntered back inside through his ridiculous curtains. No sooner had he vanished from view than another round of slingshot balls were being launched, forcing the chastened Hero to backpedal away from the bridge entirely.

 

 “We gotta get that kid outta there before he dooms us all,” Sneppit hissed, glaring down at the scene of Yoshi’s disgrace. “Dapp, move out, we need to secure an exit route and—”

 

 “Wait wait wait! Stop, don’t do it!” 

 

 She turned, scowling in annoyance—nobody interrupted Miss Sneppit—to behold the Arbiter Gizmit had spotted approaching along the ledge at a run, waving her free hand overhead as if they didn’t need to be discreet about their presence.

 

 “Arbiter Fram,” Rizz called out. “Where is Judge Gazmo? Please tell me you’re not all that’s left.”

 

 “Gazmo’s fine, he’s down there keeping an eye on the Hero,” Fram panted, staggering to a halt next to them. “We came with them. Look, don’t jump in, okay? This is under control! Everything’s going according to plan, the Hero’s doing his job perfectly. If this keeps up, we could actually win this!”

 

 “Fram,” Rizz said in a dangerous tone, “this is not the time for one of your what you incorrectly think are jokes.”

 

 “I’m dead serious, Judge, I swear!”

 

 “If you came with him, then what happened to Lord Seiji?” Sneppit demanded.

 

 “He’s doing his part, too. Look, just trust me, we’ll get everybody on the same page. See? They’re retreating down there, it’s time for a break. Hero or no, he can’t keep that up forever, the boy needs to rest and recover. Gazmo’s got some local allies we rustled up, they’ll cover their tracks so they can get away. I’ll grab ‘em and we can convene for a chat, right? I assume you’ve got some kinda secure base set up here, Miss Sneppit, or you wouldn’t’ve come yourself.”

 

 The Arbiter paused, then tilted her head to one side, looking Sneppit curiously up and down.

 

 “Uh, speaking of… Why the hell did you come here? This is no place for—”

 

 “Gizmit, go with her,” Sneppit ordered. “Lead the Hero, the Judge and whoever else they approve back to our hideout, and make sure nobody else follows.”

 

 “I’ll do my best, but we’re way too close to the action here for guarantees.”

 

 “Your best is what I pay you for. C’mon, Dapp, back to base. Let’s get ready to receive guests.”

 



 

 “Okay…that’s not a bad plan, considering what you were working with,” Sneppit said slowly, digesting the implications. Impressively quickly, Gazmo and Gizmit had gathered up the Hero’s party and managed to get them back to Sneppit’s improvised base of operations. Both had said, with dour looks, that they’d done their best to cover their exit, but actual security out here wasn’t a prospect.

 

 Madyn and Youda were busy handing out rations, both to the exhausted humans (and elf) and the assembled goblins. It was about breakfast time anyway, and even those who hadn’t just been publicly spanked by the Goblin King’s forces needed sustenance. 

 

 Sneppit kept her composure better than most of her followers; she could tell at a glance that she was far from the only one reeling from the revelations Yoshi and company had brought. By Virya’s swinging teats, what a catastrophe. Even the pixie’s hasty reassurance that none of them were in danger of having their souls taken wasn’t much comfort. If it was only Jadrak’s most devoted loyalists…well, Sneppit had zero sympathy for any of those assholes. She wouldn’t personally have done anything as horrible as sacrifice them to a devil, but whatever took them off the board. If only that were the only effect it would have. Goddess, with the kind of Void power Jadrak could gain from potentially hundreds of souls… Never mind Kzidnak, nowhere would be safe from him.

 

 “I see a big flaw in your strategy, though,” she said after contemplating for a moment.

 

 Yoshi had just been handed a bowl of stewed mushrooms and khora root, and now lowered it to give her a serious look. It still bemused Sneppit, how the Hero treated her with automatic respect. Granted, it had taken some intervention from the Dark Lord to get him there, but this wasn’t how things worked in any of the stories.

 

 “To be honest, it’s more flaws than strategy,” Yoshi admitted. “Omura agreed to the plan, but… I’m under no illusions. We’re doing the best with what little we have in an extremely bad situation, Miss Sneppit. I know you’re a more strategic thinker; if you have any suggestions, I’ll be grateful for them.”

 

 “Yeah, it’s not great, but you’re right—for what you’re working with, it’s a good gambit. The issue that jumps out at me is that you’re propping up Jadrak’s mystique at the same time you’re keeping him hopefully too calm to pull that doomsday trigger. Making him look good in front of all his followers is only cementing their loyalty, which is keeping them on the table as potential sources of Void fuel.”

 

 “There’s not really a way around that, though,” said Judge Gazmo.

 

 “And I’d contest the idea that this is keeping that option open,” Rizz added. “At worst, it’s prolonging the situation, not securing it. Goblins are still goblins, Sneppit. If Virya herself came down on a cloud and gave Jadrak everything his little heart desired right in front of all his sycophants, he’d still run out of the kind of loyalty he needs to invoke this soul contingency. He’s coasting on crisis and showmanship right now, but goblins will not maintain that kind of slavish devotion over the long term. I give it days at most before the option’s effectively dead.”

 

 “I’m not sure we can hold off for days,” Yoshi said with a grimace, picking up his spoon.

 

 “Itadakimasu!” chorused Ydleth, Madyn, and the dozen goblins of Sneppit’s entourage as they tucked into their own breakfast.

 

 Yoshi dropped his spoon into his stew, staring at them in shock.

 

 “Oh, you recognize that?” Sneppit asked. “What are they saying, anyway?”

 

 “W-where did they hear that?” he stammered.

 

 She shrugged, scooping up a bite of her own. “It’s something those two butts do at meals. They immediately got basically every goblin in my company doing it over the last couple days, plus most of the refugees we took in. I don’t even think it was on purpose, people just enjoy having fads to glom onto. Specially during rough times like this, eh? Seemed harmless enough.”

 

 The Hero raised a trembling hand to cover his eyes. “Omura, you absolute…”

 

 “This…is harmless, right?” Sneppit asked pointedly. “Is there something I should know?”

 

 “I…that… Uh, I think we should focus on immediate problems,” Yoshi hedged. “If we all survive this, though, you should ask Omura about it as soon as everything here is settled.”

 

 “Well, sure, I’ll add it to the list,” she shrugged. “He and I have a lot to discuss, anyway.”

 

 Sitting silently beside Yoshi, the priestess glanced over at Sneppit over the rims of her spectacles. Not for the first time, she observed that Pashilyn was far too quiet and observant. In any other circumstances, Sneppit would regard her as the greatest long-term danger in the Hero’s party. And circumstances could change quickly.

 

 Like the subject, which she now smoothly diverted from what she sensed could become a problematic matter.

 

 “How long do you think you can keep this up, then? Sorry to put the weight on your shoulders, kid, but it sure seems like there’s nothing else we can do until Lord Seiji finishes off that Void witch and gets back here.”

 

 “If,” Flaethwyn muttered. “The word you want is if.”

 

 “If I can manage to hold up my end, I have to have faith Omura can handle his,” Yoshi said, nodding decisively. “We’ll hold out as long as we can. The chance to rest and refuel is very much appreciated, Miss Sneppit, but we’d better not linger long. I’ll go make another run at the defenses as soon as we’re finished up here. If we pace ourselves…” He looked over at his friends questioningly. “And as long as Amell’s potions hold out… Most of today, hopefully? Optimistically.”

 

 “I, um, I’m not sure my stocks are going to keep us on our feet that long,” Amell said, cringing. “After everything, even with what we took from the old mining offices, I’m low on…all of it.”

 

 “Now that we can definitely help with,” Sneppit stated. “Youda? I want the stocks opened to the Hero’s team. This is no time for scrimping and saving; anything and everything they might could use, they get.”

 

 “You got it, boss!” Youda said cheerfully, waving his spoon at her. “Ain’t like I brought my entire lab out here, but we’re kitted out for a decent support plan. Bet I can keep ‘em upright for at least a few more hours.”

 

 “I know the Hero’s going to be on the front lines, but it’s a good idea to keep some supplies for your own people, Sneppit,” Rizz said pointedly. “You’re dreaming if you think you’re gonna stay undiscovered past lunchtime, optimistically. Everyone is going to be fighting by the time the Dark Lord gets back. Don’t keep all your coins in one pouch.”

 

“Well, sure, it’s not as if they can even carry our entire stock,” Sneppit countered. “Trust me, Rizz, this is not my first time planning an operation under pressure.”

 

 “I’m a bit surprised to see you out here yourself, Miss Sneppit,” Yoshi said in a careful tone. “You seem like more of a behind-the-scenes planner. No offense, of course! It’s just, we’re awfully close to the center of danger here.”

 

 “Yes, so everyone has been pointing out to me,” she said sweetly, “repeatedly and at length, as if I were unable to discern obvious facts for myself.”

 

 “And yet, here you damn well are,” Rizz growled. “If it’s so obvious—”

 

 “Life’s not about what you can see, it’s about what you understand, and how well you’re able to leverage what you learn. Yeah, it’s risky. Everyone knows it’s risky. But while you all see only the risks, I see the opportunity.”

 

 Sneppit leaned back in the high-backed chair she’d insisted on bringing exactly for moments such as this, smiling knowingly over the assembled goblins, humans, and one disgruntled elf.

 

 “That’s why I’m the boss.”

 

 The bad timing was probably just a result of the dicey situation they were all in, but she wouldn’t have put it past Gizmit to do it on purpose. Whatever the cause, that was the moment her most senior intelligence agent chose to dart into the room, making a beeline for Sneppit’s side.

 

 “They’ve found us,” Gizmit stated curtly.

 

 Immediately, everyone set down spoons and grabbed for weapons.

 

 “There’s nobody in the vicinity closing in,” the Hero’s pixie familiar protested. “The only goblins outside this complex are Sneppit’s own guards.”

 

 “You think they’ve figured out the range of your senses?” Yoshi asked.

 

 “It’s not that,” said Gizmit, shaking her head. “They’re keeping at a distance on purpose. I was hailed while doing a sweep. Boss, Jadrak does know you’re here, personally. And the Hero. He sent somebody with a message. They want to open negotiations.”

 

 There was a momentary pause.

 

 “Trap,” Gazmo stated. “Obvious trap.”

 

 “Obviously, yes,” said Sneppit, a smile beginning to curl across her lips. “But…but.”

 

 “Oh, here we go,” Rizz groaned.

 

 “Rizz, don’t be melodramatic, you don’t have the delivery for it. Yoshi, hon, eat your stew. All of you need your strength. This is how we win. We just need to make Jadrak feel secure and waste his time, right? Well, let him have his trap; ours is on his way here with news of a dead Void witch and the end of all this carnage. Because trust me, if there is one thing I can do, it’s keep Jadrak occupied with pointless bullshit until it’s too late for him to salvage his little revolution.”

 

 “You’re hanging a lot on that,” Gazmo said skeptically. “What happens if the Dark Lord fails?”

 

 “If the Dark Lord fails,” Sneppit answered, “then we’re all as good as dead, all of Kzidnak is shortly to follow, and the entire rest of Ephemera will be on the chopping block unless the Goddesses themselves get off their celestial asses for once and step in. So yeah, I’ve got faith in Lord Seiji, because I have to. We will proceed upon the assumption that we are not irretrievably fucked. What the hell else are we gonna do?”

 

 For once, nobody argued.

            


3.30 In Which the Dark Lord Goes to Hell and Gets a Souvenir


                The Flats was another astonishingly scenic location, one more surprising example of how there were more picturesque spots under Dount than on it. Because apparently nothing in Fflyr hands could ever be worth a damn.

 

At first glance, it reminded me strikingly of an airplane hangar—it had that shape. The cavern was longer than wide, with a smoothly arched roof, and its opposite end open to the empty sky, offering a horrifying view of the drop into eternal nothing. As everywhere else, goblins didn’t seem to bother with safety rails. The name of the place doubtless came from the tiered floor, where flat sections of ground ascended in a series of short, smooth steps that looked carved by eons of water. Each step was a few centimeters at most, not an imposition even for goblins, but rising the length of the cavern they came to the highest point right at the open end, and there sat the Spirit altar. Its base was about at my waist level when I stood at the entrance, so about at eye height for the locals. The arched ceiling had been completely painted with those mixed murals goblins liked, and structures had been built along and into the walls. Down here at the front end, two other tunnels crossed the path right in front of us, a track for Sneppit’s tram running out of one and down the other.

 

And that first glance was all the time I had to take it in, because Hoy had beaten us here.

 

“Too slow, and too weak, dipshit,” he called, turning his head to grin at me over his shoulder without taking his hand off the top of the Spirit’s altar. Already the thing had no glowing head as normal; its usual blue-green lights were pulsing rhythmically up from the base, flickering to red where they reached his palm, and then resuming their normal color.

 

I had no idea what this process was, how long it took, or even how long he’d been here; by all accounts he shouldn’t have been able to beat us. That meant we had no time. Hoy had a brand-new entourage, nine other goblins with slingshots, who now spread themselves out in a line facing us as my own followers did likewise.

 

 “Biribo,” I said quietly, “do they have bombs?”

 

 “I can’t make hundred percent guarantees on finicky details at this range, boss, but I’m mostly sure those’re just iron balls.”

 

 “Mostly sure will have to do.” I studied their formation, the terrain, the open end of the cavern, and contemplated as rapidly as I ever had in my life. “All right. I’m changing the plan. Swap ammo, everybody. Open with whatever explosive rounds you’ve got; aim to take out his support, not Hoy himself. Deeyo, Fire Lance any stragglers we miss. After that take your shots at Hoy if you get a clear one, but please try not to shoot us in the back. Aster.”

 

 I drew my rapier and stepped forward. She fell into step beside me, and then pulled slightly ahead, reaching up to draw her greatsword. I really appreciated how that thing’s scabbard worked; you physically could not pull a sword that size out of a normal scabbard from that position, so it was open all along one side with an ingenious little clip-like device at the top, so she could snap it in and out at the base of the blade. Efficiency aside, it was great for showtime: she basically just reached up, grabbed the handle, and pulled the magic lever that left her with a big-ass blade resting across her shoulders in Cloud Strife pose. 

 

 “Stay behind me,” I murmured.

 

 “Fuck off, my lord.”

 

 Ah, that’s my Aster. Living proof that loyalty and obedience are very different concepts.

 

 “I will give you once chance,” I said, projecting; my voice boomed throughout the cavern. Hot damn, the acoustics in here were phenomenal. Why was this not being used as a concert venue? “Surrender now, and you’ll be taken under my protection. Hoy may try to kill you if you do, but he will definitely try to kill you if you stay with him. That’s what he’s done to every group of suckers I’ve seen him lead so far. The Dark Lord shows mercy, when possible. That’s better than you’ll get from the Goblin King as his own loyal supporters.”

 

 I came to a stop, Aster pausing and then moving backward one step to stand alongside me. The goblins shuffled, glancing nervously and unhappily at each other; I was just close enough to see their expressions. It made me uncomfortably aware that I was about to kill people who were mostly fighting me because they were too scared to quit. 

 

 Well, fine. Killing people should never feel comfortable. We all do what we have to.

 

 “What the fuck?” Hoy looked up from the Spirit again, incredulously. “What are you morons doing? Just shoot his ass!”

 

 I had my amulet and Aster her chain mail, and we were far enough back that the artifacts weren’t neutralized by Hoy’s Void magic. Plus, I had Heal. Still, best not to get shot if we didn’t have to. I raised my rapier overhead as the goblins brought up their slingshots and whipped it down to point at them. We hadn’t prearranged the signal, but my people knew one when they saw one.

 

 Slingshots twanged; Aster shifted in front of me, raising one arm to cover her face, and I tried to pull her back. As a result we both got hit, but glancing blows only—still enough to nearly knock both of us down.

 

 We got the better of that exchange, by far.

 

 The bombs impacted with beautiful precision; my slingers had taken aim at the feet of the enemy goblins, and I couldn’t be sure but I suspected a couple had deliberately shot at Hoy so his Repulsion Aura would fling the incoming rounds back into his own defenders. Smoke, shrapnel, and pieces of goblins flew, and the entire line of them went down.

 

 Including Hoy. Oh, he wasn’t killed or probably even singed too badly, I never got to be that lucky. But it takes a special kind of person to stand their ground while everything around them was being pelted with grenades, and Hoy’s entire problem was that nothing about him was special. He yelled, staggering away from the Spirit and covering his head with both arms, also barely keeping on his feet amid the shrapnel.

 

 I cast a quick Heal on myself and Aster.

 

 “Son of a fucking bitch,” Hoy spat, turning to glare at us. A meter away, the Spirit had gone dark again. Whatever that Void process was, he had to start over.

 

 So of course, he immediately lunged back for it, palm outstretched to slap down on top.

 

 And I knew what I had to do, had known before I came here.

 

Unrelenting attack.

 

 We both charged forward in unison, Aster going straight down the middle while I peeled to the side and drew my dagger, vanishing from sight. This time, Hoy had positioned himself behind the Spirit, facing the front of the cavern, and he wasn’t having this.

 

“Fire Lance! Fire Lance! Fire Lance! Fire Lance!”

 

The first hit nailed Aster in the chest, singing her coat and stopping her momentum dead; the artifact mail should have protected her from serious injury, but I Healed her anyway. It was all I could do, as I had my own problems now. Hoy shot a Fire Lance at a pretty good guess of where I would be, and would’ve scored a hit had I not zigzagged immediately after going invisible. But he just kept throwing those damn things, and in the next three seconds I had two near misses. My Amulet of Final Luck wasn’t going to do a whole lot against that—and he’d accidentally found the weakness in my target-blocking ring. It didn’t block shit if I wasn’t being targeted.

 

 All the trouble I’d gone through to work around this damn artifact and this little green asshole immediately found a counter. I had the stray thought that I clearly wasn’t using it as effectively as Lady Gray had, which was good, because the resulting surge of venomous rage was exactly what I needed to keep myself motivated and charging forward.

 

“Fire Lance!”

 

Heal!

 

 He’d found another counter, unfortunately; I wasn’t going to let him just blast Aster to bits. Already her overcoat was in charred rags, revealing the form-fitting silver-white mail beneath, and the artifact’s effect of drawing fire toward itself and away from uncovered areas was probably the only reason she hadn’t lost a limb, or her head. 

 

“Fire Lance! FIRE LANCE, asshole!”

 

 Deeyo tried, bless him. Those fire spells flickered away to nothing by the time they got within two meters of Hoy, though. The Void witch, who I could usually rely on to stop what he was doing and ineptly trash-talk in the middle of a fight, only gave Deeyo a contemptuous glance before resuming his barrage at Aster. He seemed to get the stakes here. Of all the damn times for this idiot to finally pull some professionalism out of his ass.

 

 I was closing fast, but I knew the invisibility would fade once I got close to sword range. Maybe Deeyo’s covering fire would at least distract Hoy enough that I could—

 

 Nope. His eyes suddenly shifted, locking onto me the instant I was a vague outline. I was just out of range to lunge at him. He wasted time pointing his finger at me and shouting the spell, having apparently forgotten I was untargetable—

 

“Force Wave!”

 

 Aw, fuck, wrong spell.

 

 Well, I did regain my invisibility as I was sent hurtling backward. Unfortunately, now Hoy knew roughly where I was—but only in a general sense, which meant he could just hammer the vicinity with Fire Lances and my ring wouldn’t protect me. Aster was down; struggling to get back to her feet, but those repeated spellfire hits had taken a lot out of her, even with my Healing.

 

 And then a green streak with a punk rock haircut shot out of one of the side structures, beelining for Hoy.

 

 He saw the motion and reflexively turned, but having been about to fire at me he was all the way in the wrong orientation, having not expected an attack from that direction.

 

 Zui hopped nimbly over the body of a blown-up goblin, hit the smooth stone floor on her knees in a gloriously absurd powerslide, and cannoned right into him just as he turned toward her. Hoy’s belated shift in position only meant that her uppercut hit him right between the legs.

 

 At least half a dozen people hissed in sympathy; the wonderful acoustics meant I heard them all.

 

 “Zui, no,” I exclaimed. “Not cool! He may be a piece of shit, but we gotta have standards.”

 

 “Oh, you are ridiculous!” she snarled. “Just shut up and kill the Void witch already, Dark Lord!”

 

 Well, she had said she was good in a fight. Then again, I very much doubted she’d learned that doing a stint as a security guard. Were those—holy shit, she’d hit him with brass knuckles. Well, that impact would take him out for—

 

 About four seconds, as it turned out. Hoy staggered back, his legs buckling as he grabbed his crotch in sheer reflex…but only reflex. I mean, any guy would, but apparently his Repulsion Aura worked on more than just projectiles.

 

 Baring his teeth at Zui, he slapped one hand back down atop the Spirit altar and aimed the other at her. She had no artifacts or even armor; that spell at that range—

 

 I couldn’t say exactly why I did it, I definitely wasn’t operating on any kind of strategy at that point, but I slammed the invisibility dagger back into its sheath and charged at him, drawing his attention.

 

 Hoy’s eyes cut to me, and he pivoted, aiming his casting arm awkwardly across the other one. I dodged as he shouted the spell; the Fire Lance grazed my left side. I cast Heal immediately, of course, but my sleeve was still smoldering as I staggered into him, too ungainly from the near-miss to bring up my rapier effectively. This close to his Void blessing, the rapier’s Mastery enchantment wasn’t working, and my Surestep Boots only managed to keep me from taking a pratfall. I almost stumbled past him, my recently freed hand flailing for balance—

 

 Oh. Unrelenting attack. Even if you lose, you’ll get what you need.

 

 Well, here went nothing.

 

 I caught my footing and slammed my free hand down atop Hoy’s. My fingers were longer; I was able to grab the slightly angled stone surface by its edges, just barely.

 

 The altar began pulsing light again, but this time an error code popped up, hovering in a circular line above its crown, two messages alternating:

 

- ONE USER PER ACTIVATION -

 

 - RESOLVE -

 

 “What the fuck did you do?!” Hoy bellowed. He wasn’t letting go of the Spirit, and neither was I. So I stabbed him. Well, I tried to.

 

 In an annoyingly impressive display of physical aptitude, he hooked his toe under the stolen Judge’s polearm he’d dropped nearby, kicked it up into his hand and whipped it at me, deflecting my attempted thrust.

 

 What ensued had to have been the most ridiculous duel in history. Neither of us dared to take our hands off the Spirit that was in the process of becoming a Void altar, and with those hands occupied holding onto it we couldn’t even have a thumb war to dislodge each other’s grip. Instead we went at it with the weapons in our other hands—weapons that were much too long to use in such close quarters. We couldn’t get the right angle for proper thrusts and couldn’t pull back for a wide slash without leaving ourselves open, so we hammered at each other with a series of highly aggressive parries that went nowhere. It was like something out of the first chase scene in a Jackie Chan movie.

 

 Maybe Virya should have made Jackie the Dark Lord. I’d watch that.

 

 Apparently, the Spirit (or what was left of it) got tired of waiting for us. The lights suddenly shifted to a deep purple, and the message changed again.

 

RESOLVING

 

 Hoy and I mutually hesitated, looking at this and then back at each other. He couldn’t read the text, presumably, but he could tell something had gotten fucked up, which to be fair was also as much as I knew.

 

 “This is your fault, shit-for-brains!”

 

 “Dude, how much of everything you have ever done comes down to compensating for something?”

 

 He snarled and whacked me with his staff, the swing too wild to be truly effective, not that it made a lot of difference at this range. And then I had the epiphany that my legs were almost as long as Hoy was tall, and I only needed one to stand on. Okay, look, some things seem blindingly obvious in hindsight, but when you’re right in the middle of a frantic situation your focus narrows, your brain locks into established patterns, and you can forget extremely evident facts, like your ability to straight up kick a motherfucker.

 

 So I kicked him. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who’d failed to realize this was on the table, as it took Hoy sufficiently by surprise that I landed a firm, solid blow. The air went out of him in a grunt and he was sent hurtling away, his hand ripping out from under mine. My palm landed flat on the top of the nascent Void altar. Last man standing.

 

 And as per fucking usual, I was a split-second too late to call victory because of it.

 

 Even as Hoy went flying, so did Aster and Zui, and also Biribo, propelled away by some force with no source that I could see. The instant they were all outside its radius, a circular wall flashed into place from floor to ceiling, enclosing Hoy and myself in a space with the Spirit at its center. The barrier was white light, arranged in hexagonal cells; the borders were glowing and opaque, but we could see out through the individual panels. Aster immediately vaulted back to her feet and took a powerful swipe at the barrier with her greatsword. No effect; we couldn’t even hear the impact in here. Biribo was buzzing frantically around the exterior, bashing himself impotently against it like a bug on a windshield.

 

 “Oh, now you’ve gone and done it,” Hoy said in an uncharacteristically grim tone.

 

 The Spirit flashed back to red, cycling through a series of messages.

 

RESOLVING USER HIERARCHY

 

 DIMENSIONAL BOUNDARY ESTABLISHED

 

 ACCESSING DIMENSIONAL INSULATION LAYER

 

 STAND BY

 

We did not stand by.

 

 Hoy, who couldn’t even read the messages, came at me with his staff, and I danced away from the Spirit to bring my rapier into play. Now this was more of a fight—no artifact powers, neither able to hit the other with spells, just weapons and skill alone. Well, some artifact powers; my Surestep Boots were enhancing my footing and since my defensive artifacts still worked, presumably the Amulet of Final Luck would protect me from lethal hits. And anything else I could Heal.

 

 So…huh. Turned out, if you locked me and Hoy in an indestructible isolation chamber, it was advantage Seiji, just the way I liked it. He couldn’t Flicker anywhere and I could survive anything he hit me with. I just had to hold out long enough to wear him down.

 

“Force Wave, motherfucker!”

 

 Goddammit, I hated that thing. I went flying and impacted the wall of light, learning that it was solid as titanium, and barely managed to land on my feet after slumping down from it. A quick Heal cleared my head and I lunged at him again, rapier first. So he Force Waved me back into the wall.

 

 Okay, I might have miscalculated who would be wearing down whom in here.

 

 Then the air turned green, and we both had to pause and take stock.

 

 On second look, it wasn’t any thickening of the air, but a shift in ambient light. The hex-paneled energy shield had changed to luminous green, and the panels seemed to have gone translucent; at any rate, the scene outside was watery and indistinct. Also, there was no sign of Aster or Zui—or, I realized, anyone, not even the bodies. And the murals decorating the arched ceiling… Despite being trapped in a cell with someone who urgently wanted me dead, I had to stare. Patterns of light swirled and flickered, not quite mimicking the art itself, but… I didn’t know how I knew this, but I intuitively did: I was seeing resonances of the intent of those who had created the paintings, and all who had viewed them, filtered into visual data.

 

 “Oh, fuck,” Hoy whimpered, the first time I had ever heard him sound genuinely frightened. I turned to find him staring in the other direction, out the open end of the cavern at what should be the swirling mists of the core below. So of course, I followed his gaze to see what was so terrifying.

 

 Oh. 

 

 Yeah, that was easily the worst thing I’d ever seen.

 

 The sky was green, and noticing that was barely an afterthought. There was no mist, no core; the world was filled with monsters. It was like what H.P. Lovecraft might have dreamed after eating bad pad thai. Tentacles, claws, eyeballs, and all of it on an unthinkably colossal scale; these beasts could pick up Godzilla and fling him like a plastic toy.

 

 Except that they were dead.

 

 Their decaying mass filled the world, occupying most of the space between the core of the broken planet and the surface of the islands. Just…an endless expanse of slaughtered cosmic monsters. Broken claws bigger than skyscrapers lay scattered, unthinkably colossal bones connecting them to city-sized tentacles that lay slumped, half-dissolved into rotted slime. Vast eyeballs like lakes and mountains were clouded in death, or popped and collapsed, staring into the infinite nothingness of the blank, green sky.

 

 Whatever calamity had destroyed Ephemera had clearly killed even its eldritch horrors. Just what kind of powers were Virya and Sanora messing around with?

 

 “Look, man,” I said, immensely satisfied to find my voice even, “I know you like to blame me for all of your disappointments in life, but I have no idea what the fuck this even is.”

 

 “What the fuck this is,” he hissed, “is that you got us sent to the Void, you stupid fuck! Physically! We are in the fucking Void!”

 

 “Ohhh, right, of course. Because I was fucking around with devils and Voidifying Spirits. I forgot it was me who did that.”

 

“We can’t be here!” Hoy shrieked. “Nothing but devils can live in the Void!”

 

 “Okay, well…” I shrugged and made a vague gesture with my rapier. “Here we are, though.”

 

 I thought he was gonna have an aneurysm right on the spot. Dude was so dementedly angry he could only make a one-handed throttling motion at me, not even trying to attack with the weapon he was holding.

 

 The ex-Spirit, now Void altar, interrupted our extremely productive debate with what passed for an explanation.

 

“Isolation sequence successful. User hierarchy will now be resolved. One user per activation, please.”

 

 It had that processed, resonant quality that Spirit voices did, but this was nothing like their usual delivery; rather than mimicking human intonation it was deliberately flat, clinical, like one of those AI-generated robot voices except even worse.

 

 “Me! I’m the user!”Hoy screamed, waving his polearm about in impotent rage. “I corrupted you! You will serve me, Spirit!”

 

“This node is compromised. Spirit routines are inactive. User-on-user elimination is deemed improbable in this instance. Hierarchy will be determined by level of system access.”

 

 “Did we really need to be sent to an alternate dimension to do that?” I demanded. “Seriously, if you’re just gonna play twenty questions, what was wrong with Ephemera?”

 

“User requests will be processed by ambient local magic. State your requests.”

 

 “I demand power!” Hoy yelled, beating me to the punch. “Whatever power you are supposed to give me! In the name of the devil Ozyraph, you will grant me…uh…spells! Void magic! Goddammit, whatever you were supposed to!”

 

“User Ozyraph is not present. Directive unclear.”

 

 Oh…now I saw how this worked. I understood why a Spirit had told me to push the attack now, to stay in contact with this while it went down.

 

 And I finally understood what another Spirit had done to prepare me for this moment, before I’d even considered it.

 

 “Hey, I’m Omura Seiji,” I said. “Champion of Virya. I believe she should have some access credentials, yes?”

 

 “You can’t fucking do that!” Hoy screamed, lunging at me with his polearm. Fortunately he was too mad to focus on magic; I deflected his wild swing with my sword and kicked him again, hard. He went tumbling ears-over-boots to impact the glowing hex-wall, dropping his weapon in a daze.

 

“Administrator Virya is not present. User hierarchy cannot be resolved by affiliation.”

 

 “Okay,” I said. It was worth a try, but I still had the advice Head Start had given me. “Then if you’ll examine my…uh…aura? Magical data storage? Whatever it is, you’ll see…Administrator Virya gave me the unique ability of spell combination.”

 

“Confirmed.”

 

 All right, so far, so good. “You’ll also find I have an un-activated spell, Cast Illusion. I would like a copy of the spell Create Material, to be integrated with it using my spell combination, according to the following parameters—”

 

“Confirmed. Access granted to user Omura Seiji. Notation has been attached for fulfillment of these conditions by Administrator Virya. Combined spell has now been installed.”

 

 “Wait, no, I wanted—”

 

 I felt it burst behind my mind the way gaining new spells usually did, except this was different. Cast Illusion took on a form—one I had not designated for it—and combined with the new spell, Create Material. It was totally unlike my own fumbling attempts to make spell combination work. It was seamless, fluid, and utterly precise, guided by the system itself and not my inept jury-rigging.

 

 And it gave me the ability to conjure what Virya thought I should. Immediately I sympathized with Hoy. The rage suddenly pounding in my temples felt like it wanted to explode out of them. Was there nothing she couldn’t stick her greedy little fingers into and fuck up for me?

 

“User hierarchy resolved,” the dead Spirit’s voice intoned flatly. “Reward administered. Users will now be removed from the dimensional insulation layer. Thank you for participating in Test World Six.”

 

 “No,” Hoy whispered, his voice cracking. “You’re not even—you can’t—”

 

 “Looks like I just did, sport,” I said, giving him my most insufferable smile. The fury pounded in me, but unlike him, I rode the wave like an expert surfer instead of letting it just throw me wherever it wanted. Rage filled my limbs with tingling energy, and I remained lucid atop the current. 

 

 I lunged at him with my sword, and got Force Waved again for my trouble.

 

 This time, though, I landed neatly on my feet, outside the…oh, huh. The wall was gone. So was the Void. We were back, and there was a lot of yelling.

 

 “Boss!” Biribo shouted, zipping around my head in a full circle. “What happened?! Are you okay?”

 

 I didn’t answer, because I was really enjoying the sight of Hoy having to dodge a massive greatsword sweep from Aster. Just because the artifact’s powers didn’t work against him didn’t change the fact that it was a big chunk of sharpened metal (or akornin? I didn’t actually know) capable of cleaving a man in half, in the hands of a fit woman twice his height. He barely got out of range with his head still on, which resulted in him dodging right into Zui’s brass knuckles.

 

 Blood flew, along with a tooth, and Hoy went spinning into the now-inert Spirit altar, bonking the side of his face against it. He managed to stay conscious, though, tumbling to the ground in a roll that brought him upright a couple meters distant, back toward the front of the cavern.

 

That put him directly in the line of fire of my goblin allies, plus Nazralind and Adelly, all of whom immediately unloaded at him. His Repulsion Aura meant none of the projectiles hit—and in fact, Zui had to skitter back as they began to ricochet—but every impact was wearing that aura down. 

 

 We had him on the ropes, and he knew it. Even his magic seemed to be fading, otherwise Zui couldn’t have landed such an effective hit—nor could I, for that matter. I could see the looming realization of it in his eyes. The combination of rage and satisfaction roared through me like… Well, I kind of regretted never having tried cocaine, now. I bet it must feel something like this.

 

 “Don’t you dare look smug,” the defeated Void witch snarled. “You got one win; you’ll get no more. You don’t have what it takes, you worthless tallboy fucker.”

 

 “Oh, let me just show you what I have,” I declaimed, letting the showtime take me.

 

 I could feel it there, hovering in my awareness. Forming the weight of magic as I brought it to the forefront of my thoughts, ready to deploy. Virya’s latest joke at my expense, my much-anticipated combination of Cast Illusion and Create Material squandered to make this.

 

 Well…still. It was ridiculous, and I did not doubt she was laughing her ass off at me, but still. In an ass-backward place like Ephemera? Yeah, I couldn’t say it was worthless. In fact, I could get a lot of mileage out of this. Starting right now.

 

 “I call upon the arbiter of the fates!” I thundered, my voice booming from the arched walls around us. “I invoke the slayer of uncounted champions, the valkyrie who ferries the souls of heroes to wage their eternal Ragnarok! Come to my side, faithful guardian of the road between worlds! Summon Delivery Truck!!” 
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Bonus 12 In Which the Party Greets the Guest of Honor


                “There is no way they’ll fall for this,” she exclaimed, disbelieving that she was the only one who could see it.

 

 “Flaethwyn.” Yoshi spoke her name with an impatient edge that, a week ago, he would not have dared. It cut through her like a heated blade. “Just…stop. We’ve been down to desperate measures for a while now. This is not the time to nitpick at our allies.”

 

 She kept her face composed, of course, but Flaethwyn could feel herself coming to a boil. Ever since they’d come down here… No, that wasn’t it. Ever since they’d lost Raffan, it had all been coming apart. Every fragile scrap of security she had laboriously put together with these people, shredded, and one by one they were turning on her. Just like everyone did in the end. The shock and grief had created an opening, and that Dark Lord and these filthy…goblins had been working fingerholds into the minds of every one of her friends. Soon enough they’d—

 

 “Kid,” the goblin woman in the ridiculous pink suit said, giving Yoshi a long stare above the rims of her tacky pink-and-gold spectacles, “lemme give you some free advice about management. Just because your people are tellin’ you things you don’t wanna hear doesn’t mean you don’t listen. I’ve heard nothing but non-stop complaints about me being here ever since we set out from home, and y’know what? I have never gotten too sick of it to listen, because that’s not a thing. I hire the best people and pay ‘em well for their work, and that means I pay attention when they tell me stuff. Even if I end up not following their advice. Now, I dunno how useful this elf ordinarily is, but if she’s good enough for you to bring her along, she’s good enough to be listened to. Particularly at moments like this when she’s obviously right.”

 

 Miss Sneppit gave Flaethwyn a courteous nod, and it was all she could do not to wind up and kick the preposterous little creature. As if she couldn’t clearly see this blatant, unoriginal ploy for sympathy for what it was.

 

 “In this case, we don’t need to convince Jadrak’s people, which is good cos we don’t have the time or resources to pull that off. We just need to introduce enough uncertainty to keep him engaged for a few hours. Splittin’ you off from us will actually help more with that if he doesn’t go for it, because then he’s gotta divide his attention to both negotiate with me and monitor you. Even if he’s suspicious, this won’t be immediately threatening enough to make him twitchy about sacrificing souls.”

 

 “I see,” Yoshi murmured, then turned to Flaethwyn, lowering his head. “I’m sorry, Flaethwyn, she’s right. This is a tense situation for us all but I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

 

 She nodded jerkily in response, managing to keep her face controlled. The boy was just so…earnest. What kind of world did he come from, where somebody so naive could live this long in enough luxury to have been as overweight as he was when he arrived? If it wasn’t for her and Pashilyn he’d have been eaten alive in Fflyrdylle. Even now, this goblin was handling him as deftly as that unhinged thug Seiji did.

 

 “We are also dividing our attention,” Pashilyn pointed out quietly. “I understand why the overall plan must hinge on assuming Lord Seiji’s success. If, however, Jadrak decides to betray you mid-negotiations, you’ll have sent away your best physical support, with all due respect to your security detail.”

 

 “It’s a risk,” Sneppit admitted, “but a necessary one, and one I judge acceptable. Us bein’ backed into this corner ironically gives us more freedom to move than Jadrak; if Lord Seiji fails we’re just fucked, so we gotta put everything into this last gambit, but he has to think about the future. Havin’ me on his side, on good terms, would be a massive benefit to his organization, and every rival he doesn’t crush with brute force will be another feather in his cap in the coming weeks when all the fervor dies down and his people start thinkin’ like goblins again. He’ll take this seriously, so long as he doesn’t get the idea I’m just stallin’ him.”

 

 “Which…you are, though,” Yoshi said.

 

 “Yeah, and that pretty much determines my strategy. Yours, too, for that matter. I’m gonna go in there and negotiate my surrender on the best possible terms for me. Goblin negotiations bein’ what they are, that could take hours—but what I cannot do is drag it out unnecessarily. Jadrak’s rep will know what it looks like to have me angling seriously for a good deal, so that’s what I gotta show ‘em. However long it takes me to hammer out a mutually acceptable agreement, that’s how long Lord Seiji’s got to finish Hoy and get back here, because I’m not gonna sign the damn thing and once I refuse to, the game’s up.”

 

 “You have a contingency for that,” Flaethwyn stated, folding her arms and making it clear with her tone that it was not a question. “Someone like you never operates without a backup plan.”

 

 “Aren’t you sweet to notice,” Sneppit replied with a toothy grin. “My contingency is, as your priestess friend pointed out, you guys. I chose the venue for a reason: right down that corridor is the chamber where I’ll meet with Jadrak’s people, which has exactly one entrance on the other side and one exit on this one. And down these stairs is a route straight to my tram station. Hey, pixie, you can navigate there past any doorways and branches, right?”

 

 “Easy enough,” said Radatina, “especially since we’ve been through here before. We were several stories lower, but it’s close enough I remember the layout.”

 

 “Attagirl. At the tram station, along the north wall of the main loading bay, the third tunnel from the left is the route Lord Seiji will be taking to get here. If he loses to Hoy, at the bare minimum we can be sure the Void witch will be in bad shape after scrapping with a Dark Lord and his followers. Follow that route and you’ll come up against Hoy, and hopefully be able to finish him off. Meanwhile, if I run outta time up here and have to book it, that’s where I’ll run with my people to rendezvous with you. What I need you kids to do is clear Jadrak’s mooks outta that station. Best case, that’s where Lord Seiji will show up triumphant; worst, you’ll have to polish off a Void witch and that’ll be our escape route.”

 

 “Got it,” Yoshi said, nodding seriously. “What can we do on the way to sell it?”

 

 “Don’t,” Sneppit said sharply. “Look, kid, no offense, but I’ve seen your idea of political theater and…it works, for big messy displays, but I don’t need you tryin’ to handle anything that finicky. The route to the station is partially exposed and Jadrak’ll have people watching this whole complex, so they’ll see you all leaving. You should be out of range but watch for incoming projectiles, by the way. I’ll tell ‘em we had a falling out over you kids being King’s Guild butts in general, they’ll see you go, and that’ll have to do.”

 

 “This scheme has another glaring flaw,” Flaethwyn stated, staring down at the goblin. “It would be a perfectly logical course of action for you to actually surrender to Jadrak on these optimal terms you are planning to negotiate, and then help him hit us from behind.”

 

 Yoshi grimaced and opened his mouth to speak, but Sneppit beat him to it.

 

 “Yep, it would,” the goblin said frankly. “Just like you lot could probably murder me right here in this room; it’s not like there’s a whole lot I could do to stop you. This situation does require trust between people who’ve had little enough chance to develop it. I know what goblins do in that instance: would it make you feel better if I signed a contract?”

 

 “Actually,” Yoshi said, “no disrespect to your culture, but I just need to hear it.”

 

 Sneppit raised an eyebrow, but then nodded. “Okay, then. You have my word I’ll do exactly as I’ve just told you. When the time comes that I can’t stall Jadrak any longer, I’ll be retreating along the same route I just pointed you at, assuming I successfully get away intact. From both ends, we’ll have to depend on each other. If my word is good enough for you, then I guess I’ll accept yours as well.”

 

 “You have it,” he said. “We’ll secure the station as best we can. If Omura doesn’t come, we’ll hold out as long as possible for you. A major push from Jadrak’s army might force us to retreat, though.”

 

 “You gotta exercise your best judgment there,” she agreed.

 

 “Really?” Flaethwyn burst out. “That’s good enough for you? Really?”

 

 “I had a promise from a Spirit, remember?” he said, meeting her eyes. “We can trust her, Flaethwyn. Her, and Omura. For now, at least, anyone who gives us their word to stand by us will be loyal. I know you don’t exactly trust goblins, any more than they trust us surface people, but for right now? We’ve got the closest thing to certainty it’s possible to have.”

 

 “He’s right, I was there,” Radatina added a second later while everyone was still staring at him. “We got the Spirit’s promise on it. If that doesn’t hold true, then nothing in the world does and we’re all doomed anyway.”

 

 “This whole plan has far too much ‘we’re all doomed anyway’ for my comfort,” Pashilyn murmured.

 

 “You and me both, kid,” Sneppit said with a cheeky wink that made Flaethwyn want to strangle her. “And speakin’ of that, we’d all better get to playing our parts before the Goblin King runs outta patience.”

 

 “We’ll be as fast as we can, you be as slow as you can,” Yoshi said, nodding. “See you on the other side, Miss Sneppit.”

 

 “Knock ‘em dead, kiddo.”

 



 

 The exposed section she had referred to was a ledge running along one wall of Fallencourt’s enormous central cavern, affording a dramatic view over the city—and in particular, the Core Tower hung with Jadrak’s green banners. 

 

 Just…plain green. No pattern, no sigil, nothing. Flaethwyn spared them a sneer in passing. Well, it wasn’t as if goblins could be expected to understand heraldry, of all things.

 

 It was quieter in the city than during their initial charge, in which they had lost Raffan and had to endure a humiliating rescue by the Dark Lord and his goblin stooges. Quieter, but not by much; the walls did not echo with screams this time, but the background noise of yelling and miscellaneous urban sounds had an angrier character than a populated city ordinarily should. Miss Sneppit’s assessment had proved more or less correct in that this path seemed to be out of easy range of any projectiles, but from this vantage they could see dozens if not hundreds of goblins stopping in their own movements to watch the four of them make their way along the wall.

 

 A lot of them were visibly thinking about it. Several actually tried; three iron balls fell pathetically short of them, but one managed to impact the wall just a few paces below. The four ducked their heads and picked up the pace as more slingshot-wielding goblins scurried into position and took aim. More impacts thunked against the stone just beneath, but they made it across the exposed section and into another interior staircase without having to defend themselves.

 

 “They know the city better than we do,” Yoshi said, leading the way. “They’ll probably predict where we’re heading…”

 

 “I don’t think so, necessarily,” said Radatina. “Some might, if they guess the plan, but there are lots of side corridors between here and that station. Anybody who didn’t know the city, or have a familiar along, would probably get lost.”

 

 “Well, that’s a relief, then. You’d better lead, Tina-chan, and warn us if anybody’s getting close to our path.”

 

 “Will do, Yoshi!”

 

 “I know these are hardly optimal circumstances,” Pashilyn said suddenly, “but we need to talk about the future before it happens to us. Yoshi, I assume the Spirit’s message put some limit on the amount of trust you can extend to others? Spirit or no, the idea that a Hero can simply go through life being dealt with fairly and never lied to absolutely beggars belief.”

 

 “Not life, no,” Yoshi said, slowing his descent somewhat. They were now navigating a staircase of goblin-sized steps, which required some concentration to walk down even without talking at the same time. “Just Kzidnak—wait, no. The Spirit’s exact words were…someday soon I’d have to pass beyond the borders of Dount, and then I’d have to be more careful. But apparently I can trust what I’m told here.”

 

“Dount?” Flaethwyn said incredulously. “Absolute lunacy! This island is nothing but bandits and beastfolk, and that hidden city of dark elves. The only actual civilization is one half-depleted excuse for a town and a handful of Fflyr Dlemathlys’s most pathetic Clans under the leadership of the most degenerate of them all.”

 

 “Don’t forget the Dark Lord,” Amell said in a small voice from the rear of the line.

 

 “Exactly, thank you. My point stands.”

 

 “Tina and the, uh, lizard both said Spirits are actually able to tell the future,” Yoshi added. “I suspect it has a lot to do with who we’ll be talking to before our adventures take us off this island.”

 

 “And that includes the Dark Lord, apparently,” Pashilyn said in her most thoughtful voice. “The revelation that we can trust him to deal with us honorably is…well, it adds some context to the general bundle of dilemmas that is Lord Seiji. After getting to know him for a few days, I find I’m less surprised by that than I perhaps ought to be.”

 

 Flaethwyn kept silent, because the only sound she could have produced in that moment would have been a most unbecoming screech.

 

 “But,” Pashilyn continued after a pause in which no one challenged her statement out loud, “there is, as I said, the future. Assuming the best case scenario here… Victory in our current plan will mean we have effectively handed the Dark Lord an entire city of goblins. Even assuming he is behind all the strange bandit activity—”

 

 “You mean, the strange bandit activity where they don’t kill anyone anymore?” Amell suddenly interjected. Flaethwyn whipped her head around to stare in shock; Amell had always been admirably mindful of her place as a lowborn, not to mention rather personally timid. Right now, she looked frightened of the fact that she was even speaking, but stubbornly pressing forward. “No rape, no random violence, only people who can afford it being targeted, and never all of their money taken? Why is the King’s Guild so worried about that?”

 

 “The King’s Guild is more worried about the sophisticated tactics and unconventional alchemy being used,” Pashilyn said seriously. “The people to whom the King’s Guild answers are undoubtedly more concerned because this looks less like bandit activity than the beginnings of an organized rebellion, and in particular a popular uprising. And Lord Seiji’s presence certainly sheds some context on that, does it not? But as I was saying, even if he has control of all or even most of the bandits on this island, handing him an entire city full of goblins will advance his position by orders of magnitude, overnight.”

 

 “Well…at this point, what else can we do?” Yoshi asked.

 

 “Kill him,” Flaethwyn said without hesitation.

 

 Pashilyn shook her head. “Whether or not we should have done that in the beginning is another question—and I for one will admit I don’t know if I could have turned on someone who has repeatedly saved our lives and offered us no harm. And that was before we learned we are dealing with devils and Void witches. The truce between Sanorites and Viryans in the face of the Void is sacrosanct; it must be. No…this is simply what is happening. What will happen. We need to grapple with our role in it, and decide what we will do afterward.”

 

 “Omura…isn’t a bad person,” Yoshi said slowly, staring ahead and clearly thinking over his words carefully as he spoke them. “He’s just…an asshole.”

 

 “Oh of all the hair-splitting—this is Thremyct’s reeds if I’ve ever heard them!”

 

 “Flaethwyn, you know I have no idea what that means,” Yoshi said with a sigh, and she felt another stab of terror. 

 

 She was losing him; he was showing more and more impatience and disregard for her. How long would it be before he threw her aside like everyone else? If only she could be as clever and restrained as Pashilyn. Pashi was still holding onto his sympathy, even as she…

 

 “What I’ve seen of Omura down here—what we’ve all seen—matches what I saw in Akiba Station, for those few minutes we knew each other there,” Yoshi continued, stopping at the base of the stairs and turning to face them after he’d stepped back enough they could emerge as well. “He’s… Well, Pashilyn, you’re a lot more perceptive than I am. What’s your read on him?”

 

 “Lord Seiji is a man who wants to do the right thing,” Pashilyn said quietly, “but isn’t very good at it. Your assessment is apt, Yoshi; he’s an asshole. He is rude, melodramatic, and generally obstreperous for little to no reason. And vindictive. His anger and viciousness toward his enemies are exactly what I would expect from a Dark Lord. But…so much of what he does seems to be motivated by moral outrage. By, ultimately, compassion for the vulnerable.”

 

 “Exactly,” Yoshi nodded. “Exactly. It was like that in Akihabara. He gladly did the right thing, went out of his way to help—it just wasn’t his first impulse, and he tried to play it off with rude jokes. So… It’s not Omura I’m worried about, exactly. I’m worried about his friends.”

 

 “You think he’ll turn on them, too?” Flaethwyn said, controlling her voice with difficulty. Her heart was thudding in her chest at this turn of conversation. She was terribly unsure where this was leading, but entirely certain it would be disastrous.

 

 “It’s not that. I think… Well, did you notice how they all talk back to him all the time? Not exactly like an evil warlord and his minions. He seems to encourage his people to call him out; he’s got the kind of organization that seems designed to prevent power from going to his head. I wonder if he did that on purpose or he just likes to be more casual with his friends… Either way, he listens to them, and they honestly seem like good people. Especially Aster, she seems like a good influence.”

 

 “Aster,” Flaethwyn hissed, “that jumped-up, pushy lowborn…”

 

 “Wyn, you do have that effect on people. Aster is generally quite calm with everyone else.” Pashilyn softened her gentle rebuke further to reaching out to rub Flaethwyn’s upper back, which helped, but even so, her words were like spikes. Not Pashilyn too… She couldn’t lose her Pashi. Even if the others turned on her, she’d do…something. Being in Yoshi’s party was a priceless opportunity, and Flaethwyn found she actually liked the boy (for some unfathomable reason), but they’d gotten along without being Hero tagalongs before. Without Pashilyn, though… What would she even have left?

 

 “I worry about them,” Yoshi said, looking seriously at each of their eyes in turn, “because they’re all a lot easier to kill than a Dark Lord. Because being a Dark Lord’s followers means they’ll be going into a lot of situations that tend to get people killed. And then… Not only will he not have those moderating influences, but what he’s likely to do in a rage is…exactly the reason people are afraid of Dark Lords. So I was thinking… I mean, about your question, Pashi, about how we’ll need to handle this going forward, after Kzidnak…”

 

 He paused, took a breath and rolled his shoulders once, and then shrugged. 

 

 “What if we were his friends?”

 

 “I am not hearing this,” Flaethwyn whispered.

 

 “It…it makes sense to me,” Amell said nervously. “The Hero is supposed to defeat the Dark Lord, right? I mean…it’s unconventional, but if he’s just, um, persuaded to…not do Dark Lord stuff… Well, that’s the Dark Lord defeated, right? In a way.”

 

 “It’s that,” Pashilyn mused, “or try to kill him. It’s… Yoshi, I think we need to consider and discuss this at a lot more length. Which means…not right now.”

 

 “Uh, yeah, we’re pretty close,” Radatina said, the normally animated pixie keeping a very neutral tone and expression that concealed whatever opinion she had about this conversation. “Down two corridors and another flight of stairs, and we’re at the station. And, guys…it’s really quiet around here. Sneppit seemed pretty sure Jadrak would have seized and occupied the tram station, but I’m not sensing nearly as much activity nearby as that would involve.”

 

 “Right,” Yoshi said, exhaling and nodding. “You’re right, all of you. Let’s push on. All this stuff we can deal with when it’s quieter.”

 

 He led the way, and they followed. This time Flaethwyn fell to the rear of the column so nobody would be able to see her face. It was one thing to see the doom of everything coming and know it would begin with her being betrayed and cast out like so much dead weight, just as she always had been…

 

 It was something else to let them see her see it. Never show weakness; that was the only thing of any value her mother had ever taught her.

 



 

 “Well, I guess this explains the quiet,” Yoshi said minutes later, standing in the middle of the tram platform and looking around. “There’s not much point in securing…this.”

 

 “Oh, Miss Sneppit is gonna be mad,” Amell whispered.

 

 Flaethwyn barely managed to refrain from cuffing her. “Who cares? The question is how does this affect us?”

 

 The tram station had been thoroughly wrecked, but in a strategic and purposeful way; it looked like the work of an army, not miscellaneous looters. Every one of the tracks affixed to the ceiling had been pulled down or damaged in some way, enough to prevent them being used by the actual trams. All the station’s contents, from tools to furnishings, had been removed—almost surgically, in fact. It actually looked cleaner than on their previous visit, with no loose trash strewn across the ground. Aside from the machinery that had been deliberately destroyed to make it unworkable, nothing else appeared to have been vandalized. There was no graffiti, even, which given how much goblins seemed to love graffiti really said something.

 

 What exactly it said Flaethwyn couldn’t begin to guess, but it was definitely something.

 

 In addition to the tracks themselves having been sabotaged, barricades had been erected along many of the tunnels, including…

 

 “Yeah, that’s the one we want,” Radatina reported, buzzing upward and pointing at the third tunnel from the left. “The one behind what is obviously the sturdiest barricade here.”

 

 “That seems a little too specifically inconvenient to have been a coincidence,” Pashilyn commented.

 

 “All right, well, we gotta get that opened up somehow,” said Yoshi, cracking his knuckles. “Hm… Look, we can get up onto the boarding platforms by those stairs, see? Much better view from up there. Let’s start by getting a look at what we’re dealing with.”

 

 “On it!” Radatina chirped, already zooming off ahead.

 

 They four of them trooped after her at a more sedate pace, not least because the steps and platforms were goblin-sized and made of metal, affixed to thin columns attached to ceiling and floor. They vibrated when stepped on, but didn’t feel insecure… Still. Metal platforms? It just seemed so…insubstantial. Not to mention wasteful. The goblins were supposed to be poor, how did they have so much metal just lying around?

 

 “…huh,” Radatina said, staring down at the offending barricade. The others clustered together beneath her, getting their first good view of the obstruction from above.

 

 It was sturdy indeed, consisting of an entire fallen tram car dragged into position and laid on its side. Panels of solid sheet metal had been coated along the entire surface of it facing down the tunnel, affixed by a variety of chains, bolts, ropes, and other methods to a point that looked downright excessive, all to ensure they wouldn’t come off easily. Anyone who wanted to move that thing would have to physically move the entire tram car—no easy feat, as it had itself been filled with loose rocks.

 

 Also, it wasn’t blocking the entire tunnel. There was a space along one side easily wide enough for a person to walk through.

 

 “What is even the point of that?” Flaethwyn demanded incredulously.

 

 Yoshi leaned forward, narrowing his eyes as he peered down. “Look how it’s positioned. We didn’t notice the gap until we got up here. From the station’s entrance… Yeah, from the main entrance, or the side one we came through, or basically any angle that’s not from above or on the other side of that tunnel entrance, it looks like it’s been walled off.”

 

 “You are suggesting,” Pashilyn said slowly, “that Jadrak’s forces were ordered to blockade this entrance and impede the Dark Lord… But chose to deliberately do the opposite, while making it seem like they had obeyed?”

 

 “Oh, who understands why goblins do anything?” Flaethwyn exclaimed. “If they have the slightest bit of sense, even the ones working for that lunatic Jadrak will have started to realize there’s no future with him. Hoy was openly talking about the Void in front of his people, remember? That would start inciting rebellions among anyone.”

 

 “If Jadrak’s main army is riddled with defectors,” Yoshi murmured, “the last stages of this might be a lot less hopeless than we thought…”

 

 “What’s that noise?” Amell asked suddenly.

 

 Whatever it was, it was coming from down the very tunnel in question, and growing rapidly.

 

 The deep, distant rumble sounded like the growl of some horrible monster. As they all stared, a strange, pale light grew in the distance. With the angle of the platform on which they stood, the direction the tunnel curved and the fact that there was an open space above its entrance where it was more of a canyon than an actual tunnel for the last stretch a it approached the station, they could see a decent distance into it. Until seconds ago, there had been nothing to see except darkness, but now…

 

 As the party shifted position to get a better view and the light grew steadily brighter, the roaring also rose in volume. And now, starting faintly but just as quickly rising as it drew closer, there was a voice.

 

“Flicker! Flicker! Flicker! Flicker! Flicker! Flicker! Flicker! Flicker! Flicker! Flicker!”

 

 Even as the brilliant luminescence grew right on his heels, Hoy came blasting out of the darkness in a frantic chain of short-range teleportations. It barely kept him ahead of his pursuer, until the very last second when it suddenly didn’t.

 

 The Void witch nearly toppled forward as he came to a stop, suddenly finding himself with nowhere else to teleport to. Well, he probably could have jumped to the top of the barricade, the stone walls separating the canyon from its neighbors now that it was not longer an actual tunnel—even the boarding platforms from which the Hero’s party were now staring down at him. But he was clearly at his wit’s end, exhausted and panicking. All the frantic goblin could see was his one route of escape blocked by an unexpected iron wall.

 

 “No! Nonono— FUCK! Fire La—”

 

 Valiantly, he turned and tried to attack his pursuer, but never finished the spell.

 

 It blasted out of the darkness behind him, snarling like a mammoth beast and blazing with light, nearly tipping up onto two wheels as it rounded the last curve. Flaethwyn barely had a split-second to recognize it was some kind of huge, boxy vehicle, painted an incongruous glaring white, before it slammed into Hoy and then into the iron wall in front.

 

 The entire barricade shifted slightly. Not enough to really move it, but that impact made it rock.

 

 Once it was fully in view and not moving, the thing was as shockingly mundane as it was alien. At a glance she recognized it as some highly-evolved descendant of the covered wagons which carried most commerce throughout Fflyr Dlemathlys and its neighbors. It was definitely made of exotic materials such as she’d never seen, though, and assembled in configurations that would never have occurred to her.

 

 “Truck-kun?” Yoshi whispered. Flaethwyn turned to find him staring down at the vehicle as if he’d just seen the ghosts of all his ancestors cavorting about in the nude.

 

 Then a sudden, shrill, and strangely rhythmic beeping noise echoed through the deserted station. The truck’s engine revved and it began backing up, making that peculiar beep the entire way. As its flat front cleared the space where it had hit the barricade, Hoy dropped to his knees from where he had been pinned there, barely catching himself on one arm.

 

 “That goblin should be liquefied,” Amell whispered in amazement.

 

 “Repulsion Aura works on large impacts, too,” said Radatina. “Just, um… Only partially, and only once. All the magic he had left was just burned up in one hit. Wow, that’s a lotta broken bones.”

 

 The Void witch tried, though. One of his legs was clearly shattered; he had to reach up and grab the edge of an iron panel with his one good arm to pull himself even partially upright. That was as far as he got, though.

 

 The truck stopped, the beeping was silenced, and suddenly the machine roared. Its boxy rear end swayed, gravel spraying from the wheels as for a second it failed to find purchase under the sheer torque, but then they caught and it surged forward again.

 

 Hoy didn’t even have time to scream.

 

 The crash of the impact made the splat blessedly inaudible, but scarlet goo splattered absolutely everywhere.

 

 “See?” Radatina said philosophically.

 

 “Like I said,” Amell nodded. “Pulped.”

 

 Pashilyn performed a heirat of benediction for the departed, one of those permitted only to priests of the Convocation. “Rest in puree, Hoy of Kzidnak.”

 

 With an odd whirring noise barely audible under the idling engine, one of the vehicle’s blood-drenched windows slowly lowered straight down, affording them a view into the cockpit. There, the Dark Lord Seiji leaned out and grinned insanely up at them.

 

 “Get in, losers. We’re gonna kill the Goblin King.”

            


3.31 In Which the Dark Lord Almost Wins


                I said that, because I had to—how many times in life are you gonna be served up such a golden opportunity? But realistically, nobody was getting in, and also this was clearly the end of the road as far as the truck was concerned, unless we wanted to waste a lot of time moving a gigantic barricade. On the contrary, it was time for everybody to get out—both those who’d been comfortably in the cab with me, and everyone else who was much less comfortable in the back.

 

 “Yeah, so, I let him get away,” I explained to Yoshi while I dispensed Heals to my goblins. Nobody had worse than bruises and motion sickness, but it was due to my driving so I figured it was the least I owed them. “Some massed slingshot fire funneled him down the hole we wanted, and Zui said that only led straight here with no branches or side access, so we had plenty of time to get everybody loaded up. After all, it wasn’t hard to outrun a guy on foot in a truck. He didn’t even have to start teleporting until the end there.”

 

 “You got,” Yoshi said slowly, “a truck.”

 

 “Yup.” I decided not to give him a hard time for stating the obvious; I knew very well the sight of a guy just trying to process a truly ridiculous development. We didn’t all have showtime to help with that.

 

 “It’s…it’s the truck.”

 

 “Pretty generic, you ask me. I mean, I’m a guitar guy, not a car guy, so I’m no expert, but I can’t help notice the lack of any branding. Dunno why she’d bother with that, it’s not like Isuzu or Toyota can sue us here. Nah, it seems more like the platonic ideal of a white Japanese delivery truck.”

 

 “Cos they’re not branded in any of the anime,” he said vaguely, still staring goggle-eyed at Truck-kun. “They wouldn’t be, no brand would want their product associated with episode one teenage roadkill… If anything, Kadokawa should branch out into trucks. Omura, I have so many questions.”

 

 “The answer to all of them is ‘because Virya thinks she’s funny.’”

 

 He sighed. “It’s a little scary how neatly that does answer all of them.”

 

 “Right?”

 

 “I can’t help noticing that you’ve had this for minutes and you’ve already wrecked it.”

 

 He wasn’t wrong, Truck-kun was somewhat the worse for wear. The worst was on the front, of course, which had just bashed into a metal wall at speed, twice. Not at normal highway speeds or we’d all be dead, but it was going fast enough to crush a goblin and that was made apparent by crumpled fenders, smashed headlights, one torn-off side mirror and a windshield that was almost too spiderwebbed with cracks to see through. Not to mention the entire exterior of the cab was liberally painted with cream of Hoy soup. It wasn’t just up there, though; the white walls of the cargo compartment were marred with dings and long scrapes where they’d had rough encounters with the tunnel which, while technically big enough for the truck, was not designed for it. Less obvious from outside but growing increasingly plain to us in the cab toward the end there was the damage the uneven tunnel floor had done to the suspension.

 

 Well, it was boxed in anyway. Time to invoke the other half of that spell.

 

Banish Delivery Truck.

 

 The battered Truck-kun instantly disintegrated, leaving behind only faint swirls of glowing golden dust which swiftly dissipated on the currents of air constantly blowing down the tunnel. Its disappearance was so sudden and absolute that the coating of liquid Hoy all over its front end splattered to the ground, causing the nearby goblins to leap away, cursing.

 

 “So…wait, that was it?” Yoshi demanded.

 

 “Hm. Lemme try this out…”

 

Summon Delivery Truck.

 

 It returned on command, standing there pristine and new. No damage, no mushed goblin in the grille, and—I knew, thanks to my being connected through the Void when this spell was created—a full tank of gas.

 

Banish Delivery Truck.

 

 “Holy shit,” Yoshi whispered, staring at the empty spot where Truck-kun had stood.

 

 “Apparently only one can exist at a time, unlike my slime-summoning spell,” I said. Which I was still mad about, because of how absolutely busted that would’ve been. It voided my first and best idea of stripping infinite trucks for parts. Man, the possibilities… I could’ve just holed up in Kzidnak, gathered together all the goblin alchemists and engineers, and fed them an unlimited supply of modern alloys, plastics, electronics, gasoline, and safety glass—and in two years my army of giant mechas would be stomping uncontested across Lancor.

 

 Which, of course, was exactly why Virya didn’t let me do it. Both goddesses were filthy cheaters, but this game of theirs wouldn’t be fun if anybody got an advantage too great. Having an infinitely rechargeable modern cargo vehicle in the medieval setting of Ephemera was already such a massive asset that my head swam with the possibilities, but it was an asset I could only leverage once at a time, in person. Not something that would break the game itself.

 

 “Lord Seiji!” Our respective ruminations were interrupted by Ritlit, who strode up to me and saluted. “I have conducted an impromptu poll amongst the troops, and goblins are about equally divided on the subject of the truck. Half would prefer a swift death over ever getting in that thing again, and the other half want another ride right now. I’m in the second group, by the way. Hint hint.”

 

 “You know, Ritlit, I’m really glad you joined us,” I said kindly. “You’re a real breath of fresh air; it’s been great for morale, having you along. Now please shut up and go away.”

 

 “Sir yes sir!”

 

 “It was actually very nice up front in the part with the seats,” Aster said. “Very comfy. And it’s got these vents that blow cold air!”

 

 “I coulda done without that,” Zui grumbled, rubbing her arms.

 

 “How…many people did you cram in the cab?” Yoshi asked warily, as if he hadn’t seen us all disembark. Well, I guess this spectacle was pretty distracting.

 

 “Plus me? Two talls and two shorts,” I explained. “Fits pretty well, with the goblins sitting on the others’ laps.”

 

 “I know that was the absolute highlight of this whole adventure for me,” Maizo said, grinning. “Right, Naz? We should do that again.”

 

 “Little man, you just remember that if I find it necessary to kick you in the nuts, your head will hit the ceiling.”

 

 “There’s just one thing that worries me,” said Yoshi.

 

“One thing?” Flaethwyn exclaimed.

 

 “If you just hit Hoy with Truck-kun… I wonder what other world you sent him to? There’s nowhere that deserves having to deal with Hoy.”

 

 “Hell, Yoshi,” I said solemnly. “I sent him to Hell. Which is just super convenient for everybody; when I get there I can kill his ass again. All right, everybody okay? In good shape?”

 

 “Thanks to Amell’s concoctions, yeah, we’re all more or less solid,” Zui reported. “Funny how that super special healing spell of yours doesn’t do anything for dizziness and nausea.”

 

 “Yeah, the limits on Heal are pretty arbitrary.”

 

 “Because that’s not an injury or illness,” Biribo said with audible exasperation, “it’s the body’s extremely normal and reasonable response to being slung around the way we all just were. Anyway, it’s weirdly quiet out there. Did you guys have much chance to look around here?”

 

 “Briefly, but we noticed the same thing,” said Yoshi. “The station is cleaned out and deserted. And look at this barricade; you can’t tell from this angle, but from any of the station entrances it looks solid. Seems like somebody in Jadrak’s organization wanted it to seem like they were keeping you locked away while specifically not doing that.”

 

 “Not just somebody,” Pashilyn added. “Erecting this would have taken a lot of teamwork. There has to be an entire faction among Jadrak’s so-called loyalists who are trying to undermine him.”

 

 “Well, isn’t that interesting,” I mused. “Right, then. The trick now will be to hit him hard and fast enough to actually take him out without provoking him to sacrifice his followers.”

 

 “The revelation that he’s having well-organized loyalty problems suggests that threat may not be as dire as we thought,” said Pashilyn.

 

“Less dire, sure, but keep in mind what we’re talking about,” Radatina warned. “Even if he’s only got a dozen or so goblins he can burn for Void spells…that is a lot of Void spells. Consider how much trouble we had just with Hoy, who only had the one plus his Blessing of Magic. What this signifies is that Jadrak is…probably not the world-ending threat we were worried about, but the risk is still of him turning into something we can’t actually beat.”



 “Right, we need information and to check in with our allies before we do anything hasty,” said Yoshi. “Most immediately, we should go check in with Sneppit. She’s got Jadrak bogged down in negotiations but she said that wouldn’t last very long, and she’ll be in danger once it falls apart.”

 

 “Wait, Sneppit’s here?!” Zui exclaimed. “This is no place for— I mean, she’s not one to put her own skin on the line!”

 

 “Her intervention has been extremely helpful,” said Pashilyn. “As for her motivation for coming here in the first place, I suspect she considers the potential political gain to be worth the risk. She very nearly said as much.”

 

 Zui clapped a hand over her eyes. “…of course. She would, that…”

 

 “Right then, that sounds like step one,” I said briskly. “Let’s go extricate Sneppit and then we’ll move on from there. That works out very conveniently—I think I have an idea for how to resolve this mess, and she’s exactly who I’ll need to run it by first.”

 



 

 Sneppit had chosen tactically advantageous ground, physically as well as politically. The chamber in which she was meeting with Jadrak’s representatives was accessible only from two directions; her forces securely held the accesses from her side, theirs from the other. It gave both parties to the discussion as reasonable an assurance of security as was possible under the circumstances, not to mention securing her own exit as she was not planning on the meeting reaching any satisfying conclusion.

 

 It also meant, since Sneppit’s people welcomed me and didn’t impede my way, I had an easy time getting myself into the room with them.

 

 “Sorry I’m late, work was murder,” I announced with ebullient good cheer, striding into the chamber. Conveniently, this was part of the old Fallencourt architecture built to tallfolk scale, so I didn’t have to spoil the effect by ducking. “What’d I miss?”

 

 Half the goblins in the room leaped to their feet and retreated, one actually fleeing through the opposite door. Sneppit and Gizmit looked up at me with no overt sign of surprise, the three guards in pink armor not shifting from their positions.

 

 “I should’ve known,” said one of the Jadrak-aligned goblins, who was now on the opposite side of the room, pressed against the wall and inching toward the door. “This is what I get for performing due diligence at a time like this. Did you ever have the slightest intention of negotiating in good faith, Sneppit?”

 

 “Hey, hey, don’t take that tone with me,” she objected. “This whole time you’ve been hammering in the point that the Dark Lord was outta the picture and the effect that had on my bargaining position. Well, I gotta say, he looks a lot perkier than you were describing. Who was pulling the roots down on whom, huh?”

 

 “Scuze me, I didn’t catch your name?” I said politely to the goblin who’d spoken.

 

 He froze, ceasing his surreptitious movements toward the door now that my attention was clearly on him.

 

 “Dunno what you’d need it for.”

 

 “Well, it would make this whole exchange more civil, for once,” I said with a shrug. “I would prefer we all conduct ourselves like civilized people as much as possible. Wouldn’t you?”

 

 He narrowed his eyes. “Right. Because if we didn’t… Your capacity for uncivilized behavior considerably exceeds mine, right?”

 

 “You said it, not me.” I kept my smile in place.

 

 “What exactly is it you need to discuss with the likes of me, Dark Lord?”

 

 It wasn’t a name, but hey, we were talking. “Well, you’re obviously empowered to speak on Jadrak’s behalf, correct?”

 

 “Up to a very limited point, in a very specific context, which doesn’t include anything involving you.”

 

 “Still, you’ve got some standing; that should be plenty. All I need is to arrange a meeting with the Goblin King himself.”

 

 Everyone in the room turned to stare at me.

 

 “…huh,” Jadrak’s representative said after a moment. “Your terms?”

 

 “No more skulking around, and if possible, no more wholesale slaughter of the goblins he’s supposed to be King of. I’m given to understand Jadrak is set up in that tower with the big green bedsheets, right?”

 

 “Those are called ‘banners,’” Sneppit helpfully informed me.

 

 “And there’s a nice, open ledge in front of that, in range of all the snipers and sorcerers he’s packed into there,” I continued. “The way I hear it, Jadrak made quite a spectacle of preventing the Hero from getting in. I wanna have a talk, in the open. That spot should suffice to assuage his fears of confronting the Dark Lord, I trust. If he requires more than covering fire by everyone in his organization who’s capable of providing it, well, that’s just plain unreasonable is what that is.”

 

 “I’ll convey the message,” the negotiator said, glancing rapidly between me, Sneppit, and Yoshi, who’d stepped into the room behind me. “If King Jadrak agrees to your meeting, word will be sent here to clarify terms of—”

 

 “Ah, forgive me, that’s my fault,” I interrupted smoothly. “Sometimes I’m not as clear as I should be. I am informing Jadrak, not asking him. I will be there in one hour, and I will spend that hour here in Fallencourt chitchatting with just everyone I meet about all the things I’ve seen and done in Kzidnak over the last few days. Spoiler alert: it’s mostly to do with all the goblins Jadrak has either deliberately murdered or carelessly gotten killed, about the imprisonment and torture I’ve seen done in his name, about all the Void witchery, the desecrated Spirits, and how his best buddy Hoy’s been out there treating his own followers so abysmally on Jadrak’s behalf that every time we’ve clashed a bunch of them swapped to my side. And oh, yes, I do have a bunch of Jadrak’s former loyalists with me who’ll back up my stories. So he can either come out and face me like a man, so we can settle this like goblins—with our words—or he can sit in his nice cozy tower while I turn the city against him.”

 

 I took one long step forward, bringing myself past Sneppit; the goblin in front of me only didn’t retreat because he had physically nowhere else to go. Then I leaned forward. I had been doing my best not to call attention to the height disparity when dealing with goblins I liked, as it seemed kinda inherently condescending, but this was a moment when my words were best suited by emphasizing the physical threat I represented.

 

 “If he doesn’t show,” I purred, “and I have to go in there and get him, it will not be so…civilized.”

 

 The goblin stared up at me. His eyes were wide, but he otherwise remained admirably in control of himself, not outwardly showing fear. I guess they didn’t let just anybody handle negotiations.

 

 “Anything else?”

 

 I gave him a sunny smile, straightening back up. “I believe those are the salient points. One hour. Tick tock.”

 

 “Guess you’ll forgive me if I don’t linger over goodbyes, then,” he said, sidling to his right and finally slipping out through the door. I stepped back again, creating some space for the other goblins on his side to follow him. To judge by the sound of footsteps retreating down the hall outside, they set off at a dead run.

 

 “Aaaand…gone,” Radatina reported. “They’re out of earshot, and no lurkers are left nearby.”

 

 “Good,” said Yoshi. “Omura, I thought the plan was to talk to Sneppit before enacting the plan?”

 

 “Oh, was that the plan?” Sneppit said pointedly. “Well, better late than never. What’re we doing now, Lord Seiji?”

 

 “Sorry about that,” I said as sincerely as I could, turning back toward her. “I would’ve preferred to consult with you first, but the second I pulled you aside for a private talk that guy would’ve bolted and this would’ve gotten a lot more complicated.”

 

 “Sure, I get it,” she said, shrugging. “So you wanna confront Jadrak in public? I hope you’re not planning to assassinate him during a negotiation, Lord Seiji. You’ll never get any compliance from any goblin in Kzidnak again if you pull something like that.”

 

 “So I had assumed. No… As much as we all want Jadrak dead, the reality is his final fate is going to have to be settled another time. What’s urgent right now is eliminating his ability to pull that soul trigger.”

 

 “You want to attack his loyalty directly,” Yoshi said. “Beat him in a battle of words and cost him the public approval he needs to be able to use that contingency.”

 

“Exactly. And now I’ve forced his hand; I actually do intend to do exactly what I just said. The stories of his cruelty and greed are going to spread through this city as fast as rumor can travel. He will need to come out and confront me to put his own version forward in the court of public opinion.”

 

 “So you’ve got him trapped and forced to comply?” Yoshi said pointedly. “Isn’t that the specific thing we were trying to avoid?”

 

 “Also, I’m worried that dealing with Hoy has given you the wrong impression,” Sneppit added. “Jadrak is not like that. He’s the opposite of that; he’s a lot like you, in fact. He’s stylish, theatrical, and really good at making a speech. That’s exactly how he worked his way up into this Goblin King situation to begin with. Take it from somebody who knows firsthand, we’re not like the Fflyr; being a rich, powerful figure doesn’t get you ahead with the public in Kzidnak. Goblins inherently distrust power. Jadrak commands followers for the entire reason that he’s probably a match for you in the specific confrontation you just set up, Lord Seiji.”

 

 I nodded. “You’re both right—or at least, Yoshi definitely is, and what Sneppit just said lines up with what I’ve been hearing. And in this case, those two problems combine to form a solution. I’ve put pressure on Jadrak, yes, but it’s pushing him into what he probably thinks is a winning position. He’ll take the bait and confront me.”

 

 “And then,” Yoshi said slowly, “all you have to do is…beat him at his own game. Omura, I don’t know about this.”

 

 “Me either, man. I can’t say I’ve been certain about anything we’ve had to do this entire time. But I can do this, I promise you. Nothing worth having in life is a sure thing; all you can do is count on yourself and your skills.”

 

 Sneppit nodded approvingly. Yoshi still looked unconvinced, as did the other goblins who’d filed into the room behind him. And Pashilyn and Aster, who were both peeking in the door.

 

 “Trust me,” I said, putting on a smile and projecting confidence. “This my arena, too. I can take him.”

 



 

 Jadrak evidently thought the same about himself. One hour later, we were gathered on the plaza outside his new headquarters, which Sneppit had called the Core Tower. I had to admit, it was nice digs, even aside from the banners. If I were setting myself up as the lord ruling over Fallencourt this is probably where I’d choose to do it from. Something to keep in mind for when Jadrak was out of the picture.

 

 Right on schedule, the Goblin King emerged. And, though I had not specified it in my message, he came alone. You had to admire the sheer balls—which, of course, was the point. I knew exactly what he was doing, and I conceded that it was some solid gold posturing. Behind me I had my entire entourage, the Hero and his party, two Judges and their respective Arbiters (Rizz and Gazmo were both present, and had been a big help in spreading the stories I wanted spread through the city), and a full line of armed goblins who a couple days ago had been Jadrak’s own loyalists. Coming out to plant himself in front of this display alone was the kind of powerful gesture that no amount of words could stand in for.

 

 So, with just the opening move he’d put one over on me in sheer charisma. That wasn’t ideal.

 

 I could tell at a glance that Sneppit was right. This dude had style, done up all in black and gold in a mimicry of Fflyr highborn fashion—which was a mimicry of Goddess artifact fashion (which I now knew to be a tawdry facsimile of Final Fantasy-esque JRPG art)—and unlike everyone from the highborn to the other goblins who’d tried this (sorry, Sneppit) even to most of the Earth anime it was all descended from, he actually pulled off the look. His posture and expression were calm, controlled, the bearing of someone fully confident he was in command despite facing a dozen different people who wanted to kill him and were very much capable of doing it.

 

 Which was another point: he would not have stepped out here if he didn’t believe he could prevent us from stone cold murdering his ass. Whatever was peeking out from behind the windows of Core Tower would be some serious shit, and without doubt he had something else up his sleeve besides.

 

 “Now, this is more like it,” the Goblin King said by way of greeting, and again I found Sneppit’s assessment correct: this was a guy who knew what his diaphragm was for. Everyone in Fallencourt was hearing this, and his voice showed no hint of strain. “You know, the Hero tried this earlier. It was one of the most disappointing things I’ve ever seen.”

 

 “Oh, now, I don’t believe that for a second,” I said easily, grinning and also projecting. “It’s not like I don’t know what kind of week you’ve been having.”

 

 “Yeah,” Jadrak drawled, “as the principal cause of my annoyances, you’d be pretty familiar, wouldn’t you.”

 

 I widened my smile, made my voice softer but no less audible. “If you wanted my attention, you could have asked. Shouldn’t have murdered the goblins I was friendly with, Jadrak. That’s the difference between us. I will not have anybody fucking with my people.”

 

 We smiled at each other, cold and composed, while around us the city held its breath.

 

 “So,” he said at last.

 

 “So.”

 

 This was it. The Goblin King and the Dark Lord, mano a mano. Showtime versus showtime. The confrontation we’d both been building toward since long before we knew it.

 

 Both of us drew in breath, breaking the tension, opened our mouths like quickdraw artists in a race to be the first to speak, and then somebody chucked a bomb out of the Core Tower.

 

 Not at me or any of my people; I only realized it was a bomb when it hit the metal bridge right behind Jadrak and the explosion sent shrapnel everywhere. Luckily for him, the Goblin King was out of range of the worst of it—and also, the son of a bitch was still poised while being actually, literally shelled with explosives, which was more than I’d managed. He barely flinched and didn’t duck or try to flee, just half-turning the second the explosion ended so he could look behind him without taking me out of his peripheral vision.

 

 The bridge to the Core Tower had been taken out; nothing but twisted scraps of metal extended from both its original moorings. This particular part of the city didn’t seem open all the way to the core, so it was probably still salvageable, but that did nothing to help Jadrak right now. He was isolated from his support, alone with me and all my backup, unable to retreat.

 

 Above, the green banners fell as the cords connecting them to the upper windows from which they’d been hung were severed. Fabric rustled as it plummeted; one fell right through the gap where the bridge had been moments ago, the others tumbling to both sides.

 

 And then, from those same windows, new banners were unfurled. The fabric unrolled and came to a stop, securely affixed where the old ones had been.

 

 It was plain at a glance that these were a rush job; they were all patched together from miscellaneous scraps, the colors of which were uneven. You could even see where paint had been hastily applied over the top where the creators hadn’t been able to find fabric that wasn’t black or red. But they’d done it; sloppy and rough as it looked, these were my flags. The crimson sigil of the Dark Crusade over a black field.

 

 Behind me I heard an incredulous sotto vocce from Flaethwyn. “Wait. Slimes and…what?!”

 

 “Hah!” Nazralind crowed, much less discreetly. “I designed that!”

 

 Seldom had I wanted anything more than I wanted to turn around and see Flaethwyn’s expression in that moment, but I was still on the clock here. Showtime didn’t end just because somebody usurped it.

 

 Goblin faces appeared in the windows of the Core Tower and along the other covered bridge linking it to the cavern wall, all of them staring down at their erstwhile would-be King. Their expressions were not friendly. They didn’t jeer or catcall, just glared in grim silence.

 

 “Well.” Unhurriedly, Jadrak turned back toward me, and dipped his head once in acknowledgment, his wry little smile outwardly unconcerned. “I’m a big enough man to admit it: that was well played, Lord Seiji. Color me impressed.”

 

 “I’m tempted to just take credit, but I’ve got a feeling that would bite me as soon as people started comparing notes,” I admitted. “I have no idea what the hell just happened. I didn’t infiltrate your headquarters, Jadrak; if you managed to lose the loyalty of your core army, I’m afraid you did that all on your own.”

 

 Like him, I managed to be outwardly composed, but I was reeling about as hard as he had to be right then. Seriously, what in the fuck? We knew he was having loyalty problems, but this… And more to the point, where in the hell had goblin insurgents even seen that symbol? Sure, it was going up in an increasing number of places around North Watch, with some of my followers even starting to embroider it on their black masks and various other articles of clothing, but the goblins of Kzidnak should’ve had no opportunity to lay eyes on that.

 

 Belatedly, it occurred to me that I’d had no direct communication with my people since leaving them with orders to hold the tunnel at Maugro’s offices. Had they managed to—

 

 No. It took me an embarrassingly long few seconds of frantic thought to realize it, but I got there. The last time we’d seen any evidence of our mysterious, invisible dark elf ally had been right here, in the cavern of Fallencourt. The same dark elf who’d been skulking around North Watch for weeks and knew way too much of our business. The dark elf whose aid I had adamantly not wanted, after the debacle they created from our confrontation with the cat tribe. 

 

 Never had I been so glad to owe somebody an apology.

 

 “Well, isn’t that interesting,” Jadrak murmured, then raised his voice. “Either way, Dark Lord, it sure does look like you have all the advantages here. I’ll admit it: you’ve got me backed into a corner.”

 

 Oh, I did not like his expression. Still composed, but with emotion beginning to creep through, and that emotion was not fear. It was anger, a hungry desire for violence that I recognized because I knew it all to well, myself. Belatedly, I remembered the one specific thing we were trying not to do, here.

 

 Okay, never mind. I was going to kill that fucking elf my fucking self.

 

 “Listen,” I began, holding up both hands.

 

 “How about you listen, for once in your life,” Jadrak retorted, baring his full complement of wickedly sharp teeth at me and raising one hand in what looked suspiciously like a ritual gesture. “Listen, and watch, while I make it clear exactly how out of your depth you are, human. I call the devil Ozyraph!”
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3.32 In Which the Dark Lord Yields


                The air next to him shifted, and suddenly there was a devil standing among us.

 

Actually the visual effect was pretty interesting, if underwhelming. It was like a person-shaped slice of empty space suddenly rotated fully around, as if it were a cardboard cutout, and when fully revealed…there she was. Disorienting, but I quickly forgot about that, taking in the sight of the devil.

 

Ozyraph was…not what I expected. Well, in part; most of her features were classic devil shit, straight out of European mythology. Her skin was a dusky reddish-pink in hue, and she had a pair of backswept horns sprouting from her hairline and curving back over her skull to bracket the severe bun into which her crimson hair was pulled. No, the unexpected part was her attire: the devil wore a sleek, obviously tailored Western-style business suit. Black with gold pinstripes, a black shirt and a slim necktie of solid gold fabric.

 

And she was carrying a tablet. Not a flat piece of material on which text was engraved, a tablet computer. It was wafer-thin, about the dimensions of an iPad, and while I couldn’t see the screen from my current angle I could see its glow.

 

The devil took a quick glance around, taking in the sight of all Fallencourt spread around her, including no end of mostly terrified shouting by all the attendant goblins. Her eyes met and held mine for a second—they were unnerving, with vertically slitted pupils an two-toned irises that faded from blood red at the center to gold around the edges, giving them a fiery appearance. Then her gaze slid past me, flicking rapidly over my various allies and lingering for another second on Yoshi. Only then did she turn her full attention to the Goblin King.

 

“I see we have entirely given up on basic discretion.”

 

Ozyraph’s voice was a smooth alto, her delivery strikingly reminiscent of quite a few teachers I remembered with no fondness. She had that knack, the ability to convey utterly withering sarcasm without seeming to depart from the normal tones of polite conversation.

 

 “This wasn’t my preferred outcome,” Jadrak replied, shooting me an unpleasantly confident look. “Unfortunately, thanks to the meddling of this fool and his friends, things have spiraled. As per our contract, Ozyraph, I call upon your aid.”

 

“Oh?” The devil raised an eyebrow. “Are you certain that is wise, King Jadrak?”

 

 “Wise? Perhaps not, but necessary.” He turned back to face me directly, holding my stare while speaking to his demonic ally. “I am invoking the extraordinary circumstances clause of our contract, Ozyraph. Per your agreed obligations, I require you to rid me of… These two humans in particular.” He pointed at me and Yoshi in turn. “The rest, I can handle myself.”

 

I formed the mental weight of Immolate, ready to deploy; at my side, Yoshi raised his shield, sword at the ready.

 

“Absolutely not.”

 

Ozyraph’s brusque reply made us all hesitate. Especially Jadrak; he did an actual double take. The sudden diminishment of his smugness was satisfying as hell, despite my continuing unease about what was happening.

 

 “I—but we have a contract,” the Goblin King protested. “You are obligated to—”

 

 “This contract?” Ozyraph tapped one fingertip against the screen of her tablet twice, flicked it to scroll through something, tapped again, and then held the device down so he could see it. “I’d like to call your attention to paragraph twelve, concerning unacceptable conflicts of interest and hazards to the Devil King’s concerns and those of his servants, to which I am not under any circumstances to be subjected by any other signatory to this agreement. These are not limited to, but specifically enumerate, direct conflict with major faiths or agents of Sanora or Virya, particularly any Hero or Dark Lord. You just attempted to invoke the extraordinary circumstances clause to bring me into physical conflict with both.”

 

Jadrak suddenly looked like he’d swallowed something a bit too big for his neck. “Oh, but… Surely you didn’t interpret that to—”

 

“As such, I am invoking the terms of paragraph nineteen, clause five: premature termination of the agreement due to malfeasance by any signatory to said agreement.” She flicked her thumb over the screen, scrolling down to the clause in question. “As you have broken the terms of the contract, all outstanding debts by the offending party will be immediately called in, as detailed in clause nine.”

 

“Wait!” Jadrak was visibly alarmed now, probably mostly by the prospect of Ozyraph calling in his debts—i.e. his soul—but I suspected all the growling and hissing from many of the onlookers wasn’t helping his poise. I had to figure that to a goblin audience, getting caught breaking the terms of a contract was a bad look, even more so than to most people. “You can’t invoke that! I was merely raising a point of discussion—”

 

Ozyraph had already been flicking and tapping on her screen, and suddenly the tablet produced Jadrak’s own voice, at a significantly magnified volume.

 

“I require you to rid me of… These two humans in particular.”

 

 “These were, I believe, your exact words,” she said tonelessly. A proper villain might have hammed this up—I certainly would have—but Ozyraph delivered her lines with the dry evenness of a bureaucrat filling out their fiftieth form of the day.

 

“Yes, but… I mean, that is clearly contextual and open to interpretation…”

 

 “Not only is that a specific instruction to open hostilities with the Hero and Dark Lord, these are the words you spoke after I gave you the opportunity to retreat from your demand that I intervene. This is not a case of your words being taken out of context, Jadrak. This occurred seconds ago. We are still in the context. You are in breach of contract. I will now, as per my contractual privileges, collect all debts owed, which are specified by the agreement in question as any soul in your possession.”

 

The wording made me widen my eyes in alarm, and I wasn’t the only one who caught it. Rizz hissed fiercely as she drew in air through her teeth, and Sneppit let out a low groan.

 

Ozyraph raised the tablet back out of his reach, and finally some expression intruded on her face: just the faintest, disdainful curl of her upper lip.

 

 “Honestly, aren’t you supposed to be some sort of goblin? You really should read the things you sign.”

 

Jadrak’s poise was finally failing him. The outright jeering that had been withheld when his headquarters abruptly kicked him out had started to rise all around. He was now isolated with his enemies, his supporters had all turned on him, and his omnipotent trump card was not only not helping him but had just delivered what was probably the worst public humiliation a goblin could suffer. Open fear had leaked onto his features now; he cast about rapidly for options, finding no good prospects.

 

So he latched onto a bad one: me.

 

“Lord Seiji!” The Goblin King stepped forward and held out one hand toward me. “If anyone can throw back a devil, it’s you. Join—”

 

Okay, so it wasn’t entirely authentic, but I’m enough of a performer to be able to burst into loud, derisive laughter on command. I am also enough of a performer not to react to distinctly hearing Adelly mutter behind me, “He’s doing it again.”

 

 “You need me,” Jadrak pressed on stubbornly, because it was that or lie down and accept death. “No one else can—”

 

His voice cut off in a strangled croak; my eyes shifted up to find Ozyraph, her tablet balanced in one hand, the other outstretched with fingers clenched in a grasping motion.

 

“Excuse me,” she stated crisply. “The Dark Lord is not party to this discussion. As I gather you plan to be disagreeable about this, I may as well commence soul collection with the easiest target.”

 

It was like the process of her arrival: Jadrak seemed to freeze in place, the last clear sight I had of him his terrified expression, and then he sort of…rotated. Like he had been reduced to two dimensions and then flipped, the Jadrak-shaped piece of scenery behind him revolving into view. And that was it. No hellfire, no flashy effects aside from that one disorienting transition into what I assume must’ve been the Void.

 

No more Goblin King.

 

“Did…did we just…win?” Yoshi asked warily.

 

 “By default, but I suppose so,” Ozyraph answered him, already occupied with her tablet again. “Well, it’s results that matter. Now, don’t mind me. I have a bunch of busywork to do, thanks to you lot, but it’ll just take a few minutes and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

 

 “What kind of busywork?” Rizz demanded, stepping forward with her polearm leveled aggressively. Rhoka joined her in the same position, silent as usual.

 

 “The only kind I have,” Ozyraph droned, still monotone and poking at her tablet. “My deal with Jadrak was for all souls it was within his power to bestow. Which, in these unusual circumstances, meant quite a few more than just his own.”

 

I don’t think the issue of Jadrak and his ability to sacrifice his followers’ souls was widely known among them, but the devil’s meaning was obvious enough that everybody caught on. The tenor of the onlookers change; dozens of goblin voices rose in exclamations of anger and sudden fear.

 

 “Just a minute!” Yoshi exclaimed, stepping forward. He still had his shield upraised, as if that was going to help. “Jadrak’s ability to grant his followers’ souls to your contract was a function of their fanatical loyalty. After what everyone just saw, there’s no way you can still collect them.”

 

Ozyraph spared him a sardonic look before resuming her work. She seemed to be scrolling rapidly through a list of something on her screen, periodically stopping it to pin one item at a time and swipe it to the left.

 

 “Yes, because no one ever regrets the deal they made when it comes time for me to collect. I am entitled to every soul Jadrak could have sacrificed at the moment he broke our contract. Thanks primarily to the Dark Lord, here, that is far fewer than I was hoping; you’ve done an admirable job of sabotaging Jadrak’s interests, Omura Seiji. Looks like I’ll be collecting at most a few dozen rather than several hundred.”

 

Someone shot her with a spiked ball from a slingshot, followed immediately by another. Both balls froze in midair less than a meter from Ozyraph, then plunked harmlessly to the ground. She gave no outward sign of even noticing.

 

 “You can’t do this!” Yoshi exclaimed, raising his sword.

 

 “Yoshi, no!” Flaethwyn lunged forward and grabbed his arm, physically pulling him backward. “That is a devil! A powerful one! You are not ready for this.” She gave me a grudging look. “Either of you.”

 

“Why do you even care?” Ozyraph asked, a tone of vague annoyance drifting through her customarily deadpan delivery. “These are people who were so fanatically devoted to a shifty conman with impressive hair they were willing to perish at his whim. They would, by definition, have slaughtered the lot of you minutes ago if they thought they could. It clearly benefits you to have them removed from Kzidnak.”

 

 “Oh, I’m sure it’s real easy for you to stand there in your fancy suit and pass judgment on people, when you’ve never had to struggle for anything yourself,” I snorted, swaggering forward.

 

 Ozyraph’s finger ceased moving; her posture did not otherwise change, but her eyes shifted to lock onto mine, and I almost hesitated under the sheer intensity of her stare. Almost. Showtime is showtime, after all.

 

 “People fell for Jadrak’s song and dance because they were desperate, you vicious little parasite. It was bad enough he preyed on their poor circumstances without you coming along and making it worse. Now, I’m willing to be civilized about this. Why don’t we discuss this matter like adults and come to an understanding? You’ve already collected two souls today—one thanks to me, I might add.”

 

“Oh?” She raised one eyebrow. “You wish to make a deal?”

 

 Everyone’s eyes shifted to stare at me. Shit. No, I did not want to do that.

 

“I’m just saying,” I replied smoothly, “there’s ample cause for you to be content with a good day’s work, Ozyraph. Time to pack it in.”

 

“You have no standing to negotiate here, Omura,” she said in a disinterested tone, returning her eyes to the tablet screen and resuming her scrolling and swiping. “I will take what I’m owed, and I have no need to compromise. Subject closed.”

 

 “Well, that’s a shame,” I said quietly. “I did hope we could settle this goblin style, by coming to an agreement. But, if you’re not interested… I got some really good advice from a really smart guy a while back about what I should do if a devil ever interfered in my affairs.”

 

“Is that a fact.”

 

I’d been told devils were conflict-averse, that they’d flee from confrontations they could easily win. Well, time to put that to the test.

 

This one’s for you, Sakin.

 

I raised one arm and pointed at her.

 

“Immolate.”

 

Fire burst across her—on the surface, not from within. In fact, it looked for all the world as if I’d just ignited a covering of invisible oil all over her. The flames whooshed across her body…slowed… And then, as I watched in increasing dismay, reversed.

 

Ozyraph paused in manipulating her tablet for a moment to fully extend her free arm back toward me; the flames of my Immolate spell surged down it till they coated her hand, then condensed further until she was holding a ball of seething orange fire on her palm.

 

 She bounced it once, idly, finally looking up at me with a wry expression, and it took all my self-control not to frantically retreat. Any second she was gonna hurl that right back at me, the only question was how ugly the results would be. Had she modified it into a more conventional fireball, or was I about to finally find out what that horrible spell felt like?

 

But no, what she did was far worse.

 

Ozyraph flicked her fingers contemptuously, and the fire disappeared in a tiny puff of smoke. She resumed poking at her tablet, entirely ignoring me save to speak once, in a tone of utter disinterest.

 

“Go away, little Dark Lord.”

 

 I could only stand there, my mind a screaming white blank. Well…what the fuck now?

 

A streak shot past me at waist height, and in the next second Zui had launched herself at the devil, fist-first, brass knuckles in place.

 

She froze in the air mid-leap, just short of impact. Ozyraph looked up again, frowning in annoyance.

 

 “Zui, right? Don’t worry, you were never on the list. Not the original expanded one and definitely not the much abridged final version I am trying to collate right now.”

 

 “You can’t do this!” Zui roared, kicking and thrashing in midair. “You—murdering monster! Haven’t we been through enough? Just leave people alone! They were just trying to survive!”

 

“Well, they failed,” Ozyraph said with a sigh. “Honestly, all you people are doing is prolonging this. Just let me sort through my list of names, and then you’ll never have to see me again. Me, or the three dozen or so idiots who would’ve gladly murdered you all for trying to help them. You are being ridiculous.”

 

She took her hand off her tablet again to make a lifting and tossing motion, and Zui came flying back toward us. I barely managed to get into position to catch her, mostly; at most I spared her an undignified impact against the wall, but she slipped out of my attempted grip and landed hard on my foot.

 

All around us, goblins were shouting fearfully, some trying to flee as if that would help, many just dithering in place, because…how could you run from this? I was hearing an uncomfortable amount of sobbing from multiple directions.

 

 Zui turned to look up at me, naked pleading written across her face. It was the most unmistakable expression of Do something! I’d ever seen.

 

I tore my gaze away from her to look back at Ozyraph, once again efficiently scrolling through her list of names, pulling aside those about to be harvested.

 

 What could I do? What could I do? This creature had just manhandled us all with contemptuous ease; I’d hit her with my nastiest attack and she’d batted it aside with barely a thought. What else was there? I could try running her over with a truck… But no, I’d already seen the ease with which she shrugged off physical attacks. The increased mass of Truck-kun probably wasn’t going to make a difference. Nor would attempting to stab her. 

 

 I’d been in some rough situations since coming to Ephemera, but I’d never felt this physically powerless. Even in my first panicked moments on this hell world, running around an old fortress with bandits on my heels and no weapons or spells to call upon, I’d been able to do something. This was just… Absolute helplessness. This devil was going to do what she came for and all I could do was watch.

 

Maybe she was right, anyway. Why did I have to fight to save people who’d declared themselves my enemies?

 

Maybe I should…

 

Maybe?

 

There was a gentle touch on my upper back. I turned to see Aster right behind me, her golden eyes compassionate, but firm. She leaned forward and murmured right by my ear.

 

“A limn is five hundred and twenty-four dhils. A dhil is ninety-six strides. A stride is thirteen ridds, and is defined as the distance of an average male elf’s step.”

 

 Ahh…there it was. Cleansing, purifying rage, a white-hot flame to remind me who I was. I was Lord Seiji, dammit, and I wasn’t taking any more of this stupid planet’s bullshit.

 

“Oh, Aster,” I whispered. “What would I do without you?”

 

“You’d die. Quickly. Probably on fire.”

 

“Yep.” I raised my voice. “Rizz, Gazmo, Sneppit. I need help weaseling out of a contract.”

 

I had to look away from Zui; the sudden gratitude and hope on her face was just too painful to face directly. The two Judges I’d named exchanged one look, then turned in unison to point at Sneppit.

 

 “Wait, me?” she protested. “You’re the—”

 

“Our strong suit is making contracts iron-clad and impermeable,” said Rizz. “What’s needed here is the opposite of that.”

 

“Any job worth doing is worth leaving to an expert,” Gazmo added.

 

Sneppit goggled at them, then turned to me, visibly aghast.

 

I broke my usual policy toward goblins and went to one knee, bringing my face down closer to hers to I could speak quietly.

 

 “Look, I know it’s a devil and we’ve all seen how powerful she is. But she also doesn’t want to fight. Fighting won’t help here, anyway. We need brains and words and a mastery of the contract. We need you, Snep. That may be an agent of the Devil King, but you’re Miss motherfucking Sneppit. This is your turf, not hers. Now show this bitch what happens when you fuck around in goblin town.”

 

Sneppit stared helplessly at me for another second, but then swallowed heavily and nodded once; I could see the steel slowly flowing back into her spine as she took in my encouragement.

 

I rose and stepped back, clearing the way, and Sneppit strode forward, exhaling heavily once. Ozyraph was still standing there, flicking at her tablet screen and ignoring us. I knew she had to have heard this entire exchange, but the devil seemed supremely unconcerned about our machinations.

 

Sneppit cleared her throat, her voice cracking only slightly when she addressed the devil. “Excuse me! By established precedent, any contract agreed to by a goblin of Kzidnak is subject to review and approval by a Judge, even if the other party is not native. I would like to invoke—”

 

“Knock yourself out.”

 

Ozyraph paused in her work to gesture once, and a glowing panel of blue light materialized in the air in front of Sneppit, causing her to reflexively jerk back. Lines of text were printed neatly across it.

 

“Touch it with a finger and move up it or down to scroll,” the devil added helpfully. “If you’re planning to challenge me on knowledge of goblin precedent, you are about to learn the taste of disappointment. But please, feel free to waste as much of everyone’s time as you wish. Only one of us is immortal.”

 

Rizz and Gazmo immediately crowded in behind her, intently studying the contract, which Rizz carefully began to scroll with a fingertip. Sneppit kept one eye on this while already launching into her next attempt.

 

 “All right, then… So, obviously, if this contract is to be considered valid, clearly a Judge signed off on it? I don’t see a signature—”

 

 “That is not and has never been required by precedent,” Ozyraph stated, her thin lips tugging to one side in the tiniest smirk; she still didn’t raise her eyes from the tablet. “A contract is considered binding to all signatories, regardless of a Judge’s approval. A Judge may invalidate it for any of several reasons, but contracts need not be witnessed by one. Try again. If you were serious, you’d start by looking for terms that violate established precedent or imply the contract was coercive or unclear, none of which you will find there.”

 

“I…um.” I managed not to wince; my trump card so far was about as successful as Jadrak’s had been. I could see Sneppit floundering, see the way fear and uncertainty—two things she was clearly not accustomed to experiencing—were taking their toll on her normal effectiveness. But she was all we had, since no amount of physical or magical force was going to prevail against this devil. “You…all right, apparently you do know your Kzidnak precedents, I see a lot of the standard clauses here… In fact, this borders on too long—”

 

 “To the extent that length and lack of clarity are to be considered grounds for invalidating a contract,” Ozyraph recited without pausing in her swiping, “the inclusion of standard clauses themselves required by precedent are not to be considered in any such calculation. Either of your Judge friends there could have told you that. By all means, though, continue. I will not have it said that the Devil King’s bargains are unfair.”

 

Sneppit swallowed heavily, again, her eyes darting rapidly across the text as Rizz slowly moved it. “I…so… Th-the stipulation against… That is, the standard section governing…um…”

 

 “Um?” The fact that Ozyraph’s tone remained dry and flat only made her taunting worse, somehow. “When the Dark Lord tagged you in for this, I expected…more. Even Jadrak mentioned your supposed specialty in contract work, Miss Sneppit. Is this the limit of your intelligence?”

 

Sneppit’s eyes widened and her head snapped up, staring fixedly at Ozyraph.

 

“Intelligence?” Her voice was a bare whisper. The devil did not respond.

 

In that moment, though, everything changed. Sneppit’s posture straightened, she put her shoulders back, and all the uncertainty drained from her face in a heartbeat. Her eyes fixed on the devil over the gold rims of her shades, and suddenly her look was that of a shark smelling blood.

 

Even knowing this was premature, and having no idea what she was about to do, I had the sudden unshakable feeling we’d just won.

 

“As you seem familiar with goblin precedent, I assume you are acquainted with the truism that you can’t un-ring a bell,” Sneppit said crisply.

 

 Ozyraph shrugged with one shoulder, eyes still on her screen. “That applies in a tiny rarity of situations, given that goblins are not inclined toward jury trials. But sure, it is true that a non-professional adjudicator may be dismissed from their duties and negotiations re-commenced from the beginning if they are exposed to information previously ruled by a Judge to be inadmissible and prejudicial. What of it?”

 

 “Just making sure we’re on the same page. Now then, in the clause governing the rewards to be granted you as the Devil King’s proxy by the signatories Jadrak and Hoy, it is specified that you are authorized to collect only souls and no other reward of any kind from the domain of Kzidnak.”

 

“And so I am,” Ozyraph agreed.

 

“Really, are you certain you want to go on record stating that?”

 

The devil finally glanced up, her eyes narrowing in the first hint of overt suspicion. “It’s a simple fact.”

 

“Very good, then,” Sneppit said briskly. “As you previously pointed out to Jadrak, it also states in this contract that if either party breaks the terms, the other party is entitled to immediately collect all promises made to them by said contract. Nice touch, making that clause apply in both directions. Really sells the impression you’re not planning to screw over the other party.”

 

“Thanks, I try.” Ozyraph continued scrolling and flicking, though her flat expression was now marred by a slight frown.

 

“As such,” Sneppit said, baring her teeth in a vicious grin, “this contract is invalidated due to your unauthorized acquisition of valuable property from Kzidnak, a domain considered by said contract to fall under the authority of its signatory Jadrak a.k.a. the Goblin King. You will therefore immediately cease any collection activities and remove yourself from the domain in question.”

 

 Ozyraph finally stopped manipulating the tablet, raising her eyes to fix Sneppit with a flat stare. “I’ve taken nothing from Kzidnak—nothing of Jadrak’s, and nothing of anyone’s. False accusations have consequences.”

 

 “I will call your attention to clause four, concerning the duties of yourself as designated representative of the Devil King.” Sneppit shouldered Rizz aside, deftly flicking the magical display till the clause in question was centered on the panel of light Ozyraph had conjured. “You went out of your way to specify, in writing, that in this matter you are functioning only as the Devil King’s agent. Anything collected as a result of this contract or your activities in pursuit of its execution are to be delivered directly to him, with nothing withheld by you personally.”

 

Ozyraph’s crimson-gold eyes narrowed to slits. “What of it?”

 

 Sneppit half-turned to point dramatically behind her at me. “Here stand the Dark Lord and the Hero. As a result of your collection activities, you have come into possession of intelligence. You now know their location, the composition of their respective parties, and most importantly, the fact that they are working together. The value of this knowledge cannot be overstated; empires would go to war to learn this! As per your sworn duties to the Devil King and your obligations as stated by this contract, you will be required to convey this important information to your master at the earliest opportunity. This contract specifically denies you the right to collect anything of value from Kzidnak other than souls. You, Ozyraph, have stolen crucial military intelligence on behalf of the Devil King, breaking the terms of your agreement and voiding it in its entirety.”

 

The roar that went up from all sides reminded me of the crowd at a stadium. To goblins, I guess this must’ve been the equivalent of scoring a goal.

 

 “Ridiculous!” Ozyraph spat, now fully lowering the tablet to her side and fixing her full attention on Sneppit. “I’ve taken no affirmative action to acquire any such information—it’s not my fault they were standing here when Jadrak summoned me.”

 

 “But you have agreed to be bound by the terms of goblin precedent in both the creation and the enforcement of said contract!” Sneppit shouted back. “I invite any Judge present to correct me if I am wrong, but according to precedent, one: intellectual property is no less real or subject to precedent and the right of possession than physical property. Two: chance, malfeasance, and acts of the Goddesses may negate culpability for possession of property of any kind if it resulted from them, but not the fact of possession. And three: the value of intellectual property is determined by factors including its use and the parties to whom it is transmitted. In this case, you possess materially valuable knowledge, which you will transmit to the Devil King, both due to your established allegiance and the obligations specified in this contract. Tell me, Ozyraph, what affirmative action can you take that will un-ring that bell?”

 

The devil clenched both fists, one clutching the tablet against her side. “You insufferable little—”

 

 “You have two options!” Sneppit crowed. “Either you steal valuable political and military secrets from Kzidnak, in clear violation of the terms of this contract—or you refuse to disclose them to the Devil King, in defiance of your loyalties and also in violation of the terms! In short, Ozyraph, you—”

 

“Don’t say it,” the devil hissed.

 

 “—and by extension, the Devil king, are in—”

 

“AAAUGH!” Ozyraph howled, clapping her free hand over her eyes.

 

Sneppit took one giant stride forward, planting her foot as if claiming land, threw one hand forward to point accusingly at the devil, and roared in a voice which boomed from every wall of Fallencourt.

 

“BREACH OF CONTRACT!”

 

The entire city dissolved into deafening cheering. Goblins on all sides capered about, laughing, hugging each other and pumping fists in the air, not to mention jeering (perhaps unwisely) at the lone devil who stood like a disgruntled scarecrow in the midst of it all. Ozyraph’s face had settled back into its previous cold neutrality, and she was now just standing in silence, waiting for the noise to subside enough for her to speak.

 

It took a few minutes—and it certainly wasn’t absolute, the level of chaos in the surrounding bridges and balconies remained impressive, but eventually enough settled down that she could at least make herself be heard.

 

“Well, then,” the devil stated curtly, “it appears we do not, after all, have a contract.” She held up her tablet, tapped two spots on it with her thumb, and the screen went dark. “That being the case, the other party is entitled to collect any outstanding debts. Unfortunately, speaking of bells that cannot be un-rung, there appears to be no longer a Goblin King. In the absence of any formal authority—”

 

 “Oh, I don’t know about that.” I strolled forward, head up and voice thundering straight from the diaphragm. Ozyraph grimaced as she met my eyes, but didn’t flinch away. “As per precedent and custom, there is one person who can speak on behalf of the goblins—but only with their consent. So it seems the pertinent question for us all is this: does Kzidnak grant its allegiance to the Dark Lord?”

 

This time, the roar was even louder, and quickly resolved from general noise into comprehensible chanting. It started with a few voices and swelled rapidly as more caught on, until it spread to every corner of the cavern and thousands of goblins were thundering my name at the tops of their collective lungs.

 

“SEI-JI!”

 

“SEI-JI!”

 

“SEI-JI!”

 

“SEI-JI!”

 

“SEI-JI!”

 

And for a long span of repetitions, I let them. Now this was what I was in it for. Just for a moment, I let the sight before my eyes fade, imagining a stadium or concert venue. Myself with guitar in hand, lauded by the crowd for my skill. This…wasn’t quite that, but you know what? It would do.

 

Ozyraph was staring at me with a wry expression which said she knew exactly what I was thinking, but fuck her. I wasn’t going to let anything ruin this for me.

 

Finally—but with perfect timing, the only kind I have—I raised both hands in the air, gesturing for quiet. It took a bit, but the crowd complied, silence spreading at my wordless order.

 

 The power. I could see exactly why this went to people’s heads. It was a drug, nothing more or less.

 

“In fact,” I said into the ensuing (relative) quiet, “I have reconsidered. On behalf of the people of Kzidnak and the Dark Crusade, I have a deal to offer the Devil King. These are the terms I want you to convey to him, precisely.”

 

Amid the tension of a thousand held breaths, I strode forward, straight into Ozyraph’s personal space, until I stood nose-to-nose with her. Close enough to kiss her, to taste the incongruous spearmint on her breath. She didn’t flinch or retreat by a millimeter, just holding my gaze with all the confidence of someone who could smash me like a mosquito on a whim.

 

It didn’t matter. We both knew who had won here.

 

I curled my lip up in a sneer and delivered my terms.

 

“Fuck off.”

 

This time, the cheering was so overwhelmingly powerful I had to wonder if a bunch more goblins had suddenly turned up. While Fallencourt dissolved into ecstatic madness all around us, Ozyraph and I stared at one another’s eyes, the mutual hatred sizzling in the air like static after a lightning strike.

 

Until finally, she took one slow, deliberate step backward, and inclined her head once. She had to raise her voice to be heard, but we were still close enough that I had no trouble making out her words over the noise.

 

“I will convey your message. Congratulations, little Dark Lord, on scoring one point in a game no one can win.”

 

Then she flattened, rotated, and a second later I was staring at empty space. No devil, no Goblin King, only the Dark Lord and the city I now ruled.

            


3.33 In Which the Dark Lord Takes Over


                “Why did that work?!” It really spoke to Flaethwyn’s essential character that despite that absolute uproar and pandemonium blurring out sound on all sides, I could still clearly hear her offended screech. Okay, well, to be fair she was only a few meters away. “That creature could have slaughtered us all with a thought! What’s the point of playing along with made-up goblin rules?”

 

 “It’s not something I would expect a highborn to understand,” Sneppit replied, also shouting but probably not audible any farther away than I was standing. “Keeping your word and upholding contracts isn’t a moral virtue, it’s something you do so people are willing to make contracts with you again in the future. Devils depend on that. Every established power and religious organization on Ephemera warns their people against ‘em; they only get any souls at all because nobody can fairly say they don’t keep their word.”

 

I felt a jab in my side and looked down to find Judge Rizz poking me with her bladestaff. The blade, fortunately, was retracted into its mechanical housing, so this was just annoying and rude, not an attempted assassination.

 

“Princess Bitch Ears has a point, probably by accident,” the Judge said. She also didn’t moderate her tone any, and to judge by how swiftly Pashilyn had to intervene and begin soothing Flaethwyn’s incipient attack of apoplexy, the noise didn’t entirely cover it. Since Rizz didn’t open her mouth unless she had something of value to say, I just nodded and forbore to comment on the fact that goblins had notably bigger ears than elves. “That was both way harder and way easier than it should’ve been.”

 

“How do you mean?”

 

She jerked her head to one side and headed toward the back of this particular public ledge, where an awning sheltered what had been somebody’s shopfront before all the…everything. It wasn’t any quieter over there, but we were less obviously on center stage and could be surrounded by my own followers, which was better suited for a discreet word than right under the eyes of all of Fallencourt.

 

“It’s uncharacteristic for a devil to stand their ground like that,” Rizz said, as Gazmo and Sneppit stepped over to join us and the others drifted closer. “They’re prone to abandon even promising schemes if confronted and they’ll normally flee from much less dangerous opponents than you, Dark Lord. On the other hand, that bit about selecting names off a list smelled like bullshit to me. She should’ve been able to invoke her right to all those souls just as instantly as Jadrak’s.”

 

“Hm. Why would she put on a show like that?”

 

“To answer for sure, we’d need to understand a lot more about devils than we do,” said Gazmo. “Nobody even knows what they want souls for, exactly.”

 

Rizz nodded. “He’s right, but an idea springs to mind—just like the elf pointed out. That devil just got to stand in front of an entire city full of goblins and prove that she abides scrupulously by the terms of a deal when she could easily have taken her souls and poofed. There’ll always be some complete dickhead who thinks they’ll be smart enough to succeed where the Goblin King failed. We’re gonna have to watch out for that in the coming days.”

 

“Everybody I’ve talked to about devils said they always go quiet when there’s a Dark Lord and Hero active,” said Yoshi, stepping into the circle. “Wouldn’t that suggest this was Ozyraph’s last big job? As long as we’re here, at any rate.”

 

“That’s what I’d assume, ordinarily,” Gazmo agreed, “but by that logic, she wouldn’t’ve stared down a Dark Lord and Hero long enough to get outmaneuvered. Something’s fucky, here.”

 

“Story of our lives,” I said. “But Yoshi… This is it. This is our angle, how we beat this stupid game: the Devil King.”

 

Everyone stared at me askance, except Yoshi, who simply frowned. My own followers and his party had all clustered close now, easily able to watch us over the front row of goblins. The city was still roaring and cheering, but the noise was beginning to abate a bit.

 

“And what exactly are you planning to do with the Devil King, boy?” Rizz demanded after a pause.

 

I grinned and punched one fist into my opposite palm. “We’re gonna fuck him up.”

 

“What are you talking about, Omura?” Yoshi asked, still frowning.

 

“I’m talking about getting out from under this stupid Goddess bullshit, this Good versus Evil thing they’re pretending to care about to keep themselves entertained. They both hate the Devil King and the Void, right? And that fucker’s stealing souls, it’s not like taking him down isn’t an obvious moral good. This is how we beat the system, Yoshi! We destroy the Devil King. The goddesses want him gone more than they want to watch another round of their eternal JRPG, surely. They’ll leave us alone if we go gunning for him. I don’t have to conquer Ephemera and we don’t have to fight each other. That’s our way out!”

 

“All of that,” he said slowly, “is based on the assumption that you’re right. That it is a game.”

 

“Okay, fine, sure,” I said, waving one hand impatiently. “Say you’re right, and it’s not. Then it’s just Virya being the asshole, and this will work to keep her off my fucking back. In your version, it’s only Virya and the Dark Lord who’re the problem anyway. If Virya chills the hell out and the Dark Lord focuses on the Void rather than world conquest, then Good wins by default, right?”

 

“Hm.” Yoshi turned to Pashilyn, who tilted her head thoughtfully to one side.

 

“You know, he’s sort of right. If the Dark Crusade is doing something constructive instead of burning kingdoms and slaughtering masses, something the Goddess would approve of…then by definition, we win.”

 

“I’m all for kickin’ the Void’s ass, especially after what we’ve seen today,” said Sneppit, “but I gotta be the wet blanket here. The Devil King is a way more dangerous opponent than either of you; he might well prove to be a match for you both. Also, Lord Seiji, you’ve set in motion things that you can’t just stop. The Dark Crusade is building momentum and there’ll be nothing but chaos and destruction if you try to abort it.”

 

“I can’t do that, anyway,” I said. “Especially if we’re going to pursue my idea. Like you said, right now we’re in no position to threaten the Devil King. We both need to build power, the way Dark Lords and Heroes respectively do: he needs to grow stronger individually along with his party, and I need to build institutional strength. The normal way is that he Hero is playing a JRPG while the Dark Lord’s playing an RTS, you follow?”

 

Yoshi nodded; everyone else looked confused.

 

“Well, the Devil King was a Dark Lord; he beat multiple Heroes, so he knows how to deal with them. And he has his own power base. We’ll have to hit him with both, and that means we need both at a much higher level than they are right now. Come on, Yoshi, think about it. The Hero and the Dark Lord, joining forces? Let’s show the Goddesses something they’ve never seen before. They won’t be able to resist.”

 

He winced. “I hate to break it to you, Omura, but that’s definitely something they’ve seen before. The heroes and villains teaming up against a greater threat is a stock trope; it’s the most hype moment in every series.”

 

“Okay, fine,” I said impatiently, “even better. They’ll love it then, if it’s a classic of the genre. I bet they haven’t had a chance to see it too often in their own game. And that’s if my theory about the Goddesses is right; in the other version, this is still for the greater good and should satisfy Virya’s ambitions for this round of her conquest.”

 

Slowly, he nodded, his expression firming up. “Yeah. I think you’re right, Omura. Okay, let’s do it. We’ll have to stay in touch and coordinate, but for the most part we’ll need to go our separate ways, at least at first. Best not let on that we’re working together. Even if we’re against the Void, something tells me this is not going to be embraced by the Sanorite and Viryan nations, much less the organized religions.”

 

“That is putting it conservatively,” Pashilyn said, grimacing.

 

“I visit the King’s Guild from time to time,” I said, “and Aster’s still a member on the books, after all. Shouldn’t be too hard to check in occasionally, as long as we’re discreet.”

 

“So what is the plan, then?” Pashilyn asked, giving me a very neutral look. “In the immediate term. How do you propose to advance the Dark Crusade in a way that is not destructive to the Sanorite kingdoms?”

 

“Yeah, we’re all eager to hear that, I’m sure,” Zui interjected, “and speaking of which, Dark Lord, it’s starting to quiet down. You’d better address your people while the adrenaline’s wearing off and before everybody starts to crash. There are a lotta goblins out there who need to know what’s in their immediate future, just as much as the butts here.”

 

“My people, huh,” I mused, giving her a wry smile. “I never thought I’d hear that from you, Zui.”

 

“Yeah, well.” She folded her arms and grinned at me—reluctantly, but it was a genuine smile. “Can’t say you didn’t earn it, Seiji. That’s all we really needed from you, anyway: to prove yourself. Now go put on one of those shows you like so much.”

 

“He really doesn’t need encouragement,” Aster muttered to her.

 

“Yeah, but he sure as shit needs to be managed.”

 

“Okay, yeah, that one I’ll give you.”

 

I turned my back on them, patting Yoshi on the shoulder and tipping Pashilyn a wink, and then stepped back toward the center of the wide ledge, where the broken ends of the blown-up bridge to the Core Tower stood. There I hesitated, getting my first shock as the new overlord of Kzidnak.

 

There was a balcony over the main door to the tower, the one currently inaccessible due to the bridge being out. It was in an ostentatious position from which some fancy rich person could stand to gaze out across their domain, which anybody running that tower would undoubtedly consider Fallencourt to be.

 

“Whoah,” Nazralind said from behind me, noticing what I had. As others did too, the quiet spread further, the already-lessening cheers trailing off into mutters.

 

On that balcony stood a dark elf.

 

She was pretty, of course, that was hardly worth noting when it came to elves; in terms of facial structure she had the same generally pointed features as Nazralind and Flaethwyn, just with skin of a medium brown rather like the local lowborn, instead of the peculiar crystalline beige of the Fflyr elves. At least, the parts that weren’t purple or glowing white; this woman had some crazy tattoos. Her right arm and at least half her torso had been inked to a deep amethyst color, while her left was covered with spiraling patterns of markings in white that were faintly but definitely luminous. We could see a lot of this artwork because she wore tight wrappings around her chest and hips that would be fairly modest for a swimsuit but a strange choice of attire in any other circumstance. Her hair was stark white, and cut short in a messy style.

 

The dark elf held herself with a stiff spine and raised chin; I could only describe her bearing as “regal.” She caught my eyes and bowed to me, once. Not too deeply. Clearly satisfied with her day’s work.

 

Right. I’ll deal with you presently.

 

“Despite everything, I owe Jadrak a debt.”

 

My voice reached across the city, because of course it did. The goblins, already quieting down, settled further, clustering to the edges of their balconies and bridges and windows, thronging every ledge, watching me intently. It was the kind of immense social pressure that was a lot of people’s deepest terror; the kind I thrived on.

 

“I’m a stranger to this country—to this world, in fact. Let me tell you, before coming to Dount, I’ve never seen anything like the oppression, the persecution, the poverty and prejudice that plagues this damn place. The brazenness with which all these problems are caused by a few elite assholes, clearly for their own personal profit. Looking at this, I had no idea how to…fix it. I’ve been afraid to promise people anything better, because life keeps reminding me how cruel it can be, just when I dare to think I’m beginning to make progress. I have done my best to gather those who need me most The most persecuted, the poorest—I’ve done what I can to help them, but more than anything I can do, it seems that what helps them the most is each other. Being together, combining their talents and efforts, rather than being pitted against each other in a never-ending dogfight for the amusement of overbred highborn.

 

“But that’s just…a bit, here and there. Looking at the system, the size and the scope and the violence of it? Yeah. I have not been going around preaching hope, because if there’s one thing I hate it’s being made a liar. I have been offering vengeance, picking up people who’ve been kicked while they were down, and telling them I can’t promise anything except a chance to kick back.”

 

I hesitated, glancing around at the sea of intent green faces surrounding me.

 

“It’s heartbreaking, how all of them are willing to accept that. Like it’s better than anything they ever hoped for.”

 

Tilting my head back, I looked up at the stalactites hanging above us, letting the silence hang for another moment.

 

“Yeah… I owe Jadrak. He showed me where that leads. Thanks to him, I understand now. That is not enough.”

 

I slowly turned, not in a full circle as I had a wall to my back, but in a slow arc that let me gradually face every part of the city.

 

“Make no mistake, Jadrak was not wrong about the need. Everything that’s wrong in this country is wrong on purpose. The injustice that permeates every aspect of Fflyr Dlemathlys is deliberate and systematic, protected and promoted by the people sitting comfortably at the top of it. They have to go. As much as we might wish it, nothing will get any better unless blood is spilled!”

 

Another roar went up around me, causing a prickle of unease to penetrate the euphoria of showtime. This…this was what they reacted to. Just like all the others up top. They’d been trained to do it by similar speeches from Jadrak, I’m sure, but still… I was trying to make, ultimately, the opposite point here.

 

It’s almost as if generations of oppression creates deep, abiding rage that can never be truly dispelled.

 

For a long few moments, I let them yell, keeping my head high and my expression stern. Only once the energy began to flag on its own did I raise my hands for silence. The quiet accelerated and spread at my command, reasserting my control.

 

“But that cannot be the point.”

 

I gave them another three beats to chew on that in quiet.

 

“Everyone here today has lost something to Jadrak’s revolution. Lakes of goblin blood have been spilled in the last few days—and all of it by other goblins. You’ve lost loved ones, lost homes, lost jobs and opportunities, and the bitterest part? All if it was for nothing. Jadrak’s uprising was doomed from the beginning. He knew it, and if you’re honest with yourselves, all of you do, too. Is this better than the way things have been?”

 

Another grand pause to let the question hang in the air.

 

“We will have to fight. We will have to sacrifice. There is no way around it. But above all, we have to strive for something more. In the coming days we will build it together. It starts with this, a promise from the Dark Lord: wherever I rule, no one is better than anyone else. An elf, a goblin, a human, a beastman, all are just as valuable. Everyone deserves the chance to succeed according to their own aptitudes—a fair chance. That is what I’m offering.”

 

This time, the roar was louder and continued longer, which was heartening. Vengeance was not to be underestimated; it could keep people going when everything else betrayed them.

 

But so could hope.

 

God, I hoped I could keep it alive.

 

“I’ve seen it work on a small scale, just gathering together prostitutes and bandits and homeless outcasts: people are stronger together than the same number of people could be alone. The same is true on a larger scale. I’m going to make a very difficult, very painful demand of you: forgiveness. The bad blood in this country runs deep, the grudges are well and truly earned. But in my Dark Crusade, I require that they be let go. We will work together—lowborn, goblins, beastfolk, everyone who’s been denied their fair chance. We are only kept down as long as we’re kept at each other’s throats.”

 

Another pause, raise my chin, deepen the voice.

 

“We all know whose throats we should be at. And together? We are coming for them.”

 

I stood at the center of the renewed uproar, letting it wash over and through me, letting myself be seen by my people. Calm amid the storm, in control, a presence of reassurance they very much needed after this week.

 

Heh, my people. What a peculiar thought. Well, now that I considered it, now that I’d gotten to know them, I found I felt more kinship with the goblins than the Fflyr. It was like they reminded me of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

 

Above, the dark elf caught my eye again. Seeing me glance up at her, she inclined her head once in acknowledgment, gracing me with a faint smile of approval, then turned to go back inside.

 

Oh, yeah. We were gonna have words. Very soon.

 

“Boss, this may be more complicated than we thought,” Biribo muttered next to my ear. “Tattoos on Savin elves tell a lot about their social rank and accomplishments—I’ll coach you on all the details later, but the short version is I would not expect to see that much ink of that quality on an elf that young outside the Savindar Empire itself. And they’d be highly placed within the Empire, not what passes for a big shot in an isolated little colonial city-state. We might’ve been too hasty in assuming this one is from Shylverrael.”

 

Savindar… Fucking great. While I was desperately in need of some kind of backup, given how inevitably Lancor was going to home in on me after the Inferno… Well, I had not forgotten the story of Dark Lord Yomiko. Was I strong enough to prevent a whole-ass empire from turning me into basically their pawn?

 

It wasn’t even a question. Definitely not. At least, not yet. Yet another reason I needed to work fast.

 

“Well,” I said, putting on a smile as I rejoined the group and nodding politely at Pashilyn. “Does that answer your question?”

 

“I’m afraid it does,” she said. Oddly enough, she seemed more exasperated than alarmed.

 

Not so her counterpart.

 

“Have you utterly lost what passes for your mind?” Flaethwyn hissed, practically vibrating with barely-suppressed rage. “You dare to stand there preaching the overthrow of the entire kingdom, right in front of us, and then expect us to ally with you?!”

 

“Flaethwyn, have you ever taken a moment to step outside your privileged perspective and considered that maybe the kingdom needs to be overthrown?”

 

“Omura,” Yoshi protested while Flaethwyn jibbered, too enraged to form sentences.

 

“Amell.” The alchemist actually jerked as I turned my attention on her. “You need to tell them.”

 

“W-what? Me?” Poor kid looked even more nervous than usual, which was saying something. “Oh, I don’t…I’m not…”

 

“Your friends are good people,” I said as gently as I could and still be heard through all the hubbub. “They don’t mean any harm, they just don’t know. I’ve worked with other highborn on Dount—slavers, basically—who thought of themselves as basically decent people. They meant no harm to anyone and thought they were doing the right thing. It took having the reality of life for lowborn forcibly brought to their attention before they even considered that they needed to change. These people grow up in a bubble, they have no idea what the realities on the ground are for most people in this country. A lot of highborn are absolute monsters, but I do believe a lot would help to change Dlemathlys if they just understood.”

 

“But I’m not… Lord Seiji, you’re talking to the wrong person.”

 

“I’m sorry to dump this on you in particular,” I said with complete sincerity. “It’s a shitty thing to apply that much pressure to someone, and genuinely, I’m sorry. But none of us asked for this mess we’re all in, we just have to do our best. Yoshi’s from a different planet, and these two are noblewomen. You’ve all been hanging around with King’s Guild adventurers and aristocrats, I’ll bet. They have no idea. Somebody needs to make them understand it, and you’re all they’ve got, Amell. I’m so sorry about your friend; he would’ve been perfect. But it’s all down to you now.”

 

“Hey!” Suddenly, Flaethwyn was in front of me, hand gripping her rapier, and for once the expression on her face made me pause. I was accustomed to her temper tantrums of various magnitudes, they seemed to be part of how she oxygenated her blood, but this was different. The anger on her face was cold, focused… All too relatable. “Amell is a good girl, and she’s already been through a lot. She doesn’t need any more stress from you. Back off.”

 

I actually did, if just by a step.

 

“You know, Flaethwyn…”

 

“Oh, don’t even start—”

 

“I think this is your finest moment.”

 

She blinked, startled, then squinted suspiciously.

 

“After everything we’ve been through and all the shit I’ve given you, turns out it’s standing up for a friend that makes you snap. There’s hope for you yet.”

 

“Conzart addressing the mutineers,” she hissed. “So help me, Seiji, I’m going to— You know what, I don’t believe it’ll be the destiny of the Hero or the virtue of the Goddess’s followers that does you in, in the end. Someone is going to put a stiletto through your eye just because you are such an ass.”

 

“Flaethwyn, your country is a shithole.” The sheer bluntness made her lean back, grimacing as if she might get some of my commoner on her tunic. “I recognize you’re attached to it, but Fflyr Dlemathlys is an absolute nightmare to live in for most of the people who have to. Only an evil tyrant would build something like this on purpose. If you really care about Sanora’s virtues, about being Good, you’d do something to fix it.”

 

“The Goddess herself ordained—”

 

“Come on, there’s no way you’re too religious to know those are fairy tales someone made up to defend their power structure. Sanora doesn’t care about this country or its laws. I don’t think she cares about much of anything, but if you disagree with that, then you have to see the gap between the ethics the Convocation teaches and what happens out there. You don’t want me to topple it and start guillotining aristocrats? Then do something to prevent that becoming necessary!”

 

“That is not a small thing you ask,” Pashilyn said quietly.

 

I shrugged. “Obviously; neither would be rolling the heads in question. But if you’ll leverage your positions to figure something out, I will be more than happy to work with you. Things have to change, but I’d super love to do it without killing anyone else if possible. I am really tired of killing people and I’d much rather not, anymore. Help me out.”

 

Pashilyn tilted her head, blinked once, and then slowly smiled at me.

 

“Hm. You know… You really are a good person, Lord Seiji.”

 

I ignored the various noises made by Flaethwyn and my own treasonous followers.

 

“That is the dumbest thing anyone’s ever said to me. And just to throw that into context for you, I used to work in retail.”

 

“I’ve known my share of nihilistic misanthropes,” she said, still smiling. “Real ones; when one grows up among aristocrats, one grows accustomed to such people. You parrot some of their rhetoric, but you lack their…ennui. A man like you, who is so infuriated by the injustice of the world? Well. You must have believed deeply in people, once, to be so disappointed by them.”

 

I think the worst part was how Aster and Zui looked so…delightedly impressed.

 

“My dear Lady Pashilyn,” I said in my most pleasant tone, “just in case we don’t get to speak again for a while, I want you to know: I do not enjoy your company.”

 

Her smile only widened. “What a shame. I think we could have the most fascinating conversations.”

 

“I can’t believe you people won’t just let me stab him,” Flaethwyn complained.

 

“Flaethwyn,” Yoshi said suddenly, “I owe you an apology. I’m sorry, but I haven’t been a very good friend to you.”

 

She stared at him, blinking. “Oh, um. I…?”

 

He drew in a deep breath, visibly steeling himself. “You’ve been there for me from the beginning, the one quickest to correct my mistakes. You’ve saved me from a lot of self-inflicted problems. And I… I’ve been too nervous and too…weak to do the same for you.”

 

Flaethwyn herself was starting to look nervous, now. “I’m, ah, I’m not sure—”

 

“I promise I will do better,” Yoshi said seriously, holding her gaze. “You’re important to me. So I’ll help you realize when you’re being incredibly unpleasant. Which is frequently.”

 

The elf now looked like she was trying to swallow a particularly sour caltrop. It was one of the most delightful things I’d ever seen.

 

Yoshi stepped forward, lowering his voice, and gently touched her on the arm. “And if we were going to push you out of the group over it, believe me, we would have long ago. That’s not happening, Flaethwyn. I…I can’t lose anyone else. Okay?”

 

She inhaled, sharply and a little unevenly, and then managed to nod.

 

“Good. Thanks.” Yoshi smiled. “Now please stop being mean. You’re acting like him.”

 

“Hey!” I protested when he pointed at me. “What did I ever do?”

 

The resulting uproar consisted of so many overlapping voices I could only pick out the odd snatch of comprehensible language.

 

“—where to even start with—”

 

“—ahahahahaha HAA!”

 

“—oughta kick him right in—”

 

“—never missed a single opportunity to be—”

 

“—own personal fuckin’ Conzart—”

 

“—that mouth every minute of every—”

 

“I am also yelling!”

 

“—is why nobody wants to—”

 

Sneppit loudly and repeatedly clapped her hands together until order restored itself.

 

“All right, yes, it’s all very entertaining, but we all got more important shit to do. Lord Seiji, we’re gonna need you to stick around for a while and help get all this mess organized. Meanwhile, no offense meant and in all seriousness thanks sincerely for all your help, but it’s probably best if we get the rest of these butts outta Kzidnak before they start making things any more tense. Can we get somebody to guide them to a surface exit?”

 

“I’ll show ‘em out,” Judge Gazmo said. “I’m used to ‘em. They’re okay kids, mostly.”

 

“Hell yeah, I like these butts!” Fram said cheerfully, giving Amell a swat on the ass which caused the alchemist to gasp and leap away. “They’re funny. Sometimes on purpose, even!”

 

I held out my hand toward Yoshi. “Think about what I said.”

 

He stepped forward to clasp it with his own, meeting my eyes a lot more steadily than he would have not so long ago. “You think about what you said, too. We’ll stay on Dount for a while; the King’s Guild here has plenty of odd jobs for a group our size.”

 

“We should probably dawdle a bit on the way back,” Pashilyn added, “just to decide on what to put in the report. The King’s Guild needs to know the Goblin King is no longer a threat, but I think it’s best for everyone if we omit…large parts.”

 

That was definitely a moment of tension, but I nodded and released Yoshi’s hand. “I trust your judgment.” I kind of had to; it wasn’t like I could control what they did, and asking for the kind of trust I was wouldn’t work if I didn’t offer it in return. “In fact, you should probably just take credit entirely. It’s not like anybody’s going to contradict you. We’d better keep contact sparse, but I’ll reach out to you at the Guild soon.”

 

The city was beginning to quiet around us, the assembled goblins finally turning away from the spectacle—a lot seemed to be holding impromptu celebrations, but doubtless many would be starting to pick up the pieces of their lives. They were going to need help. In fact, there was a lot that had to be done—so much I hardly knew where to begin.

 

Well, actually, no. The one thing I did know was where to begin.

 

“Sneppit,” I said after the last round of goodbyes, as we watched Yoshi and his team vanish into a tunnel avenue with Gazmo and Fram, “know a private place nearby? Somewhere with a door and passable soundproofing. You and I need to have a talk.”
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A note on the upcoming schedule:

Book 3 is nearly finished, as in there's just one more chapter.  I'll be taking a month off between books as usual once that's done, but exactly when remains up in the air.  There are a couple of backlogged bonus chapters I intended to post before going on break.  There's a complication, though.

My roommate has the rona.  This is not a big problem; we're both vaccinated, and her symptoms are very mild.  Omicron is supposed to be highly contagious but not very severe, from what I understand.  Also, we're on opposite sleep schedules so we don't get much face to face time normally, and she's been holed up in her room and masking around the house when she has to emerge, so it's still possible I'm not even exposed.  I certainly feel fine, still.  I'm quarantining anyway, just to be a good citizen, but at present I am sitting around indoors, not feeling sick.

If, in the next few days, I come down with the plague, I am going to call the book here and go on my break to rest up.  If not, I'll continue working and get those bonus chapters out, and then go on break and rest up.  I'll stay in touch concerning which is happening, don't worry.  Worst case scenario, I expect to be uncomfortable for several days, not in any real peril.

Thanks for reading, everybody, I hope you've enjoyed Book 3.  It's easily been my favorite so far.



                



3.34 In Which the Dark Lord Plays Queenmaker


                Privacy was surprisingly easy to find for being the aftermath of a revolution. Minutes later we were shut in the back office of a nearby shop which had long since been abandoned and looted, my people (plus Rizz and Rhoka) occupying the front room, and Sneppit’s security detail standing guard at the exterior door.

 

“There’s one thing I keep meaning to ask,” I said as soon as the door was closed. “What’s with the job titles? Like, sure, Zui’s a killer hairstylist but that’s not the only or by far the most important thing she does. And the hell Gizmit is a maid.”

 

 “Oh, that?” Sneppit grinned at me, hopping up to sit on the edge of the desk in whoever’s office this was. It was goblin-sized, so she had no trouble reaching, and I couldn’t help but notice that she did that instead of planting herself in the only seat, which was behind said desk. Positioning had implications, as she well knew. “It’s a bit of goblin tradition. That’s where they started; like most bigger companies, I make a point of recruiting raw talent and then cultivating skills within my organization instead of trying to hire on experts, which is more expensive and carries risks. People who come up through the organization are more loyal to it. It’s just the job title that remains the same on their employment contracts, regardless of the responsibilities they take on.”

 

 “Hang on. Are you telling me Gizmit’s making a maid’s salary?”

 

 She snorted. “Oh, hell no. Nor are those contracts coercive; a Judge would climb up my ass and swing their stabbin’ stick in figure eights if I did that. Nah, it’s a holdover from the bad old days when that was the policy. People would get basically trapped forever by their bosses, doing specialized work for unskilled wages. Kzidnak doesn’t have that problem anymore, but we’ve still got the custom. These days, it’s actually a matter of esteem. Youda, for instance, is a damn fine alchemist, but he started with my company slingin’ slop in the canteen. I provided resources for his training, but he busted his ass learning the skills he did, and getting to introduce himself as the cook is a brag: it shows how far he’s come. An operative who gets to call herself the maid does so as a point of pride.”

 

 “Huh.” It made sense, especially in context with everything else I knew about goblins, even if it was counterintuitive. “They don’t just want the more impressive job titles?”

 

 “You’re thinkin’ like a human,” she chided gently, grinning. “Goblins care about results, not preening and strutting. ‘Sides, this little custom of ours has the side benefit of confusing people and obscuring our real abilities when we gotta introduce ourselves to outsiders. Really, though, with everything goin’ on, this is what you so urgently wanted to ask me about in private?”

 

 “It’s just a final piece of the puzzle I’ve been putting together,” I said pensively. There was nowhere else to sit in the room save the goblin-sized chair, so I leaned against the wall and folded my arms, Biribo drifting away to buzz around another corner of the room. “So, Sneppit. Do you wanna be the Goblin Queen?”

 

 She grinned, an expression that was both wholesomely jubilant and viciously triumphant. Sneppit in a nutshell. “You won’t regret this, Lord Seiji. I—”

 

 “Hang on.” I held up one hand. “That was a question, not an offer. I am asking, do you want to be the Goblin Queen?”

 

 Her smile had immediately faded, of course, but now she tilted her head to one side. On a lot of people the gesture would have suggested confusion, but Sneppit gave me the distinct impression she was keenly analyzing me from a new angle.

 

 “Well, sure, I’d think that question was good and answered but I respect wanting things laid out in exact terms. Yes, Lord Seiji, I want to be Goblin Queen.”

 

 “Why?”

 

 She narrowed her eyes. “This is definitely a trick question, but I can’t spot the trick. Well played, it’s been a while since somebody put me in that position.”

 

 “The trick is that you’d naturally assume it’s a trick question, but no, I’m actually being serious and straightforward here. I’m asking why you want to be the Goblin Queen, because I’m keenly interested in hearing your answer.”

 

 “All right.” She hopped up to stand atop the desk, flicking her arms once and flexing her fingers as if in preparation to perform a quickdraw. “Because where other people see problems, I see opportunities. We’ve just lived through the greatest disaster to befall Kzidnak in my lifetime, so what’m I gonna do? Curl up and cry, or find a way to win? That’s what I do, Lord Seiji. That’s brought me as high as I can go within Kzidnak, and now this crisis has broken that ceiling. I’m gonna put this place back together, better than it ever was before. And with you? Hell, who knows how much higher I can go? You and me, Lord Seiji, we’ll take on the world and kick its ass.”

 

 “The numbers must go up,” I murmured. That was exactly the wrong answer, but I wasn’t sure how to explain that in a way that would make any sense to Sneppit of all people. For goblins, ambition was a cardinal virtue. “Let me ask you this, then: how much is enough? At what point would you like to just…quit?”

 

 Her eyebrows shot upward. “Do what now?”

 

 “Well, take me for example. I had it all planned out—no shortage of ambition, in fact an unreasonable amount that I was realistically never gonna pull off, but there’s no harm in aspiring, right?”

 

 “Hell no there’s not,” she agreed, grinning.

 

 “I was going to go to California and make it as a rock star. Just like every other idiot who tries that and fails; the only angle I had was my shamisen. There are a few rock groups in Japan that use them, but they’re practically unknown in the States. It’d be a real novelty there.” She was smiling and nodding even though all of this was a nonsense word salad to her, which told me something about the level of sincerity on display here. “Yeah, I wanted it all. The fame, the recording contracts, world tours, groupies, my own bus with my face on the side… But also, retirement. Y’know? Rock stars either die at twenty-seven from the shit they put up their noses, or linger until their eighties, getting more desperate and pathetic with each passing year. I wanted to quit, just take my money to a mansion in the hills and spend my time laying around the pool. No admittance to anyone but the most fuckable fans—and a personal assistant on staff whose whole-ass job was to scout fuckable fans. Indulgence and excess, that was the dream. Don’t get me wrong, I have never wanted a handout—I aspired to earn it, to be acknowledged for being good at my craft. But then, at the end, the idea was to be able to enjoy it all in peace.”

 

 “That’s quite a dream,” she said, still smiling. “Wow, this whole Dark Lord thing was really not what you had in mind, huh.”

 

 “What I had in mind is very much the issue here.” I could hear Rizz’s warning about Sneppit echoing in my head. Gizmit’s had been apt, if self-serving, but it was Rizz’s perspective that made me fear creating a monster. Unlimited ambition was not something I wanted to feed with double Blessings and other miscellaneous monster girl powers, but that argument was obviously not going to impress Sneppit herself. That was the problem with being turned into a monster by power; not everybody was against it. No, in fact, Gizmit’s take was more salient to that. “I think we have a…disconnect in expectations here. You are thinking of the role of Goblin Queen as something like Jadrak was trying to be—the uncontested ruler of Kzidnak, and of all future goblins brought under my aegis.”

 

 “Is it not?” Her smile was gone now.

 

 “Why would Blessings and powers help with that? Goblins won’t respect or follow someone who tries to lead them by force, you told me that when Jadrak’s future prospects came up. We’ve got to take the opportunity created by this disaster to turn Kzidnak from the mess it’s always been into a single, unified nation, under one leadership and with all its energies pointed in one direction. That’s going to require an absolutely top notch administrator…which is basically the opposite of what I’m looking for.”

 

 Sneppit narrowed her eyes in confusion.

 

 “What I need is…a figurehead. Someone the goblins can admire and aspire to be like, and feel represented by—but from a distance. Not the person actually organizing them, because what I don’t need is competition for loyalty. Furthermore, the weakness of Enjoin is the vulnerability it creates to curses and similar effects. I need to keep my magically endowed lieutenants—my queens, so to speak—close to me. And that means they’ll be the first into the fight. Because I usually am, and I do a lot of fighting.”

 

 I gave her a moment to consider that, watching her face lengthen.

 

 “You’re an administrator and negotiator, Snep. Maybe the best there is, certainly the best I’ve ever known. You’re neither a front line fighter nor a people person, those are the tasks you’ve very wisely delegated to the talent you’re so skilled at recruiting. This just isn’t the role for you.”

 

 “Well.” Her voice was quiet, but without outward resentment, which I knew didn’t mean much. “You might’ve told me this was a job interview before I flubbed it.”

 

 “I would not presume to interview Miss Sneppit,” I said, grinning. “Anybody who needs your qualifications explained to them has no business being here. No…on the contrary, I believe that Kzidnak and even goblinkind are too limited a scope for your abilities. I know this isn’t what you expected, but what I have in mind for you, I believe you’ll like a lot more.”

 



 

 “How’s it look out there?” I asked as we returned to the front room. This was more spacious than the back office, which was good, as Sneppit’s and my own core entourages were all gathered here. The furnishings were all built to goblin scale but fortunately the ceilings were tall enough for the rest of us. I had noticed Madyn and Ydleth among the group Sneppit had brought. While I wasn’t best pleased at her dragging them this close to the fight when I’d left them in her secure headquarters on the other side of the island, it was handy to have everybody together again.

 

 “Pretty much the chaos you’d expect,” Gizmit reported. “It’s being handled as well as it can be, Lord Seiji. Judge Rizz is the only one who’s stayed here to keep an eye on you, since you’re acquainted; her colleagues are out there restoring order. It’s worth noting that the only order they know how to restore is the old one. I presume you’re planning to consolidate your authority over Kzidnak, so…the window of opportunity on that is finite. Best to make yourself known and take a hand in the process.”

 

 “Noted,” I said, turning to the goblin in question. “Rizz, your thoughts on that?”

 

 “All precedent and tradition acknowledges the role of the Dark Lord,” the Judge replied. “If you start cracking heads and trying to rule with an iron fist, you’re gonna get a lot of pushback. But after that display this morning, you’ve got major support. A mandate, I would venture to say. So long as you rule by consent and treat the goblins as well as you reasonably can, the Judges will either help you or go about their business and try to avoid you; none would stand against you. Any other resistance you can handle as you deem necessary, though I advise a light touch.”

 

 “Agreed. If you’re willing, Judge, I would like your help. I’ll need advice and perspective on building an organization for goblins, but beyond that, I believe I have a lot to learn. Give me a few days to make it known among my existing organization, but once the orders are relayed I want the Judges to feel free to visit North Watch and circulate among my people—my other people, that is—performing their function. By which I mean, they’re welcome to arbitrate and settle disputes; authority is mine and that of my chain of command. If we mesh well, I’m open to granting Judges a more formal place and more of the privileges they’re used to, beyond Kzidnak.”

 

 Slowly, she nodded. “I will relay that. Gotta say…that is a lot more than they’ll be expecting.”

 

 “It’s a general thought at this point, not something I’m willing to put in writing. I would like everyone to keep in mind that it’s something to work toward, however. I like the Judge system and if it can be integrated with the Dark Crusade, I want to make it happen. Now, more immediately, it’s my understanding that according to precedent, the rise of a Goblin King and/or Dark Lord is considered to dissolve established institutions and contracts?”

 

 “Not automatically or by default.” Rizz narrowed her eyes, studying me closely. “But your authority to dissolve such things as necessary is a matter of precedent.”

 

 “Good. Gizmit, Youda, I’m glad you were both brought along on this trip.”

 

 “Am I about to regret that, Lord Seiji?” Sneppit asked with a distinct bite in her tone.

 

 I ignored her, to her visible annoyance. “I have specific need for your talents in particular. I’m not going to draft anybody who’s unwilling, but I’m making you the offer now: if you want it, a high rank in the Crusade is available to you both. I need someone to both build and lead an actual intelligence agency, and likewise for a division of alchemists and scientists. Youda, you’d ultimately answer to my head of facilities, Kasser. Gizmit, you would report directly to me, with a rank equivalent to Aster’s—she’s my chief military commander—but at the top of your own separate chain of command.”

 

 “What…kind of stuff would I be doing?” Youda asked carefully, risking a glance at Sneppit. She had on one of those expressions that was so obviously not an angry scowl that it would have been softer if it had been.

 

 “Two main lines of work: production and research. I’ll want a whole system to provide the alchemical supplies we need, and also one to develop new solutions. We owe a lot of our success so far to goblin alchemy and I want to stay ahead of the curve; as soon as our enemies adapt to one of your unconventional weapons, I want three more waiting to be deployed.”

 

 “Wait, a whole R&D division? With a budget?” Youda suddenly looked like I’d just invented Christmas and put him in charge of it.

 

 “That’s the job, Youda. You in?”

 

 Both of them were frozen for a moment in thought, and the contrast between them was amusing. Gizmit, as always, remained aloof and contained, while Youda was practically vibrating. He glanced at her as if for input, though she didn’t return the look. Instead, they both chanced peeking at Miss Sneppit. Her expression was an icy blank; her arms folded, shoulders tense, one finger tapping rapidly against her pink-clad bicep.

 

 “Aw, fuck it, I gotta,” Youda finally groaned. “I have to. I’m in, Lord Seiji!”

 

 “All of this, I presume, is contingent upon a proper contract of employment being drawn up,” Gizmit said far more calmly. “I would certainly not begrudge you the input of a Judge on it.”

 

 “Naturally,” I promised her. “We’ll have everything in writing, in terms everyone agrees is fair.”

 

 “Pending that, then… I accept. Sorry, Snep,” she added, looking actually rueful for once. “But… You understand.”

 

 “You gotta grab opportunity when it pops,” Sneppit said in an impressively calm tone, belied by the twitching of her left eyelid. “I’d expect nothing less of any goblin I respect.”

 

 “Welcome to the team, both of you,” I said, smiling warmly. “And don’t you worry, I’m taking this with the utmost seriousness. I’ll have your new contracts drawn up by the Chancellor of the Dark Crusade in person.”

 

 Everyone in the room stilled, turning to frown at me.

 

 Everyone except Gizmit, who froze for a half-second, then closed her eyes, the breath leaving her in a long, slow release. Attagirl, that was exactly the perceptiveness I needed in my new spymaster.

 

 “Uh…” It was Nazralind who broke the confused silence. “The who?”

 

 “The reality is,” I admitted, “I lead by charisma, not by any kind of organizational competence. Don’t worry, I’m not handing over the actual rule of the Crusade to anyone else. All decisions will go through me and I will be kept appraised of everything of note. In fact, I’m looking forward to working with a professional administrator if only for the benefit of learning how to…administrate. Ultimately, though, I’m a lead-from-the-front kind of Dark Lord. I’m often away from headquarters, and actual governance just plain isn’t in my skill set. My Chancellor will set up and manage the organization—they will be, in effect, the chief executive in charge of everything under my reign. Sneppit.”

 

 I turned to her, bowing, then tilted my head toward Gizmit and Youda.

 

 “These two are moving into very important roles; their privileges and compensation should reflect the value of their skills, and suffice to encourage loyalty. However, they did just jump ship on their previous employer during a crisis. I think it’s reasonable that the final terms reflect that.”

 

 “Oh, don’ t you worry, my lord,” Chancellor Sneppit said, beaming happily and looking as fully relaxed and smug as she was entitled to, now that our little charade had wrapped up. “I’ll hammer out something that’s fair to everybody.”

 

 “Run it by a Judge, too. I want to encourage their involvement, and make it plain that goblins and their traditions will be valued in my organization.”

 

 “A good idea, Lord Seiji. I’ll see it done.”

 

 “Not bad,” Gizmit said. Rather than looking put out, she gave me a deep nod and one of her rare smiles.

 

 Youda actually laughed out loud. “Oh, nice. That was slick. You sure you’re not part goblin, Lord Seiji?”

 

 “I’m increasingly willing to entertain the possibility. Now then, Zui.”

 

 “Oh, what?” she said wryly, folding her arms. “The Dark Crusade needs a hairstylist?”

 

 “Well, I mean…actually, yeah, our hair situation is kind of dire. Just look at Nazralind over there.”

 

 “Why am I always the example?!”

 

 “Because Flaethwyn left,” I said sweetly, then turned back to Zui. “But no, I had something rather more important in mind.”

 

 “Must be,” she grunted, “if I’m not getting the Seiji/Sneppit deluxe runaround. I don’t mind telling you, seeing the two of you so in sync is pretty goddamn terrifying.”

 

 “This matter is too serious for such games,” I said. “How would you like to be the new Goblin Queen?”

 

 “DAMMIT!”

 

 I turned in annoyance at this new interruption, to see Nazralind grudgingly hand over a few coins to a grinning Adelly.

 

 “You sure you don’t think Gizmit’s a better pick, Lord Seiji?” the elf asked hopefully. “I mean, she’s obviously the best fighter, and you can’t beat those looks—”

 

 “Nazralind, silence yourself or I’ll have Aster do it,” I ordered.

 

 “Elves have really slender necks,” Aster said pleasantly. “I’ve always thought they must be extra susceptible to headlocks.”

 

“Anyway.” I turned back to Zui. “What do you think?”

 

 “I think you’re outta your damn mind,” she exclaimed. “Me? What? Me? Like…fucking what? In Virya’s name, why?”

 

“It’s simple.”

 

 I stepped forward, and then lowered myself to one knee in front of her, bringing my face nearly to the level of hers. To judge by her faint scowl, Zui shared my private opinion that there was something fundamentally condescending about this position, but we’d have to bear it for the moment; blocking is very important in showtime. I gave her my most solemn, open expression, and spoke in an even and serious tone.

 

 “It’s because you’ve got the biggest boobs.”

 

 I was expecting it, of course; between that and Goose’s coaching, I deftly caught the punch in one hand before it broke my nose. Still, though, even with my lowered center of gravity it made my balance wobble. That goblin strength was no joke.

 

 “Just kidding,” I said, grinning and still holding onto her fist, just to be safe. “It’s because of that.”

 

 I stood up, and Zui stepped back, now squinting up at me in suspicion.

 

 “Certain nay-saying party-poopers would tell you that trying to sucker punch a man twice your size who can set you on fire with his brain is an…unintelligent thing to do. What you know and I know, Zui, is that they would be missing the point. Sometimes… Sometimes you have to weigh the pros and cons carefully, and decide whether to fight based on the probable outcomes. But sometimes, a bastard just needs to get punched, whether or not you can get away with it.”

 

 I paused, and lowered my tone slightly, watching her expression.

 

 “Sometimes, you have to respect the chain of command and know when to cut your losses…and sometimes you’ve gotta steal a tram car and rescue your stranded comrades.”

 

 Zui pursed her lips at me, her eyes still narrowed. It was quiet in the room and I didn’t bother to look around at how everyone else was reacting to this, keeping my focus on her where it belonged.

 

 “When I use the term Goblin Queen, I think you’re imagining something along the lines of Jadrak, and that’s the important misconception here. Kzidnak does not need another one of those. What I need from a Goblin Queen is someone to stick with me—someone fit to be augmented with two entire Blessings, plus additional racial magic as the core group grows, and above all someone I can trust and rely on.”

 

 “You make it sound like you’re building some kind of super strike team,” Zui said warily. “Naz isn’t wrong, if you want a fighter Gizmit’s a better bet.”

 

“Thank you!” 

 

 Aster took a big step toward her and Naz tried to hide behind Adelly.

 

 “Three months ago, I was no fighter at all,” I replied. “Today, you saw me duel a Void witch. Fighting is a skill that can be learned—and one of the first things I learned about it is that ludicrous superpowers give you kind of an advantage even over people who’re objectively better at it. Which is why all of that is the least important consideration here. Regardless of how Jadrak did things, in the Dark Crusade the Goblin Queen needs to be a representative, not a ruler. Someone goblins can respect, admire…someone they know has their interests in mind and is close to the Dark Lord, because there is only one final authority in this institution. Just as importantly, if not more so, I need someone with me who understands goblins, thinks about their interests, and will make sure I have to think about them as well, no matter how many other directions my attention is pulled.”

 

 I had to pause again. It was a good moment in the speech for a dramatic pause, fortunately, but this time… I also needed to gather my own thoughts, and double down on my composure. It wasn’t often that I had a need to discuss personal vulnerabilities in front of this many people, but I had that need now. This had to be sincere or none of it would work.

 

 “And there’s the important matter of what I need from the people I keep closest to me, all of them. I don’t want to lie to you, Zui: I am offering to hand you a live bomb. Power is… It fucks you up. It gets into people’s heads and makes ‘em crazy. I can feel it happening, and even so it sometimes sneaks up on me. The best thing I’ve done in building this cockamamie Crusade is to surround myself with people who have spines and hearts as well as brains. They’re the only thing that makes this work at all: I have people near me who’ll argue when it’s important, who aren’t afraid to tell me ‘no,’ who can recognize when I need to be called out on my bullshit and do it.”

 

 I looked over at Aster, then at Nazralind, both of whom smiled.

 

 “That’s what I need from any addition to my core group. Someone who’s capable of doing the smart thing, and the right thing, and has the moral judgment to know which to do, when. Someone who understands the difference between obedience and loyalty and when to apply each. Someone who’ll help hold me, and each other, accountable.”

 

 The skepticism had mostly melted from Zui’s eyes; right now I couldn’t quite interpret her expression. Her mouth hung slightly open, working in small movements as if she kept trying to say something but couldn’t find the right words.

 

 “When I lay it all out like that, logically, and consider all the angles… Well, it ended up being pretty obvious. I need you,Zui. There’s no one else who fits the whole bill. Kzidnak needs you—hell, Ephemera does.”

 

 I held out my hand to her.

 

 “You in?”

 

 “Oh, you son of a bitch,” she whispered. “Why would you put it that way? That’s not fair.”

 

 “Yeah,” I agreed with a sigh. “It’s some bullshit, I know. Sorry. None of this crap is fair to any of us, we’ve just all gotta do what we can. That’s what I’m asking of you—the same thing I do from everyone. I won’t deceive you about how rough it’s gonna be, I’m pretty sure you can see that coming. All I can promise is we’ll all have each other’s backs.”

 

 Staring at my still-outstretched hand, she slowly shook her head. “You are…the most ridiculous asshole I have ever met. And I think the worst thing is how much I believe that you actually are trying your best, to do the right thing.”

 

 “I am,” I agreed simply. “And I am straight up not very good at it. Help me out?”

 

 “Fuck it, I am going to regret this,” Zui groaned. “But nobody’s ever going to say I didn’t do my part. I’m in, Dark Lord. I’ll try not to screw this up, if you’ll do the same.”

 

 “Deal.”

 

 Zui finally reached out, holding my gaze with her own, and clasped my hand.

 

Enjoin.

 

 I saw the golden light flash in her eyes, and it was done.

 

 “All right! Goblin strength! Oh, I’ve been waiting for this!” Nazralind cheered, then turned and punched the wall.

 

 A second later she was yowling like a stepped-on cat, dancing about and cradling her hand against her chest.

 

 “That is solid rock,” Aster said without sympathy. “What did you think was going to happen?”

 

 “I don’t know! Give me a break, I’m used to akorshil walls!”

 

 “So you were gonna wreck the wall just to see if you could? Shit like this is why the goblins hate us, you know.”

 

 “Well, hey, look at that, I regret this already,” Zui muttered. “That was fast.”

 

 “Seijiiiiiii,” Nazralind whined, holding out her hand. The knuckles were already turning red. “Heal, please!”

 

 “Sorry, Naz,” I said gravely. “After performing extensive tests, I’ve determined that I can’t Heal stupidity.”

 

 “I hate you! You’re so mean to me!”

 

 “Really, though,” Sneppit drawled, tilting her head to give me a long look over the rims of her shades. “My hairstylist?”

 

 “Executive assistant,” I corrected, “and also a pretty decent security guard.” 

 

 I winked at Zui, who rolled her eyes.

 

 “Heads up, boss, we got incoming,” Biribo reported. “Noncombat but y’might wanna get everybody in socially defensive formation.”

 

 Fortunately, everyone present understood what that meant; the group immediately clustered together along one side of the room, arranging themselves with admirable efficiency so that I was framed in the center, bracketed with my human (and elf) allies with the goblins in front. I also fired a quick Heal at Nazralind, because as much as she deserved the scuffed knuckles this was no time to have her more distracted than usual.

 

 So when the door opened and the dark elf stepped into the room, she was immediately facing a united front. Well, mostly. Rizz and Rhoka were still lounging against the wall separate from the rest of us, ostentatiously neutral.

 

 Up close, I could see more details of her bodacious body art. The glowing white sigils inked all down her left arm were intricate and pretty cool visually, but my eyes were drawn to the rest. Her skin was tattooed entirely purple along most of her right arm, the right shoulder, and diagonally down her torso from there, cutting across her exposed abdomen and entirely covering her left leg. The purple segments had a border of black that, now that I looked closer, was actually intricate braidwork. And it wasn’t just flat purple, but textured. The detail was incredible for how much skin it covered, and especially the way the pattern flowed realistically along the contours of her body. It was marked to make her look like she had a swath of purple snake scales.

 

 I still needed to have Biribo explain in detail the significance of Savin tattoo work, but even at a glance I could tell how this much high-quality body art indicated she was rich, and had (or use to have, at least) the free time to lie around for days on end getting needled. Also, Viryan culture being what it was, her ability to endure that much pain over that much time was probably part of the flex.

 

 Also, there was her weapon, that artifact treasure of Shylverrael Biribo had told me about. The bow was beautiful, of course, delicately carved of some gleaming white substance, with no visible string. Most interestingly were the silver wings affixed to its arms in front, curling outward at the tips, carved in the shape of feathers, and clearly sharpened to a murderous edge. Huh, a bow with attached blades, that you could swing like a quarterstaff to slice people up. That probably wouldn’t work with anything that had to function on purely physical principles, but artifacts were bullshit.

 

 “Wow,” Sneppit said in her most unimpressed tone, folding her arms, “my security really just let you walk in here, huh. No announcement, no nothin’. I see somebody’s gettin’ paid too much.”

 

 “Pray do not condemn your guards,” the elf said in a smooth, cultured alto that reminded me of a less curt Ozyraph. “After arranging the resistance within the Goblin King’s own headquarters, I have accrued a substantial following amongst the goblins. They knew me for an ally, and exercised judgment.”

 

 “Oh, honey, what’ve you done to your hair?” Zui burst out.

 

 Now that I noticed… Previously I’d thought she just had a short, deliberately scruffy hairstyle such as I’d seen on a lot of girls in the music scene, but on closer inspection it looked like someone had hacked it off in uneven chunks with a dull knife. There wasn’t enough length left in those white locks to tie back or pin or do anything to conceal their ragged state; a couple of them kept falling across her eyes.

 

 The elf drew herself up, raising her chin, and stared down her nose at Zui with an oppressively neutral expression. It was an impressively wordless royal rebuke, and it made a prickle of dislike travel all the way up my spine.

 

 She turned to me without bothering to address Zui or her question out loud, and bowed deeply.

 

 “It is an honor to be in your presence, Dark Lord Seiji. I am Velaven Amica Avarisien, rightful Queen of Shylverrael.”

 

 Oh. Well, that would explain the markings of status. Not from Savindar after all; that was both a relief and a disappointment.

 

 “Finally,” I said in a mild tone, “you deign to introduce yourself.”

 

 Velaven straightened up, meeting my eyes without a hint of shame, and opened her mouth to answer. I cut her off.

 

 “’Rightful’ is a…complicated word. I’m guessing the other sister snaked the throne out from under you?”

 

 “I have the good fortune to be an only child,” she said, her tone faintly wry but devoid of anger. Good; this conversation was going to go significantly worse if this woman had the nerve to get pissy with me. “No, my lord, I was the reigning Queen for years, and a successful one. Until I was betrayed and cast out by a conspiracy.”

 

 “Before she gives you the wrong impression, Lord Seiji,” Sneppit cut in, “it’s worth knowing that in Viryan and especially Savin cultures, usurpation is enshrined in custom and sometimes law as a valid means of transferring power. Just because she was removed from the throne by force or subterfuge doesn’t mean her successor will be regarded as less than legitimate.”

 

 “Your advisor speaks truth, my lord,” Velaven agreed. “What matters with regard to your interests is that I have a legitimate claim to the throne, allies in useful positions who will back me given the opportunity and motive, and popular support among the people. My…successor can be removed far more easily and with less disruption to the city-state than I was.”

 

 “Expand on that,” I ordered.

 

 “I was an effective and popular ruler,” she stated with understated pride, lifting her chin again. “Shyverrael prospered under my hand. I streamlined its bureaucracy, instituted a series of reforms to taxation and the distribution of resources, cultivated more effective governance of our outlying territories and thus income to the city. As a result, my people enjoyed more freedom and prosperity under my rule, and I made certain that the fruits of our productivity trickled upward as well, enriching the upper class and my functionaries to ensure their loyalty. I was—am—loved by my people. Parades and festivals were held in my honor, which in a Savin culture is a thing no ruler would dare arrange, and arises only as spontaneous support from the public.”

 

 She paused, lowered her eyes for a second, then just as quickly raised them again to meet my gaze with determination.

 

 “And so, I committed the gravest sin a Viryan can.”

 

 “You got complacent,” I said softly.

 

 “To my everlasting shame,” Velaven nodded. “I brought prosperity to all under my reign, and discounted the obvious fact that some of them would hold ambition that exceeded their due. What befell me could have been avoided had I simply been careful, and planned for it. I was cast down because I deserved to be for that failure alone, and I do not dispute it. Instead, I have learned from it, and grown stronger.”

 

 “So,” I mused, “you want to leverage my forces to restore your throne.”

 

 With a suddenness that startled me, Velaven went down to one knee and lowered her head deeply, exposing the back of her neck. She set the bow against the floor, leaning her weight on the hand still pressed over its grip. It wasn’t quite kowtowing as I was used to it, but something told me a Viryan would sooner open their own throat than prostrate themselves fully on the floor.

 

 “I desire vengeance against those who wronged me, and the restoration of what is mine,” she said fiercely, her voice too strong to be muffled by her downcast position. “Grant me this, Dark Lord, and you may regard me as your slave. I will serve your cause to the utmost extent of my power and expend the last drop of my ancient blood in your name, and bend my people to the same purpose. Only aid me in this one goal, and I am yours. All that I am, all that is mine, is yours.”

 

 I had to blink twice, taking that in. She’d been hanging around North Watch, invisible; how much had she bothered to know about me personally? There was no ignoring the symbolism and subtext of that offer, but my organization was rather notable for specifically not putting women in positions like that, and I personally did not need a scantily-clad “slave” making suggestions that would trigger a flashback. Fortunately I was too annoyed with this woman to suffer one right now; I have a hard time thinking about the fuckability of people I want to throttle. Since Velaven was currently staring at the floor, I chanced a look around at my allies. Most of them looked slightly perturbed at this display, though Sneppit had an analytical expression. She caught my eye and nodded once.

 

 “That mess you created with the cat tribe,” I said pensively, watching her. She did not flinch or move at all, just kneeling there receiving my judgment. “When I think about it, that came down to one mistake in what was otherwise a solid plan. A plan none of the rest of us could have executed; it needed your specialized knowledge to even think of, and your skills to carry out. There seems no reason it wouldn’t have worked if you only had access to naga feathers. And then there is your performance here, in Kzidnak. Doing what you did, as fast as you did… I can’t imagine any happenstance that could account for that. Only extreme competence could have achieved those results.”

 

 Velaven finally raised her head. Her expression was still controlled, but I could see traces of the avid hope barely held back from her eyes.

 

 “You honor me, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Our entire strategy,” I continued in the same slow, even tone, “was to avoid putting Jadrak on the spot until he could be weakened further. Because we learned that he had the ability to sacrifice the souls of his loyal followers to his devil in exchange for more Void powers. We moved with great care not to force him into a corner, so as to avoid that outcome, because there is simply no way we could have defeated a Void witch powered by sacrifice of that magnitude. He was reluctant to do it, for obvious reasons; we just had to stall him until his momentum flagged and with it the fanatical loyalty that would have made this possible. And then you went and played your trump card too early, forcing him into exactly that corner I did not want, whereupon he summoned his devil right in front of us.”

 

 Velaven’s eyes had widened as I spoke, but she rallied impressively fast. “It seems that my gambit was what turned that against him, Lord Seiji. Seeing his own core army switch alignment, he must have believed he no longer had enough loyalty to enact that sacrifice, and so tried to order Ozyraph to attack instead.”

 

 “Yes,” I mused, “I think you’re right. I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what happened—it’s the only thing that makes sense to me. It certainly accounts for why a shrewd operator like Jadrak would fumble like that in the moment of truth, snatching defeat from the jaws of victory.”

 

 She didn’t quite smile, but her expression brightened slightly.

 

 Then I leaned forward.

 

 “And did you plan for that? Or did we all just survive based on the outcome of the luckiest coin toss in history?”

 

 Slowly, Velaven lowered her head again, saying nothing.

 

 “The problem here,” I said quietly, “is not that you aren’t good. It’s that you’ve been working without coordinating with us. All of these screwups could have been avoided and the same successes achieved, if not better, had you communicated and compared notes with me. Working together instead of anonymously in parallel. Worse, I am given to understand that the reason you did not was because you wished to approach me having achieved success on my behalf first. Am I wrong?”

 

 “You are not, my lord,” she said, just as softly.

 

 “Your jockeying for position has gotten people killed, Velaven.”

 

 “More than you know, my lord,” she whispered.

 

 I stared down at her, considering. Also letting the tension build, because she fucking deserved to welter in it, but legitimately considering, too.

 

 The advantages were undeniable. She was a trained and clearly skilled shadow scout; stealth operatives were something I lacked. Even Gizmit didn’t have Velaven’s full abilities. She was a professional politician—an actual, sovereign ruler, if a former one. I had good sources of coaching on leadership in Minifrit and Sneppit, and the insight of Nazralind and her girls into the mindset of aristocrats, but none of them could provide me the caliber of advice and training I could get from an actual Queen. Perhaps best of all, Velaven was a giant in with the dark elves of Shylverrael. I did not have the strength to take the city by force, and didn’t want to do that anyway as it would deplete both my organization and the Shylver military, which I wanted intact and under my thumb. Having a ready-made puppet to plant on the throne after some careful espionage and politicking would be a major coup for me, in an unusually literal sense.

 

 But.

 

 There was no way in hell I was going to Enjoin this woman. Not right now; quite likely not ever. She was, I judged, worth giving the chance to prove herself. But as things stood, there was not even a fraction of the trust present that I would need for that.

 

 “I do not punish failure,” I said abruptly into the tense silence. “I know well how the unpredictable world can spoil careful plans. More importantly, I would rather my people learn and grow than suffer. The problem here, Velaven, is not that you’ve failed, it is that you have made yourself impossible to trust. The dilemma before me is whether I should grant you the chance to earn that trust back.”

 

 She remained still before me, head lowered, saying nothing. I considered her for another long moment.

 

 “The next time one of your schemes blows up in my face,” I finally said, “it will be my own fault, because I will have authorized you to do it, after you thoroughly explained it to me beforehand. Am I clear?”

 

 “Explicitly clear, my lord.”

 

 “You’re a smart lady, so I assume I do not need to enumerate what will happen if we come to the gates of Shylverrael and find the situation there is not what you have led me to believe.”

 

 “You do not, my lord.”

 

 “You are, until further notice, on the hook to prove your trustworthiness and reliability, not your competence. There will be no repercussions if something you attempt doesn’t work, so long as you clearly made an effort in good faith. Go over my head or behind my back once more, though, and I’ll be forced to conclude that you are more trouble than you’re worth.”

 

 “I understand, my lord.”

 

 “Then rise, Queen Velaven. Do this for me, and I will grant you the vengeance you crave. This is the Dark Crusade, that’s pretty much what we do here.”

 

 Velaven allowed her poise to crack so far as to draw in a deep, steadying breath as she stood up. She met my gaze again without hesitation.

 

 “I will not disappoint you again, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Let’s hope not, for both our sakes. Just so you know, some of the folks back at North Watch lost friends to your antics. No one’s allowed to murder or assault you, but I expect you to accept the condemnation you’ve got coming with grace. Now then!”

 

 Before she could say anything in response to that, I clapped my hands briskly and stepped forward.

 

 “We have got a shit ton to do. We need to simultaneously put Kzidnak back together after this disaster, and also put the rest of Dount back together after the last disaster, which we were in the middle of when Jadrak decided to make himself my problem. And we’ve gotta integrate two whole-ass organizations of people who are not gonna see this coming and have a long, ugly history between them. It’s gonna be one of those days, people. Walk and talk.”
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                    Early chapter cos I'm going on break1  Which is a change of plans, I know.

In trying to work on them over the weekend I've been having a lot of trouble and feeling the symptoms of burnout, and it occurred to me that since I was pushing through to wrap up Book 3 I skipped my normal monthly break. So while I'd originally planned to push out those last bonus chapters and then go on my between-books break, I'm instead going to break now, and I will post them first thing when I return after a month off, then we'll go right into Book 4.



And so ends Book 3, the Goblin King arc.  I am super happy with it; I think it's easily the best so far.

I haven't made a secret of my dissatisfaction with the previous two books.  OVDT had been a prime example of the core problem with serialized stories, from Dickens on down: they always end up meandering, bloated, and weirdly paced, because it's impossible to get the pacing right when you're publishing that way.  If I'd been able to just write a draft and then go back and work on it, I think I would've pared down the Lady Gray storyline to something less than half its current length and trimmed a lot of stuff that in hindsight was unnecessary.

But this is a serial and I don't get to do that, so...here we are.

Book 3 has been what I envisioned when I started this, what I wanted OVDT to be from the beginning: fast-paced, action-heavy and fun.  With the initial, expository books out of the way, here's hoping I can keep that up.

Thank you all for reading; I really hope you've enjoyed it thus far.  I'll see you in a month!



Meanwhile, in case you're looking for something to fill the void, I want to re-plug three stories I've previously recommended, all of which I think are worth your time.

Godslayers is basically one of my favorite things ever: a story about special ops anthropologists using advanced alien technology and social engineering to assassinate gods by corrupting the worship of their followers.  With a pitch that cool a story could afford to slack off, but this one doesn't.  It's all high-quality action, intrigue, and great character work.  Can't recommend enough.

Noctoseismology, or "the study of things that go bump in the night," is a much lighter and quicker read which wears its pulp fiction influences on its sleeve.  An unconventional portal fantasy following a protagonist dragged from one fantasy world into a different one, it follows a mad scientist transmigrated from a dark urban fantasy world into a superhero setting, who has to re-learn all the rules, but starts with a lot of her own advantages.  Fast, funny, bawdy without being lewd and heavy on the action and snark, it's not what I'd call a challenging story but it's excellent entertainment for when you're not looking to be challenged. 

Feast or Famine is the tonal opposite of that, a very dark and brutal story which features one of the best depictions I've ever read of a protagonist with mental illness - borderline personality disorder in her case.  It's hard to summarize, but expect horror of every kind and relentless intensity following a delightfully unlikable character in a mythically inspired setting.  I think the best thing I can say about this story is that it's basically a laundry list of stuff I don't like in fiction (I am not a horror fan) and I couldn't put it down.
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Medical Debt Just Wiped Me Out

No worries if you can't or don't want to help, everybody reading this enriches my life just by reading my story. I hope you're all doing okay, yourselves.



                



4.1 In Which the Dark Lord Actually Does RPG Stuff for a Change


                “This is far enough,” Velaven announced. “Any higher and Nazralind will be in danger.”

 

That suited me fine, as the truck had already been struggling on the steep uphill road. At least it was a road, but Truck-kun was designed for 21st century pavement and this mountain highway had been medieval before going without repairs for a century and a half. I brought it to a stop, set the brake, and killed the engine, then hopped out while the others went about the more involved process of doing the same. That meant Zui had to clamber off Aster’s lap and out of the cab, followed by Aster, and then finally Velaven, who had been sitting in the middle but seemed to consider it a matter of protocol not to enter or exit from the same side as the Dark Lord.

 

 Now that the truck was no longer moving, Naz heeled her gwynnek over to us, grinning irrepressibly as usual. 

 

“Aw, is that it? No more nice cushy ride in the magic truck with the hot air and seats like sculpted feather beds? Poor babies.”

 

“Childish jealousy isn’t a good look on anybody, Naz,” Zui said sweetly, “no matter how familiar you are with it.”

 

 “Hey, I’m the one out here wearing my arse raw in a saddle, I’m entitled to make fun.”

 

“That would be so much more compelling if we didn’t all know you loved that bird more than your own arse,” Aster grunted, already retrieving our artifact weapons from the rear compartment. They kind of rattled around in that cavernous space, but there’d been no place to cram them in the cab with all four of us in there.

 

“It’s true,” Nazralind agreed, leaning forward to stroke Newneh’s head. The gwynnek chirped smugly under the attention. “She’s my best girl, the only one like her. I can always get a new arse.”

 

Everyone paused, turning to stare at her.

 

“Do…these things that come out of your mouth make sense inside your head, before they start to leak?” Zui asked.

 

“Hey, I’m a big picture gal. You can’t get bogged down in the details.”

 

“There.” Velaven had taken her bow from Aster and now clutched it protectively, staring upward. “They’ve spotted us. Probably long since. It’s a certainty they have never seen anything like Truck-kun before.”

 

“That’s true for us all,” Zui agreed.

 

Banish Delivery Truck. Sending Truck-kun back to whatever interdimensional nexus it came from, I followed Velaven’s pointing finger to see the shapes circling high above us. At that altitude, they could have been birds—like vultures, given the pattern in which they were flying. Thanks to our dark elf guide, though, I knew what they were. Considering how much bigger they had to be than any bird, they must be incredibly high up. Far above the peak of the mountain.

 

“You can get real good altitude this close to the edge of the island,” Biribo said, as if reading my thoughts. “The protections over the isle are less robust.”

 

I turned to him, blinking. “What?”

 

“C’mon, boss, why do you think nobody just tries to fly across the gaps and skip landbridges? Richer countries already use hot air balloons for observation and signaling. The islands themselves have stable, normal weather because of the Goddesses’ protection, same reason they’ve got fresh water. Out beyond that? It’s just atmosphere all the way down to the core. It’s basically a constant hurricane out there; the updrafts could fling your ass clear into space.”

 

“Hm.” Good to know, I suppose. It hadn’t even occurred to me to try to build a zeppelin or something; now I wouldn’t have to waste effort on it. “Velaven, you said they attack by dive-bombing, right? From that height they could make us giblets on impact.”

 

“They are also cowards, Lord Seiji,” she replied, “and very territorial, which means only the alpha would venture to strike, while the others yield to her. And she won’t, now. I was concerned they might go after Nazralind out there alone, but they are unlikely to challenge a group this size until we enter their domain. There, it’s only the alpha we’ll need to subdue; the rest will fall in line.”

 

 “Alphas aren’t a thing,” I sighed. “Seriously, this has been amply researched on Earth. Most of the animal species with a pack structure don’t actually organize themselves that way, and people categorically do not—”

 

“Boss, you’re talking about research that was done on humans on another planet,” Biribo interrupted. “So far, Velaven hasn’t said anything incorrect about harpies. If I change my mind I’ll let you know, but for now I advise listening to her.”

 

“Hm.” I looked at Velaven, who had that blank, serene face on—not a flicker of resentment or smugness at this byplay. It was hard to get a personal read on her, with how self-contained she was, but all things considered I was just as glad she was putting so much effort into being on her best behavior. It hadn’t yet escalated into morale problems, but there was definitely a contingent around North Watch who were vocally unhappy with her presence.

 

I couldn’t blame them.

 

 She didn’t seem bothered by my lack of faith, but on the other hand Velaven was a bit distracted at that moment gazing at the view. It really was something to see, this vista from Dount’s only mountain, perched up on the northeast edge of the island. The khora forest was spread out beneath us like a blanket, with North Watch a clear interruption in its multicolored grandeur. In the very far distance to the southwest, I thought I could just make out the shape of Gwyllthean on the horizon, or at least the walls and towering palace in the center. Velaven was looking south, though; the view in that direction really brought into perspective the huge scope of the lake there, which I’d known was nearby but never actually laid eyes on. This also provided my first actual glimpse of Shylverrael.

 

I knew the city had been created by a Goddess-bought miracle, like the capital of the Lancor Empire, and that was really the only explanation for something so magnificent to be in a shitscape like Dount. It was perched in the center of the huge lake, looking like it floated on the water rather than occupying an island, which for all I knew might be true. The city was a breathtaking spectacle of slender towers, delicate arches and buttresses, with gardens featuring actual greenery on multiple levels of its rising terraces. All of it was crafted of unidentifiable (from this distance) materials in silver, white, and some refracting substance like mother of pearl. In the morning sunlight, Shylverrael gleamed like the moon and stars brought down to earth.

 

 Now that…that would do nicely for a proper capital for my Crusade. I just had to convince the inhabitants, that was all.

 

Aster let out a whistle, also gazing at the distant dark elf city, and Velaven finally turned away from it, setting out up the old road again. The rest of us fell into step alongside her, Nazralind keeping Newneh to a walk that matched our pace.

 

“Harpies are, to put it most generously, unpleasant creatures,” Velaven lectured as we hiked. “It comes down to the fact that they are powerfully antisocial. Put any other race of people together and they will begin to develop a common culture, then make scientific advancements, in a process that accelerates over generations until some catastrophe reduces them to a lower level. Harpies do not cooperate, period. They won’t tolerate the presence of anyone except other harpies—and that only at a distance, on mutually hostile terms, in relatively small numbers. They keep their daughters around just long enough to teach them to speak and hunt before evicting them from the nest. There are no families as such. The group up there are currently seven individuals, with one alpha who is the best fighter and therefore takes the lead when they are confronted by Shylver emissaries. Never forget that the only calculation in their minds with regard to us is whether we are too powerful to confront, or weak enough to eat. There is no middle ground.”

 

 “How come the dark elves even send them emissaries, then?” Zui asked, huffing slightly with the exertion in her heavy coat. The autumn had taken a sudden turn for the unseasonably cold in the week since the Goblin King had perished. The Fflyr were accustomed to the climate here and simply bundled up, but it turned out goblins tended to stay underground especially during the winter, the caves being notably warmer. Incorporating them into the Dark Crusade meant there were a lot of them suddenly on the surface, and they weren’t enjoying the weather at all.

 

“We cultivate their presence here,” Velaven explained. “If we posted a formal guard on the site, it would draw attention to the fact that there is something here we value. Leaving the harpies in place, preserving their population, serves to protect the mountaintop from interlopers without creating interest. As far as the King’s Guild knows or cares, the peak contains nothing but empty old ruins, fully cleared out long ago, and monster women who are not worth challenging for it. It is a rite of passage for the Queens of Shylverrael to come here in person and make them submit to her.”

 

“Think your successor’s done that already?” I asked.

 

Velaven’s lip curled in a curious expression somewhere between a grin and a sneer. “She will be fully occupied for some time yet getting control of the mess she’s made of my city. Eventually, she will have to, or risk losing important support, but I do not expect her to venture out of Shylverrael at least until spring.”

 

I glanced up at the winged shapes circling overhead. We were still some distance short of the mountain’s peak, but they were definitely moving along with us. So far, Velaven’s predictions had been correct: they were obviously interested, but just as obviously unwilling to attack a group this size. And that was with them clearly having no idea what they were dealing with. If they understood Blessings and how many we had between us they’d probably be in hiding already.

 

The mountain road was steep, but not unmanageably so; as befit the sole peak on a mostly flat island, it was neither tall nor craggy by the standards of mountains, a weathered old nub rounded by eons of erosion to a status that would’ve been a glorified hill in Japan. Having taken the truck most of the way up, we reached the gates of Velaven’s ruins in only minutes more after disembarking.

 

What had once been a gate loomed ahead, a towering outer wall stretching to either side of it. From the road below, it looked like a natural formation, a sudden cliff marking off a plateau just below the mountain’s peak itself; the canyon yawning right in front of us was identifiable as a gate only by the decrepit masonry built into its sides. The broken protrusions of old hinges were still visible, with one enormous door that looked for all the world like it was made of stone lying flat on the ground to one side of the path, half-covered by creeping moss and thorny red vines. Of the other there remained no sign at all.

 

We all looked warily up at the circling harpies, who had descended lower, before stepping inside.

 

The plateau was a courtyard; natural as the walls looked from without, on the inside there were shaded galleries supported by columns carved into their base. Either the whole thing had been carved out of the living rock, or a little natural valley had been expanded into this shape. Regardless, it was not large, and was currently strewn with old bones and windblown rubbish, an acrid stink of rot and feces clinging to the air. Directly across from the fallen outer gate was a much taller one, set into the face of the mountain itself. These huge stone doors stood slightly ajar, but they were still intact, looking for all the world as if they could be pushed shut or all the way open—by a four-meter-tall bodybuilder, maybe. I could tell from this angle that in addition to their incredible height, these ancient doors were at least half a meter thick.

 

That was all the impression I had the time to take in before I got to meet my first harpy. She came plummeting right out of the sky, slamming into the ground directly in front of us with a force that made the rock itself tremble faintly. I had to respect the durability of a creature who could pull that off without breaking both her legs.

 

Newneh hissed and puffed up her own feathers, but fortunately Nazralind kept her under control and the harpy opted to ignore the gwynnek.

 

“Well, look who comes crawling back! Little Queen Velaven. Did you bring me these morsels as a gift?”

 

The rest of my group readied weapons, but I just tilted my head, considering. Of course, they couldn’t understand her; the harpy spoke Savin.

 

“I’m in charge here,” I stated. “You’ll speak to me.”

 

Gleaming black eyes shifted to focus on me. She was… Yeah, honestly, this creature wouldn’t be a potential Enjoin target. No great loss as they lacked any political power and the only magical attribute I could gain from harpies was their telescopic vision—nifty, but I could compensate with my trusty spyglass. She had scraggly bird legs and wings for arms, with a spray of feathers instead of hair; her plumage was a deep royal blue with brown and black markings. The human parts were terribly underfed in appearance, though, and her face was long, craggy, and surmounted by a wickedly protruberant beak of a nose that made her look like a racist caricature of a white person.

 

“Really, really?” The harpy made a show of looking up up and down while licking her lips. Her tongue was longer than a human’s. Around her, the other six of them settled to the ground a respectful distance away, leering at us and raising their wings in an obvious puffing-up gesture to make themselves look more intimidating. “Stringy, but you’ll do, you’ll do. Nnn. You’ll make me a healthy egg and a hearty meal, once—”

 

Immolate.

 

I didn’t feel great about coming into their home to push them around, but threats like that helped assuage my misgivings. As the harpy’s menacing soliloquy dissolved into flames and screaming, I had a moment to consider that there were more layers to this interaction than Velaven had implied; a truly savage creature who didn’t know how to do anything but attack would’ve just done that, not stopped to tell me about it first. At the very least, harpies understood verbal intimidation—which meant they’d know better than to waste time doing it to a prospective meal. This was a lot more than just an animal that could talk.

 

But then the other six harpies tried to take off in a panic, and I rapidly Immolated each of them. Then it was just a matter of waiting for the spell effect to die down.

 

Zui edged closer to Aster’s leg, looking appalled by this display, which was the correct reaction. The rest of us were a bit more inured to it; I certainly wasn’t having any fun, but I’d seen it way too many times to be shocked anymore. Velaven might have been watching sheep grazing in a pasture for all the expression on her face. Pretty typical of a born politician, though it made me wonder whether she was truly that insensitive to other people’s suffering or just felt the need to put up that front.

 

“Stay down,” I ordered as soon as they were reduced to smoking and shivering, the flames out and flesh intact. “You will sit here and listen until I’m done with you. Anybody who tries to fly off without my permission becomes a comet. You want to experience that again?”

 

“No! Not again, never,” babbled the alpha harpy, cowering before me with her wings protectively covering her face.

 

It could be one of the sweetest, most satisfying feelings in existence, having one’s enemies trembling in terror at one’s feet. I felt none of that now. Nasty as these harpies had been in our very brief acquaintance, I had no real beef with them. If anything, I was the asshole here.

 

“Good girl. Now, who’s in charge here?”

 

Black eyes peeked out from between pinions. “You. You are in charge.”

 

“Exactly. These are the rules: I will come and go from here as I please. As will these women with me, and anyone else they or I designate. You will not interfere with any of us. Play nicely and we’ll not bother you, either. You will also not speak a word of this to the dark elves, or anyone else you may encounter. As far as all others are concerned, we do not exist and were never here. Understand?”

 

“I understand! We understand!”

 

“Break the rules,” I said, coldly and deliberately, “and by the time I finally kill you, you’ll be begging me to.”

 

“We understand the rules! No one will tell, I swear I will not let these geese speak a word!”

 

“Attagirl.” I paused for effect, giving her four beats to welter in what real intimidation looked like, before finishing. “You can go.”

 

All seven harpies exploded off the ground, flapping away as rapidly as they could, which was impressively quick. After putting a safe amount of altitude between us, they all swooped around behind the peak of the mountain and out of sight.

 

“Impressively handled,” Velaven murmured. “I doubt any Queen ever cowed them as efficiently. Come, let us not tarry.”

 

She led the way straight toward the cracked door into the mountain, the rest of us following in silence.

 

The door stood open just slightly, or so it seemed from across the courtyard, but up close the true scale of the construction made itself apparent. This “crack” was wide enough for two of us to walk through side by side. Even Newneh had no trouble getting in.

 

We found ourselves in an enormous and pitch dark space, roughly cubic in shape and a good three stories tall. It was empty of all except some ancient rubble and trash, the stone walls engraved with angular, geometric patterns which had no purpose I could see except decoration. Aster was the first to light up her aura, followed by Zui and then me. As the light spread we beheld that the stonework was, for some reason, blue. And it was definitely the stone itself; there was no sign of any chipping paint, and all of the numerous points where bits had broken off were a deep cobalt blue all the way through.

 

“Aw, c’mon,” Nazralind protested, “do you have to? I was really enjoying having that goblin dark vision!”

 

“How else is Velaven going to see?” Zui asked pointedly. “Or Newneh?”

 

“…oh. Right.” She belatedly ignited her own glow. “Speaking of Newneh, gwynneks aren’t much for going underground, as a rule. This is pretty spacious up here, but are we gonna have trouble as we go deeper? I don’t care how intimidated they were, I’m not leaving my girl alone around those damn harpies.”

 

“So long as she is able to navigate stairs, it should not be a problem,” Velaven said. “Dungeons are made to be spacious throughout. Barring the odd secret passage or hidden treasure chamber, every space within was presumed by its designers to be a venue for battle. Lord Seiji?”

 

I was still standing by the door, staring at the towering crack of morning sunlight. “Mm. I don’t…like how that went.”

 

“Harpies—”

 

“Yes, I remember what you said,” I interjected before she could repeat it. “And I don’t doubt that that was the only way we could have handled it. God knows I’ve met enough people on this dumpster of a planet who’ll only talk sense after they’re shown the alternative is burning alive. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

 

 “Good,” Zui said emphatically. “Don’t you start liking shit like that.”

 

“It feels different, though,” I continued, more quietly. “Cutting down the powerful is one thing. Using that same power against people who’re eking out a bare survival up here in the wilderness… That just feels like playing right into the same broken, shitty system we’re trying to topple.”

 

“Dark elves, naga, and all four types of beastfolk present on this island are only here because Dark Lord Yomiko brought them down from Savindar,” Velaven said, her expression again inscrutable. “Less than two centuries ago. In that time, all have developed their own unique cultures. Harpies were here long before that and they are still fluttering around naked, gnawing on bones and assaulting whoever they can catch alone. There is virtue in considering the perspectives of others, Lord Seiji, but part of that is recognizing who is not worth trying to talk to.”

 

“How often do you check on them?” Zui asked suddenly. “And how closely? Do you only interact with the harpies when you need something, like to remind them who’s in control?”

 

Velaven’s forehead creased just faintly as she considered the question, clearly smelling a trap but not quite sure what kind. “Why do you ask?”

 

“Just wondering, how certain are you that they aren’t just showing you what you expect to see, so you don’t get curious about their business and try to crack down on them?” Zui shrugged, turning to examine the doorway opposite where we’d come in, the only other exit from this vast antechamber. “That’s what goblins would do. It’s the tried and true strategy for surviving underneath a more powerful and generally assholish culture. In fact, isn’t that exactly the trick your people are playing on the Fflyr by keeping the harpies up here in the first place?”

 

Aster and Nazralind raised their eyebrows in unison, turning their heads to gaze expectantly at the dark elf.

 

Velaven was too poised to stammer, but there was a telling moment in which she could do nothing but stare blankly down at Zui before she found a response.

 

“Interesting questions, all. If you wish to institute reforms, Lord Seiji, that is of course your privilege. The religion of our local naga is almost entirely Yomiko’s creation—accidentally, in her case, but such is the influence a Dark Lord can wield. I would caution you only to be wary of unintended consequences. I know nothing of the world you come from, but in the history of Ephemera’s empires, the greatest crimes have been committed in the name of civilizing various small groups of people who did not ask for anyone’s help.”

 

Yikes, was that familiar. It definitely wasn’t just Ephemera.

 

“Interesting questions, indeed,” I murmured.

 

“We should face no peril in here, but let us hasten nonetheless,” Velaven said, setting off toward the opposite door. “The descent is not short, and there is always more to do.”

 



 

Nazralind did have to dismount at a few points, but overall Velaven was correct about the spaciousness of the ruins. She led us in a direct course—well, as direct as possible, considering how many winding passageways we had to navigate, but Velaven at least seemed to remember the way, never hesitation or having to stop and get her bearings.

 

I occupied myself mostly with examining our surroundings as we passed. This place was weird—remarkably intact for abandoned ruins, but cavernously empty. And blue, let’s not forget the blue. Most places that have been occupied by people and then abandoned are either left full of junk or falling apart. Aside form some miscellaneous chips and scratches in the stonework, though, no major damage appeared to have been inflicted here. There was very little trash or other refuse left, either, merely a few dropped items here and there that nobody had bothered to carry away. The ruins hadn’t even been bothered by animals; we saw and heard evidence of crawns, rats, and spiders, but anything bigger than that would’ve been eaten by harpies if it tried to cross the courtyard, and evidently the big doors up top were the only entrance. And, of course, it was blue. Why the fuck was it blue?

 

“Biribo, what’s this made of?” I asked at one point as we emerged from a descending staircase into a long gallery with water running through a trench along the side. There seemed to be multiple water sources in here.

 

“It appears to be some kind of rock, boss.”

 

“Thanks. Thank you for clearing that up. What would I ever do without you?”

 

“Hey, whaddaya want from me? I’ve told you I can only perceive shapes, not chemical composition!”

 

“What the hell kind of rock is blue?”

 

“Several, in fact,” said Zui, “but not this shade of blue or this consistently. This isn’t natural.”

 

“The dungeon is dead now, but at one time nothing about the structure was anything but artificial,” Velaven said from the head of our little column.

 

“So I’m guessing it was indestructible or something when it was all properly magicked up,” I said, running my fingers over a chipped section of the wall. “This looks about as solid as mundane stone now, though. Wonder why the goblins never tunneled into here?”

 

Zui snorted. “The Shylver, that’s why. They basically never showed up except to make threats and demands, which still makes them better neighbors than the Fflyr because they’d leave us the hell alone when they didn’t want something specific and also paid for what they took. But yeah, dark elf rules included not tunneling in certain directions anywhere near their business. Nobody really ever minded; we all assumed they had some kind of underground aquifer under the mountain here. Accidentally draining that fucking lake into Kzidnak would wipe most of it out in an afternoon.”

 

“That was also a concern, yes,” Velaven said, mild amusement lightening her tone. “But also, the privacy of our business. You are the first outsiders to see this place, or even be made aware of it, in well more than a century.”

 

“I can’t believe I never knew this existed,” Aster said, her tone a nuanced blend of frustration and wonder. “I never… Not even a hint, not a rumor. This is Fflyr Dlemathlys, we have stories about everything! How did I never know there was a dungeon on Dount? Naz, did you know anything about this?”

 

“Oh, there are lots of old stories about lost dungeons, moving islands, hidden fortresses…” Nazralind shrugged from her perch in Newneh’s saddle, absently stroking the gwynnek’s feathers. “Just that, though, stories. I may even have heard something about a dungeon on Dount, but I mean… Who believes stuff like that? This country’s folklore is a bottomless swamp, but nobody really thinks any of it’s real. It’s all just… cultural flavor.”

 

“And that is how you suppress information,” Velaven said, giving me that significant look she did when trying to teach me something about statecraft. The habit was annoying, but her insights so far seemed useful so I chose not to criticize. “It is a thing not easily done, especially in a culture like Dlemathlys, wherein a library is deemed as essential to a household as a fireplace. To snuff out a story is a hopeless prospect, be it history or rumor. The method, then, is to swamp it in so many competing accounts that the truth cannot breathe. The doctrine of your Radiant Convocation is simply that of Lancor’s Radiant Temple, plus justifications for the Fflyr racial hierarchy and enough Dountol and Fflyr folklore to obscure the country’s true history. Ah, finally, we are almost here. These steps are steep; descend with care. This is where the bird is most likely to have trouble, Nazralind.”

 

“Nah, gwynneks are great climbers,” Naz said lightly, dismounting to better lead Newneh into the aperture toward which Velaven now directed us, which seemed to be just a narrow flight of descending stairs curving out of sight. “Very dextrous feet, and they can use their wing joint claws for extra balance!”

 

“If a khora falls in the forest,” Zui asked in a sententiously pensive tone, “and Nazralind isn’t there to blather about how awesome gwynneks are, does it really make a sound?”

 

“That’s pretty big talk from somebody who’ll never be too big to spank.”

 

“I’m so glad the girls are all getting along,” I said sweetly to Aster before preceding her down the stairs.

 

This staircase, we quickly discovered, was an actual spiral. It was also steeper than the stairs we’d previously encountered, which meant our descent was direct and fast. At this point I had no idea just how deep we were under this mountain, but I suspected it was close to ground level or even deeper, maybe even around the same altitude as Fallencourt.

 

I was quite surprised, then, to emerge into daylight.

 

The architecture of this place where the final staircase terminated was at least familiar after our sojourn in Kzidnak. We stepped out of the final stairwell into dim sunlight, the doorway opening onto a ledge in another of those inverted ravines that existed underneath Dount near the edges: the ceiling arched upward to form a craggy, stalactite-riddled cathedral roof, while there was no floor at all but the swirling mists and muted flashing of the planet’s core, infinitely far below. The far end was open onto a vista of the endless abyss, near the edge of which was located this canyon’s surprising architectural addition: a sort of inverted tower hanging from the ceiling, made mostly of that weird blue stone with accents of what looked like oxidized copper and a downward-pointing “roof” of the same material, complete with a long spire. Directly in front of us, a bridge extended straight from this ledge to the wider area at the top…uh, I mean bottom…of the tower, the space just before the metallic roof.

 

An uncovered bridge. It had safety rails, and in fact tall barriers of decoratively perforated metal that rose above my eye line. But still…uncovered, arching across the bottomless abyss.

 

“Aw, come on,” Nazralind whined, reflecting what we were all thinking. “That’s just unnecessary, is what that is.”

 

“This is what we came to see,” said Velaven, calm as ever. “Personally I would not begrudge anyone who declined to make the crossing. It’s not strictly necessary for all of us to visit the core. In fact,” she added, turning to me, “it isn’t necessary for any of us to go further, in person, save for curiosity’s sake. I’m afraid there is little left to see. By now you should know what you need to about the scope and arrangement of this place, my lord.”

 

“Not quite,” I said, keeping my own expression even only through the power of showtime; the prospect of crossing that did not make me feel at ease. “But most of the rest will require the work of actual surveyors to nail down. Still! I didn’t come all this way to quit right before the end. You girls stay here if you want, I’m just gonna have a quick look.”

 

They didn’t, of course, because that was a challenge and they all knew it. And I knew they knew it and wouldn’t back down from it, just as I knew they were all going to make me pay for this later. I sauntered right out onto the bridge, feeling the warm wind grab at my coat. Obviously, I did not reach for the handrails, despite the fact that the path itself was no wider than a suburban sidewalk and that breeze was stiff enough to jostle my stride. It was a relief to finish the crossing and step into the chamber beyond.

 

This was quieter, not being open to the wind; there were large windows, affording an awe-inspiring and terrifying view of the endless expanse beyond, but they were filled with glass. Well, something transparent, anyway. I gave the murky lack of a horizon no attention, focusing on the sole object in this circular chamber.

 

Directly in the center, from floor to ceiling, stood a hexagonal crystal pillar nearly a meter thick. At both ends it was capped by pale stone fixtures so obviously reminiscent of Spirit altars they had clearly been designed by the same mind, though these were also braced by frameworks of some gleaming metal too pale to be steel, and completely untarnished by decades of exposure. The pillar itself was broken and mostly gone, only jagged ends emerging from its housings above and below. Assuming the remaining fragments were representative of the whole thing when it had been whole, it must have been stunning. They were a pale blue, and glittered from within as if the insides had somehow been carved into intricate facets.

 

“Damn,” Zui said from just to one side of the door, where she had cleared the way for Nazralind and a frazzled-looking Newneh to be the last ones in. “I mean…just, damn. A lot has surprised me in the last few days, but I gotta say, I never imagined I would live to see a dungeon core in person. Even a busted one.”

 

“So this is the thing that makes a dungeon…a dungeon?” Stepping forward, I carefully reached out to rest my hand against the broken crystal. No reaction; it felt like any other piece of rock.

 

“It controls everything,” Biribo confirmed. “Spawns the monsters, resets the traps and puzzles, oversees the dungeon Spirits—and before you ask, boss, those won’t even exist with the core broken, they’re not like normal Spirits. Crucially, it also conjures and distributes all the loot.”

 

“Are they…durable? You said Spirit altars are basically indestructible.”

 

“Dungeon cores are kinda the reverse of that, boss. As you can plainly see, they’re not physically impervious, but there’s zero chance of a core getting corrupted or otherwise fucked with by Void arts, or anything else. For one thing, they have a lot more personality, initiative, and the capacity to defend themselves. Hard. Remember, these things can conjure traps and monsters out of thin air. Enough brute force can power through all those defenses, theoretically, but the actual intelligence of the core won’t passively submit to corruption the way Spirits will.”

 

“That makes me wonder how the hell somebody managed to break it in the first place,” said Aster.

 

“Not just someone,” Velaven replied, staring up at the broken dungeon core. Some actual feeling had seeped into her expression now that she seemed lost in thought, a kind of mournful anger that made her suddenly seem a lot more relatable. “A Hero. Satoshi Hara. You all know of Hara’s Sin as the destruction of the landbridge to Savindar, but that is only the lesser half of it that the Convocation has permitted to be remembered, because there is no way to hide or forget such a thing. On that dreadful day, he assaulted this dungeon and destroyed its core, forcing all the forces of the Dark Lord, Shylverrael, and Savindar to divert their attention here. It was while they were distracted with this battle that the destruction of the landbridge was carried out.”

 

“If these cores are so fearsome themselves,” I said, “then he not only fought that to death, but also the full force of the whole-ass Dark Crusade at the same time, and still had the leftover wherewithal to knock down a landbridge? I mean…fucking how?”

 

“He was a Hero,” Velaven said with a tiny sigh. “At the time, with a great deal more seniority than you have now, Lord Seiji. I know you must be frustrated by your relative lack of power and the inconsistent trickles in which you gain more, but be assured, a Champion’s growth is exponential. Dark Lords and Heroes can rise to become the kind of monsters who reshape the face of the world.”

 

“Hopefully not by knocking down landbridges and destroying dungeon cores,” Aster said. I looked over, surprised at the bitterness in her tone. “A dungeon! On Dount! Do you know what this would have meant? Resources! Commerce, culture… This island was…it was actually someplace worth being! And that asshole…”

 

Nazralind stepped over and rested a hand on her shoulder, rubbing gently. After a moment, Aster sighed and leaned into her.

 

“This has been the main project of Shylverrael for these last fifteen decades,” Velaven said. She came to stand beside me, reaching out to rest her hand against the broken crystal near mine. I finally moved away, but the dark elf stayed where she was, staring into the remnants of the shattered core as if she could see the past within. “We are going to buy a miracle. Two of them, in fact. Bit by bit, coin by coin, we accumulate wealth in steady trickles from the commerce that passes through Dount. Only the tiniest trickles, because we cannot afford to be discovered. So long as the Fflyr don’t think about us, it is safe to act, carefully. Slowly. Who knows how much longer it will be? But once we have enough, we will have our miracle. We will restore this core, and thus the dungeon. And with that done, and the rest of this island having forgotten the dungeon even exists, we will have sole access. Coin will accumulate much faster from delving expeditions, until we can buy our second miracle.”

 

“The landbridge,” I said.

 

She nodded, still staring at the crystal. “The Savindar Empire will not engage in an aggressive war unless a Dark Crusade is actively ongoing; the religious and cultural proscriptions are ironclad. But they will lend resources and support to a fellow Viryan state seeking to avenge and reclaim what was taken from it—particularly if that involves driving the Sanorites further from their own borders. The safe way is the slow way, but through patience and persistence, we will reclaim what was ours.”

 

Finally, she lowered her hand, stepping back, and then turned to stare at me. There was a sudden fervor in her eyes that almost looked out of place on her normally composed features.

 

“But that was before. Your presence here changes everything, Lord Seiji. No one imagined the next Dark Crusade would begin here, of all places. Now you are here, though, and plans must change. As I swore to you, this place is yours, as is all of Shylverrael and every asset it can bring to bear. My city is yet in the grip of an usurper, but this much at least I can deliver to you now.”

 

“You’ve already proven your worth, Velaven,” I assured her. “Even with the dungeon inactive… Well. There’s no reason we can’t fix that. Biribo, is there any way to restore a dungeon core without buying a miracle?”

 

“Not really, boss. Same goes for the corrupted Spirits. The Goddesses won’t have mortals screwing around with their stuff, even to fix it.”

 

“Then we just need to accumulate a shitload of money. I bet I can do that a lot faster than the strategy Shylverrael has been using. But for now… Thank you, Velaven, seeing all this is exactly the perspective I needed. I know how to proceed from here.” I sighed, taking another lingering look around this forsaken place, with its incredible vista and the spectacle of a whole island’s ruin embodied in this broken crystal pillar. It was the most melancholy thing I’d ever seen. “Meanwhile, we’d better get home. We can make it back to North Watch by this afternoon if we hustle. I wanna get everybody caught up; there’s a lot still to do.”

 



 

Sure enough, it was just a few hours later that I was back in my nice warm castle at the base of the mountain, in my comfortable chair in the conference room, with a fragrant mug of spicy-sweet Fflyr tea at hand, and my Chancellor throwing a book at my face.

 

“ARE YOU OUTTA YOUR GODDAMN MIND?!”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    We return!

I want to repeat my deep thanks to everybody who pitched in for my GFM last month.  You all really rescued me from a bind, and thanks to your overwhelming generosity I not only resolved the immediate crisis but I've been able to get my cat in to see the vet.  She's currently undergoing treatment for the ear infection I didn't know she had; the dental work she needs is going to cost more than I have on hand, but it's less urgent so I've got time to scrounge up the additional $500 necessary somewhere.  It'll work out; it wouldn't be working out nearly this well if not for everyone's support, so once again, from the bottom of my heart, thank you.

Currently I seem to have a sinus infection, which is really screwing me up as the waves of pain are making it very hard to sleep (they're not great for anything else, but it's the sleep deprivation that actually affects my work), so I want to give early warning that there's a potential for schedule slips very soon after Book 4's launch unless I can get this taken care of.  Which is iffy, as I am currently without health insurance.  What will be, will be.

Here's hoping everybody enjoys Book 4!  I feel good about what's coming.
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4.2 In Which the Dark Lord Musters his Forces


                That was when the old Seiji probably would’ve suffered a broken nose, but I hadn’t been training for nothing. I caught the flying tome of history, rather deftly if I do say so myself.

 

“Don’t hold back, Sneppit,” I replied sweetly. “Tell us how you really feel.”

 

“You lose the attitude, buddy!” the goblin shouted back, pointing at me. She was actually standing up in her chair and so was slightly taller than the rest of us, for once. “You are not even paying these people! I knew I was gonna find some irregularities in auditing this cobbled-together mess of an organization, but come the fuck on. How’re you gonna run an entire operation this size—hell, any size—and nobody’s drawing a salary?! Boy, what the fuck is wrong with you?”

 

“Well, hey, I figured, the core of our mission is to completely wipe out and replace the extant civilization here, right?” I spread my hands disarmingly, still smiling. “So, it’s a question of using the right tool for the right job. Ergo: communism.”

 

Sneppit paused in her wrathful diatribe to squint suspiciously at me. “What the hell is communism?”

 

“The second most efficient way to reduce a society to rubble.”

 

There was a beat of silence before Nazralind was the one to take the bait.

 

 “Okay, I know I’m gonna regret asking, but you all realize I have to, right?” She turned to face me, visibly steeling herself. “What, Lord Seiji, is the first most efficient way to reduce a society to rubble?”

 

I opened my mouth to answer and then paused, having a sudden thought. “Actually…hm. Hey, Biribo, is there even uranium on this planet?”

 

“What the hell is uranium?”

 

“Okay, never mind. Communism number one.”

 

 “Do I need to understand what he’s talking about?” Sneppit demanded of the room at large.

 

“Not usually,” Aster assured her.

 

“This isn’t exactly a business, Sneppit,” Minifrit interjected smoothly. “We are not giving out conventional salaries, no, but everyone’s needs are provided for. Food, housing, any other necessary supplies, and even free medical care courtesy of Lord Seiji’s magic. The standard of living here is better than most of them have ever experienced, and that’s not even taking into account that everyone’s participation in the Crusade is ideologically motivated.”

 

 “I’m hearin’ a lot of failure to learn from the mess Jadrak made,” Sneppit retorted. “Revolutionary fervor won’t last forever, and we all know damn well at least some of the people under our banner are here cos the alternative was getting turned into torches. You’ve done a way better job of integrating and encouraging them than Jadrak ever tried to, but that’s not an excuse to get complacent. If you wanna make membership about ideology, then you’re headin’ for a disaster if you keep ranting about serfdom and unjust social systems while not compensating people for the value of their labor, Dark Lord.”

 

That finally brought me up short. She was right, and I felt an immediate surge of shame that I’d failed to even consider this. Here I’d gone and made myself a hypocrite again, the one thing I hated most of all.

 

 “These counterpoints are valid,” Velaven said into the ensuing silence, “but Sneppit is also correct. This organization’s origins in banditry might make it tempting to regard as a business, and it is worth remembering that it ultimately is not. A Dark Crusade is a military venture, and in the case of this one, starting without sponsorship from any established state, it must function as its own government as well. And notably, militaries and governments alike pay their employees. Failure to provide soldiers’ wages is historically the most common cause of an army’s disastrous collapse.”

 

“There, see?” Sneppit pointed at her. “She gets it.”

 

“This situation probably calls for a somewhat…unique arrangement,” Velaven continued. “We are a crime syndicate, a rebellion, and a sovereign state aspiring to become an empire, simultaneously. All those needs must be considered. I recommend setting up a hybrid structure, with separate channels for military and civilian personnel, arranged so as to interface smoothly with one another at need.”

 

“Now this is great stuff, keep it comin’.” Sneppit held up one hand, snapping her fingers, and Ydleth smoothly stepped forward to place a clipboard with a pencil and fresh sheet of paper in it, whereupon Sneppit began jotting notes. Of all the changes that had come since we’d integrated the goblins, this one had surprised me the most. Not surprise that Ydleth felt more comfortable among goblins than her own people, she’d started showing signs of that almost as soon as we had ventured into Kzidnak, but that Sneppit wanted a personal assistant who lacked any secretarial experience. But they both seemed happy and the work was getting done, so I kept my mouth shut. “I am gonna work on designing a proper compensation structure along with the organizational framework. I may wanna borrow your dark elf, Lord Seiji.”

 

“She’s not a milk goat I can just lend out, you know.”

 

“I am pleased to be of assistance in any way I might,” Velaven assured us. “Consider me at your disposal.”

 

Zui and Kasser both wrinkled their noses, but fortunately no one commented. Velaven had been working diligently to integrate (and ingratiate) herself, and not everyone appreciated it. At least there’d been no outright conflict over her yet.

 

 “All right, Snep, I’m mostly convinced,” I said aloud. “This may be a dumb question, but can we afford to give everybody a salary? I was under the impression…”

 

 “Right now it’d be tight, but I have a plan,” Sneppit said crisply. “The Crusade, being supported mostly by organized crime, does run a surplus, but hasn’t been leveraging that properly for the purpose of income. I know, I know, you did that on purpose, but hear me out. Our raids have prioritized useful material over liquid currency; we can up our cash flow just by liberating more coin while we’re at it. Since your policy is to target nobles and wealthier merchants anyway, that can be done without sacrificing our commitment to not taking more than people can afford. The main impediment till now has been the difficulty of dumping all that money onto our merchant contacts to turn into stuff we can immediately use without straining his own connections, but I propose to actually reverse that, selling him any excess materiel in exchange for coin. The trade situation on Dount being what it is, that’ll be easier for the Auldmaer Company to do without drawing undue attention, especially if we support ‘em with our Gutters contacts. With all that plus the increased income from the Gutters once your hold on the local gangs is consolidated, it should be plenty. Don’t forget you have all of Kzidnak now as an industrial base. Food will still be an issue, but you’re now able to manufacture most of everything else we’ll need.

 

 “Everybody may be in good spirits now,” she continued, looking severely at me over the rims of her pink spectacles, “but trust me, compensating people directly will get you much better results. The ability to grant raises, bonuses, and promotions for good performance provides motivation and encourages ambition; it’s absolutely necessary for getting the most out of your personnel.”

 

“You’ve made your case,” I agreed. “Proceed at your discretion, Sneppit. I’ll want to authorize this compensation plan once it’s done, of course, but pending that you’re good to go.”

 

 “Excellent,” she said with clear satisfaction, holding the clipboard up over her shoulder. Ydleth snatched it away and placed another sheet of paper in her hand, which she then examined. “That handled, I have no other major worries about the organization; your people have done well with what they were working with. I’ve got some fine tuning to do, but the basic structure is solid. Now, reports from Kzidnak. The integration is going more or less according to plan, which is pretty smooth. None of the big players are holding out against your authority; no Judges have come out in opposition to you, and only a few are declining to acknowledge you directly. Rizz is of the opinion they’ll come around once you’ve had time to demonstrate you’ll treat the goblins fairly. None of the big companies are giving us any trouble, and they won’t so long as your administration allows them to stay profitable. I’ll see to that, don’t worry; it’s worth giving them a loose lead for the sake of having their industrial capacity at your command. Jadrak’s old outfit is taking some time to shape back up, since assuming direct control of an org whose entire structure was gutted is hella complicated, but for the moment I’m tentatively satisfied that it’s proceeding as well as can be expected. That’s important, too, as having control of mining operations gives you a monopoly on raw materials, which is a big lever under the other companies that depend on that ore. All surface entrances whose existence we’ve been able to confirm are firmly under our control, staffed by a mix of goblins and humans. That is also going…well enough. There’ve been some incidents, but no more or worse than I expected, and none caused by the human personnel. Credit for that goes to Minifrit for hand-picking them, by the way. Putting the right people in those positions will do wonders to get the two groups accustomed to each other.”

 

“I’m glad you two are working well together,” I said. “Not that I was worried, but…”

 

“I am not upset at the demotion, if that was your concern,” Minifrit replied with one of her mysterious little smiles. She puffed on her omnipresent pipe, because no amount of my authority seemed able to stop her from doing that even in enclosed rooms. “I find this arrangement most satisfactory. Miss Sneppit’s experience is better suited than my own to manage an organization of this size, but I shudder to imagine her trying to administer our people directly.”

 

 “Nobody ever accused me of being a people person,” Sneppit frankly agreed. “I was worried about taking this on without my Zui to handle personnel, but Minifrit’s a right polished gem. All the people skills and head for numbers I need, plus she doesn’t backtalk and undermine me at every turn.” She glared at Zui, who smirked and folded her hands atop the table.

 

“Well, that works out then,” I said cheerfully. “My Zui now!”

 

“My Zui, and also you can both go screw yourselves,” Zui snapped.

 

 “Repairs to the tram network are proceeding on schedule,” Sneppit continued, consulting her notes. “As per your orders, Lord Seiji, I’ve put priority on the lines most directly connecting North Watch and Gwyllthean. It’s a big job and the amount and nature of the damage keeps bringing up unpredictable problems, but as of my most recent report, I’m optimistically estimating we’ll have that up in two days, best case scenario. A week at worst. Then your travel time between those two points drops from a day to two hours tops.”

 

“God, that’ll be nice,” I muttered.

 

“At my current projections, the entire network should be back to full capacity within two months, as long as you don’t think up some other project to divert all my personnel into.” She held up the sheet and Ydleth took it, replacing another paper in her hand. “Now, progress report from Rads. As of my conversation with him this morning, the excavation of the Spiketown Spirit was nearly finished; unless some mishap occurred, they’re probably done with it by now. Gilnik is happy with how quick you were to keep your promise, and that’s giving you some good PR. Rads has had his secondary team already working on the next project you assigned him; they’ve done the preliminary surveying and got the plans drawn up for a proper tunnel between the fortress and Fallencourt, with both entry points mapped out and cordoned off. I cleared them to take the rest of today off once they’re done with Spiketown. Trust me, you don’t wanna overwork your people, and the satisfactory completion of a job is the ideal time to grant a little reward. They’ll get to work on that first thing tomorrow. Rads projected the job’ll take one to two weeks, and he’ll be able to tighten up that estimate as progress is made. Then we’ll finally be able to move more than one person at a time between the surface and Kzidnak, and not have to tromp through the kitchen.”

 

“Gannit will be relieved,” Minifrit said solemnly.

 

 “We all will,” Sneppit grimaced. “Only thing more inconvenient than taking that tunnel is having to listen to Gannit carry on every damn time. She’s not wrong, either, you don’t wanna make life hard for your kitchen staff if you enjoy eating. That said, Lord Seiji, I have a question I didn’t have the chance to ask earlier when you made the decision.” She lowered the sheet of paper, staring intently at me. “Why were you insistent on putting Rads in charge of your excavation projects? I get the value of a familiar face, but you guys didn’t exactly meet on the best of terms.”

 

 “Letting Maizo get tortured nearly to death, and the others all the way there, was not a good look on him,” I answered. “But he did it to protect his own crew—and when it came down to a direct threat, he stood between his people and a Dark Lord. That is what matters to me. A man who’ll protect his people with his own life is one I can trust with my people. Besides, the ugly situation in which we met is an asset, not a drawback. I’ve seen Rads at his most shameful point; he will work harder than any other goblin in Kzidnak to earn my approval.”

 

Zui tilted her head contemplatively at that; Aster and Velaven both nodded in approval, the latter gracing me with one of her rare smiles.

 

Sneppit raised one eyebrow, then shrugged. “All right, then. Not an approach that would’ve occurred to me, but I don’t argue with results. So far Rads’s team has been ahead of schedule and under budget, so I guess your method works. That settled, I wanna talk grand strategy.”

 

She held up the last sheet of notes, which Ydleth took from her, this time without replacing it.

 

“I’ve been reading up on Dark Crusade history and legend in what little free time I’ve had this week,” Sneppit said, glancing at the heavy book she’d chucked at me minutes ago. It was, I saw, a volume on religious history. “That’s the one nice thing about Fflyr Dlemathlys. If you gotta be a perpetually persecuted second-class citizen, it might as well be in a country where you can study any imaginable topic on a whim. So, I’ve only got a very broad picture, but the pattern I notice is that Dark Lords almost always start in one of two kinds of places: the heart of a powerful Viryan country able to give them a massive head start, or out in a war-torn no-man’s-land where they can take over feuding tribes one at a time and have assembled a sizable army by the time they gotta face off with any other major powers. You, obviously, are in neither of those positions.”

 

“So I’ve noticed.”

 

 She nodded. “The immediate issue with that is the traditional Dark Lord path is straight up not gonna work for you. We’ve probably got the necessary manpower right now to take Gwyllthean by force, and from there the rest of the local Clan fortresses, but that’s as far as we’d get. The collective resources of Dount aren’t gonna be a match for even the rest of Fflyr Dlemathlys, and that’s not even the big problem. As soon as something like that starts happening, we’ll get absolutely stomped by the Lancor Empire. Savindar and the support it could offer us is cut off, and Godspire might as well be an impenetrable wall once they decide somebody’s not allowed to pass through their territory. You cannot take the path of conquest.”

 

“Believe me, Sneppit, I’m fully cognizant of that fact.”

 

 “And you’ve already settled on what I think is the solution,” she said, nodding again. “We just need to formalize it. I propose that we focus from here on what you’ve been doing: organized crime. From our start on Dount, we can spread to other islands, take over bandit and urban gangs, and recruit local goblin populations. Fflyr Dlemathlys is actually an excellent country in which to take that approach; the other islands aren’t quite as wild as Dount, but the King doesn’t really have full control anywhere except inside the walls of Fflyrdylle itself, and that’s tenuous. If you spread through the shadows instead of conquering outright, I see no reason you can’t extend your reach right through Godspire and clear into Lancor before any of them know a threat exists. This also enables us to satisfy the terms of your agreement with the Hero, building strength without any outright conquest that would offend his delicate little sensibilities.”

 

 I leaned forward, resting my arms on the table. “Interesting. I admit, so far I’ve just been grasping at the only avenues available to me…”

 

 “Understandable, considering how suddenly you got dumped here,” she said. “That may’ve predisposed you against recognizing that it’s a good avenue. If we devote our efforts in this direction, Lord Seiji, instead of treating it like a grudging compromise, I think it can take us all the way to the top.”

 

 “I see one immediate problem with the idea,” Minifrit said. “Fflyr Dlemathlys we can undoubtedly take in this manner. The only real sticking points would occur on Dlemath itself; that Lord Vanderhoen tends to use the King’s Guild as a de facto intelligence agency and interferes quite effectively with the local gangs there. When it comes down to it, though, I rather like the chances of our pet jumped-up foreigner over the King’s. Matters become different across the southern landbridge, however. In Lancor, we would be competing directly with the Gentry. That syndicate has control of the entire Empire’s underworld, and more resources to call upon than many sovereign nations. They will not fall so easily.”

 

“They need not fall at all,” said Velaven. “If approached correctly, the Gentry will bend the knee to Lord Seiji. They are a Viryan cult.”

 

Everyone stared at her in astonishment, Minifrit with her mouth open in a rare expression of overt surprise.

 

“This is a secret of the highest order, of course,” Velaven continued. “A matter of state which I know only due to my rank as Queen. Our contact with the Gentry is even more sporadic than with Savindar, but lines of communication between them and Shylverrael are kept open. They call themselves the Gentry because they are descended from fallen Houses of Lancor—specifically, those stripped of their nobility by the Emperor during the last Dark Crusade for allegedly siding with Dark Lord Yomiko, often merely for failing to adequately resist her. Yomiko was only brutal toward aristocrats who abused their people; those whom the peasantry of Lancor loved and defended, she treated with respect when she conquered their lands. They were understandably resentful at being punished by the Empire for literally embodying the Lancoral ideal of chivalry, and in the aftermath of their fall and the Crusade’s failure gathered up what they could of its remnants, reforging themselves into a secret society dedicated to Yomiko’s memory masquerading as a crime syndicate.”

 

The astonished silence continued after she stopped talking. Velaven glanced back and forth around the room, seeming slightly discomfited by everyone’s disbelieving stares. Still poised, of course; she never wasn’t.

 

 It was Sneppit who finally cleared her throat and broke the quiet. “How, uh… How secret is this, exactly?”

 

“In theory, absolutely so. None but the Gentry themselves—and not even all of those—and a very select few Viryan allies on the archipelago, are aware of the truth. In reality, the probability of a secret remaining secret decreases exponentially with every passing hour and every ear that hears it. For a secret spanning an entire Empire, which has stood for a century and a half? I would be absolutely astonished if the Gray Guard is not aware. However, it is certain that the Radiant Temple is not. Lancor’s government might see fit to tolerate such a thing but the Sanorite clerics never would.”

 

“Why would they tolerate it?” Zui demanded.

 

“It is impossible to stamp out crime,” Velaven explained. “From the perspective of the state, organized crime is often preferable to the disorganized variety. So long as the syndicates in question know their place and do not overtly challenge the state’s authority, allowing them to police the underworld can be a stabilizing influence. They can even be taxed, if they are sufficiently well-behaved syndicates. The Gentry are as much to credit as the Gray Guard and the Radiant Legions for Lancor’s lack of the kind of banditry which afflicts Fflyr Dlemathlys.”

 

“Well, fuck me running,” Kasser muttered.

 

“Okay, then,” Sneppit said, shrugging. “I guess my idea is an even better one than I thought.”

 

“Indeed,” I agreed. “Once we spread throughout Fflyr Dlemathlys… It sounds like taking over the Empire’s underworld might actually be easier. But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it; we’ve got no shortage of shit to deal with here and now, first.”

 

 “Yes, exactly,” Sneppit agreed, nodding. “Speaking of which, Queen Velaven, I note it was your signature on those letters of credit Minifrit found in Sakin’s possession. What can you tell us about that?”

 

 “I think Gilder would insist upon reminding you all that he found them,” Minifrit said lightly, earning a sigh and an exasperated stare from Sneppit.

 

 “Little, I’m afraid,” Velaven admitted. “I was aware of Sakin through our channel of contact with Savindar. Which he effectively was, once he took over from his predecessor. But he did not answer to me in any capacity; I cannot even say with certainty that he was a Savin agent, rather than a free operator they chose to employ. What I can tell you is that I am unsurprised to know he had dealings with the Gentry, but very surprised by the depth of his involvement with Godspire. I can imagine no reason he would need to be on such intimate terms with Rab Sioni. If, that is, he was truly loyal to the Viryan cause. That does not mean he betrayed us to Godspire,” she hastened to clarify, “merely that I cannot be sure he did not. Godspire is famously neutral, but precisely what relationship they have with the modern Savindar Empire is opaque to me.”

 

“Fucking Sakin,” Aster muttered. “Most people manage to stop being enigmatic and confusing once they’re dead. I swear it was more straightforward dealing with that damn devil.”

 

“Speaking of devils,” Nazralind said innocently, “how certain are we that he’s actually dead?”

 

 “Don’t mythologize that man,” Minifrit said, curling her lip. “It is not astonishing that such a skilled operator died like a punk to a random arrow out of the dark in a chaotic situation. That’s usually how people like that go down. Anything they’re able to see coming they can contend with, but no one is truly prepared for the unpredictable.”

 

“At any rate, Lord Seiji,” said Velaven, “the evidence of Sakin’s contact with the Gentry suggest we will not have to conquer the rest of the Fflyr underworld to get in touch with them; they are likely to find us first. The Gentry are among the organizations which will be investigating as many of the recent miracle sites as they can reach, and that definitely includes the Inferno. Remember that your changes to bandit activity on Dount have caught the attention of the King’s Guild; the likes of the Gray Guard might or might not investigate that in passing while they are here on other business, but it will be the first thing on which agents of the Gentry will focus.”

 

“Well, that’ll be nice, assuming they’re interested in being friends,” I murmured. “With my luck, they’ll be completely aggro right off the bat. In my experience so far, making friends with Viryans is unnecessarily difficult.”

 

 “Speaking of that,” said Sneppit, “we know we’re on borrowed time before one of the many forces looking into that finds us. We gotta establish a plan to melt into the shadows once people start sniffing around.”

 

 “Being able to literally take our entire organization underground will help a lot with that,” said Aster.

 

“Hang on,” Nazralind protested, “surely you’re not suggesting abandoning North Watch?”

 

 “The fortress is replaceable, Naz. The people aren’t.”

 

 “You’re both right,” I said in a tone designed to quell further arguing. “In any case, I am working on a plan to deal with that. Velaven’s information has gotten me started, and I want to consult with Rads and Gizmit before developing it further; I’ll bring everybody up to speed if I decide my rough idea is workable so you can help me hammer out the details. Meanwhile, concerning our cash flow issue, can we do anything with those letters of credit Sakin had? The numbers on those bastards are straight up astonishing; that’d buy us most of the island.”

 

 “No such fuckin’ luck,” Sneppit grumbled, grimacing and shaking her head. “Bank notes aren’t cash, Lord Seiji. We can’t even reach Savindar to cash in the ones from there, trying to cash the Godspire notes would involve explaining to the Godspire treasury just what the fuck we’re doing with them in our possession, which is a good way to die, and… Well, by the time you’re in a position to turn the others in to the Shylverrael treasury, you’ll presumably be in outright control of it. We can maybe sell them to some Clan at a steep loss, but the Clans would have all the same problems cashing them in and I doubt any of ‘em are stupid enough not to know it.”

 

“Never underestimate the stupidity of highborn,” Aster said solemnly. “No offense, Naz.”

 

 “It’s the inbreeding that does it,” Nazralind sighed. “But no, seriously, Sneppit’s right. Trying to give those to a local Clan would cause a lot of problems and probably not gain us any coin. Seems like we’re just in possession of some extremely fancy paper art.”

 

 “Well, don’t burn them or anything, something might come up,” I said. “Sakin wouldn’t have had those if there wasn’t some way to make use of them. Anyway, that leads neatly to the other outstanding matter: Shylverrael. Velaven, you suggested the current government would be fully occupied with internal matters for a few months?”

 

“The time frame is only an educated guess, my lord, but in essence yes. Violent transfers of power are never smooth, and this one was messier than most. That is the only reason they have not yet noticed your presence here; be assured Shylverrael will react strongly as soon as the occupation of North Watch is known to them.”

 

“Then we have to move first,” I mused, frowning at the far wall in thought. “Even if we had the strength to take the city by force, I don’t want to do that. I prefer not to deplete our forces or theirs, nor damage the defenses. Shylverrael will make an ideal fallback point if we’re unable to deflect attention and have to turtle up.”

 

“The fuck is a turtle?” Zui stage whispered. I ignored her.

 

“That leaves subterfuge and diplomacy as our means of seizing the city. Thoughts on that, Velaven?”

 

“Forgive me for answering a question with a question, my lord,” she replied, mirroring my pensive frown. “I ask because the context matters. What urgent business are you most immediately working to settle?”

 

 I’d already noticed Velaven was careful not to waste my time, so I indulged the question. “Well, let’s see… Jadrak’s bullshit really interrupted my plans. It’s only thanks to Sneppit’s competence we’ve gotten things as settled as we have in only a week. Before that… I was going to normalize relations with the cat tribe, arrange for Clan Olumnach to destroy itself probably via Clan Aelthwyn, and get relief supplies properly distributed to the people of Dount after the Inferno. That last one’s the most complicated, considering all the steps involved. The core of it means getting the Clans to actually distribute those supplies the way they’re fucking supposed to instead of hoarding. My only idea for that was to get Rhydion to lean on them since he has the necessary pull, and he won’t bother with anything outside the focus of his current tunnel vision… Which means to bargain for his help, I’m gonna have to go with him on his zombie-hunting expedition as a healer.”

 

 “All right,” she said, nodding. “Of those, you should ascertain which require your personal supervision and tend to them as quickly as possible. However long that takes is our timeframe to move on Shylverrael, because there is no path to that goal which will not hinge entirely on the intensive, long-term presence and focus of the Dark Lord in person. The delay will give me time to train our people on counter-stealth defenses in case our efforts go awry—I can assure you from personal experience that both North Watch and Fallencourt are entirely helpless against an onslaught of shadow scouts. There is nothing we can prepare that will contend with them on an even footing, but we can ready measures to hamper them. Then, when we move against Shylverrael, it will as you said come down to subterfuge and diplomacy.”

 

“Specifically?”

 

 “We haven’t the means to penetrate the city directly—not even I could feasibly achieve that. We must attack socially, beginning with its outermost territories and progressing inward. The lizard tribe, and then the naga. Bringing them under your authority will give you leverage on the Shylver leadership—and depending on how enthusiastic the naga are, possibly the chance to forcibly remove Lyvien from my throne. Unfortunately I cannot plan in more detail than that from this far out. We must assess the situation in the tribal camps and proceed based on what we find.”

 

“It’s a plan, then,” I said. “Or at least, a priority list. All right! Sneppit, did you have anything else?”

 

The Chancellor shook her head, pink curls bobbing. “That’s my agenda settled, and a little more besides.”

 

“Perfect. Thank you, Sneppit, great work as always. In that case, Kasser, you’re up.”

 

“Finally!” Kasser had been mostly quiet throughout the meeting, as usual; since he seemed to have outgrown his habit of snarking and complaining about every little thing, he didn’t talk much during meetings unless he had something specific to say, and when he said anything it was usually worth hearing. I approved; it meant everybody listened closely when he did speak up. Now, he looked downright smug as he pushed back from the table and stood up. “Let’s move out, Lord Seiji. I think you’ll be pleased with what I’ve got to show you.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    I have been to the doc and am now on the antibiotics.  It's been less than a day so not really time for the effects to fully kick in, but the pain from the infection does seem like it's already starting to subside.  Of course, now I've got a case of antibiotic-induced fatigue on top of the lingering sleep deprivation, and still the occasional wave of stabbing pain in my face, but the important thing is that all of this is on the road to being straightened out.  All I gotta do is keep up with my pills.



                



4.3 In Which the Dark Lord Herds Cats


                The first surprise we got when Kasser led us all out to the courtyard was that it was snowing. And not light flurries, either; it had clearly not been coming down long enough to accumulate much, but it was just as clearly sticking. Already some of my crusaders were bustling about, sweeping paths in the courtyard and carrying scarves, gloves, and steaming pots of tea to those stationed on the walls.

 

“Bit early in the year for this, isn’t it?” I murmured.

 

“The signs have been accumulating,” Minifrit replied, just as quietly. “We are in for an early winter this year—precisely what we do not need, with the food situation as it is. Only time will tell how cold and how long it will be.”

 

The reminder, as always, caused me a pang of guilt, and rekindled the fires of urgency. The food situation on Dount was at least partly (arguably mostly) my fault. It wouldn’t be as bad if not for the Clans being the Clans, but I was still the idiot who’d burned down the damn forest and half the plantations. I needed to get to work fixing this, and not just because my own forces were going to feel the pinch as hard as anyone else once our supplies started dwindling.

 

At least the sight closer to hand was more heartening: even just a week of having the goblins in the fold had transformed North Watch. Harold’s new gates were complete and fully installed, featuring the solid iron fittings we had previously assumed would be out of our budget. Kasser’s hasty repairs to the walls, consisting of little more than scaffolding and akorshil planks to replace the broken sections of parapet, were in the process of being replaced with actual stonework being integrated into the old akorthist masonry.

 

And, of course, there was the new engineering works, an indoor/outdoor hybrid space assembled on the opposite part of the courtyard from the gwynnek pens, consisting of little but two walls and a roof. It was to this that Kasser now led us through the falling snow, to where his team were assembled. This was also where I had parked Truck-kun and left it in the goblins’ care.

 

That had been less than an hour ago, so the truck was only partially disassembled. Usually, by the time I came back to banish the remains, it looked like somebody had bombed a junkyard.

 

“Everybody doing all right?” Kasser called out by way of greeting as we approached the open-fronted shed and the goblins swarming therein. “This shit wasn’t set up for work in snow. You guys holding up? Don’t freeze your fingers, you need those.”

 

“We’re all set, boss, it ain’t like the weather suddenly turned in the last ten minutes,” Youda replied, waving with both hands to show off his fingerless gloves. “Preparations have been made, see?”

 

 He pointed at the iron braziers set up at intervals along the interior of the structure, in each of which a fire slime was imprisoned beneath a metal grate. I was impressed at how quickly the goblins had innovated uses for them. The slimes, we’d discovered through experimentation, could squeeze through porous surfaces like that, but wouldn’t unless compelled, so it sufficed to keep them still without the need for Tame Beast.

 

There was a shuffle as Kasser and the lead goblins shooed away their non-essential personnel under orders to go get some hot tea in the mess hall, while my council and I took their place under the roof and around the braziers. With the exception of Junko, who had eagerly joined us as soon as we left the council room but just as quickly peeled away to jump around chasing snowflakes outside. Sudden or not, this cold snap was no joke; even Minifrit had put on a coat, which really said something. Her cleavage was practically her religion.

 

“All right, Lord Seiji, we’ve got reports ready,” Kasser said as soon as we were safely inside, between the braziers and the cracked-open husk of my truck. “I’ve divided efforts into three teams; I’m gonna let them give you the rundown on their findings over the last week. I’m just admin here, they did the work.”

 

 The remaining goblins swelled with satisfaction and Sneppit nodded approvingly. I had been slightly leery of putting Kasser in charge of goblins, but it turned out they got along swimmingly. His brusque demeanor was a contrast with their outgoing nature, but goblins were heavily results-oriented and when it came down to it, Kasser was a craftsman who understood craftspeople. Which was exactly who Sneppit and I had assigned to him.

 

“So,” he continued, “we’ll hear from Youda, Zeckl, and… Wait. Where the hell is Kekkro?”

 

Youda and Zeckl exchanged a loaded look.

 

“He had his boys pry off the bumper and one of the side mirrors and hauled ‘em off down the tunnel,” Youda replied. “And yes, we did remind him about the mandatory meeting.”

 

“All right, fine, fuck him, then,” Kasser grated. “I’m disbanding the metallurgy team and pulling their funding.”

 

“Whoah, hang on,” Sneppit interjected. “Discipline’s important, but don’t cut us off from valuable assets just because one of your team leads is being a prick.”

 

 “I’m not a complete idiot, Sneppit, thanks for your concern. This is the last straw. Kekkro’s been meticulously building the impression that he’s just indulging his intellectual curiosity at Lord Seiji’s expense and not likely to produce any results.”

 

 “Yeah, I don’t have access to his notes or nothin’, but I gossip with his team,” Zeckl added. “Problem with the metallurgical investigations is they either can’t figure out what shit even is or have no way of getting more. Like…fuckin’ aluminum? It’s pure coincidence I happen to know what that is. Dungeons don’t produce ingots of that shit, an’ the nearest natural source is up in the Shattered Kingdoms. Might as well cast engine parts outta solid gold.”

 

 “Right, so, he’s out,” Kasser stated. “I’m gonna let Kekkro submit a report in writing, just to be on the safe side, and if he can’t deliver tangible results I’m axing his team. That okay with you, Sneppit?”

 

 “Mm…yeah, that’s reasonable,” she agreed, nodding and ignoring his sharp tone. “There’s value in letting techy types indulge scientific curiosity for its own sake, but that presupposes a certain level of institutional solvency and we ain’t there yet. I’d add that if he can’t deliver a positive report, we then demand an inquest, to be adjudicated by a Judge, to make Kekkro prove he wasn’t knowingly defrauding the Dark Crusade for personal benefit, and if he fails that he’s personally liable for all expenses and resources that went into his team this week.”

 

“Uh, doesn’t that seem a little harsh?” I asked warily. It was just a week, but that was a hell of a financial burden to drop on somebody whose entire society was currently trying to recover from a civil war.

 

 “Examples have to be made,” Sneppit said without a trace of pity. “Especially this early in the organization’s lifetime; if you don’t establish up front that there are consequences for jerking us around, people will. ‘Sides, there’s almost no way to fail an inquest like that; the burden of proof on us is borderline impossible. Holding it is important for sending the message that we will take shit like this seriously, and that our response will be fair.”

 

“Right, well, anyway,” said Kasser, “we have results. Youda, you’re up.”

 

“Right!” Youda clapped his gloved hands and rubbed them together, grinning in eagerness. “This has been great, Lord Seiji. So! I had most of the direct work done on day one, between analyzing samples and your descriptions of how stuff worked.”

 

“What little I knew,” I admitted.

 

 “Hey, every bit helps! I’ve been doin’ my own experiment since then, usin’ both common materials and running tests on samples from the truck. Right now I don’t have a prototype formula yet but I’m real confident that organic polymers based on khora oil are achievable. I’m past the point of making a blend that doesn’t put off toxic fumes; still gotta get it to set properly, my experiments so far are all gummy. The ones that set at all.”

 

 “You got that far in a week? Based on nothing but knowing that it’s possible? Holy shit, Youda.”

 

 “Hey, I’m a professional!” Despite his demurral, the alchemist grinned in delight at my praise. “The main thing preventing us from developing plastic is I doubt it would’ve occurred to anybody you even can turn oil into a permanent, solid material. Once the notion is there, the method just comes from knowhow and experimentation. I’m optimistic about gettin’ a nice, flexible blend soon. Making the harder varieties is gonna take more time—also a fully transparent one, though that shouldn’t be as much of a hurdle once I get the consistency right. We already got ways of bleaching pigment from natural khora oil. In a way, it might’ve been better that I didn’t have access to the original methods used, since those would’ve been based on your petrochemicals, and, uh… Sorry, bossman, but that gasoline shit is worthless. Asauthec is way more versatile and seems to contain more potential energy by volume.”

 

 “Yeah, and what’s with that engine lubricant?” Zeckl muttered, grimacing and rubbing her own hands. “I’m gonna have that shit under my nails for the rest of my life. Why is it black?”

 

 “I don’t have to tell you all the potential benefits of plastic, Lord Seiji, I’m sure you know better than we do,” Kasser added. “Personally, what I can’t wait for is having a blend we can use to make this safety glass.” He reached out to lovingly run a hand over Truck-kun’s detached windshield. “Talk about a game-changer…”

 

 “I’m on it, boss,” Youda promised. “Now, Lord Seiji, as for the other project: I’m not having as much luck with a facsimile of the rubber from the tires. I still think it’s…theoretically achievable, given the versatility of different kinds of khora oils, but we gotta remember the fundamental origins. You said that stuff’s made from tree sap, right? Yeah, we’ve got zero hope of ever sourcing that.”

 

“I think the modern version may be synthetic,” I offered.

 

 Youda shook his head. “Boss, nothing in life is truly synthetic, it’s just a matter of how many steps of processing there are between the final product and some natural material. Everything comes from somewhere, unless you can get a dungeon to drop it, and that won’t help us here. Unless you object, I’m gonna back-burner that; given the materials we got to work with, plastic is more achievable and more useful in my opinion.”

 

 “I’m going to trust your perspective on that,” I said. “Excellent work, everybody. I’m impressed as hell. I knew I was right to pick you for this job, Youda.”

 

“Hey, I do what I can,” he said, his immensely self-satisfied grin belying the modesty of his words. “And with that, I’m gonna yield the floor. I think Zeckl’s got a lot more to talk about anyway.”

 

 “Right!” Zeckl looked excited for her chance to speak. I wasn’t as familiar with her; she’d been given her job on the basis of loyalty, having been an engineer with Jadrak’s company who’d apparently been the first goblin to join Velaven’s little counter-revolution. From what I understood, Sneppit’s engineers were considered to be superior, but they were fully occupied rebuilding the tram network. Kasser seemed positive about Zeckl’s skills, which was good enough for me. “So, just tellin’ you right now, Lord Seiji, we are not gonna be able to reproduce this engine. Never mind the materials, just the precision with which these parts are made… I’d need jewelers, not blacksmiths. And that’s assuming we only need one of each; I got absolutely no reliable way of reproducing identical parts with that kinda fine detail. I don’t think the Lancor Empire’s got the industrial capacity to build this thing. It’d take a very large, very rich country to even think of this, let alone manufacture it, and that’s even presuming they already know how all these gizmos work.”

 

The goblin waved offhandedly at the exposed heart of Truck-kun behind her, and I sighed.

 

“All right, fair enough. I guess I shouldn’t—”

 

 “Whoah, hang on now,” she interrupted, holding up a hand. “I’m not givin’ you bad news, Lord Seiji, just moderating your expectations. So, no, we can’t reproduce this exactly, but just takin’ it apart and lookin’ at the pieces has revolutionized my entire understanding of engineering like eight times in the last week. This transmission alone… I got about fifty ideas for current heavy equipment I can make better with a system like that, or previously theoretical ones that wouldn’t’ve worked in practice. Just the basic design of an internal combustion engine, I mean, holy shit. You got any idea what I can do with that? I’m just tellin’ you, whatever I can build based on this is gonna be bigger and less efficient, made from inferior materials compared to what you’re used to. Those’re the big caveats. But oh, man, the things I can build. Holy fuckin’ shit.”

 

Zeckl was practically salivating now. No, not practically; she actually had to pause and wipe her mouth.

 

 Kasser cleared his throat pointedly. “That’s great, Zeckl, but I think what Lord Seiji needs to hear are details.”

 

 “Right! Yeah, so basic considerations, point by point.” She turned around to study the half-dismantled truck as if seeing the parts helped jog her memory. “The mechanical systems—the engine, transmission, suspension, power windows, just a bunch of stuff in there, I can blueprint up similar designs from having seen ‘em work and taken ‘em apart. Again, not as good as this, but it’s still gonna be way in advance of anything we got right now. Some systems and parts we straight up can’t do anything with. The electronics are useless to us, I’m afraid. Nifty as hell, but it’d take entire generations of technological understanding that I can’t reverse-engineer from this truck alone to put together systems that could even do anything with tech like that. Likewise, the LEDs might as well be full o’ pixie farts for all the good they are to us, but based on your descriptions I don’t think it’ll be hard to rig up an incandescent bulb. Metal filament in a glass housing, easy; it’s just a matter of gettin’ the dimensions right. Trial an’ error. The basic tech behind the air conditioning should be reproducible and that’ll be fucking magic for preserving food, though Youda’s gonna have to invent a workable coolant cos we can’t figure out what the hell that stuff is except that it’s poisonous as fuck. Of course, to run light bulbs or heating and cooling systems— Oh, and yeah, that!”

 

She turned back to me, grinning hungrily.

 

 “Electricity! I haven’t managed to rig up an actual generator yet, we gotta get our hands on a shit ton of the strongest magnets available, but man oh man. Once that’s running, the fuckin’ sky’s the limit! Oh oh, and even better, Lord Seiji, there’s one thing I think we can do better than even the original tech, and that’s a power source! It uses controlled explosions to generate motive force, but there are ways we can do similar using just heat, and thanks to you we’ve got literally infinite sources of heat! Youda, that reminds me, how’s that going? I know you’ve been busy…”

 

“Oh, yeah, right.” Youda turned toward me as well. “Like she said, Lord Seiji: fire slimes. We figure out how to breed those suckers, and we’ve got an infinite energy source without needing you to summon more for every new gadget we rig up.”

 

“Are you having trouble breeding them?” I asked. “I thought slimes were supposed to be pretty easy, as long as you don’t need them absolutely pure.”

 

 “Slimes in general, yeah. We’re also having good results with the light and healing slimes—it’s a revolution just bein’ able to turn our actual garbage into resources that useful. Fire slimes are tricky, though. See, the problem is, they’re on fire. Water kills ‘em, and anything else they touch…well, it burns. Literally, when they try to eat they can’t, cos they burn their food and apparently even slimes can’t digest ash and charcoal. So we gotta work out something to feed ‘em that’s organic, almost devoid of moisture, and non-flammable.”

 

I winced. “Yikes. Okay, yeah, I can see how the chemistry of that would be a challenge.”

 

 “Oh, I’ve already cracked that,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “Banged that out over a lunch break to give my brain a rest from polymers. That shit’s actually complicated, this was just a little hobby project. Nah, the issue is makin’ it economically viable. Right now, gettin’ fire slimes to reproduce is kinda the opposite of any other slimes: they need specialized and very expensive feed. I can bring down the base material cost by refining the recipe, I’m pretty sure, but I reckon that doing this at any scale is gonna come down to building a whole new supply chain for it.”

 

“Boss,” Biribo murmured right at my ear, “better wrap this up soon. There’s a situation developing at the gate that’s gonna require your attention. Don’t worry, doesn’t look like it’s gonna get violent, unless one of the sentries has a real stupid moment.”

 

I shot him a look, but forbore to comment; the lack of detail was annoying but Biribo always told me what I needed to know in the moment. If he didn’t this time, it suggested I would learn from the aforementioned developing situation faster than he could have explained it.

 

Velaven and Aster were looking sidelong at the familiar, having noticed him whispering to me even if they couldn’t hear it. Everyone else was still focusing on the goblins and Kasser, who were now discussing supply chains.

 

 “…can’t do jack shit without details,” Sneppit was complaining.

 

 “And I’ll give ‘em to you as soon as I’ve got ‘em!” Youda replied, exasperated. “I just said I don’t have the final recipe down, I just said that.”

 

“But if you’ve got a general idea of the supplies you need, knowing will help me begin to plan—”

 

 “I’d rather not commit to anything until the details are finalized,” Kasser interrupted. “We’re okay in terms of most non-perishable materiel, but food specifically is an issue right now, if I’m not mistaken?”

 

Sneppit sucked in a breath through her teeth, scowling. “Food is…a looming issue of the near future. Thanks to the stockpiling everybody in Kzidnak’s been doing for months, we’re not hurting yet and won’t be for a while, but things are gonna get tight before the end of winter if we can’t lock down a significant source of supplies.”

 

 “And there are plans in progress to address that before it becomes a crisis,” I said firmly. “You’re both right. Youda, Zeckl, you’ve both done fine work. I’d like you to get Kasser detailed reports of things you know you’ll need to continue development of these projects, as well as more general wish lists so we can narrow down how to allocate what we’ve got and start to look for what we don’t. Sneppit, I’ll want to see the final version with your notes and analysis, please. I trust you to make the necessary determinations.”

 

Feet were already pounding on the gravel as the goblins gave their assent, quickly accompanied by Junko’s warning bark. A young woman in a heavy coat and a scarf that obscured half her face, crossbow in hand and snow dusting her black hair, skidded into the shelter.

 

“Lord Seiji! We need you at the gate—the cats are back. They want to talk to you.”

 



 

Presentation mattered—if there was one unifying theme to my Dark Crusade, that was it. And so, I took the extra time to stage my appearance to the cat tribe appropriately.

 

The goblins had designed a mechanism that would open or close the fortress gates by turning a crank in one of the flanking towers. It was still being built, though, and installing it would involve taking out part of the tower wall, so this was a future amenity. That meant I had to have four crusaders push the huge doors open themselves. I wasn’t super pleased about making my people do such heavy grunt work while I just stood there waiting; the thing itself made me feel guilty, and also the impression it conveyed was not one I wanted to give my guests. But it wasn’t like I could open the damn things myself, so…here we were.

 

The doors were pushed wide, revealing the visiting cat people to me, and me to them: the Dark Lord framed in the center of the widening aperture, flanked by Aster at my left and Junko to my right. The rest of my entourage I’d directed to stay well back, able to keep watch but leaving us to confront the cats alone.

 

There were three of them, a man with gray tinging the fur around his muzzle but otherwise seemingly strong and healthy, and two women to either side, one younger than he and the other clearly elderly. Snowflakes had clearly been accumulating on their heads and shoulders for several minutes at least.

 

Junko growled softly, laying her ears back. I rested a hand on the back of her neck and she quieted, but remained on point.

 

As one, the three cat people knelt in the road outside the fortress. They had placed two heavy baskets down in front of themselves, covered against the snow with blankets so I couldn’t see what they contained.

 

“Dark Lord,” said the male in the center, his baritone clear and strong as his appearance, not as tinged with age as his fur. “We come to you as wanderers seeking the fire, with gifts of respect as befit honorable guests, and gratitude for your mercy. I am Djast, speaker for my people.”

 

“That’s the title of the tribe’s leader,” Biribo murmured next to my ear. “At least, that’s what Velaven’s whispering at me from back there. The specific politics of this dinky little beast tribe isn’t part of my innate knowledge, but seems like she’d know.”

 

I studied them for a moment. All three remained on one knee, the women with their heads lowered, but Djast holding his spine straight and looking me in the eye. Interesting; they didn’t bow like Japanese or make ritual hand gestures like Fflyr, but Velaven had done the same thing on formally meeting me for the first time. A Savin custom, maybe? The local beast tribes did seem subordinate to Shylverrael.

 

“I’m Lord Seiji,” I finally said aloud. “Welcome to North Watch. Glad to finally meet you in person, Speaker.”

 

They didn’t rise. Was I supposed to tell them to? Fuck, how the hell was I expected to know the protocol here? Biribo didn’t prompt me, so presumable Velaven wasn’t prompting him…

 

“It is on behalf of my people that I come before you, Dark Lord Seiji,” Djast stated, and I was impressed with his ability to project dignity and humility at the same time. I did enjoy dealing with people who understood showtime and weren’t in competition with me. “But first, I must give you a father’s thanks for preserving the life of my daughter.”

 

The younger woman to his left raised her head to meet my eyes, and I had to concentrate on keeping the confusion off my face. I did what, now? When had I ever—

 

Oh. Looking into the cat woman’s proud, outwardly calm expression, I remembered her now. Not her name, but the sequence of events which had wrapped up her ill-fated raid on North Watch. I recalled the terror in her eyes as I’d screamed threats into her face from centimeters away. The sensation of her fangs piercing my hand with the strength of my own grip.

 

I was spared having to come up with my own response to this development, thanks to Biribo softly and rapidly narrating observations from Velaven.

 

“And ridding you of a political rival, yes?”

 

Djast remained calm in expression, but the girl—Jessak, Biribo quietly reminded me—swallowed once, heavily.

 

“I didn’t realize she was the daughter of the tribe’s leader when that guy tried to throw her under the bus,” I continued aloud, re-phrasing this third-hand political insight on the fly. “It suggests he wouldn’t have dared, unless he was confident he could stand up to you. Perhaps even wanted an excuse, hmm?”

 

Velaven really was a valuable acquisition, with her skills and acumen. But that had never been in question; I didn’t feel any closer to being able to trust her just yet.

 

 “Heheh.” The sound wasn’t quite a laugh, more an onomatopoeic recitation of one, and it came from the other cat woman, who now raised her head. She was grinning, which with those fangs was somehow even more unsettling than when goblins did it. Or maybe I was just used to the goblins by now. “No fool, this one. Nor a surprise, that. Not likely Virya would bring us a fool, is it?”

 

She straightened up with a grunt, raising her head.

 

“I am Keszil, priestess of memory for my people. I stand in your presence, Dark Lord, because an old woman’s knees can only take so much kneeling in the snow. You’ll strike me down or not, as you see fit, one way or another. I didn’t get to be an old woman by denying what I can’t change.”

 

 “I’d like to think I’m not quite that petty,” I replied, not having to feign the smile. I already liked Keszil. Not enough to even try pronouncing that name, but I liked her. “Feel free to rise, all of you. I’ll ask your pardon for my lack of hospitality, but I’d like to hear what brings you to me today before I invite you in. The last time your people visited here, it was…less polite than this.”

 

“And we are grateful for the mercy you have shown us,” Djast replied, standing up as directed. “I hope that the tribute we delivered was to your liking, Dark Lord.”

 

 “Ah, yes, that.” I frowned, recalling. “I appreciate the gifts, it was all excellent, and gladly accepted in the spirit with which it was offered. But really, that’s enough. I never asked you for tribute, and I don’t need any. So long as you don’t show any more hostility toward my people, I’ve no demands to make of yours.”

 

Djast looked taken aback by that. Keszil, though, laughed again—genuinely laughed, this time—and thunked the end of the gnarled walking stick she was carrying against the snow. It was weird how that thing looked like a gnarled piece of wood; it had to have been carved that way on purpose. Akorshil didn’t…gnarl.

 

“Generous, in his way! It’s as you said, Jessak. Angry, yes; cruel, maybe, when riled; sadistic, no.”

 

 For a moment Djast’s composure faltered, and even on his animal-like features his expression of shut the hell up before you get us killed, old woman was as clear as printed text before he recovered his poise. I had to sympathize.

 

“Then if you do not require tribute, Dark Lord,” he said aloud, “I pray you will accept these further gifts as evidence of what my people can offer you.”

 

“What you…can offer?” This seemed like a loaded statement, but Biribo was no longer transmitting helpful advice from Velaven. “I take it you want to open trade? I’m amenable to that.”

 

“Trade, no.” Djast drew in a deep breath and let it out swiftly, the resulting puff of mist disturbing a swirl of snowflakes. “Our council has deliberated and decided, Dark Lord, and what I bring before you now is the will of my people, confirmed. We offer you…ourselves.”

 

“Your…” I blinked. “You—wait, what? Are you surrendering?” I didn’t realize we were at war. Hadn’t we already settled this?

 

“Everything we have,” Djast said, his aspect solemn verging on grimness now, “all that we are, and whatever future there remains to us we will pledge to you, if you will only save us.”
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4.4 In Which the Dark Lord Hosts


                I sort of had to let them come inside after that. These were proud people, leaders among their tribe, who’d come here to humble themselves and beg for aid; I couldn’t exactly make them stand out there in the snow and do it. I might’ve done that to somebody who needed to be put in their place but I had clearly made my point to these folks long since.

 

And since they were inside anyway, I provided them a generous helping of dinner and a seat at my table. Well, at least, Zui darted ahead of me to arrange that and I saw no reason to contradict her. If you’re going to offer someone hospitality anyway, you’d better offer them proper hospitality or you’ll just look like an uncivilized assclown. Besides, their awed bemusement at this sudden charity was frankly amusing.

 

Hey, I’ve never claimed not to be an asshole.

 

“So, what is it you need saving from?” I asked once everyone was seated and had a plate in front of them. The three cat people fit easily in the table at which I and the rest of my leadership council sat. Ordinarily we tended to disperse among the rank and file, because I liked to maintain good relations between the officers and the troops, but this was a unique occasion. We were the subject of much speculative staring and blatant eavesdropping, but everyone had the sense not to interrupt at least.

 

 Djast hesitated almost imperceptibly over a bite of stew; his daughter froze outright. Well, it stood to reason whatever desperate matter had brought them here was going to be a tricky discussion. Keszil just carried on slurping down her meal, apparently without a care in the world.

 

 “Life in the forest has become precarious since the Inferno,” Djast said, carefully setting down his spoon. “We were fortunate in that relatively little of our village was damaged, and injuries were…mostly minor. No one was lost. However, the fire spread to our storage. A goodly portion of what we had set aside for the winter was destroyed.”

 

 I’m not sure what he saw in my expression that prompted him to clarify, but he did so hastily.

 

 “We would not trouble you over this, Dark Lord, nor complain about…the circumstances which led to…the event. I explain this only for context: what matters is that mine is not the only tribe thus affected, and I gather, not the worst. The great peril facing us now is that the wolf tribe has come up from the south. It seems they mean to destroy us and take our home, our supplies, and our hunting ground.”

 

 I leaned back, glancing around at my assembled people. “Have any of you seen or heard about aggressive wolf activity?”

 

 “I had a gathering team come back just before you returned this afternoon, Lord Seiji,” Kasser reported. “They didn’t encounter anything unusual.”

 

 “None of my scouts have reported beastfolk snooping around, and they were looking specifically for that,” Aster added. “Though I’ve set them to looking mostly north, where the cat village is. I don’t know where the wolf village is exactly but their general territory is way south of here. Most of a day’s walk, at least at the speed you can walk through dense khora.”

 

 “My scouts are watching them,” Djast explained. “From a distance; they will not speak or respond, and have attacked my people on sight.”

 

 “Is that normal?” I asked.

 

 “It is not. Our two tribes have fought in the past, during lean winters, and young hunters from both sometimes cause trouble by straying into the wrong territory. I’m sure you know how young hunters are, Dark Lord. But mostly, they have their lands and we ours; we meet at intervals to trade, and avoid one another otherwise. This is a major change, and it is only part of what signals their intent. The wolf tribe have been moving north for the last three days that I know of, Dark Lord, and their progress is so very slow because it is the entire tribe. Not just hunters and warriors, but elderly and children, the sick and the lame, all of them carrying what belongings they can.”

 

 “They would only do that if they were forced to abandon their village entirely,” Jessak said, picking up when he paused. Her eyes were fixed on me, unblinking; I got the distinct impression she regarded me as a threat. Which was reasonable. “They mean to push us out, take what is ours, and replace us.”

 

 “That makes little sense,” Velaven commented. “The wolves live in the forest’s center. If they were interested in conquest, they could also turn south, toward the squirrel tribe’s land. The squirrels are reclusive and peaceful; your tribe would be a far more dangerous fight.”

 

 “I have thought long on this,” Djast answered her. “I do not know what has happened to the squirrels, or on their land. But it is significant that the wolves would turn north, and I believe this indicates their desperation, and the fact that their chief warrior is barely holding onto control. I know Rath Kadora. He would not make such an error in planning if he were in full control, but he is canny enough to compromise with the designs of his shaman and the pressures of his people. We are an overall more dangerous foe than the squirrel tribe, but a less…frightening one. Our way of fighting is one the wolves can understand and meet. They can put their warriors between us and the families.”

 

 “That’s a point, the squirrels are scary,” Aster agreed. “Not so much dangerous as scary. They don’t like fighting, but they do like setting traps, hiding up in khora and shooting darts out of the shadows. And they use poisons. Even the King’s Guild advises members to stay out of their territory, and that’s with them being the least aggressive of the beast tribes. If you accidentally wander too close to their village you can die in pain without ever knowing why.”

 

 “True, the squirrels know some of the same arts as our shadow scouts,” Velaven murmured. “I still would prefer to fight them, of the four beast tribes on Dount. They have the fewest fighters, the least inclination to fight, and stealth operatives cannot seize or hold territory.”

 

 “And if you were on the move with all your most vulnerable citizens?” Djast asked her. She frowned momentarily in thought, then nodded acknowledgment. He nodded back and continued, turning back to me. “As I said, Dark Lord, I believe this to be an act of desperation. If the chieftain I know is still in control, it is barely so. Were we to fight… In terms of warriors and hunters alone, our numbers are close to even and it sounds as if mine are better fed and rested, but if all the wolves fight, their numbers are likely to prevail. In any outcome, the losses for both sides will be catastrophic.”

 

 “And so,” I mused, “you want to align yourself with me, so that if they attack you they’ll be facing my own forces as well.”

 

 He dipped his head once in acknowledgment, continuing to meet my gaze proudly. “I do not come to you as a beggar, Dark Lord. We are skilled hunters and craftsmen, and capable in a fight. Our allegiance will benefit you, otherwise I would not dare offer it. Nor am I proposing to lead your people into a bloody brawl. The wolves are not foolish enough to face the sorcerer who caused the Inferno, even if they don’t know you to be the Dark Lord, especially not backed by your own army and your fortress. Once they know my people are yours, I believe they will turn back.”

 

 “Mmm.” I drummed my fingers once on the table. “How many of them are there?”

 

 “In the tribe, a little over two hundred. Maybe fifty who are capable fighters.”

 

 “And what about your people?”

 

 “Roughly the same.”

 

 “So,” I sighed, “effectively, two villages worth of people who have less than one village worth of supplies between them, going into what’s already promising to be a lean winter. That is a lot of mouths to feed.”

 

 All three of the cats straightened up, blinking at me in evident confusion.

 

 “He is not idly boasting, my lord,” said Velaven. “They are not dead weight. Dount’s beast tribes live closer to the land than any of us; even the noncombatants possess many useful skills.”

 

 “Their hunters and scouts are straight up better than ours,” Aster agreed. “Plus I bet they know their way around the western forest better than anybody else; they’re the only people who actually live there. That stands to become extremely relevant when people start sniffing around looking for us out here.”

 

 “All right, relax,” I said irritably, “I don’t need to be sold on it. Obviously we’re taking them in. I just need to figure how difficult it’s going to be. Sneppit, what’s our supply situation like?”

 

 “This is gonna put more of a strain on our food stores,” she replied, “but still not enough of one to cause an immediate crisis. Just moving us a week or two closer to the point where we start having real problems, which’ll still be a few months out. Long as we spend that time working on the problem… Well, if we can acquire more food supplies somewhere it should tide us over. Next year’s expected to be crazy productive, thanks to the Inferno’s effect on the khora. We just gotta last till spring.”

 

 “One of our next priorities is getting the relief supplies from Fflyrdylle and Lancor properly distributed anyway,” added Aster. “I don’t think it would be out of line to take a little off the top. That stuff is for everyone on the island, and we’re the part of everyone who won’t get help through formal channels.”

 

 “How’s that project going, Kasser?” Nazralind asked. “The hydroponics Lord Seiji suggested?”

 

 “Ugh.” Sneppit rolled her eyes.

 

 “I assure you, it works,” I snapped.

 

 “Yeah, I’m sure it works in Japan, with the kinda tech you’ve got there. I have seen the innards of that truck.”

 

 “It’s actually way simpler than the truck,” said Kasser. “We’ve got an experimental system set up down in the tunnels; Youda’s really optimistic about it. In terms of timing, though? I don’t wanna raise expectations of getting significant results from that by midwinter. Remember, we’re still just experimenting; right now Youda’s refining the nutrient solution and we’re still not completely sure the illumination put out by light slimes is equivalent to sunlight, for purposes of plant growth. Once it works, yeah, this’ll revolutionize food production. But it’s not a short-term project.”

 

 “Well, the cats and the wolves between them should increase our ability to gather resources from the forest,” I said, sighing. “Of course, they’re so desperate they’re going to war, so…that’s not an optimistic sign.”

 

 “Excuse me.”

 

 Everyone turned to look expectantly at Djast, who had entirely stopped eating to stare at us in puzzlement. As had Jessak. Keszil was still slurping down stew and looking terribly amused.

 

 “Perhaps I have misunderstood,” the cat tribe chieftain continued. “You make it sound, Dark Lord, as if you intend to recruit the wolf tribe as well.”

 

 “Obviously,” I replied. “What did you think I was planning to do, massacre them? You yourself made the point that they’re only doing this out of desperation. Well, they’re desperate because I burned down the forest, which I did because you forced my hand. This is our fault, Djast, and we are going to take responsibility. Everyone needs food and shelter; it makes more sense to share what we can than fight over the scraps. Now, as of your most recent intelligence, where are the wolves, and moving how fast?”

 

 He opened his mouth and blinked twice, but after taking a second to gather himself, managed to answer with composure.

 

 “They crossed the stream which marks the southern border of our territory at dawn this morning. In the time since, they have made poor progress; their numbers, their encumbrances and the density of the forest slows them, especially given the vulnerable and weak members they are shepherding. At the pace of their movement they will not reach North Watch until perhaps this time tomorrow. It will probably take much longer to reach my village, as I do not believe they will risk approaching the fortress and it stands directly in their path, forcing them to take a wide detour.”

 

 “That’d put them outside the radius we actively patrol,” said Aster. “Unfortunately I can’t say whether they’d be hostile to us as we haven’t had any hunting parties in that area for them to encounter in the last few days. Djast, what were relations like between your tribes before this happened? More specifically, I’m curious how fast since the Inferno they decided to do this. Also, you said they’ve been moving for three days but only crossed into your territory this morning? Were you scouting on their lands?”

 

 “We have shared history but prefer mostly to keep to ourselves. There has only been serious conflict in times when resources were scarce, such as now. As for their decision to go to war, the wolves’ leadership…”

 

 I was suddenly being poked in the side. Turning a scowl to my right, I beheld Zui beckoning me closer. I leaned in with only slight irritation, because Zui was worth listening to no matter how irritating she chose to be about it.

 

 “Gonna be trouble,” she murmured right by my ear once it was in range, her words hopefully masked by the surrounding babble of the mess hall. “Regardless of relations between the two beast tribes, the cats and the North Watch crew have very recently lost friends to each other. And this is on top of trying to integrate your people and the goblins. It’ll be dicey for a while.”

 

 Indeed, I couldn’t help noting the people watching this table from all sides. My crusaders continued to behave; nobody appeared about to interject or even complain, but also absolutely no one looked happy to have the cats here eating with us. The expressions ranged from hostile to idly curious at best.

 

 Still listening with half my attention to Aster and Djast’s conversation, I frowned and nodded agreement, whispering back. “Yeah, we’ll have to handle it carefully. I’ll speak with Sneppit about a detailed plan.”

 

 “And Minifrit,” she replied, “and especially Velaven. Snep’s a logistics ace but she’s not who you want handling social problems. We’re talkin’ about integrating entire cultures with complicated histories. Perfect opportunity to utilize your pet Queen.”

 

 I purposely did not look at Velaven; I could see her peripherally, eating dinner and watching the others talk. No sign she could hear this, but then, there wouldn’t be. Velaven usually took her meals elsewhere, often with goblins or alone; the command council didn’t typically eat together and we were the closest thing to friendly toward her that she was likely to find in North Watch.

 

 “I’m leery of relying on her too much,” I murmured, “at least until she has demonstrated…reliability.”

 

 Zui shot me one of those incredulously irritated looks she was so good at; her version of the Aster Look was noticeably spicier. “And how’s she gonna do that, sitting by herself in the corner? Let her prove herself. Give her jobs and let her work.”

 

 I straightened back up, not deigning to reply. She had a point. I didn’t much care for her delivery, but it was a point worth considering.

 

 So, classic Zui.

 

 “All right,” I said at a more conventional volume, interjecting into a lull in Djast and Aster’s discussion of details. Even distracted talking to Zui, I’d taken in the gist. “Then we have the luxury of time, but not much. Presumably they can’t move all night, or at night, not if they’re bringing all their civilians along. Or am I mistaken?”

 

 “The chief warrior and the shaman might either of ‘em try to force-march the families,” Keszil replied before Djast could, “but whichever suggested that would have the other use it against ‘em, and the population wouldn’t side with that idea. Knowing that full well, neither of ‘em will suggest it. I reckon they’ll deliberately set an even slower pace than necessary.”

 

 “You’re pretty well-versed on their politics,” I observed.

 

 “Much as an outsider can be, I expect.” Grinning, she tapped her temple. “Priestess of Memory, Dark Lord. That’s what I do. I can’t get you into their heads, but the things they might do are shaped by the things they have in the past.”

 

 “I believe there are some very worthwhile conversations in our future, priestess,” I said thoughtfully.

 

 “Hah! Would you look at that, a powerful young man who’s eager to listen to sense. You’re a real special boy, aren’t ya?”

 

 Djast and Jessak both tensed up as if expecting to be Immolated on the spot. They seemed as confused as relieved that Aster and Nazralind both burst out laughing.

 

 “So, I need a location,” I said, ignoring this scurrilous byplay with all the solemn dignity of my position as Dark Lord. “I’m looking for a relatively open spot in the path they’ll be taking, somewhere I can confront the wolves’ leaders in the open. With room for at least some of their and our forces to assemble. As much visibility as can be arranged among the khora.”

 

 “Ooh, is it showtime?” Nazralind trilled.

 

 “Naz, when it’s showtime, you’ll know.”

 

 “There is such a place,” said Jessak. “A glade in the shadow of two khalthin khora, with a stream running along one edge. The place we use for trade meetings with the wolf or lizard tribes, when they are willing to hold such. It is south of this fortress, less than an hour’s walk at a brisk pace.”

 

 “If it is confrontation you seek, it will matter who you bring, Dark Lord,” Djast agreed. “They will likely turn aside from a large force, especially one comprised of humans with crossbows. If it is a few individuals, however, I doubt they will bother; easier to bluster past that. So far as I know, the wolves have no way of knowing it is a Dark Lord they are dealing with, nor even that the Inferno was the work of a sorcerer.”

 

 “Hmm. What do they know?”

 

 “That a large and growing gang of organized, heavily-armed humans has gathered at North Watch,” he replied. “That my tribe confronted them and were repelled, and weakened by the encounter, on the night of the Inferno. That Shylverrael’s attention is distracted and the lizard tribe are staying firmly within their own borders. Based on the intelligence I believe the wolves have, it is the ideal time to move against the cats. They will be curious about you and yours, especially as they are planning to move into the territory around North Watch; I don’t believe they have any idea just who and what you are. As a rule, beastfolk on Dount are reluctant to fight with humans, even obvious bandits. We never know when the Kingsguard will decide to take offense.”

 

 “So I’ll have to enlighten them, then,” I murmured. “All right, then we’d better talk timing. With the sun set and the snow coming down, they’ve probably camped for the night. We’ll move out and confront them in the morning; we should have plenty of time to reach this glade before they get there, right?”

 

 “Easily,” Jessak confirmed, nodding.

 

 “Then that’s the morning agenda determined. Tonight I will visit your village, Djast.”

 

 He and Jessak both froze, and glanced at each other.

 

 “I assume,” I continued patiently, “that you have at least some sick and injured among you. All members of the Dark Crusade receive free healing. I will also need to get a look at your setup and meet your personnel. I’ll want at least some stationed here at North Watch. You have enough housing for everyone?”

 

 “It is…tight, but not too uncomfortable,” he said warily. “Some homes were damaged and the weather has not been conducive to large repairs. The village is mostly sound, however.”

 

 “All right, good. I will also be stationing some of my people there, so there’s going to be some back-and-forth. We have space here in the fortress for more people, and plenty down in Kzidnak. Minifrit, Aster, work out who is needed to oversee operations at the cat village, and can be trusted not to make trouble. These are also my people now and regardless of what’s happened between us in the past, I’m not going to have them mistreated under my banner.”

 

 “That promises to be more…complicated than integrating with the goblins,” said Minifrit, “but I believe we can find enough souls with the right disposition. Depending on how large a complement you mean to place there, we may need to cycle some people in from the outlying bandit camps.”

 

 “Good. Be sure not to half-ass it, but I do need all this set up as quickly as possible. I’ve got a shit ton of other things across this island to take care of, starting with my next big visit to Gwyllthean.”

 

 “Give me two days,” Sneppit promised, “and I’ll have that tram line running. If you can get the beast tribes settled in two days, at the end of it I’ll have you in Gwyllthean between dawn and breakfast.”

 

 “I thought two days was your optimistic forecast? With the other end being as much as a week?”

 

 “That was when it was just one variable among all the balls we’re keepin’ in the air. With the very real prospect of having all this vague beast tribe nonsense settled in that time frame? I will go down there first thing tomorrow and make sure that tram line is priority one. Two days, or I’ll let you shave my head.”

 

 “The absolute fuck you will,” Zui barked. “I didn’t style that hair so you could wager it on a bunch of engineers being properly motivated!”

 

 “Then what we need to have ready and waiting by tomorrow night is housing for about two hundred of the wolf tribe,” I said. “That’s…more than we can squeeze into North Watch, isn’t it.”

 

 “Physically, we could,” said Aster, “but not in arrangements that would be remotely comfortable for anyone. We’ll pretty much have to put most of them in Kzidnak. The question is who goes where, and how.”

 

 “Velaven,” I said, noting peripherally but not deigning to acknowledge Zui’s approving nod, “this is a politically charged idea. Your thoughts?”

 

 The erstwhile Queen of Shylverrael delicately wiped her lips with a napkin before answering.

 

 “The best method is to separate them. This must be done with care and a light touch, my lord. A more heavy-handed variation of the same is a means of annihilating a culture, which we must avoid doing by accident. If these people feel mistreated or oppressed, their resentment will preclude the integration you seek. The tribe itself should be housed in multiple locations, and those who will go into your direct service assigned into groups with other members of the Crusade rather than their own racial units—but, crucially, without breaking up any families or denying them the ability to see one another during their free time. The point is not to damage their existing society, but to interweave it with our own.”

 

 “Well, we don’t really need to be all surreptitious about it since that’s pretty much what we’d have to do anyway,” said Sneppit. “There’s plenty of space in Fallencourt to house the whole wolf tribe and whatever extra cats we need to. It’s, uh, somewhat less inhabited than it was a week ago. What there is not is a single free location big enough to house all of ‘em at once. We’d have to spread various families across different locations regardless of anything else. I think this’ll actually help our extant social goals, in fact; putting beastfolk down there is a good start on getting us gobs used to having tallfolk around the city. It’s just humans and elves we’ve got tension with. Most goblins have never interacted with the beast tribes, and those that did were trading, not fighting.”

 

 “Then it’s a plan,” I declared. “Well, it’s the outline of a plan. I’m going to have to rely upon you all and your individual expertise to hammer out the details, but that’s exactly why you’re all here. I have the utmost confidence in you. Now everybody finish your dinner. It’s gonna be a long night and a longer tomorrow.”

 

 “It’s worth keeping in mind,” said Aster, watching me closely, “that we’re deciding things well in advance. What if the wolf tribe doesn’t want to join up?”

 

 “Well, I’m not going to enslave them or anything, so if they really want to starve and freeze in the forest, I guess we’ll have to respect that. If they’re desperate enough to risk all their lives fighting the cats for their village, though, something tells me they won’t turn up their noses at a much better deal.”

 

 “They are not unreasonable,” said Djast, “but you should keep in mind, Dark Lord, that they have their pride. We forest tribes all have our pride. Between the demands of the Shylver and the Fflyr, it is sometimes all we are allowed to retain.”

 

 “It’ll depend on how our…conversation goes,” I said, picking up my spoon. “I am able to bring people under my aegis and preserve their pride in the process. I am also entirely capable of taking it from them. In my experience, once I demonstrate both of those facts, the choice makes itself.”

 

 Keszil grunted, returning her focus to her stew. Djast just nodded slowly, his expression wary.

 

 I could feel the weight of Jessak’s eyes on me all through the rest of dinner. Obviously, I never showed it.

            


4.5 In Which the Dark Lord Throws Them a Bone


                Half of showtime is timing, which means among other things recognizing when it is not showtime.

 

My late-night visit to the cat village was brief, smooth, and above all quiet, because the single most obvious thing about the cats was that they were terrified of me. Some from personal experience; I’d sent back the remains of a war party who had seen firsthand the effects of my anger, heard me threatening to carpet North Watch with their skins and not doubted that I’d literally do it. The rest had merely heard about all this, and been told who was responsible for the entire forest going up in flames, which it seemed was enough.

 

 I can put on a speech with the best of them, but the thing about a big, bombastic speech is that there’s really no way to do that and soothe people. So I kept my visit low-key. I talked briefly with each of the multiple tribal leaders—their society was complex and surprisingly democratic, with Djast apparently being more a chief diplomat than chief executive as I understood it—cast Heal on everybody who had any health complaints, and had Kasser look around at the condition of the village so he could begin making plans to repair and improve it. He grumbled about having to do so in the dark, because it was Kasser, but he also perked up in that way he did when I threw him an interesting new project.

 

 And then we left. Keszil had already stayed behind at the fortress, declaring she was too old to go stomping around the forest at night, and Jessak—to my surprise—volunteered to return to North Watch with us as a representative. I could plainly tell she meant “hostage,” but…fine. Jessak was afraid of me because I’d gone about as hard as I ever had on anyone to make her so; it would be pretty churlish to complain. Either she’d relax as she got more used to us, or I’d request a different representative. At the very least, it was pretty brave of her to stay the night in a fortress full of people who, unlike me, probably did want her specifically dead.

 

I went to bed, close to midnight, the ruler of an entire new people—to my own surprise—and got up well before dawn to get to work on the next.

 



 

 “Their leadership is more…straightforward than ours,” Jessak explained as we hiked through the snow at dawn. Clouds still hung heavy overhead, but at least it had stopped coming down at some point during the night. Not before the drifts had accumulated knee-deep in places, though—and that was here beneath the khora. Flat, exposed ground must be absolutely blanketed. “The wolf tribe is led by their shaman and their chief warrior. They issue dictates, and the people obey; the only balance of power is between those two. I know the chief warrior is always the strongest and can be replaced by whoever successfully challenges the incumbent; their shamanic traditions are more…complicated, and private. In any case, those are the two you will have to, um, persuade.”

 

“Rule by strength,” I murmured. “Not ideal for running a society, but pretty handy for somebody like me to come in and take over.”

 

She nodded, then flinched as if fearing the agreement would anger me.

 

“Velaven, any insight to add to that?”

 

 “When dealing with such dynamics, my lord, it is best to pick a side and throw your power behind them,” Velaven answered. “Co-opting an existing power structure is always far simpler than building a new one from the ground up. What you must prevent at all costs is both of them uniting against you; that would render these people ungovernable. This will be difficult if the two factions are in harmony, but quite simple if they struggle between themselves for power. The method is almost pathetically easy if we approach it with foreknowledge of the dynamic in place. Going in blind, we will have to observe quickly and improvise. It will be…tricky, but not overly difficult, I think.”

 

“I’m sorry, Dark Lord, that is as much as I know,” Jessak said, her ears lowering. She hunched her shoulders, too, looking as if she expected to be hit.

 

“It’s fine, I can’t reasonably expect you to know such details. We’ll make do with what we can pull off. Biribo, pay attention for Velaven whispering insights and advice if applicable.”

 

“You don’t need to tell me the obvious, boss. Speaking of, that clearing is just ahead. And the rest of the wolf tribe just came into range of my senses past that. Looks like we’ll beat ‘em there, but not by too much.”

 

“Good. And their scouts?”

 

“Still shadowing our flanks, just out of earshot. The northern one just cycled back to report and was replaced. The main tribe will know we’re here. Our people behind us are on schedule as well. Mimi and Ismreth are scouting ahead on their mounts and will keep the main force appraised of our position.”

 

“Excellent. All according to plan so far.”

 

Mindful of Djast’s advice, I had brought with me only Jessak, Velaven, and the members of my spirit bond. And Newneh, because Nazralind still wouldn’t go anywhere without her after spending a few days birdless in Kzidnak. Currently, Naz was on foot and leading Newneh by the bridle while Zui perched in the saddle. I had to give Zui credit, she had plowed gamely through what to her were waist-high snowdrifts for ten minutes before requesting a ride.

 

But that was just for now. The larger force was hanging back so as not to spook the wolves, but would approach and provide backup once the tribe was committed to the encounter.

 

And then… We would see what we’d see.

 

Ahead, the khora parted and we emerged into a clearing blanketed in white. It wasn’t overly large, maybe around the size of the North Watch courtyard, but that still made it the biggest open space I’d seen this deep into the forest. Not that the ground was flat, exactly; even under the thick snowfall I could see the ridges formed by massive khora roots and ground-level protrusions from the two enormous sentinels which loomed over the space like golden four-story racks of antlers. The khora themselves were still, silent shell formations in this weather, having retracted their fronds from the cold.

 

I stepped forward, finding a good spot to take up position, and waited. This glade was far longer than it was wide, and I had fortuitously arrived near the middle of one of its long sides; that would position me to be seen by the maximum number of wolf tribe members when they came out of the line of khora from the other direction. And all without disturbing the snow with a bunch of tracks which would reveal I had carefully positioned myself for maximum effect. Showtime only works if it looks effortless.

 

 It was not lost on me that what I was doing was the opposite of proper strategy for a fight; we would be facing, at best, a much wider line of opponents and were vulnerable to being encircled out here. I had my own forces coming after us, but for a while, at least, we would be vulnerable. The idea was for this to be a…well, a relatively peaceful discussion, but come on.

 

How many of my discussions went that way?

 

“Almost here,” Biribo murmured. “Wait—oh, shit. Okay, boss, stay calm.”

 

 Wait, what? How the hell was I supposed to stay calm when he just dropped that and then clammed up?

 

But I had to, because that was when the wolves began to emerge from amid the khora shells.

 

The catfolk were mostly about human-sized, with sleek fur. These were taller, on average, and their coats seemed more shaggy. They also had more variation in color than existed among the cats I’d met, who tended to have black fur with brown or gray markings; the wolves who trickled out into the open before me came in every color wolves actually did, from nearly white to nearly black, and interesting shades of not only gray and brown but reddish and blond.

 

More intimidating than their size was their faces. Like the cats, these were not the friendly, big-eyed furries of cartoons. Just towering people covered in thick fur, with the predatory heads of wolves, balanced on enormous digitigrade paws. An awful lot of those pointed ears swiveled ominously backward at the sight of me.

 

They were dressed similarly to the cat tribe, which was to say, less than the rest of us in our winter bundling. Built-in fur must be really nice at this time of year. Probably a nightmare in the summer, though.

 

The chief warrior—Rath Kadora was his name, according to Djast—was easily spotted. He was one of the first into the clearing, apparently a lead-from-the-front kind of guy. I had to respect that. Also, he was the tallest wolfman within view, and powerfully built to match, the kind of person whose sheer physical presence would have been intimidating were I not confident in my ability to kill him with just my brain. As icing on the cake he was apparently Blessed with Might, or at the very least carrying an artifact spear. It glowed subtly to my own Blessed eyes, but I probably could have recognized it as an artifact from its design: the head was shaped and intricately engraved to resemble a silver leaf, with gleaming steel vines twining down the crimson akornin shaft. That thing was a stark contrast to the more rustic gear the rest of the tribe had.

 

The wolves straggled to a halt, forming a rough line a little less than halfway across the clearing. Those on the front rank all had weapons in hand, a mix of spears, bows, and slings. I took note that they looked tired; the fur obscured the most obvious signs of hunger, but the way many of them hunched slightly suggested fatigue, and perhaps that they weren’t as protected from the cold as they would like to be.

 

Rath Kadora strode forward, directly toward me with his eyes locked on mine. I watched him come, just as impassive. He stopped a very specific distance away, I noted: within the range of his spear, but not my rapier. This guy might rule by strength, but it was worth bearing in mind that strong people are not necessarily stupid.

 

The chief warrior halted, planting the butt of his spear in the snow, and stared at me for a moment. He then looked quickly over my assembled companions, then pointedly at Biribo and Jessak in turn, before finally returning his yellow eyes to mine.

 

“Well?”

 

I regarded him right back, then slowly panned my own gaze to the left and the right and finally back to him, making a show of taking in the sight of his assembled tribe.

 

 “This is an awful lot of people suddenly traveling across my land, uninvited,” I said. “Are we going to have a problem?”

 

“Your land.” His lip curled back, baring a lot of canine fangs, and I was suddenly glad I’d insisted on Junko staying behind at the fortress despite her immense displeasure at this. The last thing I needed here was her reacting instinctively to canine hostility signals. “This has been the territory of the cat tribe of Dount since well before your grandparents’ birth, human.”

 

“And now it is mine,” I answered, “as are they. A result of their attempting to seize my fortress. Why?” I paused, letting the weight of it hang in the air for a moment. “Were you planning to make the same mistake?”

 

 The gathered wolves muttered, shuffled and exchanged looks. Rath Kadora narrowed his eyes, staring me down, but in his silence I interpreted my first victory. This really had thrown a wrench into his plans, and all his assembled people knew it. He didn’t have a ready answer for this.

 

 “Your fortress, is it?” It was not, to my surprise, the chief warrior who spoke, but another wolf who stepped forward from the assembled throng. “I wonder if you realize just what trouble you invite by claiming that old ruin. I see you’ve made some accommodation with the dark elves, so it’s the other elves you should worry about. And who are you, aside from an outlander with…diverse taste in women?”

 

“And that’s the chief shaman, according to the respective mutterings of Velaven and Jessak,” Biribo murmured right in my ear. “Careful, boss, she’s Blessed with Magic. Lower middling power.”

 

I was barely paying any attention to him.

 

Nor, in fact, to the chief shaman, but to her entourage. She had another wolf with her, a younger male striding along at her side carrying a staff like her own. And on her other side…

 

“Sato!” I exclaimed before I could think to stop myself.

 

The halfbreed boy shivered in the snow. We had given him a coat when we’d last seen him; there was no sign of it now. At least he still had shoes—they were his shabby old shoes from before, but still—but his brown skin was turning an unhealthy color along his exposed arms and face. His hands were bound behind his back and a heavy leather collar had been fastened around his neck, attached to a braided leash being tugged by the chief shaman. Bruises and dried blood marred his exposed skin.

 

I felt it rise within me, my old friend rage. Like a sleeping monster it uncurled, rubbing its coarse fur against me and purring in the satisfaction of knowing it was about to be fed. This was a slow, deliberate rage, the swelling tide of inevitable violence under my control, willing to be restrained for the moment because I had no intention of denying it.

 

“You know this accursed creature?” The shaman yanked Sato’s leash, causing him to stumble forward into the snow. Behind me, I heard the distinctive click and rasp of Aster pulling her greatsword from its holster and into ready position. Some of the surrounding wolves raised weapons of their own.

 

I ignored them.

 

“Heal!”

 

Pink light burst around Sato, causing him to jerk upright with a gasp. The dried blood didn’t evaporate, of course, but the bruises vanished. Also color returned to his skin. Huh; Heal worked on frostbite. Well, that was good to know.

 

“Do not interfere with a shaman’s business, outlander,” the woman snapped, giving the leash another savage tug. “This brat is an evil omen, the manifestation of ill tidings. A living harbinger of our misfortune. I am restraining further calamity from us by keeping him contained.”

 

 “That is abject, driveling bullshit and I rather suspect you know it,” I stated, projecting firmly across the clearing now. “Misfortune and omens? Please. There are no mysteries at the heart of this world. There are only two goddesses in full control, and neither of them cares about your fate, or his. I, however, do.”

 

 “And just who are you, and why should it matter to us?” Rath Kadora rumbled.

 

I drew my rapier, causing even more wolves to raise weapons. I ignored them, watching the chief warrior’s eyes follow the sword.

 

“You’re Blessed,” I said. “You can see it. This is an artifact.”

 

I waited for him to nod once in reply to the shaman’s questioning look, then slammed the rapier back into its sheath and held out my hand, conjuring a dancing Firelight above my palm.

 

 “This is a spell, as was the one you just saw me use. And this is my familiar. Biribo, say something to our guests. Make sure they know you’re not some kind of trained pet.”

 

 “Oh, what, I gotta perform on command, now?” he complained, loudly. “You know, boss, I’m a divine being, appointed by the dark goddess herself. What’s a lizard gotta do to have a little dignity?”

 

 “You see my Blessings,” I stated, staring at the shaman’s widening eyes. Yep, she got it. “So I will ask you, then. Who. Am. I?”

 

She wasn’t the only one. Rath Kadora did not retreat—he didn’t seem like the type—but he raised his chin in an alarmed posture, instinctively shifting his paws into a balanced fighting stance in the snow, ears angling farther backward. Around the clearing, more wolves muttered and shifted, the stir spreading as those who didn’t catch on had it explained to them.

 

“So,” the shaman said, watching me closely. “A…Hero has come to oppose us?”

 

 “Oh,” I stage whispered, “you should be so lucky.”

 

Pause a beat for effect while they parsed that… Sato was still shivering in the snow, but I knew I could put him right in the end. Timing mattered and this had to be handled properly, otherwise a lot more lives than just his were on the line.

 

 “And now, woman,” I continued, “you will release my friend Sato, and explain your treatment of him. Speak quickly, and…persuasively.”

 

Her hand tightened on the leash, twitching once as if she wanted to yank it again but knew very well that it would be her final mistake. At her side, the other wolf (a younger shaman, maybe? An apprentice?) was staring, wide-eyed, back and forth between her and myself. I also caught Rath Kadora’s displeased sidelong look at her, and the visible discomfort of several of the onlookers who averted their eyes from the spectacle of the shaman and her prisoner.

 

 Well, good. It might actually be the strategically correct decision to do what I was definitely about to do regardless of how much trouble it caused.

 

 “Prophecies,” she said in a carefully controlled tone after a second’s thought, “become self-fulfilling. You are a leader yourself…Dark Lord. You understand what it takes to harness the passions of a people, in times of great strife. They need an enemy to fight, or they will succumb to despair.”

 

 “This again,” I groaned. “For fuck’s sake, people, you live as victims and outcasts at the whims of various elves and humans. You have enemies. Stop making up new ones!”

 

“Hnh,” Rath Kadora grunted with clear and loud approval. The shaman shot him a filthy look before returning her attention to me.

 

 “None who are ready to hand, Dark Lord. The tribe needed reassurance. To see an enemy who is…restrained. Under control.”

 

I breathed slowly, deliberately. The bite of winter in the air was bracing; I felt as if its clarity in my lungs was the only thing keeping me in check in that moment.

 

“A scapegoat.”

 

Sato raised his head to stare pleadingly up at me, his ears lowered to the sides.

 

The shaman nodded, also holding my gaze. Her eyes were not pleading, but…insistent. Confident.

 

 “For the greater good,” she hissed, “for the good of your people, sacrifices must be made.”

 

I stared back at her, letting the silence hover over us, the weight all but physical. Giving them all space to wonder who was going to be crushed when it fell.

 

“You’re so right,” I finally said.

 

She smiled in triumph, inhaling sharply and opening her mouth to answer.

 

“Velaven, kill her.”

 

The silver arrow sprouted from between the shaman’s eyes before her expression could finish changing. She toppled over backward in a spray of blood.

 

 I was still not entirely sanguine about Velaven, and publicly relying on her wouldn’t have been my first choice. But Aster couldn’t cross the distance fast enough to be as effective, nor was her weapon suited for such precision, and I was not at all certain Nazralind was cold enough to execute someone on command. So I made do with the resources I had.

 

The shock commanded silence for another moment before the wolves began shouting, some brandishing weapons. The younger shaman let out an anguished wail and bent over his fallen elder.

 

Rath Kadora deliberately relaxed his posture, still leaning on his spear, and nodded at me. Just once, and very slightly.

 

“Sato,” I said, raising my voice above the hubbub, “come on over here. Zui, get him out of those.”

 

The young half-wolf staggered to his feet, taking a step toward me, and then froze when the stricken-looking younger shaman surged upright and rounded on him. Several of the assembled wolves began to stride toward him with purposeful expressions and weapons upraised.

 

“Kill anyone who attempts to interfere with him.” I kept my voice firm, even, and powerful enough to be heard through the commotion. “And then whoever is standing to either side of them.”

 

Nazralind, Velaven, and Jessak all drew arrows, all three aiming at the surviving shaman, who froze. Aster took a long stride forward, planting her right foot in a position from which she could spring and sweep her greatsword in a devastating arc. The oncoming wolves all halted mid-stride.

 

Sato, his ears flat against his skull, looked tremulously at me, then up at the remaining shaman, and took one long step into the snow in my direction.

 

The shaman was staring back at him, and I saw the moment when he snapped. His eyes widened, fangs baring in their entirety, and he braced himself to lunge for the boy’s throat.

 

Immolate.

 

There was, as usual, much panicked yelling from the onlookers as one of their own dissolved into flames and howls of agony, but most immediately important, it spurred Sato to lunge forward. He stumbled awkwardly through the snow toward us. Aster was already moving forward to meet him, plating herself protectively between him and the wolves with her greatsword at the ready.

 

Nazralind had already put down her bow and now tugged off her own coat, which she held up and swept around Sato’s shoulders the second Zui had sliced through the cords binding his hands. While he struggled into the sleeves, the goblin gently pulled his head down, murmuring in that soothing tone she was so good at (though never to me, I noted) to unfasten the collar.

 

“That spell.”

 

I turned back from observing this to face Rath Kadora, who was watching the younger shaman twitching and steaming within a puddle of melted snow, his own canine face expressionless. “He burns, but does not die. I assume he will come back stronger than before, yes? A healing spell. A cruel one.”

 

The wolf chieftain turned to stare me down, tightening his grip on his spear.

 

“I have seen this spell before, have I not?”

 

That was when the rest of my force caught up.

 

The assembled wolves shuffled and shifted again, raising weapons as ranks of crossbow-wielding humans melted out of the khora opposite them. I had left North Watch staffed by an adequate force of defenders and brought every other combat-ready crusader; we didn’t have the numbers on hand to overwhelm the entire wolf tribe in the open, but their noncombatants were still hiding in the khora. Suddenly our assembled force was a rough numerical match for the warriors and hunters who had come ahead into the clearing to face us.

 

And, of course, there was a Dark Lord to consider, to say nothing of my Blessed subordinates. The risk of the wolves attacking had just plummeted to nearly nothing.

 

“What happened to your village, to bring you all out into the snow?” I asked. “Surely the entire thing didn’t burn.”

 

“Hah! We are not so easily chased off, Dark Lord.” Rath Kadora thumped the butt of his spear into the ground once, making a muffled noise in the snow. At his side some distance away, the younger shaman was just now raising his head, whole again and very wet, wreathed by steam. That was gonna be uncomfortable in this chilly air. “We lost food stores, homes, and most of the outer defenses, but even that would not drive us from what is ours. It will be a lean winter, but we are survivors. But it seems ours was not the only place damaged. The undead are pouring up from the south.”

 

This caused muttering among my own ranks, which I had to trust my commanders to get under control as the conversation in front of me required my full focus.

 

“Undead?”

 

“I believe I see the way of it, now.” Rath Kadora looked again at Jessak. “The cats tried to seize your fortress, did they? Fools. So you showed them what it means to trifle with a Dark Lord. Showed us all.” His voice was oddly neutral, neither resentful nor impressed. “It appears you riled the witch of the south, though. Her vile spawn are surging through our territory.”

 

“Witch?” Fuck, Rhydion’s zombie problem. I recalled the paladin telling me the likely cause of it… “There’s a Void witch?” Aw, man, another one? Already? I just got rid of the last Void witch, and he was way more trouble than he should’ve been.

 

“Who knows?” The wolfman shrugged, thumping his spear again. “If so, she doesn’t use it. The stink of the Void has not afflicted our forest in many years, and the witch has always been there. Only the squirrels talk to her directly; from her they learned what they know of poison. She wants rare reagents for alchemy, sometimes other goods. Occasionally she traffics with some bandit gang or other; the last such was wiped out by… Well, you, I suppose. The witch mostly bothers no one, avoiding the attention of the Fflyr. Once in a while a zombie will wander free, but they never last long; mostly she controls her evil spawn. But now they are swarming through our forest. Many are weak, but some are deadly and fast. And all are rotten, putrid things. They spread disease among game and people alike, foul water sources.”

 

He hesitated, then bared his teeth again.

 

“We cannot deal with them while also surviving the loss of so much of our resources. Especially with the village’s outer defenses in ruin. And now,” he added, his voice lowering to a growl, “here you are, between my people and our only hope.”

 

After I was the one to cause all their problems in the first place, he loudly did not say.

 

“I believe in responsibility,” I stated, my voice ringing across the clearing. “So I will help you. No, you may not drive the cat tribe from their home and seize it. They are my people now. And that,” I drew my rapier and pointed it at the corpse of the shaman cooling in the snow, “is what happens to those who harm my people. So I’ll put to you the question.”

 

I swept my gaze across the assembled wolf tribe again, meeting a few of their eyes. Their expressions were slightly hard to parse but they mostly didn’t seem optimistic about this turn of events.

 

“Would you like to be my people, too?”

 

Rath Kadora opened his mouth to speak, but the younger shaman preempted him, surging forward and baring his fangs and claws at me, ignoring the arrows suddenly pointed at his chest.

 

“Dark Lord or not, I will have your blood, monster!”

 

“There’s really no possible outcome where you get that,” I said mildly. “Before you embark on a path of revenge, first dig two graves.”

 

I could immediately hear both Zui and Nazralind making choked noises, but at least they had the good taste not to do so loudly.

 

“There will be no peace between us,” the surviving shaman hissed. “For your cruelty—”

 

“My cruelty? At least I kill cleanly.” Usually. Sometimes. “Who was keeping an innocent boy on a leash to be whipped for their own amusement? Time to let this go, son.”

 

“She was my mother!” he snarled, pointing at the fallen shaman.

 

Ah.

 

“I guess we’re not going to reach an accord, then,” I acknowledged.

 

“I care not what power you wield,” he said, flexing his clawed hands. “I will taste your blood if it costs me the last drop of my own, Dark Lord!”

 

I nodded. “I respect that.”

 

Then I used a Heat Beam at maximum intensity and minimum spread to boil his left eyeball in his skull.

 

Really, a less powerful version of the spell would suffice to blind him for what I planned next, but after what he and his mother had been doing to Sato, fuck this guy.

 

The wolfman screamed aloud, clutching at his face and staggering backward. Beside him, Rath Kadora stood with his spear upright, watching this without expression.

 

My legs, toned by months of near-constant walking, propelled me forward in a lunge; my Surestep Boots guaranteed me perfect footing even in the snow and the uneven ground underneath. The Rapier of Mastery practically guided itself once in my hand.

 

The blade ran him straight through the heart before he knew what was happening.

 

“As I said, responsibility.” I stepped back, flicking a splatter of blood free from my sword to stain the snow, while the last shaman of the tribe collapsed to the ground, twitching amid a crimson stain spreading around himself. “You people decided to make yourselves feel better about your situation by abusing an innocent victim. It was an act of barbaric, pointless, and worst of all stupid cruelty. It has cost you your tribe’s shaman. The price has been paid.”

 

I let that soak in for a moment, as the snow was soaking up the blood.

 

“For my part,” I then continued, “I am responsible for at least some of your troubles, so you shall have what help I can give you. If you choose to join me, to live and fight under my banner, I will guarantee food, shelter, and freedom from those who would oppress you. Already I command every bandit gang on this island, the goblins of Kzidnak in their entirety, and most recently the cat tribe. You will live in my shadow regardless; it seems wiser to enjoy the benefits of my protection than to merely survive, trying to avoid my attention. But that is your decision and you must make it freely; I want no one serving me against their will. Regardless of what you choose, I will help you without demanding recompense. We can share some food, though this is a lean winter for us all. More importantly, I will heal any sick and injured among you.”

 

At that, the onlookers reacted, some actively stepping forward before their self-control reasserted itself. Many of their canine faces were suddenly alight with hope.

 

Yeah…that made sense. After being chased from their burned-out village by plague-carrying zombies and force-marched through the snow with all their civilians, there were probably quite a few in need of healing.

 

“All the goblins?” For some reason it was that, of all things, which finally made the chief look concerned.

 

“All the goblins,” Zui confirmed.

 

He turned his head to the side, so he could see half the tribe arrayed behind him with his peripheral vision. Now, I saw that others had come up behind the warriors making their front one. More faces were peeking out from among the khora. Notably the wolves didn’t seem to be a heavily gendered society; at least, they had both men and women up front with weapons, and both coming up behind carrying burdens and children.

 

Rath Kadora returned his attention to me. “Very well, Dark Lord. You have demonstrated your power, but we are not a people so easily led. If you would be chief, then take my place.”

 

He brought up his spear, shifting his stance into a ready position, poised to attack.

 

The warrior’s expression was resolute, but he had to know this was pointless; he’d seen how easily—and how horribly—I’d dispatched the shaman. In fact, I realized, that was the point. The man was sacrificing himself, on purpose, to deliver his people to the only safety he’d found for them. It was powerfully admirable, in a way. In a different way, oh for fuck’s sake.

 

“You’re the chief warrior of this tribe,” I said, not raising my own weapon. “I gather that must mean you’ve fought and beaten some impressive foes.”

 

He bared fangs at me. “This is not the time for flattery, or talk of—”

 

“Just shut up, man. Tell me, how would you fight a blizzard with that spear of yours?”

 

He squinted suspiciously, not attacking but not lowering his guard.

 

“Or a famine?” I prompted, “or plague? What if, just for a random example, you were to be burned alive from the inside. How would you fight that, exactly? How would you stand while your bones turn to charcoal, or breathe while your lungs fill with ash? What good is a valiant heart while your blood is boiling in your veins?”

 

I gave him a moment to ponder that.

 

“And you presume to test me?” I asked quietly. Softly but audibly, in a stage whisper that echoed across the clearing. “I am not a challenger for your role, Rath Kadora. I will not be chief warrior of your tribe, not least because it better serves my needs to have you keep your rank and guide your people under my authority. I am the will of a goddess made manifest. I am a force of nature. The wildfire, the blizzard, the plague.”

 

I had shamelessly practiced this, alone in my room: there was a certain quality to the voice which came through when one was casting spells. It wasn’t the magic that did it, directly, but the intensity and concentration poured into evoking that magic verbally. With a little rehearsal, I’d discovered it was very possible to reproduce that intensity without actually casting anything, to imbue my words with a weight they didn’t normally carry.

 

“I am not something for you to fight.”

 

The silence loomed over us. I drew out the moment, frankly reveling in it. I lived for moments like this, where I was not merely the center of attention, but commanded absolute stillness from two whole crowds, everyone afraid to even cough lest they miss what I did next.

 

“If you would go inside out of a blizzard, it doesn’t make you any less a warrior. By the same token, there is neither weakness nor cowardice in choosing to kneel before the Dark Lord.”

 

Rath Kadora held my eyes, and the moment stretched further. Of course, I saw what he was doing, and were we not in the midst of showtime I’d have nodded approving acknowledgment. This was a man who understood presentation. Strongest warrior or not, he was definitely no mindless brute. I had a feeling we were going to work well together. If, of course, he decided not to make me kill him.

 

In the end, he chose correctly.

 

“So be it, Dark Lord. I accept your terms.”

 

Slowly, the chief warrior sank to one knee, just as Velaven and the cats had done. Spine still straight and head upright, he was able to look at me with pride. Also, I noted, almost exactly at my eye level in this position. Wait, no, still slightly above it. Dude was huge.

 

Then Velaven stepped forward to stand just behind me and to my left, raising her own voice to echo through the clearing.

 

“Knees are a privilege. If you would keep them? Bend them.”

 

My god, that line was a masterpiece of delivery. It came as no surprise that she could project as well as I; she’s probably been trained in public speaking specifically. So much expression was packed into her short speech, masterfully conveying relentless conviction, but coldly inevitable rather than cruel as such a command could have been. And the last two words, incorporating just a hint of vocal fry to add an animalistic growl. Perfection.

 

Of course, admiration of her technique was probably not why Zui, Aster, and Nazralind were all giving her the side eye now, and Jessak determinedly looking elsewhere with her ears lowered. Because also yes, as a matter of fact, holy shit, lady.

 

I knew I shouldn’t have appointed her my spontaneous executioner, that had wasted no time in going right to her head. Clearly we needed to have another talk about not preempting my authority.

 

But it worked. One by one, then many at a time as the example spread, the wolf tribe knelt in the snow. Heads high and proud, weapons still at hand, but they knelt.

 

I let them just long enough to sweep my gaze once more across the entire tribe, then nodded.

 

“Welcome to the Dark Crusade. Now, bring me any who need healing.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Dammit, Velaven.



                



4.6 In Which the Dark Lord Lays Down the Law, Again


                You’d think I’d know by now that nothing is ever that simple. Tossing out a few Heal spells during a night visit to the cat village was one thing, but it turned out when you wanted to offer the same to close to two hundred people—because, understandably given what they’d been through, more of the wolves than otherwise requested healing once I made it clear that no issue was too small—in the middle of the forest, you had to get actual logistics involved.

 

 Fortunately I had Rath Kadora, who knew his people, and Zui, who knew how to organize people. We rapidly turned the glade into an impromptu campground; given its occasional use as a meeting space there was even some basic infrastructure in the form of old firepits buried under the snow and a designated latrine area down at the far end. I was able to repeat my trick from Kzidnak of using fire slimes as impromptu camp fires, though I had to Windburst the snow away first as conjuring one in the middle of a snowbank would only have killed it as it flash-melted its surroundings and then was immediately doused. The wolves all clearly thought this was weird, but were grateful for the warmth.

 

 Even so, the project itself didn’t take all that long once it was organized; even that mostly amounted to triage and setting up waiting areas where there was some warmth. I was a one-person bottleneck, being the sole provider of Heal, but casting the spell itself took less than a second and barely any effort.

 

 Getting the chance to meet most of the entire tribe, however briefly, was enlightening, mostly with regard to the amount of trouble I was about to have. Oh, I saw a lot of gratitude—and interestingly, none of the suspicion I’d met in my first forays into Cat Alley. I guess it made a big difference that my ulterior motive was known up front. But gratitude, yes; I unquestionably saved many of their lives, chiefly among their very young and old. Dozens of them had been suffering from the early stages of at least three distinct kinds of diseases, which made me think of the zombies and understand better why Rhydion was so insistent on not going near that without a dedicated healer along.

 

 Gratitude and little suspicion, but no shortage of hostility. Not among all or even most, but…enough. None of them were ungrateful enough not to thank me, but enough glared and had nothing to say other than a terse “thanks” that I suspected the only reason they weren’t going for weapons was the fact that Rath Kadora himself loomed at my shoulder, artifact spear in hand.

 

 That, and they’d just seen me light a man on fire with my mind.

 

 “I hope you will not take offense, Dark Lord,” Rath Kadora rumbled, this being his first comment to me after the last of his people had been Healed. “They mean no ill. We have had a hard span of days.”

 

 “Plus,” I agreed quietly, “they’re not stupid enough not to know whose fault it is your village burned. And they just saw me kill their shaman.”

 

 “Oh, not just that,” he grunted. “You extinguished the shamanic tradition.”

 

 “Hm. How much of a problem is that going to be?”

 

 He dismissively waved one hand. “It’s happened before. Foolish practice, keeping their methods secret and tied to one bloodline. In the past, another shaman essentially proclaimed themselves, and went about learning medicine from scratch and their predecessor’s leavings. Usually trading for secrets from the goblins and squirrelfolk. Not like the role of chief warrior. I can be confident that there are plenty of candidates for my successor. One day I will be older and too weak and one will overthrow me, and the tribe will still have a strong leader. Nor does it matter that my child isn’t interested in the role. It’s a simple system. Simple works.”

 

 “Yeah, I bet that’s nice,” I sighed. “Simple stops working when you’ve got more complicated systems to organize.”

 

 “You should find ways to simplify them, then.”

 

 I gave him a speculative look. His lupine features were a tad hard to read, but he didn’t appear to be mocking or trying to undermine me. Of course, he might just be really good at deadpan, but that was fine, it’d just mean he would fit in very well.

 

 “That’s good advice. See, you’re already pulling your weight. So, tell me about the squirrels and the zombies.”

 

 He curled his upper lip, and damn those teeth made that expression look immediately threatening despite the contextual evidence that it was merely contemptuous. I took note that even while talking with me, and distracted by his apparent annoyance at squirrels, he kept up constant, slow movements of his head, keeping watch over his tribe. 

 

 They were all arranged in the clearing now, with my crusaders moving among them. I’d had them bring some basic supplies; there was no point in setting up a full camp with hot food and everything when we were just a few hours’ walk from North Watch (assuming it would take longer to get back than it had to get here, with this many vulnerable people along). Still, a light and temporary camp gave my people the opportunity to distribute the trail food they’d brought, and the hot tea that had been brewed over fire slimes while I was Healing everyone. I had to give the Fflyr credit, their overly-strong, spicy-sweet tea was just the thing to get a cold body moving.

 

 “I don’t know what has happened to the squirrels or on their land, nor do I care. They’ve never shifted their fluffy tails to help anyone else. Their village is high in the khora, well off the ground. It was probably destroyed entirely in the Inferno. No loss to Dount, that.”

 

 “Perhaps not.” Both of us shifted to regard Velaven, who had drawn closer and now spoke up. The rest of my spirit bond—and also Jessak, who seemed less nervous about my presence than being surrounded by wolves without my protection—had also stayed nearby. No one had offered me any violence or even rudeness, but they made for a visibly impressive bodyguard, which couldn’t go amiss with this many unknowns standing around. “The Inferno traveled along the root networks of single khora megastructures, I believe? The squirrel tribe’s village is up in the branches of a large stand of nhithra khora. There are only a few stands of that species on the island—very tall and very sturdy. It makes a good landmark, visible for a limn in every direction so people know not to approach them by accident. But there are none anywhere near North Watch. The village itself was probably unaffected, though its outskirts were doubtless singed.”

 

 “Hnh.” Rath Kadora didn’t bother to not look disappointed. “Well, anyway. No word from them, just undead trampling the forest from the direction of their land.”

 

 “You suggested these zombies didn’t seem to be acting in a directed manner?” I asked.

 

 The wolfman nodded. “Like wild animals, but stupider. They stumble about, attacking whatever they happen to see. Even each other, sometimes. No sign of pack behavior or any awareness of one another. Most are slow and feeble, but we learned painfully not to assume that. A few seem more…complete. They move very fast and are hard to put down. None of the weak points a living person would have.”

 

 “These zombies,” said Velaven, now staring at him intently, “how fresh were they? Well-rotted corpses, or recently dead? And dead of what race? Were there any squirrels or other beastfolk among them?”

 

 I slowly turned my head to give her a pointed stare.

 

 “Identifying the dead used will help discern the nature of this threat, my lord,” she said in an apologetic tone, inclining her head. I noted Aster and Zui both giving her long looks as well. “It is good news if they are all older; corpses being freshly raised indicate whoever has raised them is actively working and likely on the verge of deploying them toward some purpose. Also, the Fflyr burn their dead, as do the local forest tribes. If this witch is using only old, interred corpses… Well, she must be on the verge of running out of materials; there is a dearth of such on Dount. This could indicate a near end to the threat, or the reverse if she decides to transition to acquiring fresh subjects.”

 

 “Huh, makes sense,” Rath Kadora rumbled. “I don’t know about freshness, but every zombie we’ve seen was rotted enough to be obvious for what it was. Nothing I would mistake for a living person at a glance, even if I couldn’t smell them. Now you mention it, I saw no tails on any of them, and only short skulls. Humans, or maybe elves; not many had intact ears to check, not that I would’ve bothered. I fought many of them, but not all. Hey, Drun! The Dark Lord has questions.”

 

 “I heard, father.” Another wolf approached at his call, a young woman carrying a spear, with a bow and quiver of arrows slung over her shoulder. Not artifacts, in her case. The resemblance was apparent; she was tall, though not as tall as Rath Kadora, and her pelt was the same gray-and-brown mottled pattern as his, though her highlights were more blonde where his were reddish. “I can’t say I fought every zombie that you didn’t manage to, but between us we probably saw most of them. And yes, I saw the same. Old corpses, all human or maybe elf. Except they weren’t all original corpses, I don’t think,” she added, golden eyes narrowing in thought. “Not like I was curious enough to cut into them and check, but I suspect some—the slower, dumber ones, especially—were stitched together from different parts. Did you tell them about the smell, father?”

 

 “Ah, yes.” He nodded, turning back to me. “This is why I ask the girl things. They stink of rot, obviously, but they also smell like alchemists. Like herbs, soap, and alcohol.”

 

 “Now that is encouraging news, Lord Seiji,” said Velaven. “Undead usually mean Void magic, but they can be made through alchemy. Obviously, an alchemist—even an extremely advanced one—is much less dangerous than a Void witch.”

 

 “The squirrels like alchemy,” Zui piped up. “Sneppit’s company has occasionally traded with them, mostly for Youda’s sake. They’re good at harvesting reagents from the khora, and they mostly want other stuff we can only get from underground, all for alchemy.”

 

 “Well, well, a picture begins to form,” I mused. I wondered how much of this Rhydion knew. He’d been actively working at the problem for weeks while I was ignoring it, so it was dubious how much of a head start this would give me, but every possible bit of leverage would help when I went to approach him.

 

 “My daughter, Drun,” Rath Kadora added, grinning. “Demonstrating the reason I bother to feed her. She’s managed not to stab her own foot while hunting—recently—but let’s say it’s a good thing she inherited her mother’s brains.”

 

 “You’d best shut that mouth before someone does it for you, old man,” the younger wolf retorted. Without venom, though; it was clear this was a playful dynamic.

 

 “That would be Drun Kadora to you, my lord,” Velaven murmured, leaning closer to my ear. “Use of the first name alone is only between family members, unless the intent is to be extremely provocative. And used toward an unattached female, it might be taken as a suggestion I don’t believe you intend.”

 

 Now even Nazralind was frowning at her. Jessak did a better job of keeping her thoughts away from her face but she kept glancing at the dark elf sidelong.

 

 “We’re not completely stupid, you know,” Drun Kadora said before I could reply. She had been studying my entourage with more interest than she showed me, seeming particularly curious about Jessak, but now fixed her attention on Velaven. “If a human makes the most common and obvious cultural mistake we encounter, I’m not gonna immediately assume he wants to start a fight or marry me.”

 

 “You’ll have to excuse Velaven,” I said, “we’re still housebreaking her. I’ll want to talk more about the zombies, but let’s not keep your people standing around in the cold. If we move out now, we can be back at North Watch by noon, easily. Just to let you know, we can house some of your people in the fortress itself, and in fact I want to make sure you are represented among my core forces to make sure your tribe has a presence and a say, but most are going to have to stay in Kzidnak. It’s the only place we’ve found room enough for everyone. At least until we get your village repaired and resupplied.”

 

 “The goblin city, huh?” Drun Kadora tilted her head inquisitively, ears straight upright. “That’ll be interesting. You actually got humans to go underground? I thought they were terrified of that.”

 

 “Hush, girl,” Rath Kadora said curtly. “What’s that about our village? It’s a nice thought, Dark Lord, but do you think we’d have left it in the winter if it was going to be that easy to restore?”

 

 “I’m unwilling to sacrifice a fortified position securing that entire section of the forest,” I replied, “and you shouldn’t have to give up your home. You’ll have to share it, going forward, but I don’t believe my people will be much of an imposition on you, especially as we’ll have some of yours in our main fortress as well. But yes, I do intend to try. As soon as we have everyone organized and settled in, I mean to send a scouting party there, with some of your hunters to guide and my fighters to help with the zombies, and a craftsman or two to look the place over and see what’s needed to put it right.”

 

 “I’m telling you—”

 

 “And I believe you,” I took the risk of interrupting, eager to finish this conversation so we could get back on the move. “What was a daunting task for a tribe of people dealing with a host of compounding problems may look very different to a bigger, more prepared group. We have ample stored resources for construction, after clearing all the khora away from North Watch’s walls. We also have numerous Fflyr craftsmen and goblin engineers alike who love a challenge, and plenty of fighters able to stand around protecting them while they work. Plus stores of food to keep them going while the work is being done. Now, if you’d had all that, do you think you could have re-fortified your village?”

 

 “Hm,” he grunted after a moment’s thought, ears twitching. “Maybe so, at that. Very well, Dark Lord, it shall be as you say. You lead, we’ll follow.”

 



 

 Fortunately I had the likes of Sneppit and Minifrit to handle the logistical task of integrating all these new arrivals, so the first thing I did back at North Watch after making the necessary introductions was tug my immediate entourage (minus Jessak) into the conference room and shut the door. I had only left it that long because this was the first opportunity to grab a bit of privacy. I did want to be personally present for most of the integration process, but this shouldn’t take long.

 

 “Knees are a privilege,” I recited the second that door was shut. “Cool line, Vel. Very metal. Also, what in the hell? I believe I spoke to you on the subject of going over my head. In fact, I’m positive I was extremely clear about my expectations. You all remember that, right?”

 

 Aster, Nazralind, and Zui all nodded, staring in expectant silence at our guest of honor.

 

 “I apologize most humbly if I preempted your authority, Dark Lord,” Velaven said, bowing deeply. “It was the opposite of my intention. If I may explain?”

 

 I folded my arms. “Please do.”

 

 “It would be a grave mistake to conclude that the wolf tribe governs itself by brute strength alone. A man with Rath Kadora’s personal power and physical advantages could control, optimistically, half a dozen people that way. Force is a potent tool, but of limited and particular application. To maintain control requires more abstract expressions of strength.”

 

 “Velaven, I intend this to be a quick meeting, one way or another. Leave the showtime to me and get to the point, please.”

 

 “Of course, my lord. As you stated, your purpose in denying the honor duel and preserving Rath Kadora’s life was to preserve as much of their political structure as possible, so as to delegate to him and not take on the messy complication of having to lead every wolffolk personally while learning enough of their ways to do so. Correct?”

 

 “Sure,” I nodded, “that. And also, you know, a man’s life.”

 

 “Yes, quite,” she said offhandedly, and I repressed the urge to smack her by reminding myself that I was in no position to judge anyone else’s regard for life. That would’ve been an especially bullshit card to play on a person I had just ordered to execute someone hours ago. “My point is that these honor duels are more of a formality than you may realize. Rath Kadora, like anyone occupying his position, leads by projecting strength, not necessarily by exercising it. His position requires him to constantly reassure his tribe of his power, and dignity. They can feel comforted by knowing he protects them, and project themselves onto his impressive bearing. It is by commanding respect himself that he makes them feel respected.”

 

 She paused for just the right fraction of a second for proper delivery, and despite my command of a moment ago I couldn’t begrudge her just a bit of showtime, not when it was so well done.

 

 “And then you made him kneel in front of all of them.”

 

 I had to chew on the implications for a second. “…ah.”

 

 Velaven nodded. “It was an understandable misstep, my lord, I do not seek to criticize. But the result would have been a major loss of faith in him by his tribe, probably leading to other members seeking to unseat him. Instead of gaining the benefits of political continuity, you would have taken on all the problems you were trying to avoid, plus the difficulty of managing the wolf tribe while they went through an internal power struggle.”

 

 “So,” I murmured, “you made them all kneel.”

 

 Again she nodded. “And so, instead of looking weak, he was setting an example which they all immediately followed. In public presentation, one can reverse the meaning of another party’s recent action, but the window of opportunity is punishingly brief. Again, Lord Seiji, I apologize for speaking out of turn. But you had made your purposes and expectations clear, and there was only that moment to ensure they were met.”

 

 I studied her for a moment, the looked past her at the others. “Thoughts?”

 

 Zui shrugged. “You know me, I like results. It seems to’ve worked.”

 

 “I see no reason to doubt her analysis,” Aster said quietly, regarding Velaven with that expression of hers which said she had other comments, but as she did not immediately make them I continued.

 

 “Well, then, that’s good. Well done, Velaven. However. I made it explicitly clear to you that I did not doubt your capability. That has never been what I need you to prove. What do I need you to prove?”

 

 “Trust,” she said softly, her expression even more inscrutable than usual.

 

 “I know I don’t have to explain this to you of all people, but I’m annoyed and I feel like being condescending so I will anyway: when you jump into a fraught public situation and take action in my name, you’re putting me in the position of either endorsing whatever damn thing it is you just did, or rejecting it and looking like I can’t control my own people. In a lot of such situations, including the one in question, option two would have been a disaster.”

 

 I looked past her again, indulging in a dark little smile.

 

 “You may have noticed that Aster does this shit to me all the time. And y’know what? I’m not having this conversation with her because I trust Aster, both personally and professionally. I have full confidence that she’s on my side, and I know she doesn’t open her mouth in public unless she’s decided it’s necessary—and that she doesn’t make that decision unless she is right.”

 

 Aster mirrored my small smile with slightly less irony.

 

“You are not Aster,” I continued, staring Velaven down. She met my gaze evenly. “The best thing I can say about your motives is that your self-interest aligns with mine, for the moment. And your judgment is very much in question, Velaven. Do I need to perform a recitation of your various screw-ups and the consequences they’ve had?”

 

 “I would not trouble you so, my lord,” she said. “I believe everyone present recalls all the details.”

 

 Zui snorted.

 

 “So here we are,” I stated. “The outcome of this particular incident…was satisfactory. And that is not the point. You haring off and doing your own thing is part of an established pattern, and something I have told you very explicitly not to do. In the future, Velaven, until I specifically tell you otherwise, in a similar situation you will keep your mouth shut and not act in a way I have not directed, and if that causes me to make a mistake your expertise could have helped me avoid, then you will use that expertise to help me fix it after the fact. Is that clear?”

 

 “Lord Seiji,” she said, lifting her chin, “I must categorically disagree. Avoiding strategic errors is preferable to having to repair them by ordersof magnitude. If there is—”

 

 “What do I need you to prove, Velaven?”

 

 I actually heard her teeth click, she shut up so fast. A soft breath made her shoulders rise slightly before she answered.

 

 “Trust, my lord.”

 

 “And do you think you have made positive or negative progress toward that goal today?”

 

 There as another pause while she apparently wondered whether that was rhetorical. I just stared at her, until eventually an answer emerged.

 

 “I…would have thought positive, my lord, as it was my entire purpose in so acting. It seems I erred.”

 

 “Did you ever. This is not a solicitation of your opinion, Velaven, it is me issuing an order. Disagreement is not an acceptable response. Am I clear?”

 

 “You are, my lord.”

 

 I inhaled and slowly let the air out through my teeth. “And that leaves the question of what to do about this. Because just telling you about it obviously isn’t going to suffice. That was the first thing I tried, and here we are again. You lasted one week.”

 

 Aster chose that moment to demonstrate the phenomenon to which I had just referred.

 

 “If she were one of the people under my command,” my lieutenant said, studying Velaven with that thoughtful expression which said this was what she’d refrained from saying earlier, “I wouldn’t punish the specific event. She acted in good faith, with good intentions, and got a good result. It is the pattern that’s the issue. It doesn’t surprise me that former royalty tends to assume she has to act personally if she wants anything done correctly. That unconscious assumption seems to prompt her actions on a level that supersedes conscious decision-making; I’m pretty sure Velaven wouldn’t choose to defy you on purpose. In other words, she needs to learn new habits, and in my experience rapping people’s knuckles does help with that, but…not all that much, and definitely not by itself. More positive methods are necessary.”

 

 Velaven shot her a quick sidelong glance, still impassive.

 

 “Well,” I mused, “that’s valid. As Zui reminded me recently, it’s pretty absurd to expect Velaven to fit into the organization better if I don’t extend some trust and give her some responsibility.”

 

 It was that, of all things, which finally cracked her reserve, causing the dark elf to look over at Zui in a brief flash of open surprise before she recovered her poise.

 

 “So,” I said aloud, “I have a job for you.”

 

 In other circumstances I might have pretended to have just had a flash of insight, so as to impress with my keen Dark Lord intellect, but Velaven was more than canny enough to recognize I had thought this up during my long silence over the walk back to North Watch. I wasn’t about to start playing mind games with this woman, that would just be setting myself up for embarrassment.

 

 “I want you to form a squad of your own. You will report to Aster in this matter. Your mandate is reconnaissance and infiltration, and the training thereof; I want you to teach your subordinates everything you can of shadow scout technique, and cultivate them as potential future officers to train other units at a later time. And this is the important part, Velaven: this will be an all-volunteer group. It will consist of not more than fifteen or less than ten individuals, representing every racial group currently in the Dark Crusade in as close to an even balance as you can reasonably arrange. You may recruit anyone except the goblin veterans of your uprising within Jadrak’s organization, these are to be all new contacts for you. You will approach and solicit their membership personally, making it clear that this affords them no special privileges, is entirely optional, and will carry no repercussions for refusing.”

 

 “Whoah, hang on,” Nazralind cut in, “that’s gonna be a tall order, Lord Seiji. She’s pretty unpopular around here, you know.”

 

 Everyone turned to stare at her in silence.

 

 “Oh,” the elf said after a moment, lowering her eyes. “…yeah, I get it.”

 

 “You may request advice from Aster and Minifrit about suitable prospects to approach,” I continued, “but that is the only aid you are allowed. No one is to attempt to sway any prospect into your unit under any circumstances, you’ll do this entirely on your own merit. Aster, sorry to hand you more work, but I will need to you monitor Velaven’s unit for training progress, combat effectiveness, and above all morale.”

 

 I gave all this just a moment to sink it, holding the dark elf’s eyes with my own.

 

 “In short, Velaven, you are going to start getting people around this fortress to respect, obey, and like you. Good luck.”

 

 She blinked once, her face a neutral mask. “And am I under a time limit for this task, Lord Seiji?”

 

 “The time limit is that as you make progress, my trust in you will increase. And if I start to think you are dawdling I will inevitably start to consider that if I can’t have a suitable dark elf subordinate, this Queen Lyvien might at least make an adequate ally.”

 

 Another momentary pause to let that one weigh on her. Somehow, her utterly neutral expression hardened without changing in the slightest. I was impressed in spite of myself.

 

 “Kindly don’t put me in that position, Velaven. I don’t like the sound of that woman, and at absolute best it would be a massive pain in the ass. Refrain from disappointing me again, please.”

 

 Velaven bowed deeply. “I shall, my lord.”

 

 “Good. Then let’s get stated, we have a lot on our plates today.”

 

 And then it got weird.

 

 Still staring at me, Velaven shifted her posture. In a very measured, deliberate manner, she half-turned her torso, bringing her bust into three-quarters profile, and arched her back subtly. Then added a tilt to her pelvis to emphasize her hips. And then, one facial muscle at a time, adjusted her lips and eyebrows into a coquettish little smile, finally tilting her head so as to look at me through her eyelashes.

 

 “I do not do things by half-measures, my lord. Rather than merely not disappointing, I shall…endeavor to please you.”

 

 Then she turned and walked slowly to the door. Unnaturally slowly, rolling her hips in a way that didn’t work with her gait at all. While we all stared in stupefaction, she opened the door, paused to give me an obviously carefully-timed look over her shoulder, and finally sauntered out.

 

 The four of us stared in gobsmacked silence at the half-open door for quite a while.

 

 “Biribo?” I finally asked.

 

 “She’s gone, boss,” he reported. “No invisibility, she’s halfway across the mess hall right now.”

 

 “Okay. Well. Right. What the hell was that? Seriously, what was that?”

 

 “Maybe all the time I’ve spent around prostitutes lately has affected my standards,” Aster murmured, staring pensively after Velaven, “but that was pretty embarrassing.”

 

 Nazralind scratched her head in puzzlement. “She’s usually so smooth. How the hell did she manage to do that so tragically wrong?”

 

 “I don’t think that woman has ever tried to flirt with anyone before,” Zui said thoughtfully.

 

 “She’s like a horrible puzzle box,” I grumbled, “or a set of Russian nesting dolls. Layer after layer of nonsense, confusion, and lurking issues, all brightly painted with a coat of good manners and political savvy. I am terrified to learn what’ll come up next. All right, well, we’re gonna have to worry about that another time. Come on, girls, we’ve got shit to do.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Sneppit bodypillow fanart by  Šutr:





                



4.7 In Which the Dark Lord Isn't Even the Most Dramatic Person in the Room


                 We had made it back to North Watch before noon and my interlude with the queens was brief, but getting everything sorted out took most of the rest of the day. In a way, the large influx of wolf refugees came as a relief because we were prepared for that, had no particular history with them and Minifrit’s careful framing of the matter had my people pleased to be in the position of extending charity from a position of strength. And the wolves made a nice, comfy buffer between the North Watch contingent and the few catfolk who’d been handpicked and carefully placed here to begin getting these groups accustomed to each other. Sneppit had quietly reported to me that there had been no incidents yet, but the air was crackling with tension.

 

 I also found that in my absence, Sneppit had commandeered the Kzidnak structure closest to Maugro’s old offices and then commandeered Zeckl’s team to rapidly refit it into a kitchen, then moved Gannit and her staff down there. Consequently, though it took a bit longer to get food to the mess hall, dinner preparations were not stymied as they would have been by the practical realities of moving almost two hundred people and all their worldly belongings single-file through North Watch’s already overworked kitchen. Far from being miffed at Sneppit for going over my head, I felt relieved and validated in my choice of chief administrator.

 

Better than the other strong-willed woman in my life who had a habit of going over my head…

 

 Of course, it was too much to hope that this would go entirely smoothly, but when a fight actually broke out I was surprised at the cause.

 

 Rath Kadora and I were just returning to the mess hall; he had insisted on accompanying me down to inspect his people’s future quarters before letting them go there, and I had found this too reasonable to chide him for getting insistent with me. Said quarters were separate, as discussed, but Sneppit had managed to find places entirely within the central cavern of Fallencourt so the wolf tribe would be able to visit each other easily. Then he’d wanted to personally oversee everyone getting settled, while I moved back and forth, checking in with various groups and making myself more visible than useful. The nice thing about Sneppit’s effect on administration was that I was more of a figurehead now, but that was still an important job. Also, Junko was of course accompanying me and everybody liked her. Especially the wolf tribe, somewhat to my surprise. I had just met up with their chieftain returning from below when we heard yelling from the direction of the foyer.

 

 Fortunately I pulled ahead as we stepped into the narrow passageway from the kitchen to the mess hall, so I was the first to emerge and see what was going on. Had Rath Kadora stepped out and seen his daughter under attack I don’t think his immediate reaction would have been productive.

 

 “Don’t like it? Then do something about it. Go on, bitch, fucking try me!”

 

 To my amazement, that was Sato. Ears flat back, teeth bared, pushing right into Drun Kadora’s personal space despite the fact that she loomed over him head and shoulders and was still carrying a spear. He really didn’t have the proper voice for impressive yelling; it kept cracking with emotion. 

 

 Drun Kadora’s restraint was frankly impressive. She eased back from him, slowly enough to avoid looking like she was retreating, her own ears lowered though her face was impressively calm.

 

 “You’re pretty brave all of a sudden, now you’ve got a Dark Lord looking out for you,” she said.

 

 “And what of it? What’re you gonna do about it, huh?”

 

 He took another step forward, raising both hands in a position to shove her.

 

“Hey!” Aster barked, striding forward out of the crowd. “No fighting! Yell if you have to, Sato, but you keep your hands to yourself.”

 

“Me?!” He seemed to find this unfair.

 

 A rumbling growl served as warning; I glanced back just in time to spot Rath Kadora start to stride past me with a thunderous expression.

 

 “Don’t,” I ordered, quietly but firmly, putting out an arm in front of him.

 

 He could have pushed right past—or in fact picked me up and thrown me with one hand—and I saw him think about it, but at least he stopped. For a second his competing instincts warred, the natural urge to defend his daughter conflicting with the knowledge that I was the apex predator here, and out of that stalemate his higher reasoning reasserted itself. Drun was not in any actual danger, after all, and Rath Kadora the seasoned tribal leader understood how to avoid escalating an already tense situation.

 

 Also, Junko had bounded in front of him the instant she inferred that I wanted him to stop. Even somebody capable of forcing his way past a large dog will usually stop and think about it before trying.

 

 Unfortunately, the byplay caught the attention of this drama’s protagonists, and Sato immediately swiveled on us.

 

“You.” He pointed one accusing finger, snarling in something very close to bloodlust. “There you are, you coward.”

 

 At that, Junko and I both had to physically block Rath Kadora from surging forward, while Aster did the same to Drun, who took this far less gracefully than she had similar comments directed toward herself.

 

 “You watch yourself, boy,” Rath Kadora snarled.

 

 “Yeah? Why’s that? It’s true and you fucking know it.”

 

 “Brat, I’ve fought and killed things you would drop dead from terror at the sight of!”

 

 “There’s nothing like that on Dount,” Jadrin commented helpfully from the sidelines, where she was leaning against the edge of a table, chewing a piece of jerky. Fortunately, everyone ignored her.

 

 “You know what a coward is, don’t you?” Sato retorted, taking a fearless step forward. “It means you won’t face things that scare you. Big man with an artifact, you’re not scared of fighting or hunting. You love that shit. But you were scared of arguing with that bitch shaman, so you didn’t. You were scared of looking weak in front of your tribe of fucking mongrels, so you didn’t. And you’re gonna fucking stand there and take it no matter what I say to you, because you’re scared of the Dark Lord. You fucking miserable little chickenshit coward.”

 

 Rath Kadora actually hefted his spear. “I’m not going to tolerate—”

 

 “Yes, you are.”

 

 I kept my voice even and calm, but projected with a force that boomed off the walls. Everyone stopped, the chief warrior freezing mid-brandish to turn a wary look on me.

 

 “As Aster said,” I continued, after maintaining the silence for a moment to lower the ambient energy in the room, “no fighting. Neither of you—none of you—is going to start throwing hands or I will personally put you down, and nobody wants to experience my method of doing that.”

 

 Another graphic pause, to let them all vividly recall the spectacle of my Immolate.

 

 “But as for words? You’ll take whatever Sato chooses to say to you, and you will listen politely, because he’s not wrong. What you allowed to happen to him for the sake of your own advantage was vile beyond description. And you’re gonna get your back up because he calls you names over it? Please. Man up, Kadora.”

 

 I had turned toward him completely, risking leaving Sato out of my line of sight to maintain the full focus of my personality on Rath Kadora, which at that moment was the majority of what was keeping him under control. And oh, yes, he was mad. I could see it in the clenched, quivering line of every bulging muscle in his gigantic body. It was a terrifying spectacle to be this close to on a primal level, and had I been a hair less magical and heavily armed I might well have backed away from him. But I was the Dark Lord, and not only couldn’t afford to look weak, but did not need to.

 

 Besides, there was more than anger here.

 

 I could see it in the position of his ears, lowered to the sides. The way he couldn’t hold my gaze, or even glance in Sato’s direction. The shame. Sato was right, I was right, and Rath Kadora was a decent enough man to know it. Not decent enough to have taken a stand when it would have counted, but enough to bitterly regret his weakness.

 

 Not unlike Rads, the goblin mining foreman. I could work with that.

 

 “You need to offer amends to him,” I said in a calmer tone after letting him stew in it for a while. “I don’t know what could possibly begin to suffice—probably nothing, to be frank. And he’s certainly underno obligation to accept any overtures from you. But you need to make an honest, sincere attempt, Rath Kadora. You can do it because the Dark Lord commands it, if that helps you. But you should do it because this business is a stain on your honor, and if I’m right in my judgment of the kind of man you are, you will do whatever is needed to put that right.”

 

 Slowly, he straightened back up from his braced stance, inhaling deeply and moving his spear back to upright position. After a second, Rath Kadora nodded at me, once, deeply.

 

 “Hn. Make it a command if you wish, Dark Lord, but you are right. I thank you for the reminder. The boy…is owed. I must think on how to begin redressing this, must do it properly. For his own suffering, and also…” His ears twitched once, and he looked away again. “I was not chief warrior when his mother was cast out, but that was no less a disgrace. I am chief now, and the tribe’s shame is my shame. Hm. If I only knew where to start.”

 

 I turned back to Sato, wary of his response to that last revelation, but fortunately it seemed the fireworks for the evening had subsided. Well, in one sense.

 

 Sato was currently in the process of being gently ushered out of the mess hall by a pretty young woman who was halfway wrapped around him. At the doorway, Keffin paused, glancing back at me with a grin and a wink, and then tugged the wolf boy out into the hall.

 

 Well. That was one way to handle that.

 

 “Hummm,” Zui said from beside my waist, where I had not expected her to be. I only didn’t jump in surprise out of habituation; she’d been doing shit like that all week. Right now she was staring after the departing couple with a faint frown. “For some reason I’m a little uncomfortable about that.”

 

 “Is it because Sato is in a highly emotional and vulnerable state, or because Keffin is at least somewhat fetishizing him due to his race?” Minifrit asked lazily, sashaying up to us and trailing a cloud of sweet-scented smoke from her lips as usual. “Or merely because he is just barely old enough for such things to begin with?”

 

 “Well, it was just a vague, general sort of discomfiture, but thanks for the horrible specificity,” Zui grumbled, scowling at her.

 

 Minifrit’s eyes crinkled in a smile even as her lips were fully pursed around her pipe. She blew smoke toward the ceiling before answering.

 

 “Keffin is only pushy when it comes to acquiring clients, not when servicing them. In fact, she is quite adept at sussing out a man’s emotional needs and meeting them. One of my go-to girls when a customer would come in wracked with distress, needing to lose himself in a woman’s arms for a while. A good choice of companion for a young man who has just been through a traumatic experience. You needn’t worry, she will not push him to do anything. Odds are decent he will spend his evening crying on her lap until he falls asleep.”

 

 “Well, I guess that’s…okay,” Zui muttered.

 

 “Yeah, I guess it is,” I said. “Anyway…uh oh.”

 

 I just couldn’t catch a damn break in this place. While I’d been distracted for seconds by Minifrit and Zui, Rath Kadora had stomped off somewhere and the next big public debacle had materialized right under my nose.

 

 Velaven had just stepped up alongside Jadrin, which I could have warned her not to do had I had a moment to see this coming.

 

 “Good evening. It is Miss Jadrin, I believe?”

 

 Jadrin stared at her without expression for exactly three seconds. Then swallowed her half-chewed bite of jerky and plastered on a broad, welcoming smile which set off screaming alarms in my brain. 

 

 “So it is, Miss Velaven.”

 

 Velaven smiled back, thinly, and folded down her hands in the traditional Fflyr gesture. In contrast to her normally smooth…everything, the motion was stiff and unpracticed, and reminded me starkly of her absolutely inexplicable performance in the conference room a few hours ago.

 

 “I have observed you training the recruits. Your fighting skills are impressive.”

 

 “Aren’t you sweet to notice.” Jadrin’s wide smile did not waver. I wanted to intervene—in fact, I probably ought to—but I was compulsively fascinated by the unfolding disaster.

 

 “I have been assigned command of a special squadron by Lord Seiji himself,” Velaven continued, her own smile widening slightly, just enough to look a smidge more genuine. “If you are amenable, I would like to discuss making you a founding member. Your abilities would be a great asset, but I think there is still much I can teach you.”

 

 I saw, from my peripheral vision, Zui slowly reach up to cover her face with both hands.

 

 “Hey, yeah, that sounds interesting,” Jadrin said brightly. “I don’t mind doing you a favor. But since you brought it up, maybe you’d be willing to do something for me, as well?”

 

 “Of course, I would be glad to hear you out,” Velaven replied with a courteous nod.

 

 Jadrin beamed at her.

 

 “Kill yourself.”

 

 They smiled at each other in frozen silence for several seconds.

 

 “Wanna borrow my knife?” Jadrin offered politely, whipping it out. I wasn’t the only one who tensed, but she spun the blade around in her grip, offering it to Velaven handle-first.

 

 The dark elf glanced down at it, then returned her eyes to meet Jadrin’s.

 

 “Tempting,” she said, without a trace if irony. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid that would be a poor use of the Dark Lord’s resources.”

 

 “Oh, yeah, that’s a good point,” Jadrin said, nodding seriously. “Can’t have that. Ah, well, sometimes things don’t work out. Guess you’ll just have to fuck off, then.”

 

 She re-sheathed the knife, tore off another large chunk of jerky while maintaining direct eye contact with Velaven, and only then straightened up and turned, sauntering away.

 

 Khadret eased up to Velaven from the other direction, murmuring a quiet explanation.

 

 “She was sleeping with Sakin.”

 

 “…ah. That is information I wish I’d had several minutes ago.”

 

 “Sakin got killed in that catfolk raid you caused.”

 

 “I remember who he was, thank you,” Velaven said to her, turning around and nodding politely. “Your timing is fortuitous, Khadret. As a matter of fact, I was going to ask—”

 

 “Oh, so I’m your second pick?” Khadret didn’t put on a performance like Jadrin, she was just…unnervingly calm. That wasn’t something she was doing to Velaven in particular; it was usually hard to tell what she was thinking. “You think Jadrin’s a better prospect than me, is that it?”

 

 “I merely happened to see her first,” Velaven assured her. “The need for an individual approach means I can only speak with one person at a time.”

 

 “Smooth. You’re very smooth, princess. Not sure I like that about you.”

 

 “It hasn’t been Princess for some time, I’m afraid.”

 

 “Hasn’t been Queen for a while, either, way I understand it.”

 

 Velaven’s second staring match in as many minutes was a bit less loaded, but not a lot more productive.

 

 “True,” she said at last.

 

 Khadret, to my surprised, nodded at her. “I’m a little busy at the moment. Field rotation and training sessions. The work suits me pretty well, I find. Tell you what, though, I’ll think about it.”

 

 “I appreciate that.”

 

 Khadret clapped her on the shoulder, by which Velaven seemed absolutely flabbergasted, then turned and strolled off in the opposite direction from the way Jadrin had gone, leaving the dark elf standing there alone in the mess hall as it emptied out. Dinner was over, the drama seemed to have abated, and she was left taking in the fact that everyone still present was keeping a wide perimeter around her, like a school of fish avoiding a passing shark.

 

 “This is just painful to watch,” Zui muttered. Shaking her head, she turned and departed the room herself.

 

 “Right, well, anyway,” I sighed. “Damn it, now I’ve forgotten what I was doing next.”

 

 “You were resting,” Minifrit stated.

 

 “Look, on a day like today—”

 

 “You need to rest.” She put on her most implacable expression, jabbing the stem of her pipe at me. “Everything is under control, Lord Seiji. You have competent people organizing your affairs, and I’m not even the only one anymore. Yes, this is all fraught, but it is proceeding as smoothly as can be hoped, and all of it is supervised. In another day and change, you will have to deal with a fresh handful of hassles in Gwyllthean and you had better not show up exhausted.”

 

 She puffed smoke at me for emphasis, and I waved it away, scowling. “Do you have to do that where we eat?”

 

 “Dinner is over,” she said with the smug smile of someone who had just won the argument.

 

 “Look, fine, I get it, okay? But it’s still way early, and I’m too keyed up to sleep anyway. I might as well go check on—”

 

 “If you are determined to pursue some already established project,” she said smoothly, sidling up next to me and entwining my arm in her own, “I have a better idea. There’s another you have been neglecting, anyway.”

 

 “What? No I haven’t. I’m on top of—”

 



 

 An hour later, my arms finally gave out. It wasn’t the exertion, I was in the best shape of my life, but just… I couldn’t remember ever having felt so relaxed in my life. It had been far, far too long.

 

 At last I had the presence of mind and remaining stamina not to just collapse on top of her, managing to lower myself more gently to rest upon the warm, delectably soft shape of the woman beneath me on my bed.

 

 Minifrit adjusted her grip around me, keeping me tightly embraced as I rested my face in the crook of her neck, feeling her labored breathing as I slowly regained my own. One of her hands slid up to cradle the back of my head, fingers twining into my sweat-damp hair. Slowly, her legs relaxed, though she made no move to dislodge me from between them, just twining them more gently through mine.

 

 Now this… I had needed this, more than I’d realized—which was saying something because it certainly wasn’t like I didn’t know I had needed it. More important, I’d been able to do it. All of it, from start to finish, for the first time since coming to this absurd hell world. Not a single flashback the whole time.

 

 We didn’t rush the afterglow; you don’t spoil a good thing. It was a few minutes, not until after our breathing had steadied, before Minifrit chuckled throatily right under my cheek and caressed the back of my neck.

 

 “Congratulations, my lord.”

 

 “Mmm.” I nuzzled playfully at her throat. “You too.”

 

 She lightly flicked my forehead with a fingertip.

 

 “Ow. So violent.”

 

 “Crybaby.”

 

 “All teasing aside…wow. Just, wow, Min.” Still somewhat laboriously, though with my strength a bit recovered, I lifted myself up on both arms so I could look down at her face. “You know, you’re actually sort of good at that.”

 

 “And you…” Gently, she ran her hand over my cheek, smirking up at me in utterly smug self-satisfaction. “…are teachable. Don’t worry, I’m not done working on you yet.”

 

 I flicked her forehead, prompting an even wider smirk.

 

 “Ooh, you brute. Just wait’ll I tell everyone the Dark Lord abuses his mistress.”

 

 “Typical. I ended up in the one Dark Crusade where that would actually hurt my reputation.”

 

 She laughed, twined her arms around her neck, and pulled herself upward to kiss me. I was no longer surprised by her upper body strength, but I remained impressed.

 

 “Really, though,” I said when I could. “This is… Just for the record, Min, you are absolutely welcome in my bed for the foreseeable. But I don’t want to make this seems like an obligation. You’ve already helped—”

 

 She kissed me a lot more firmly this time, actually managing to push herself more upright and me along with her without ever dislodging her lips from mine. That really didn’t seem like it should’ve worked, but Minifrit was adept at maneuvers like this. She was adept at a lot of maneuvers, including quite a few that would never have occurred to me. We ended up kneeling upright, wrapped around each other, before she let me breathe again.

 

 “This is not a moment for you to be all responsible,” she finally lectured, rubbing the tip of her nose against mine. “I know you’re not going to make me do anything. You know I’m here voluntarily. We both know what this is, and the point is for you to stop being the big commanding Dark Lord for a little while. You may be as tightly wound as the next three most tense men I’ve ever known, Seiji, but if you can’t manage to relax a little while enjoying the attentions of your lover, I’m going to start taking it personally.”

 

 “Hmm? Sorry, that sounded important, but I zoned out. It’s just that these boobs feel really nice in this position.”

 

 “Of course, I brought my best pair. Nothing but the finest for my lord.” She had squirmed all the way into my lap now, straddling me. “As for the future… With all due modesty, I don’t see you getting bored of me any time soon. I plan to stick around until you find an actual, more meaningful romance, just as I told you when we began all this. And frankly, I’ll probably notice that’s coming before you do. So relax, Seiji. Just let me take care of you.”

 

 “Mm. Not that my prospects are good. Y’know, for being a Dark Lord surrounded by prostitutes…”

 

 “Well,” she said very solemnly, “I seem to recall I did specifically suggest a dark elf princess. And oh, look, you actually went and found one!”

 

 “Ugh.” I grimaced, turning my face away. “Don’t even get me started on that bundle of havoc. You know, she actually tried to hit on me tonight?”

 

 “Well, of course she did,” Minifrit said, as if this were entirely obvious.

 

 “You weren’t there, it was a debacle. She did this… I don’t even know how to describe it. I don’t know how somebody so composed could fuck up simple flirting that badly. It was like watching a cuckoo clock try to pole dance.”

 

 “That is a very helpful description, because I definitely know what both of those things are.”

 

 “Hummm. Now that you mention it…” Grinning, I started to ease her back down to the blankets. “I bet if I installed a pole and described the basics, you’d figure it out pretty…”

 

 I could actually see her trying it, too. Composed and borderline domineering as she was in public, Minifrit had shown herself willing to express a softer side with me, downright eager to yield to my…personal requests. Professional that she was, she managed to be as pliable as a kitten without relinquishing any of her poise and self-assurance. I could definitely get her spinning around a—

 

I couldn’t breathe. 

 

 The stink in the air, of the canals, of blood and vomit and human shit, and nothing before me but the next person who needed my help. And if I got to her in time, the next after that, and so on, until I came to the one I hadn’t been fast enough to save. There were always more, always someone I was too late to reach. Always glassy eyes accusing me in death—

 

 I was on the floor, somehow, on my knees, gasping for breath. Minifrit had a death grip around my upper body, keeping my arms pinned to my sides where they couldn’t… I’d bloodied my knuckles against the floor. I could see the red droplets on the akorthist panels where I’d clawed at them.

 

 “Shh, shh, you’re right here with me. You are here, not there. All that is over. Breathe, Seiji. In. Out. One at a time. There we are, there we are. You’re okay.”

 

 She leaned her forehead against my temple, relaxing her grip slightly now that I’d gone still. For the second time very recently I let myself loosen up in her arms, slowly getting my breath back. It was a lot less gratifying this time.

 

 The noise that rose in my throat was half growl and half unreleased yell, seasoned with more of a whine than I wanted to admit.

 

 “Fuck. Fuck. God dammit. I thought… Come on, we just finished— This is supposed to be over.”

 

 “Hey, don’t do that,” she soothed, stroking my hair. “It’s all right. We already went over it, you know this kind of thing doesn’t work that way. It’s a process, not a cure. It will continue getting better. It may never go away entirely, Seiji. But you’ve come so far. Tonight was an enormous step forward—an absolute victory. Don’t discount that just because it wasn’t perfect. It’s not any less big a step because it wasn’t the last one.”

 

 Breathing a bit more evenly now, I raised my head to look at her. Minifrit was always a pretty woman, but having her curly black hair cascading loose around her really was stunning. At the moment, though, half of her face was reddened and just beginning to swell, where someone had clobbered her good.

 

 “Oh, shit, Min. Heal! I’m so sorry—”

 

 She placed one finger on my lips, smiling. “Shush. You had best remember to give me credit, Lord Seiji, I knew very well what I was signing up for. Heal yourself too, don’t forget.”

 

 “Ah…right.” Heal. Hands aside, I had skinned a shin tumbling off the bed and it was starting to feel like I’d broken my big toe. Man, it was nice having that spell. How did anybody get through flashbacks without it?

 

 Minifrit rose smoothly, pulling me up in that gentle yet inexorable way she had. “That’s about enough roughhousing, I believe. Come back to bed.”

 

 “I, uh… I don’t think I’m up for any more—”

 

 “Yes, I figured,” she said with a wry little smile, leaning in to give me a quick kiss. “There are a lot of things two people can do on a bed, you know. You should lie down, let the tension fade, and try to sleep. It’s big enough to avoid the wet patch. After all that, I think you deserve to be held all night. If you’d like?”

 

 Come on, you’re not supposed to just ask that. A man has his pride, I can’t just… I mean, how could I say out loud that…

 

 “…yes, please.”
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4.8 In Which the Dark Lord Gets a Handout


                Sneppit had never let me down yet.

 

Granted, much of the relative peace and tranquility of the next day was due to Minifrit’s supervision, and her willingness to consult with the leadership of the two tribes to determine the best ways to keep the peace. It was tense around the fortress, but no incidents ensued by the time I had to embark for Gwyllthean. Well, no incidents worth noting; several people snapped at Velaven as she attempted to pursue her project. That was how I learned the catfolk didn’t like her one bit more than the humans, and for exactly the same reason.

 

It was Sneppit who got credit for getting the trams running, though. The whole network was still being rebuilt and would be for a while, but as promised she had prioritized the specific lines needed to get between North Watch and Gwyllthean. It would be a longer ride back as the tunnel following the air currents which propelled those trams looped all the way north around the island, but the ride itself from the Fallencourt terminal to its counterpart under the city was barely ten minutes. It had taken a lot longer to walk to the station from the fortress.

 

It was almost enough to make me angry about all the time I’d spent hiking back and forth across this damn island.

 

“Whew, that’s a relief,” Zui said cheerfully as we strode toward the guarded exit to the city above. “But hey, it worked! I guess that was as good a test of the new tracks as any.”

 

Aster and I both missed a step before recovering. It was Aster who voiced the obvious.

 

“Oh, fuck off, Zui. There’s no way Sneppit would let that thing run without getting tested first.”

 

 Zui turned to give us both a big, shit-eating grin, and it was a testament to how used to goblins I was getting that I wanted to kick those sharklike teeth rather than retreat from them.

 

 It was interesting to revisit the Short Stack; the last time I’d been in this pub, it had been as an outsider, getting my first glimpse into goblin culture and spending most of my energies thwarting their attempts to spy on my business. Now I was returning as the lord of all goblindom on Dount, using the goblin entrance. Which was mostly significant in that I had to duck to get through; if you’ve seen one tunnel into a basement, you’ve seen them all. 

 

 Also, my old theory was only partially correct. Miss Sneppit’s headquarters was not directly under this pub, but it was a relatively short tunnel hike away beneath the very outskirts of Gwyllthean to the northeast. It was fascinating, getting a passing look at the goblins’ defenses—both the checkpoints set up under my authority and their original system in place due to this being the Kingsguard’s usual point of entry when they decided to raid the tunnels. Whole sections of tunnel were rigged to be blocked by debris at the pull of a lever, including the ones leading to Sneppit’s place, funneling intruders into more dangerous areas with less habitation.

 

 More and more I felt like my recruitment of the goblins and their ingenuity was going to be the defining achievement of my entire Dark Crusade.

 

 “Welcome back, Lord Seiji,” said Gizmit upon meeting us in the pub’s basement. “I hear you’ve had a very successful few days with the local tribes.”

 

 “Now, how the hell are you up to date on that?” Aster demanded.

 

 Gizmit favored us with one of her rare little smiles. “Information didn’t travel as fast with the trams down, but it’s not as if contact was cut off. I’d be a poor pick for this job if I didn’t keep abreast of important developments. The cats and the wolves, now? Impressive work, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Thanks, but there’s a limit to how much credit I can take. I was just capitalizing on unexpected events.”

 

 “That is what makes it impressive. Any idiot can wring a victory out of a situation they’ve set up and controlled from the start. But, you didn’t come here to have your butt kissed and I don’t care for the flavor, so let’s move along. I’ve got a secure room nearby where you can be briefed; no listening holes, unlike all the above-ground rooms in this place.”

 

 “Perfect, lead on.”

 

 “I’m amazed there’s a structure in the Gutters that has an underground section,” Aster muttered as Gizmit conducted us down a short hallway and through a door. “Never mind cultural taboos, aren’t you worried about flooding?”

 

 “The canal walls are pretty solid,” said Zui, pulling the door shut behind us. “Pre-Fflyr construction, and actually maintained, believe it or not. Also, this is goblin architecture, meaning it was built properly. These walls are watertight.”

 

 “And secure as she says, Biribo?” I prompted.

 

 “Looks good, boss. The ceiling is solid and there’s nobody in the room directly above us. The hall out there’s empty, and so is the next room over—with no listening holes in either wall—and it’s solid dirt and rock on every other side.”

 

 “Perfect. Sorry, Gizmit, not to doubt you or anything…”

 

 “You will never hear me complain about appropriate caution, Lord Seiji,” she assured me. “Now then, to business. This shouldn’t be a long meeting, depending on how many details you want, because—at the risk of tempting the goddesses—the news is all good.”

 

“That’s a nice change of pace,” I said approvingly. “Go on.”

 

 “I’ll start with the bit that I think’ll make you happiest, which may not be optimal storytelling technique but you’ll just be grumpy if I keep it from you any longer. I’ve so far found two of Lady Gray’s secret stashes in the Gutters, and I have leads on several more.”

 

 “You found—wait. She had secret stashes?”

 

 Gizmit nodded. “She wasn’t one to keep all her coins in one pouch, metaphorically or literally.”

 

 “On top of everything else I’ve had you doing this week? Now that’s quick work, Gizmit.”

 

 “Well, I wasn’t starting from scratch. I’ve known the location of one for years, but I left it strictly alone while Gray was alive. And and also later, while the Gutters gangs were going through a power shakeup. Nothing in there could’ve been worth the risk of setting Gwyllthean’s underworld against goblins. But that was then and you’re in charge now, so I dug into it at the first opportunity. Just currency and some paperwork in there—which I used to find another, which seems to have been one of Gray’s personal stashes. That was a goldmine, if relatively small. Documents that will aid in finding more, as well as in tracking the movements of Clan Olumnach and other players on Dount, more wealth in the form of expensive jewelry and art rather than liquid currency… And best of all, things for you to use personally.”

 

 Smiling with open smugness, she reached inside her duster and pulled out a narrow, flattish box from one of its large concealed pockets, and held it out to me.

 

 “Several minor artifacts, whose function I haven’t determined. Biribo should be able to tell you what they do. They are secured; I didn’t want to carry too many valuables around the city with me, just in case, but I knew you’d want to get your hands on these as soon as possible.”

 

 “Oh, fuck yes I do,” I breathed, having just opened the box.

 

 Within, slightly smashed from their normal cylindrical shape but none the worse for wear, were spell scrolls. Two of them.

 

Finally!

 

 “Gizmit, you are my new favorite goblin!” I crowed, already snapping the ribbon and unrolling one. “You hear that, Zui? You are officially on notice.”

 

 “Enjoy your fifteen minutes, Giz,” Zui said dryly. “He’s got the attention span of a sleep-deprived housecat.”

 

 I ignored her, preoccupied with the dissolution of the magic scroll and the sudden burst of insight my eyes as I acquired Shock.

 

Oh, hell yes. I vividly remembered how effective that had been when Hoy had been flinging it around. Finally, finally, direct attack magic that wasn’t a horrible torture spell or just chucking slimes! Finally, an attack spell to neutralize rather than kill a target—which, again, wasn’t a horrible torture spell. And that was just its immediate usage. Once I started seeing what I could combine that with…

 

 “You’re gonna keep us in suspense, aren’t you,” Aster said wryly while I dug into the other scroll.

 

 “That was Shock,” Biribo explained. “Remember, we saw Hoy use that one.”

 

 “Ooh! Now that’s a good find!”

 

 My own elation had faded somewhat, as I had just opened the other scroll and gained the power of Soulbond, and was now concentrating on the awareness of it in my head. As with all other spells, possessing it gave me an intuitive understanding of how to use it, but…not a complete understanding. This one in particular seemed difficult to wrap my brain around. 

 

 “…huh. Biribo, what’s this, now?”

 

 “Aww, you got Soulbond,” he cooed in an openly mocking tone. “That’s so sweet!”

 

 “Shut the fuck up and exposit, you flying handbag.”

 

 “Soulbond,” Biribo proclaimed, addressing himself to the room at large as much as to me, “can be cast upon any person with whom the caster shares a deep, abiding love and absolute trust. It enables them to be intuitively aware of each other’s position and general state of being as long as the spell lasts—which is until that state of love and trust is broken, or both parties mutually decide to dispel it. That scroll’s a common enough dungeon drop, boss, and the first big payday of many an adventurer. Blessed nobles love having that to share with their sweethearts.”

 

 Aster was so obviously, studiously not bursting out laughing that I wished she’d just go ahead and do it.

 

 “So in other words, fucking useless,” I sighed. “Oh, well, I might still be able to make something worthwhile out of it with spell combination.”

 

 Zui sighed heavily. “Oh, you sad, bleak-hearted little man.”

 

 “Gray was the wrong kind of Blessed to use those,” said Gizmit, “and while I haven’t been able to verify for certain, I suspect the artifacts I found with them were below her personal caliber. That suggests it was a cache of valuables she was planning to sell, not her personal arsenal. Which means there may yet be some much better finds out there. I’m following up on some hints and will let you know immediately if I acquire anything else.”

 

 “Fantastic work, Gizmit, I knew you were the right pick for this job. What other good news do you have for me?”

 

 She nodded, her expression satisfied even as her tone was brisk and businesslike. “Your orders with regard to the changes of operations among the Gutters gangs has proceeded smoothly, with none of the pushback I feared. Actually, a lot of credit for that is due to the bodyguards you assigned me while I was surveying the Gutters, and pursuant to that, I have a personnel recommendation. Aster, this is technically your domain, so apologize if I’m stepping on your toes.”

 

 “Not at all, I’m always interested in your opinion, Gizmit.”

 

 “Personnel?” I asked. “Are you talking about Auron and Deeyo? They were just supposed to be making sure nobody jumped you while you moved around the Gutters.”

 

 “Which they did very well, but what took me by surprise is how well those two hit it off. They not only formed an amazingly fast friendship in just a few days, they fell naturally into what might be the smoothest good guard, bad guard routine I’ve ever seen. I want to put forward Auron as a prospect for head of your Gutters operations, Lord Seiji, with Deeyo as his lieutenant and personal enforcer.”

 

 “Interesting,” Aster mused. “Auron is even-tempered and has leadership experience, yes. Deeyo’s kind of an erratic hothead, though, isn’t he?”

 

 “That’s a solid description,” Gizmit agreed. “But he listens to Auron’s calming advice, and his combination of aggressive personality and magical firepower is the perfect backup for Auron’s more laid-back style. They do this amazingly well; everybody we dealt with either respects the human’s levelheaded approach or fears the goblin mage’s temper. Frankly, I think the best way to keep Deeyo under control is to attach him to Auron permanently—and in addition to the aptitudes Aster just mentioned, Auron seems to completely lack prejudice. At any rate, he has zero problem respecting goblins and I saw no reason to think he’s got a problem with beastfolk either. That’ll be important, given the way the Crusade is shaping up.”

 

 “It all sounds sensible to me,” I said. “As she pointed out, Aster, military personnel are your department. What do you think?”

 

 “The half of it I can speak to, I agree with,” she said slowly, forehead furrowed in thought. “Deeyo is mostly an unknown to me, but Gizmit’s endorsement counts for a lot… Hm. Ordinarily I’d interview the both of them myself, but our itinerary for this trip is going to make that difficult. I’ll need to stick with Lord Seiji on his own errands, and we probably won’t have time for that diversion. Zui, can I ask you to double-check this arrangement and tell me what you think?”

 

 “I mean, I’m glad to help,” Zui shrugged, “but I’ll tell you up front I am very unlikely to disagree with Gizmit’s assessment. Not out of any favoritism, it’s just that in all the years I’ve known her, she doesn’t sign her name to any idea she’s not very certain about.”

 

 “Of course, I’m pretty confident in her judgment myself. It’s just that for something as important as overall command of the Gutters gangs, I’m reluctant to sign my own name to an idea I’m not in a position to be sure of. And since I may not have the opportunity to investigate myself, I’d at least like a second opinion from another person I trust.”

 

 “Due diligence, I respect the hell out of that,” Zui agreed, nodding. “Sure, I can shadow the two of ‘em for a day and report back.”

 

 “Better yet,” I added, “have them do for you what they were doing for Gizmit. That’ll assuage another worry I had about turning you loose in the Gutters, Zui. No offense, but you’re more likely to need armed backup than she is.”

 

 I was still worried about the prospect of curses, and didn’t love the idea of sending my queens in different directions, but I could only take Aster with me on my business in Gwyllthean and didn’t want to waste the skills of the other two, at least not while we were still fucking around on this sad little wreck of an island and unlikely to encounter anyone who could cast a curse.

 

 “See, that’s one of those things that wouldn’t be offensive if you hadn’t gone out of your way to point out that it could be.”

 

 “I do what I can,” I said modestly. “Anyway, Gizmit, suggestion received and appreciated. What else?”

 

 “Forward operations are going well. I have succeeded in planting two agents among the household servants in Caer Olumnach. They’re to spend some time establishing themselves and beginning to build informal networks before attempting any actual espionage, and I strongly advise allowing them time to do so.”

 

“Excellent. What about in Clan Aelthwyn?”

 

 Gizmit’s brow furrowed in annoyance, which was almost as good as a tantrum from most other people.

 

 “That’s proving to be a much thornier problem than I anticipated, Lord Seiji. The issue is that steward of theirs. Caludon Aelthwyn may have a brain like a knotted snake full of angry birds, but the man he’s got actually running his affairs is annoyingly competent. He’d have to be, being both the effective governor of Dount and the personal babysitter of Archlord Caludon and Highlady Nazfryn, who are a pair of bored, deranged sadists who ruin everything in sight any time they’re allowed to use any of the power they have. I would like to pick Nazralind’s brain on the problem as soon as I’m back at North Watch, but what I’ve learned in the meantime is that the vetting process for new servants in Caer Aelthwyn is designed to prevent, among other things, exactly what I am trying to do. I’m going to have to work out a way to infiltrate several other very high-level social networks before I can pull that off. I don’t believe it’s impossible, Lord Seiji, but it’s going to be a longer-term project than I initially planned on.”

 

 “Mmm… Well, keep at it. The Aelthwyns are a longer-term project anyway, since unlike the Olumnachs I wasn’t planning to wipe them out in the near future. Getting rid of those two sounds like a moral necessity, but the strategic necessities already required us to tolerate them a while longer, at least until we’re done using them. Talking to Naz is a good idea.”

 

 She nodded. “Moving on from that, I’ll need your go-ahead and/or personal intervention on the next forward operations I recommend. To begin with, you probably already know this, but it’s going to be vital to our plans in the city to maintain and if possible improve your relationship with Captain Norovena.”

 

 “That was one of my purposes in visiting town,” I said, “though chatting with the Captain was a lower priority…”

 

 “I would advise making it a higher one, Lord Seiji,” she said seriously. “Norovena is a corrupt man, yes, but don’t make the mistake of assuming that’s all there is to him. He is trying as best he can to maintain order—trying in something like good faith. That might be a contradiction in a different country, but in Fflyr Dlemathlys, the fact is that an incorruptible man could not do his job. Keeping the Kingsguard at minimum off our backs and at best actively willing to cooperate with us will be absolutely essential. To do that, you’ll need to keep Norovena convinced that your association is not only personally profitable to him, but in the overall best interests of the peace and order on Dount. In that you have a big advantage over the likes of Olumnach or Gray, since you actually intend to do that and are in fact making some headway.”

 

 “That’s…interesting,” I mused, frowning. “You’re sure about your assessment of the man?”

 

 “If I were in any way unsure, I’d have said that first,” she replied with subdued irritation.

 

 “Sorry, Gizmit, not to question your competence. I just hadn’t observed… Well, then again, perhaps I haven’t exactly been in a position to see into the man’s heart.”

 

 “I haven’t either, but I’ve taken pains to study up on his history and monitor his actions, as best I can from a safe distance. The Kingsguard and King’s Guild are among the organizations I don’t advise attempting to watch too directly, as they have inherent defenses against people lurking around them, but fortunately both are vulnerable to infiltration. Meanwhile, leveraging your established relationship with the captain of the former would be a massive asset until I can groom some acceptable prospects to seed in their ranks.”

 

 “All right, makes sense. I’ll bump him up my priority list.”

 

 “Very good, Lord Seiji. The other major recommendation I have concerns the Auldmaer Company, which I presume you were also planning to visit on this trip.”

 

 “I was. In addition to just checking in with Master Auldmaer, we need to discuss an update to our financial arrangements. Sneppit’s got a new business plan which will require us to turn our various ill-gotten gains into liquid currency, as opposed to having him turn our currency into raw materials the way we’ve been doing.”

 

 “Hm.” She tilted her head, considering. “I see why the changes to the organization would make that a good move. Let me guess, Sneppit found out that nobody except herself, me, and Youda was drawing a salary? What did she throw at you?”

 

 “It’s called communism,” I explained in utter solemnity. “We have nothing to lose but our chains!”

 

 Gizmit looked questioningly at Aster, who shook her head.

 

 “Right, well, anyway. That will probably go over well; it should be easier and more profitable for Auldmaer to do than the previous arrangement. Good, that’ll put him in a receptive mood. I believe, Lord Seiji, it will become necessary to advance our influence through mercantile operations in Gwyllthean, which means gaining fingerholds in other companies and solidifying our grip on Auldmaer. This should be done in a way which profits him as much as we reasonably can; it is a bad idea to mistreat one’s loyal allies for a whole host of reasons. To that end, I wish to plant an agent in his company. Openly, posed as a request from yourself to Auldmaer.”

 

 “Interesting,” I mused. “Go on?”

 

 “He won’t be surprised that you’re keeping an eye on him; that’s to be expected in this kind of relationship. Doing so openly rather than behind his back will increase trust and goodwill. Specifically, I would like to have him hire on one of Nazralind’s noblewoman friends.”

 

 “Hang on, now,” Aster interjected. “Those girls are all wanted criminals. Putting one openly in a job in the middle ring is asking for a disaster!”

 

 “It depends on which one,” Gizmit explained. “As for the criminals part, it may be an open secret who that gang of rebel agitators out east was, but no one can afford to admit it. In a country with effective police and actual investigative ability, I wouldn’t risk it, but this is Fflyr Dlemathlys. Worse—or better, in this case—it’s Dount. The only actual risk is that some of the girls would be seized and dragged home by their families if seen in public, but only some. Several of them have been legally disowned.”

 

 She turned her focus to me directly as she continued.

 

 “Nazralind can probably explain the details better than I, and in fact she should be the one to suggest candidates, but the upshot is that for a young disowned highborn girl, landing a cushy job at a legitimate trading company is basically a best-case scenario. No one in polite society will question that, they’ll just relish having someone new to look down their noses at. What’s more, having a pretty noblewoman in a customer-facing position, disowned or no, will be a social asset Auldmaer will be able to leverage for significant advantage, both politically and economically. He will love this idea. Additionally,” she added, “I want to place a discreet watch around his company operations. Both to be able to keep an eye on what he’s doing without depending on the asset we’ve placed there openly, to whom he will feed misinformation if he intends to deceive us, and to ensure that our girl has an escape route and backup available if something goes wrong.”

 

 Slowly, I nodded. “I follow you. Hm… All right, it’s a good plan, I like the sound of it. Excellent work, Gizmit. Bring that up with Nazralind as well. You are planning to return to North Watch, as we discussed?”

 

 “I want to accompany Zui today as we check in with the goblin assets we’re positioning throughout the Gutters, but after that, yes. Now that the tram line is running, it’s less critical for me to be out here, and North Watch is a more secure position from which to base my activities.”

 

 “Good. You’ve done excellent work here, Gizmit, and now I’m afraid I’m about to give you more.”

 

 She raised an eyebrow.

 

 “I have put Velaven in charge of forming and training a squad of shadow scouts,” I explained. “This is…mostly a means of training her to behave according to our organization’s standards, though I do also want shadow scouts. But while she’s doing that, I would like someone keeping an eye on her and on this unit as it develops.”

 

 “You don’t trust her,” Gizmit said quietly.

 

 “It’s not so much that I don’t trust her—although, no, I don’t—as that this in particular seems like a risk. I’ve handed her the ideal opportunity to begin forming a counter-resistance within my organization, exactly as she did in Jadrak’s. Seeing what she does with that opportunity will do a lot to help me gauge how much I can trust her. But I’m not stupid enough to let that unfold without an eye kept on it.”

 

 “My eye, you mean.”

 

 “More than yours, don’t get me wrong. Minifrit and Sneppit are both watching over this at my request, and Velaven is reporting directly to Aster on the matter. But when it comes to skullduggery… Yours are the most competent eyes, Giz.”

 

 “Which means Velaven will see me coming a limn away,” she mused, but then a slow, vulpine smile spread across her features. “Interesting. It’s been a while since I had a real partner to play brain checkers with. Very good, Lord Seiji, I’ll make sure to…test her skills and my own.”

 

 “Politely,” I reminded her. “Velaven’s not to be treated as an enemy unless she gives some indication that she should.”

 

 “Uh, yeah, boss, I was gonna say,” Biribo chimed in. “Given her position, I really don’t think she’s likely to turn against you.”

 

 “I agree,” I said. “I understand the fix she’s in, and what I mean to her. It isn’t that, exactly. It’s more that Velaven, as smart as she is, has shown herself not quite as smart as she thinks she is, and she tends to do squirrelly bullshit when left unsupervised. I just feel better with somebody looking over her shoulder.”

 

 “Well, I’m a little closer to her knees, but I take your meaning, my lord,” Gizmit said, smirking.

 

 “Good. Good meeting—and good work, Gizmit. All right, now I just need to come up with an excuse to drop in on Captain Norovena that’s urgent enough to get me in there without making it seem urgent.”

 

 “As usual, I’m way ahead of you,” my spymaster announced, grinning. “I’ve brought you another present from Lady Gray’s little treasure chest, Lord Seiji, in anticipation of exactly that need. I think this’ll be just the ticket.”
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Look, I'm just a fantasy author here, I'm not trained for complex operations like, uh...counting to two.



                



4.9 In Which the Dark Lord Threads the Needle


                “A Rhaedswyth Velvet?” Captain Norovena had accepted the bottle from me with something very like reverence and now held it up, gazing in awe at the label. “Hell’s revels, man. You know what a nubile silverblend brandy like this is worth?”

 

 “Nubile?” Surely I was missing something; my Blessing of Wisdom had never translated a word wrong, per se, but the complex interactions of language and culture meant I didn’t always understand the things I…understood.

 

The Captain turned his head toward me with a wink and one of those just-between-us-guys looks that for some reason I didn’t see very much in my organization these days. “You know, over fifteen years old. Marriageable age.”

 

 “Ah, of course.” Fucking Fflyr. Actually I think the legal age in Japan is close to that, but that’s with parental consent, which means people aren’t out there doing it willy nilly because Japanese parents are not, as a rule, negligent maniacs. Something told me there were no similar mitigating factors in Dlemathlys. “Truthfully, no. I acquired that as part of a business deal which included enough other miscellany that I’m not entirely sure of the value of most of it. I take it this is a good bottle, then?”

 

 “Lord Seiji,” he said solemnly, setting it down on his desk with care, “there are connoisseurs in this country who would demand you meet them on the field of honor for calling a Rhaedswyth Velvet merely good.”

 

“Yourself among them, I take it?”

 

“Absolutely not. Were I to so forget my stations as to begin trying to duel my superiors, I would certainly not start with you, nor over this. Especially not since you brought one into my very office.”

 

“See, I knew I’d come to the right place. After all, what’s the point of drinking a good vintage by oneself? You’ve never let me down yet, Captain.”

 

“I am even more pleased to be of service than usual. All right, this calls for the good glasses. Well, as good as I bother to keep around here, and may the Goddess forgive us for desecrating this bounty with such pedestrian housing.”

 

It didn’t come as a huge surprise that Captain Norovena did keep some fairly nice shot glasses in his office. I hadn’t had much opportunity to acquaint myself with Fflyr drinking culture, so I was actually quite interested in the designs. They were about the size of shot glasses I was familiar with, but square in shape and smoky gold in color. The actual glass part, I mean; they were elevated like wineglasses, but instead of a single glass stem each was held up by an intricate housing of carved green akornin forming four tall legs.

 

“I’m afraid I only have the two in this set, Miss Delavada,” he said apologetically, “but we can improvise…?”

 

“I’m on duty, Captain,” Aster said with a faint smile from the station she had taken up by the closed door of his office.

 

“Well, so am I, but my daily tasks shouldn’t call for as much need to scan for threats or swing a sword. At least, that’s the excuse I’ll go with.”

 

He removed the stopper with the same reverent attitude as before; it required no tool, being attached to a hinged apparatus of metal. An expensive vintage indeed. Norovena poured us each two fingers and handed me a glass, then lifted his own.

 

“Her light on us.”

 

“Kanpai,” I agreed, raising mine.

 

I was worried, I’ll admit it. It was with purely delighted surprise that I let the brandy wash across my tongue, savoring the gentle burn as it made its way down. So smooth, it was almost like…like burning ice cream. A steady herbal flavor that reminded me of vanilla and nutmeg, with high notes of cinnamon and citrus. At least, that was the best my uneducated palate could discern; I had the strong feeling a vintage like this was wasted on the likes of me. Here I was, just happy to be experiencing something flavored with that combination of spicy and sweet the Fflyr loved that was actually pleasing to experience.

 

“Holy shit,” I murmured, momentarily forgetting the nice formal manners I usually put on in front of Norovena.

 

He didn’t mind. The captain had his eyes closed, savoring. After a moment he inhaled slowly and let out a wistful little sigh. “There are the moments, my lord. One in a rare while, there’s a little spark of joy that makes all the bullshit seem worth it.”

 

“I’ll drink to that.” He poured us each two more fingers, and I hoped Aster had enough restraint not to roll her eyes like I knew she wanted to, at least not right in front of him. “This is a welcome surprise. I have to admit to you, Captain, after my experiences with Fflyr wine I was nervous. It’s all sour, or in some cases spicy. I mean, come on. What sort of lunatic even thinks of spicy wine?”

 

“Ah, you’ve stumbled across an interesting little bit of our history there, Lord Seiji,” he said with a faintly mischievous smile. “That was actually made as a joke by one of the country’s best vintners, when he got tired of foreign merchants complaining about spicy food. It turned out to be a profitable joke; it’s become a Fflyr tradition to spring firewine on unsuspecting foreigners. But over the decades, quite a few Fflyr decided they unironically like it, and…well, we’re stuck with the stuff now.”

 

“Madness.” I was pretty sure the combination of capsaicin and alcohol was literally a chemical weapon, in the right proportions.

 

“We have no shortage of that around here,” he agreed. “It’s a relatively gentle madness, though, compared to some. In any case, my lord, after not seeing you for some time I’m relieved to find you apparently the beneficiary of some success.”

 

“It’s been a rough few weeks for everyone on this island, myself not excluded. But I did have a few strokes of luck amid the chaos and managed to wrangle out a few victories. Overall, I’m not about to complain—for once. After being fully preoccupied out there in the countryside, though, I find myself very curious how things have been going here in town. And I figured, if I’m going to ask no less than the Captain of the Kingsguard to catch me up on the news, I had better show up with a pretty nice incentive.”

 

“For a foreigner, Lord Seiji, you’ve always shown a very intuitive grasp of how we Fflyr do things,” he said with a smile as smooth as the brandy. “Truth be told, I have also been bogged down out in the countryside, so to speak. Thanks to the great generosity of of our neighbors in Lancor—and of course the King, may She watch over him—there have been whole wagon trains of food, medicines, and other supplies that needed escorting to the various Clan fortresses.”

 

“Where,” I said more quietly, “they will undoubtedly sit until they all rot while the lowborn starve en masse in the snow.”

 

“Far be it from me to comment upon the designs of my betters,” he intoned with just enough of a hint of bitterness that I took it as a sign of great trust. These were the kinds of sentiments that could get a man like him much worse than fired if the wrong ears overheard. “The highborn are bestowed their positions by the divine plan of the Goddess Herself, as we all know. Whether they choose to feed their people or play in silos of unused grain like children splashing in puddles, this must be according to Her design. And what fool would dare gainsay a Goddess? But like your own news, Lord Seiji, mine isn’t all bad. Yes, the loss of crops and early onset of the cold are hurting people, but some of the stranger recent developments in the Gutters are helping alleviate the pinch.”

 

“Stranger?”

 

“Well, public health has taken a sharp upswing for the most peculiar reasons. You would probably have noticed at least one when you passed through the Gutters, my lord.”

 

“It didn’t smell nearly as bad,” I nodded. “I figured the cold helped with that…”

 

“Perhaps, but it is mostly due to…and I cannot believe I am saying this…the canals being full of slimes. I haven’t had men to spare for monitoring the likes of that, but I’ve made sure to stay abreast of the gossip. The things are staying in the water, and they’ve cleaned it with astonishing effectiveness. The Gutters used to be built around filthy waters, with all the health hazards that causes, and now…they aren’t. In just a couple of weeks, outbreaks of sickness have dropped amazingly.”

 

“Hum. Well, that’s a useful trick, and no mistake. What about that Healer character who did it, what’s he been up to?”

 

Norovena regarded me without expression for a moment, then paused to take a sip of his brandy—and savor it, of course. Yeah, he knew who the Healer was. He’d broadly hinted at it before, and others had warned me that there were plenty of signs there for anybody who’d seen the both of us in action to follow. Still, it wasn’t yet time to acknowledge these things openly. As much as that would make everything easier, we both needed the deniability, until a great deal more trust had been built between us. And that was a thing that could only happen with time. Gizmit was right, I needed to put in some diligent work here.

 

“The man himself has not put in an appearance in a while,” he finally said in the most performatively neutral tone I’d ever heard. “Which I can’t say I mind, given the ruckus he tends to create during his appearances. The Healer’s one who makes his presence felt even when he’s gone, though. That…healing slime he gave the Convocation has been making ripples all over.”

 

“Oh, yeah, I heard about that,” I said lightly. “Hard to credit, having heard it described. Why slimes, of all the damn things?”

 

“Your guess is as good as mine.” I was seriously impressed at the evenness of his tone. “Though at least one benefit is that slimes are pretty easy to get to reproduce, as long as you’ve got trash even crawns wouldn’t eat. By now there’s one of those in every temple in Gwyllthean, and they’ve sent some down to Fflyrdylle. Even better, the Convocation is not stingy with providing healing to those in need. I’m sure it won’t be long until Lancor and whoever else gets their hands on their own healing slimes, but for this one brief moment in history, Fflyr Dlemathlys actually has something better than any other nation on Ephemera. It’s…quite a thing to live through.”

 

“I’m honestly surprised they weren’t all immediately seized by the Clans.”

 

“Oh, attempts were made, and quickly rebuffed. The Convocation has recruited the King’s Guild to back them up on this. Don’t mistake me, my lord: the higher-ups in the Convocation are politically-minded creatures, but the organization itself is devoted to the principles of the Goddess. That’s an inevitable drawback to filling your power structure with people of principle. Sometimes you have to let them do the right thing just to keep them pacified.”

 

“Sounds like a pretty good time for the Gutters… I mean, hunger and cold aside.”

 

“Mm.” He sipped his drink, gazing abstractly at the wall. “For other and stranger reasons. You know, for some reason, the shake-up with the Gutters gangs as they’ve settled down from their recent transition of power has apparently shut down all the drug pushers. Or at least, redirected them.”

 

Damn right it had. My advisors had talked me down from trying to get out of the drug business entirely by pointing out that drug trafficking was impossible to stamp out; the combination of eternal demand and general economic desperation meant a supply would be provided, and all I could do by trying to shut it down was lock myself out of it. By remaining in charge, I was able to exercise some controls. By, for example, dictating that hard drugs—which, not to my surprise, turned out to be created almost entirely by goblin alchemists—could still be made and sold, but all efforts to recruit new users were to cease on pain of broken kneecaps.

 

“Redirected them?” I asked innocently.

 

Norovena turned his gaze back to me. Still inscrutable, and now contemplative. “The greasy bastards who used to push have switched to recruiting for back-alley doctors. Goblin doctors—the same little shits who make the hard dust, as far as anyone can tell them apart. They’ve branched out into medicine, of all the damned things. I highly doubt their cures are anywhere near as good as what’s made by middle ring alchemists, but they’re a lot cheaper and to Gutter folk, more accessible. More and more help for the helpless crawling out of the crawnholes, right as the Clans are not providing the help they are specifically supposed to. I’m of two minds, Lord Seiji. All of this is extremely good here and now for maintaining the peace, but it’s setting up a situation that could get extremely dicey down the line.”

 

I was pretty proud of my idea to repurpose the goblin drug dealers into…well, more wholesome drug dealers. Also of the way I was setting this whole island up for a big reversal of power. Less pleased that someone this connected to the power structure had seen what was taking shape.

 

“Dicey?” I prompted.

 

“All those whores the Healer spirited out of Cat Alley,” he said suddenly, again gazing into the distance past me, “never turned up again. Isn’t that peculiar? Of course, Dount is half wild; people disappear all the time. Not usually that many at a time, though, nor a recognizable group. Oh, well, at least it’s a group that nobody in power would miss. It’s a funny thing, Lord Seiji—I haven’t had much time to patrol the Gutters myself, of course, but my men who’ve been eyeballing the gangs’ movements keep reporting that there are an awful lot of women among them these days. There had always been the odd one or two, and a bit more than that ever since Lady Gray took over, but now it’s well more than half. I find myself curious what’s going to happen when the gangsters and the Kingsguard start encountering each other at close enough range to recognize faces. There are a lot of louts in my command who were intimately familiar with the population of Cat Alley.”

 

Shit. Shit fuck shit. I knew Norovena was capable, but I’d seriously underestimated him. I treated myself to another sip of the velvety brandy, watching him in silence with my expression firmly under control.

 

“The dilemma for me,” he ruminated, “is that all of this, here and now, seems great. Fewer dustheads on the street—those bastards are always a nightmare when they go berserk, it takes three soldiers on average to restrain a man with a laborer’s muscles and a head full of dust. More health, less pressure, less tension. Peace and quiet, exactly what I like. Just the sort of thing I might expect someone who took a liking to Dount but didn’t quite understand it would try to arrange. The thing is, Lord Seiji… There is a hierarchy in Fflyr Dlemathlys. Lowborn are on the bottom, and the likes of whores, bandits, and druggies on the bottom of them. Goblins below the bottom. If you start to elevate those on the lowest rungs on the ladder, it raises the prospect that the ladder itself is…malleable. I don’t know any quicker way to make the people higher up on that ladder go completely berserk.”

 

I breathed in and out. Man, even the after-vapor of that brandy was delicious. The alcohol wasn’t helping me think, of course, but I hadn’t had enough to really mess me up, and none of the thoughts occupying me right now were new. Only my perspective on the immediacy of the issue.

 

As Gizmit had advised, I considered the matter from Captain Norovena’s perspective, as best I could imagine it. He was a frustratingly opaque man, a social chameleon whose inner thoughts were a mystery, but I had worked with him enough on actually productive tasks to have an idea of his priorities. He had to keep order in Gwyllthean because it was his job, and failure would invite not only the loss of the privileges he’d worked so hard to accrue, but likely severe punishment from his unpredictable monster of an Archlord. He didn’t get enough credit, or respect, or compensation. His job was fundamentally not possible—you can’t truly keep order in a corrupt system, even when that corrupt system is what’s demanding that you keep order. His life was a sequence of high-stakes compromises.

 

And then, along came this Lord Seiji character.

 

Okay, I’m Captain Norovena. What do I think about Seiji? Well, he has the capacity to lay and execute complicated plans, and is clearly working toward something larger. Something that involves taking over organized crime on the island, but it looks like his ambitions might be even bigger than that. Working with him is profitable. I think I like him better than the existing structure—whether or not I like him personally (Norovena’s inner perspective wasn’t that apparent to me) he’s a more amiable option in a lot of ways to any of the current ones. He seems to have a soft spot for the vulnerable—either that, or is willing to exploit them for his own benefit. Possibly—probably—both. And I definitely don’t want to piss him off. This motherfucker is a powerful sorcerer who nails people to walls. Lord Seiji seems like a big risk, but also a big opportunity, if carefully handled.

 

So it’s a question of who to side with. Lord Seiji is a scary bastard—but so is Caludon Aelthwyn and the whole system he represents.

 

And that was how I had to tip the scales, just as Gizmit had seen. If you have to pick one scary bastard to back against the other, pick the one who can win, and who makes it worth your while.

 

“It’s funny,” I said aloud. “I wouldn’t have thought Highlord Olumnach was so civic-minded.”

 

Norovena’s eyes snapped back to mine. “Highlord Olumnach?”

 

“Don’t worry, Captain,” I said graciously. “Obviously a man in your position can’t voice certain statements about a powerful member of the aristocracy. I would understand if you feel the need to defend him, even; let nobody claim that Captain Norovena has ever been anything less than a credit to his office. Still, we all know who runs crime on Dount, now that Lady Gray is out of the picture.”

 

He stared at me in silence for a few beats.

 

“Yes,” he said at last, not blinking. “I suppose we do, don’t we?”

 

“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, though,” I mused, lounging back in my chair. “After all, you yourself pointed out to me that Olumnach is… How to put it? Ambitious, and resentful. If he were cooking up some grandiose scheme to unseat Clan Aelthwyn, well, that wouldn’t really come as a surprise to anyone, now would it?”

 

“It…is certainly consistent with established facts that are widely known,” he said slowly. Still staring at me, expressionless. But catching up, and playing along.

 

“As civic-minded citizens, clearly it behooves us to do what we can, in our own small way, for the overall peace of Dount, and the well-being of its people. Having spotted the early warnings of a plot by Highlord Olumnach against the Archlord… Why, we’ll just have to be ready for him to make his move, will we not?”

 

“Not too ready, of course,” Norovena said. “Anything that might be taken as an accusation against a Highlord would have severe consequences, both legal and otherwise. Anything he caught wind of which smelled like a threat to his plans would have consequences entirely of the ‘otherwise’ variety.”

 

“Indeed so. Absolute discretion is necessary when it comes to matters like this.”

 

“I think you and I both have a capacity for that, Lord Seiji.”

 

“Yes, I think it’s not too conceited to say we have mutually demonstrated it by now.”

 

We shared a bland, meaningless little smile.

 

“Of course,” I continued, “the risk is that the Highlord’s eyes are too big for his belly. I have heard it observed that he is…less than careful. The Archlord, or even the power structure in general, might perceive a threat just such as you describe and move against it before he is ready to put his plan into effect.”

 

“That is not improbable,” he said gravely. “These are always the most difficult and complicated moments for a man in my position, Lord Seiji, when the intricate movements of my superiors take shape around my own humble attempts to execute my duties. I wonder, my lord, if you would indulge me by sharing your insight. Were such a…complicated situation to arise, what would you make of it?”

 

“Hmmm.” I made a show of thinking, tilting my head back and slowly tapping my empty glass against my lower lip. “Well, you’re right, Captain. These things are complicated, both strategically and ethically. It’s not always easy to know what the right thing to do is, let alone the best thing.”

 

“Indeed so, my lord.”

 

“Is a crime really a crime, if it’s in service to the greater good?” I pontificated. “If everyone knows Highlord Olumnach is to blame for the sorry state of this island, and yet he is too clever to let his tracks be found… Well, if and when the Archlord, the Clans, the King’s Guild or Convocation or whoever else takes note of a social upset on the island and moves against it, is it not the right thing to…gently direct their attention his way? Even if, just for example, the necessary evidence has to be…creatively acquired. Clearly, you would be recognized and rewarded for such a feat, but of course a principled man such as yourself would not be swayed by such considerations. It is, after all, simply the right thing to do.”

 

Norovena studied me through a long, weighted silence, the only movement his forefinger slowly tapping against the rim of his glass.

 

“I believe,” he said at long last, “you are onto something, Lord Seiji. That is…one way, indeed, of securing a peaceful future for Dount. Perhaps the only way.”

 

Acknowledgment was not agreement, but we were getting there. I’d made him understand that siding with me led to plausible success, but the risks of turning on his current masters remained forbidding. Time to emphasize that I was not only the smarter horse to back, but the better one.

 

“Then in the meantime,” I said pleasantly, “we must simply continue being good citizens. You know, I think I’ll take a page out of the Healer’s book. Do something good for the community. We do all have to live here, after all.”

 

“Oh?” A note of wariness returned to his eyes. “Do remember, Lord Seiji, that the Healer’s book contains a lot of…volatile recipes.”

 

“Quite, quite, but I had in mind something a bit more in keeping with the established order around here. Rhydion has been after me for a while to come along on his zombie-hunting expedition as…ah, magical support.” Somehow, saying the word healer out loud felt a bit too on the nose, even if we both knew what was up. “I was thinking of going down to the King’s Guild and taking him up on it. That’s a worthwhile thing to do, surely, and… What’s the matter?”

 

Norovena had straightened up with the first expression of open surprise he’d shown me.

 

“Oh, that’s right, my lord, you have been out of town. I guess you haven’t heard.”

 

Oh, come the fuck on. What now?!
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4.10 In Which the Dark Lord Catches Up


                Well, it was a good thing I’d stopped by Auldmaer’s place first. Our conversation had been so brief and pleasant it verged on forgettable; as Gizmit predicted, he was pleased by all my suggestions, and I was on my way to the Kingsguard’s HQ to drop in on Norovena in just a handful of minutes. Had I tried to do it the other way around and gotten Norovena’s surprise news first, I would have had to skip Auldmaer entirely in my rush over to the King’s Guild. It would’ve been nice if Gizmit could have warned me of these events so I had time to make something resembling a plan, but she’d been right that attempting to put surveillance around the adventurers was asking for disaster. The middle ring in general was a blind spot in my intelligence capability, at least until Gizmit had time to carefully build and extend her networks there.

 

As it was, I had to head over there in a rush, having done none of the preparation I feared would be necessary for this discussion, to find I was already too late.

 

“Gone?”

 

“Indeed, my lord,” replied the wizened old receptionist at the Guild, looking at me in that way underpaid retail veterans had which said my existence was a personal nuisance to him but fell just short of open rudeness. “Given recent events, Rhydion has moved out to secure the front. The rest of his party is preparing to join him.”

 

“Rest of his party? Where are they?”

 

“You are just in time, my lord,” he said, and I got the distinct impression he was disappointed that I wasn’t going to be disappointed. “Sister Dhinell and Master Harker are at this moment directing the last preparations before embarking. If their wagon has not yet left, it is being loaded in the wide alley just to the north of the Guild’s offices.”

 

“Perfect. Thank you kindly.”

 

He turned away without another word to talk to the next person waiting at the desk, and I strode for the door, Aster still on my heels.

 

“Somebody really needs to take that old coot down a peg,” she muttered.

 

“Now now, let’s not bully the victim, Aster. If I had to deal with half the idiots in a day he does, I’d be ten times as grumpy.”

 

“You are, anyway.”

 

“Exactly.”

 

Back outside, it was kind of impossible to miss the sight of a wagon being loaded with crates and barrels at the corner of the King’s Guild offices; I’d blown past it on the way in because we were coming from the opposite direction and I was in a rush to intercept Rhydion. Now we turned that way, stepping past the porters lifting the final loads into the wagon bed to where two people in much more expensive clothing were…I guess “supervising” would be one way to describe it.

 

“Well, look who it is,” Sister Dhinell greeted me coldly, folding her arms. “Come to serenade us, Lord Senji?”

 

 “It’s Seiji.”

 

“I assure you I do not care. Kindly don’t block the wagon, we are about to embark.”

 

“Right, I heard your little zombie problem suddenly escalated. I need to speak with Rhydion about it.”

 

 “Oh, now you want to speak with him?” she snapped, turning fully toward me and making fists at her sides, because nobody had explained to her that this posture makes a person look petty and impotent, not powerful. “After stringing him along, dragging us into your schemes and stubbornly refusing to contribute anything useful, you finally deign to show up after it’s already too late? There is the street that brought you, Lord Senji, and it works the same in both directions. Use it.”

 

“Aster, every time she deliberately gets my name wrong, punch her in the mouth.”

 

 “I’m your bodyguard, Lord Seiji,” she said in a long-suffering tone. “My contract doesn’t extend to assaulting priestesses because your feelings are hurt. We can revisit the topic when you inevitably provoke her to go for your jugular.”

 

“I’m amazed someone who possesses even a basic degree of social piety can tolerate working for this man, Miss Delavada,” Sister Dhinell stated. “You should seek out better employment, for your own sake.”

 

Aster shrugged. “He pays well. And I like him better than most highborn.”

 

The priestess halted with her mouth open, apparently in the middle of screeching her next observation, and narrowed her eyes.

 

“All right, let’s not get too excited, Sister,” said her fellow supervisor. Rather than taking a conciliatory tone, he was openly amused by all this. “Rhydion still wants this guy; it’s not like we’ve found another Blessed with healing spells on Dount. Him being an asshole doesn’t change the situation, nor is it new. We’re kinda busy, though, Lord…Seiji? I’m sayin’ that right? Well, anyway, this is no time to chitchat. If you’re not interested in coming along to fight zombies, I’m afraid it’s gonna have to wait.”

 

I remembered this guy, now that I saw him again: lowborn, bushy mustache, carrying an artifact bow.

 

“I might be,” I said. “I’ll talk with Rhydion about it. At the very least, I have information about the undead which I’m sure he wants.”

 

“Oh, please,” Dhinell scoffed.

 

“Is it that there’s suddenly a lot of them on the move?” Harker asked dryly. “Because yeah, we’ve heard.”

 

“I spoke with the wolf tribe about—”

 

“The hell you did,” he brazenly interrupted me. “I’m the deep forest expert in this party, Lord Seiji. The wolf tribe talks to no one. They’re as unfriendly as the squirrels, and less polite about it.”

 

 “Yeah, I got the impression they weren’t exactly sociable. Apparently matters are different when they’re fleeing their village and in need of my healing magic. Didn’t have much to trade except for information, but I listened to everything they had to say. It seemed pretty relevant.”

 

That finally brought the both of them up short. Dhinell and Harker exchanged a loaded look before returning their focus to me.

 

“So the zombies have gotten bad enough to drive the wolves out entirely?” he demanded.

 

“The way they described it, the zombies were just the last straw; they lost a lot to the Inferno and couldn’t properly defend their village anymore. Also, I got the impression the issue with the zombies wasn’t the threat of physical attack, but the fact that they’re moving heaps of rot and that spread disease.”

 

 “Well, that’s certainly true,” the priestess grunted, folding her arms. “Even those not imbued with curses or magical plague are a health hazard just to have in the area. Hence Rhydion’s insistence on you, despite how gratuitously difficult you choose to make yourself.”

 

 “You said the entire tribe was on the move?” Harker asked, now staring intently at me. “That could be a big problem. If they’re desperate enough to try moving into Clan territory it’ll be more of a mess than the zombies.”

 

See, this was why I’d wanted to have more prep time before initiating this conversation. Obviously, I did not want the King’s Guild investigating the beast tribes, and now I had to think of an answer on the fly which would both satisfy him as to the veracity of my account and not provoke too much interest in my own neck of the woods.

 

“Based on what they said, they know better than to provoke either the Fflyr or the Shylver-aligned tribes to the west. The wolves were going north to try their luck against the cats.”

 

 “Is that going to be a problem?” Dhinell asked, directing herself to Harker rather than me.

 

“Mmm… Actually, that might be an ideal outcome,” he mused. “If the wolves and cats thin each other out, less trouble for everybody. Even better, it’ll give them no cause to be resentful of us over it. All the benefits of a suppressive action without the usual drawback. Hell, come to that, if the fighting is in the cats’ territory that’s perfect. The only Fflyr bordering them are Clan Yldyllich, and the Yldillich Clansguard is more than capable of putting down any stragglers who wander out of their turf. Their favorite thing is a chance to murder somebody; they’ll settle for beasts if they can’t get actual people. The Guild should probably send scouts to verify this, of course,” he amended, shooting me a look.

 

Well. Not ideal, but for spur of the moment, not bad. I could have my people pull back from wolf territory until the King’s Guild had satisfied themselves that the tribe was out of the area. Hopefully that would satisfy them; if they wanted to check further north, it shouldn’t be impossible to simulate the aftermath of clashes between the wolf and cat tribes.

 

 The only diversion I’d made on the way to the Guild was to quickly update Gizmit and Zui and leave my more obvious artifacts—the boots and rapier—with them. I still had my ring and amulet, which were hidden under my clothes and thus shouldn’t be visible to Rhydion’s artifact sight, and more immediately, both of those highly competent women now knew where I was about to disappear to, which was the best I could hope for in terms of arranging support in the field. The logistics were going to be…tricky. With any luck, at least some of my people would discreetly turn up wherever I ended up going and I’d be able to relay orders back to North Watch.

 

Which raised its own hazards, but that was life.

 

 “Later,” Dhinell said impatiently. “We need to join Rhydion with these supplies, and whatever those animals are doing isn’t half the threat the undead have become. Thank you for the information, Lord…Seiji, we will be sure to pass it along.”

 

“You didn’t think that was all of it, surely,” I said. “Would I really come all the way here just to say that?”

 

 “I assure you,” she snapped, “Rhydion has the matter well in hand. Or he will, once his requested backup and supplies join him!”

 

“Oh, right, of course,” I said, nodding. “So you already know about the witch, then.”

 

Harker had been paying attention to me still, but at that he perked up noticeably, and Dhinell froze in the act of turning away to climb into the wagon. Slowly, with clear reluctance, she turned back to stare at me.

 

“I mean, obviously,” I said sweetly. “You’ve got your own expert on forest matters, and you’ve been investigating zombies for months. I’m just a guy who got the scoop from fleeing wolves. So of course you already know all about the witch who’s behind this.”

 

“What. Witch.” The grating quality of her voice was incredibly satisfying.

 

“I hate repeating myself,” I said. “You can listen in while I brief Rhydion. Who is…where, exactly?”

 

Dhinell started to swell up like an offended frog, and Harker cleared his throat.

 

 “Why don’t you hop in, Lord Seiji, we’re going to join him anyway. Don’t give me that look, Sister, you know Rhydion will want him along, even if he’s exaggerating the value of his intel. And if we’ve gotta listen to this guy talk, I’d just as soon Rhydion be in charge of it rather than us.”

 

“Oh, very well,” she huffed, turning to clamber into the wagon. Harker folded down his hands at me, managing to make the gesture look openly sarcastic, and hopped up onto the driver’s seat.

 

“Hear that, Aster?” I said cheerfully, bounding up after the priestess. “We’re going for a ride!”

 

“One way or another,” she sighed, “it seems like we’re always getting taken for a ride.”

 



 

 The long, awkwardly quiet (neither of our new allies seemed much inclined to talk to me) wagon ride gave me the opportunity to think, at least. It was enough to consider likely possibilities and courses of action and begin to lay some tentative plans. Frustratingly, this was no time to work on my spell combinations, despite my eagerness to see what Shock could add to the mix. Actually making those combinations was surprisingly tiring and took longer than it seemed like it should, definitely not something to attempt in the bumpy back of a wagon in the winter air, with a pair of suspicious allies of convenience watching me like hawks.

 

Soon. Hopefully.

 

 We departed Gwyllthean and headed southwest. Along the route, khora plantations gave way to pastures, blanketed in snow and many with their livestock not in evidence; those who had access to barns were doubtless in them. Our destination wasn’t too far from the city, though it appeared to be the last stretch of cultivated land before the great western forest rose in a multicolored wall beyond the fields. It was also extremely obvious where we were going once it came into view, though the sight which greeted us was not what I had expected.

 

 “What in the hell?”

 

Some of it, sure. In the area closest to the forest was a clear military camp; people in anime-looking outfits milled around, some carrying weapons with the telltale artifact glow. The handful of King’s Guild adventurers were keeping mostly to themselves around a bonfire, separate from the soldiers who were securing the outer border, some in the armor of the Kingsguard and others whose uniforms I didn’t recognize, probably the local Clansguard.

 

Another, smaller fire blazed some distance from them. As we drew close I realized the blackened shapes strewn beneath the flames were human—or humanoid—skeletons. Well, that was probably the safest way to deal with zombies, after all. There didn’t seem to be all that many of them, at least not enough to warrant this heavy a response.

 

 Still, all that was more or less what I’d expected when Captain Norovena had described the response to undead activity. It was the other camp that drew most of my attention.

 

Well, for a given value of “camp.” “Fairground” might have been a better description.

 

In the near distance a towering manor stood atop a hill, built around enormous pieces of khora that made it look like a huge seashell. A village encircled its outer walls, apparently all the way around but not more than two or three houses deep at any point save along the main road approaching the manor’s gates.

 

Between us and the village, a field had been mostly cleared of snow and a profusion of brightly-colored tents and pavilions had been erected. Cheerful bonfires blazed merrily at multiple points, the smells of scented asauthec and cooking food wafted through the air, and there were even musicians playing sprightly tunes. Expensively-dressed highborn wandered about, while various servants scurried around them.

 

All this was ludicrous enough, but even worse, the biggest concentration of the watching nobility were milling around uncomfortably near the military camp, where the zombies were burning. It was clear what they had come to see.

 

 “It’s winter, my lord,” Harker said in a low, sardonic drawl. “An early winter, at that. The highborn are positively starved for entertainment—which, unlike the normal kind of starved that happens to other people, is a big enough problem to demand immediate action. What’s more interesting than an outbreak of undead? Looks like this is shaping up to be the social event of the year.”

 

My god, rich people are ridiculous.

 

 “Mind your tone, and your place,” Sister Dhinell growled. “It is not for the likes of you to question the actions of your betters, Master Harker.”

 

“Question?” His tone was almost offensively mild. “I don’t recall asking a question. Merely explained to our foreign friend, here, what should be obvious to the likes of you and me. Paranoia is a sin, Sister. Are we not to trust that the Goddess has all things in hand?”

 

Entertaining as this was—and oh, the look on Dhinell’s face was priceless—I had more important shit to do.

 

“All right! Well, thanks for the lift. I’m sure you guys can unpack without my help.”

 

I hopped out of the back of the still-moving wagon, followed immediately by Aster and no commentary from the other two. Whatever they thought about being ditched, I suspected they weren’t unhappy to be free of my company for at least a little while. In the meantime, I had spotted my actual reason for coming to this godforsaken place.

 

 It was impossible to miss Rhydion under any circumstances, between that plate armor which not only glowed to my artifact vision but always seemed to shine as if every centimeter was freshly buffed, and the striking red-and-gold Convocation tabard he wore over it. Currently he was standing near the zombie fire, speaking to a middleborn woman in adventurer-style clothing who I presumed was a sorceress to judge by the lack of any visible artifacts or weapons on her. As I strode through the slush toward him, she folded down her hands at him and turned to pick her way carefully in the direction of the other adventurers.

 

Rhydion’s inscrutable helmet shifted to face me as I approached.

 

He did not make a hierat, or bow, but simply nodded once in greeting.

 

“Lord Seiji. Your presence here is a surprise, but not unwelcome.”

 

“I see I’m a bit behind the times,” I said, peering critically at the zombie pile. They clearly hadn’t used funerary asauthec; the bones were charred, but still intact. Well, that would’ve been plenty hot enough to burn any contagion, which was doubtless the point. “I thought I had news about the undead for you, and here I find events outpacing me. Wait, is this it? There’s, what…five of them?”

 

“Seven,” he said. “Undead anywhere are usually the work of some grand evil, a once-in-a-lifetime disaster. Except on this one island in all the world. Zombies have periodically wandered out of the southern part of Dount’s forest for the entirety of Fflyr history. In all that time, however, it has been at a rate of one every three or so years, on average. Clearly there is something vile in the depths of that forest which spawns them, hence my investigation, but the threat has always seemed minor—and so, I was content to devote my efforts to research around the island until a healer could be arranged. But now, this. You are correct, seven zombies in a few days are not much of a threat in and of themselves, but they represent an abrupt and severe escalation. I very much fear this is the first portent of far worse to come.”

 

“Hum. The leader of the wolf tribe said much the same. He speculated they’d been contained somewhere and the Inferno damaged whatever was holding them back.”

 

 “I have entertained that thought, as well. You spoke to the wolves? Impressive, Lord Seiji. Even my expert tracker, the man most familiar with the tribes I could find on this island, has rarely managed a civil conversation with them.”

 

“It helps to have something they need.”

 

I summarized the edited version of my interaction with the wolves I’d decided was safe enough for him and the King’s Guild to know. Dhinell came floundering toward us through the snow in an obvious hurry to prevent me monopolizing Rhydion’s attention, with Harker moving more sedately behind. They succeeded in not getting left out, arriving just as I’d explained the very small amount I had already hinted to the pair of them back in Gwyllthean.

 

 “A Void witch?” Rhydion demanded, his voice containing the first hint of open alarm I had ever heard in it.

 

I shook my head. “That’s the first thing I asked, of course. The chief said the witch had always been there, but he was adamant that they never smelled the Void in the forest.”

 

 “Hah!” Harker snorted derisively. “You got taken in, Lord Seiji. They can’t smell magic, that’s nonsense. Beastfolk lie almost as bad as goblins.”

 

“They have better senses than humans, don’t they?” Aster asked.

 

Dhinell turned a scandalized look on her, clearly aghast that a mere bodyguard—and a lowborn one at that—would insert herself into this important conversation.

 

 “Better smell, anyway, that’s true enough,” Harker acknowledged. “But magic doesn’t have a smell, Void or otherwise. He was just showing off for the sorcerer.”

 

“Given the circumstances,” Rhydion said, “if this chieftain claimed not to have smelled the Void in his forest, I am more inclined to take that as poetic phrasing than an intent to deceive. Were there a Void witch active for any length of time, the inhabitants of the forest would definitely know, and would certainly have no motivation to protect it.”

 

“Their sense of smell is relevant,” I said. “When I pushed for details, the wolves said the zombies did have a distinct odor that reminded them of alchemy, beneath all the rot. It was… Aster, how did they describe it?”

 

“Herbs, soap, and alcohol.”

 

“Thanks, yeah, that was it.”

 

“Well… That’s good, isn’t it?” Sister Dhinell said uncertainly, looking to Rhydion. “Anything is better than a Void witch. Doubtless this is some scheme of the dark elves.”

 

“Aggression is not the way of the Shylver,” Rhydion said pensively. “This news is vital indeed, Lord Seiji—exactly the clue for which I have been searching. But even with the threat of the Void ruled out, my next greatest concern remains. In all my study of every record I could obtain, I found no credible record of any loose undead on Dount prior to Fflyr rule, but consistent encounters throughout the entirety of the Kingdom’s history.”

 

 “Wait, so…you think the Fflyr are making zombies?” I asked. “Which Fflyr? Why?”

 

“Ah, yes, you are foreign. Prior to the founding of Dlemathlys, Lord Seiji, Dount was swiftly conquered and made a forward base by the Dark Crusade. It was Yomiko who purchased the miracle city of Shylverrael. If this is not the work of some devil or Void witch, it is almost certainly some leftover mischief of the Dark Lord.”

 

 I managed, just barely and by exerting every iota of my self-control, not to perk up visibly. Yomiko had zombies? Could I get zombies? Undead shock troops would be amazing.

 

 “Well, we’re still left with the prospect of searching the entire forest on foot,” Harker grunted. “Most of it’s uncharted, and the section in question is squirrel territory. That’s a nightmare of an idea even without zombies everywhere—much less in the snow. I guess we can get started, at least, if this guy’s finally willing to get off his arse and heal for us, but I’m still gonna recommend that we table this until spring unless something far worse than this handful of shamblers comes boiling outta there.”

 

 “Now hang on, I wasn’t done,” I said. “When I pressed the wolves about this witch of theirs, they said only the squirrel tribe had any dealings with her directly. That was the extent of what they knew, but it means that there are more answers available, and that we know exactly where to get them.”

 

Rath Kadora had also mentioned that the witch had occasionally done business with bandit gangs, but that was the absolute last place I wanted to direct Rhydion’s attention. Besides, all the bandits answered to me now and none of them had admitted to knowing anything about this. I strongly suspected the only recent prospects had been that gang of cannibals we had wiped out.

 

“The squirrel tribe,” Rhydion repeated thoughtfully. “That is, indeed, a game-changing piece of information. Well done, Lord Seiji, and my profound thanks. In your conversation with the wolves, did you learn anything of the squirrels’ current situation?”

 

I shook my head. “They hadn’t seen any sign of squirrels since the zombies started popping up, and I got the distinct impression they weren’t too concerned. The tribes don’t appear to think fondly of each other.”

 

“Well, that’s the truth,” Harker commented. “Only reason the Guild leaves them alone. If those animals had the basic sense to band together they might become a real problem, but as is? A wolf wouldn’t spit on a squirrel if he was on fire, or vice versa.”

 

“But you know the location of the squirrel village,” Rhydion prompted.

 

“Of course. You can’t miss it, it’s up in a stand of red-spire khora. Only a few of those on the island, and no others in this area.”

 

“You mean nhithra khora,” Dhinell said, lifting her chin.

 

“Thank you, Sister Dhinell, for the correction,” Harker replied, utterly deadpan. “The problem is the squirrels are absolutely intolerant of anyone approaching them. If we head for their village… Best case, they’ll hide up in the khora, and there’s absolutely no climbing those things if they pull up the ladders. Worst case, they’ll shoot poisoned arrows at us. Even having a healer along won’t help much with that. The squirrels are the least aggressive beast tribe, but they’re the last ones I’d want to screw with.”

 

“As Lord Seiji discovered with the wolves,” said Rhydion, “recent events may have changed their attitude. After the Inferno, I doubt they can afford to turn down any offered help.”

 

 “Unless they’re in league with this witch, and allied with the zombies,” Dhinell sniffed.

 

“I deem that unlikely, but not implausible,” the paladin allowed. “And if it is so, confirming it will still be valuable progress. If it is not, however, we can likely extract significant concessions from them simply by offering the services of a Blessed healer. If, that is, Lord Seiji consents to join our quest?”

 

He turned expectantly toward me, as did everyone else.

 

 And it suddenly occurred to me that, idiotic and inexplicable as it was for all the highborn to have come to gawk at the zombies, having them here in the same place as Rhydion was incredibly convenient for my own purposes. So much so that I could almost suspect the sticky fingers of a goddess on the scales yet again.

 

“Ah, yes. About that.”
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4.11 In Which the Dark Lord Ruins a Party


                Rhydion remained as inscrutable as only a man encased in metal can be, but his companions were not so sanguine about my proposed bargain. I thought it a good deal for all: he’d throw his weight behind getting relief supplies properly distributed, something a paladin ought to be in favor of anyway, and then I’d come along and heal his zombie-hunting expedition.

 

Apparently not.

 

“You dare?” Sister Dhinell seethed. “You presume to dictate terms to a paladin of the faith, for complying with the Goddess’s will? And the obvious best interests of all?!”

 

“Why is killing zombies the Goddess’s will and the best interests of all, but feeding the poor isn’t?” Aster asked.

 

 Dhinell rounded on her, bristling. “You will know your place, lowborn. Show that mouth to the wrong person and you will be reminded of your role in creation.”

 

“I am under standing orders to punch you, Sister. Are you sure you want to extol the virtue of obedience to me?”

 

The priestess looked absolutely aghast at being backtalked like this. Harker was clearly enjoying the show, but nonetheless felt the need to add his own two discs.

 

“Why do you care so much about relief supply distribution, anyway?” he asked me while the women stared each other down. “You don’t really come across as the do-gooding type. And even if you are, that’s an awfully political place to start.”

 

“Yeah, I’m a real bundle of mysteries, ain’t I. In any case, that’s the deal. What do you say, Rhydion?”

 

“Your concern for the needy does you credit, Lord Seiji,” he said. “I am heartened to see you attempting a strategic approach, rather than attempting to simply impose your will upon the assembled highborn.”

 

“Come on, how would I even do that? They’ve got an army here.”

 

“They’ve got a dozen teeny-tiny armies of varying degrees of competence,” Harker corrected, “who probably couldn’t all fight in the same direction even if they decided to try.”

 

 “Do not encourage him!” Dhinell barked. He just smiled at her.

 

“I ask your pardon if I presume,” said Rhydion, ignoring them. “The men I have known who were most inclined to solve their problems with brute force have consistently been the least inclined to pause, first, and consider whether their forces were sufficient to succeed.”

 

I did not risk looking in Aster’s general direction. “Yeah, well, some people are stupid, it’s true.”

 

 “It is also true that, in our admittedly brief acquaintance, you have consistently leaned toward aggression. I applaud your restraint, Lord Seiji, but let me ask: have you truly considered the consequences of pursuing this course of action?”

 

“If the main consequence is that a bunch of people don’t go hungry, I have to brush off any quibbling over piddly political repercussions as pure moral cowardice.”

 

 “How dare you—”

 

“It’s quite all right, Sister Dhinell,” Rhydion said in a tone that might have passed for soothing, were it not echoing ominously from the depths of his helmet. “Words do me no harm, and no one should consider himself above reproach. Lord Seiji is not without a point, as a matter of broad principle. But I was speaking of the specific practicalities of this situation. Suppose I were to demand of those highborn present that they properly distribute their allotment of relief supplies, on pain of my displeasure. What would happen next?”

 

“I’m guessing ‘the supplies would get distributed’ is not the answer you’re fishing for.”

 

 “Indeed, that is only one outcome—and I can all but guarantee that even that would not occur in every case. For another, all those highborn know me, know my business here, and know my reputation for impartiality. They are already on edge because of my recent intervention on behalf of the orphans of the Gutters, wary of what else I might suddenly do. Be assured that at least some have also marked your arrival, and most if not all will be aware of it ere long. If I now force their hand, through any combination of my reputation, connections, or personal strength, they will know why—that is, who impelled me to action.”

 

 “Just because I’m not eager to pick a fight with an army doesn’t mean I can’t deal with them at need,” I said, allowing myself a small smile. “I have seen your highborn, Rhydion, and I am not impressed. I suffer their existence because striking at them would cause repercussions for the vulnerable people under them. Please, let one of these piddly little Clans give me a pretext to claim self-defense.”

 

“So close,” he said, shaking his helmeted head. “You came so close to understanding, and then veered away. You are a sorcerer of uncertain but obvious means even beyond your considerable magical strength. These are politically-minded, self-interested schemers. If they decided to attack you, it would not be directly. And in this hypothetical scenario, you would have not only riled them, but revealed that you care about the plight of their vulnerable people. So tell me, Lord Seiji. Who would suffer most for your intervention—not only immediately, but every time in the future the Clans felt the need to express displeasure with you?”

 

 It was the conversational equivalent of plowing face-first into a wall. He was right: the immediate, obvious result of my grand plan here would be another crackdown like the pogrom I had accidentally kicked off in my hunt for Lady Gray. I had to force myself to breathe evenly, avoiding the eyes of everyone present except Rhydion, grateful for once that his eyes were hidden.

 

“I take your point,” I finally managed. “Well. I guess if we don’t have a deal—”

 

“Let us not act in haste, either to strike or to retreat,” he said, holding up one gauntleted hand. “I am declining to pursue your ill-considered plan, because it is unlikely to accomplish its goal and certain to massively backfire.”

 

 “All right, I said I get the point! No need to harp on it.”

 

 “But the goal,” he continued, “is itself praiseworthy. If that is the price for your aid in my own quest, it is one I consider well worth paying. If a better, more effective way of executing it can be found.”

 

I shrugged. “I’m all ears.”

 

He shifted, turning to point his helmet toward the larger camp between us and the village, where I could see the rich and powerful in question gathered, many of them clearly watching us now. The highborn were all bundled up against the cold, of course; their heavy winter clothes showed the same blend of jewel toned fabrics lavishly decorated by intricate accents that stood out against those colorful backgrounds. Gold and silver embellishments were common, but so were white, black, and gray. Interestingly, they were all bare-headed in the winter air, putting their various spiky coifs on display, but men and women alike seemed to favor heavy scarves that concealed their faces from the nose down.

 

 “Tell me, Lord Seiji,” Rhydion said after a ruminative pause. “What methods have you considered of motivating the highborn other than by pummeling them into compliance?”

 

“It’s not that I don’t see what you’re hinting toward,” I said skeptically, “but I’m not in a position to apply anything else. These people understand nothing but greed and violence, and bribing them isn’t exactly applicable when the whole problem is they’ve seized what isn’t theirs.”

 

 “Greed and violence,” he repeated. “Of all the people I have known, both great and small… Even among the very worst, there were hardly any who had nothing more to them than that. Such a mean, petty creature would barely be able to exist within a society. Indeed, the very few examples I have met to whom I would grant that description had been reduced by their own perfidy to little more than scuttling vermin eking out a mere survival on the outskirts of civilization. People, any people, are far more complex than you seem willing to allow, Lord Seiji. I do not contend that they are necessarily better, though I suspect many are better than you believe. But even at their worst, they have attachments, passions, predilections, fixations, and a thousand other traits. Most, even among the truly depraved, possess virtues of their own as well. If you attempt to shift these canny, sophisticated people using a strategy designed to work on a hungry wolf, they will demolish you.”

 

 “Yeah, yeah, everyone is a unique and beautiful little snowflake. That’s fine and all, but what is the use of it? I’m sure they can maneuver among their own class with all the subtlety and tact you’re suggesting, but by the time we made any headway pursuing that strategy, people would have starved. Not to mention that, redeeming virtues or not, these are assholes leaving the people they’re responsible for to go hungry in the snow, just to cling to windfall assets that they already don’t need. Imitating them is not a path I’m willing to take.”

 

 “Good points, all,” he agreed. “Then we are left with the underlying truth that attempting to forcefully apply simple solutions to complicated problems will not work. Philosophical considerations aside, what is called for is a strategy.”

 

“I think they’ve forgotten we’re here,” I heard Dhinell mutter.

 

“Shh, don’t distract them, this is great stuff,” Harker replied jovially. “Better’n a tiltbox show.”

 

 “Did you just shush me, you obscene little man?”

 

Much as I hated to give Sister Dhinell credit, I sort of had forgotten them. In fact, the interjection had broken a spell that I hadn’t noticed falling over me, and now I suddenly realized this conversation had turned into Rhydion lecturing me like a damn schoolkid. Well, the guy didn’t lack for charisma despite being wrapped up like a militant burrito, I had to give him that.

 

I re-focused my attention on the paladin, preparing to serve up a piping-hot piece of my mind, but he preempted me.

 

“If you would, Lord Seiji, there is someone I feel you should meet.”

 



 

It was genuinely impressive to watch the man work. I’d never actually seen Rhydion fight—that is, put all that fancy armor to its intended use—but he was remarkably smooth in social situations, and proved it on the way through the nobles’ little fancy-ass fairground. Obviously, they came swarming around as soon as we stepped into their domain, chattering and cooing and generally demanding his attention. Also mine, somewhat to my surprise, but I guess after all I was exotic foreign nobility about whom rumors were no doubt swirling. If these idiots though the front lines of an incipient zombie apocalypse was a good place to come amuse themselves, it stood to reason they’d be fascinated by Lord Seiji.

 

But I barely had to do anything, thanks to Rhydion. He was a master at work, swiftly but gently deflecting overtures without ever stepping on toes. His ability to engage and then disengage someone in mere seconds, freeing us from their attention without leaving them any cause to feel snubbed or affronted, was…well, frankly, it was amazing. I’d still not had the slightest hint who was under all that armor, but he had to have been highborn, unless paladin training involved a lot of etiquette. We sliced through the crowd like a hot social knife through twittering aristocratic butter.

 

Rhydion escorted me to one of the larger pavilions, one with heavy canvas walls on three sides and the fourth open to the winter air. Heavy braziers of blazing asauthec added light and heat; it was far more comfortable inside than it had any right to be, at an expense in fuel that I didn’t even want to think about. He made a beeline for one rear corner of the tent, where someone was holding court surrounded by other nobles.

 

By women, specifically, by well-dressed ladies who had very deliberately relaxed their scarves and outer garments in his presence. Was this guy the host of this gathering, the person on whose lands we were presently squatting? I was both increasingly curious why Rhydion wanted me to meet him in particular, and increasingly annoyed by this whole business.

 

“Why, there he is!” exclaimed the man at the center of this miniature party within the party. “Lord Paladin, again you grace us with your presence! Absolutely smashing, the honor is entirely mine, to be sure. Goddess knows my humble self has little to offer a chap of your standing.”

 

This set off a truly obnoxious storm of cooing and twittering from his entourage.

 

“It is just Rhydion, my lord,” the paladin said mildly. “While under my oath, I have disavowed all other titles of privilege.”

 

“Of course!” The new guy dramatically clapped a hand to his forehead. “And you even told me so before, I remember now. Terribly sorry, old chap, it’s just that one prefers to err on the side of respect when addressing such an august personage, eh?”

 

“An admirable instinct, my lord,” Rhydion replied. “Pardon the interruption. Lord Ruell, may I present Lord Seiji, who has only just arrived. I believe the two of you will find common ground for much interesting discussion on matters quite apart from both being guests in our country.”

 

I didn’t need the verbal prompt to tell me this guy wasn’t from around here. One of the side effects of learning languages via Blessing of Wisdom was that I tended not to notice different accents, though Lord Ruell’s was decidedly not local, once other cues prompted me to pay attention. His whole presentation was definitely not Fflyr, from the hair on down. He was an elf, so blond and fine-featured with black eyes, but he had his hair slicked back tightly into a high ponytail; given the stiff texture of elven hair, it was a ponytail with plenty of lift and volume, but that was still a far simpler style than any Fflyr highborn, who all coiffed themselves like Yu-Gi-Oh characters. The style of his clothing was different, too, with a doublet and trousers in muted colors totally unlike the jewel tones over black that was popular with the highborn. Muted in color, but so richly brocaded that there wasn’t a centimeter of un-textured fabric on him. And unlike the ornate, almost metallic embellishment of Fflyr garments, his were accented by…ruffles and lace. Spilling out of his collar, cuffs, and even the tops of his boots.

 

“I say, a fellow traveler!” Lord Ruell turned his enthusiastic attention on me, giving both me and Aster the once-over. I took note of that; on our way through the camp, most of the highborn had ignored her like furniture, just as they did the various lowborn scurrying around with food, drinks, and fuel to keep their ridiculous party going. A few men had leeringly looked her over in a manner that honestly struck me as more aggressive than appreciative, but there was none of that with Ruell. He was just taking note of a new person confronting him. It made him rise slightly in my estimation. “What ho, old chap! Lord Seiji, was it? Did I get that right? Smashing, and where do you hail from, might I ask?”

 

“Saa.” I almost answered him truthfully, as I had Lord Arider way back when, on the grounds that the truth would be meaningless to him, but thanks to Yoshi’s warning I was now aware that there were people on this world who knew what Japan was, and I was not yet in a position to draw their attention.

 

“Saa, how positively smashing! I do believe I’ve heard of it. Rather famous for the food, is it not? I’ve always wanted to visit.”

 

Okay, this guy was an idiot. I shot a questioning look at Rhydion, which of course availed me nothing; he might as well have been a decorative suit of armor when he wasn’t talking.

 

“And what a day this is!” simpered one of the gathered noblewomen, hiding her lower face with a hand fan so she could smile at me with just her eyes. It was a good trick, and reminded me to be grateful it was too cold for any of them to be showing cleavage. People like this would aggressively flirt as a default method of social interaction and the last thing I needed was to have a flashback in front of this school of sharks. “Finally, the enigmatic Lord Seiji graces us with his presence. Truly, my lord, you have become the gleaner of the moon wheat on our fair island.”

 

“I would describe him more as Althesene’s silver lion,” countered another well-bred lady, prompting a chorus of giggles.

 

“Now, now, ladies, nothing so grandiose,” I demurred with a vague smile. “I’m just Musashi showing up late with an oar.”

 

“Oooh!” Rather than the irritation I’d expected at being confronted with a reference they didn’t know, this gaggle of hens seemed absolutely delighted by it. I had a funny feeling they would be no less pleased if they realized I’d just threatened them.

 

Lord Ruell brayed a laugh, actually applauding. “Oh, capital, sir! I say, good show indeed! Clearly you’ve been here far longer than I, to have picked up on that trick. Positively bewitching, isn’t it, how these clever girls can have a whole conversation in nothing but allusions? Not that such lovely maidens require embellishment, but one does appreciate an intellect on a lady, what?”

 

That earned him major points, of course, and I took advantage of the cover provided by all the ensuing giggles to shoot another pointed look at Rhydion.

 

Or at least I tried to. He wasn’t there.

 

Two seconds of frantic peering around revealed the truth: the son of a bitch had ditched me. How the fuck did someone that large, flashy, and heavy manage to sneak away? Something to ponder while I was making plans to test the durability of fancy artifact armor versus a speeding truck.

 

“So tell me, Lord Ruell,” I said loudly, cutting across the inane tittering, “from where do you hail?”

 

“Ah! Do forgive me, Lord Seiji! Give me a bevy of lovely ladies to distract these silly eyes of mine, and I lose sight of my manners right along with my purse and boots. One of these days I’ll leave my head in a carriage somewhere. But yes, I have the honor of being a humble citizen of Lancor, may She smile upon our blessed Emperor.”

 

“Ah, is that so? You’re the first representative of the Empire I’ve had the privilege to meet.” Finally, a hint why Rhydion had wanted me to meet this character.

 

“Oh indeed? Well, that’s a shame and no mistake! Alas, there are so many more fitting bearers of our standard than my own scurrilous self, but I shall try my utmost to keep the disappointment down to a minimum.”

 

That set off another round of witless noise as the assembled biddies bought the bait, hastening to reassure him of his good qualities in a great torrent of coquettish giggling and obscure literary references. I had the passing thought that it was downright funny how a group of back-alley whores seemed composed of individual personalities while the same number of rich women turned into a uniform puddle of useless fluff.

 

“So what brings you to this of all places, and now of all times, Lord Ruell?” I inquired. “I understand Dount has benefited greatly from Lancor’s generosity in the aftermath of that…strange disaster the befell recently. Are you perhaps attached to that effort?”

 

“Oh, goodness, no,” he said, airily waving one hand. “Good heavens, could you imagine? Me in his most august Excellency’s service? No, no, dear fellow, I’m just a layabout with too much money and an interest in seeing the world.”

 

Bullshit. This was the last place someone like that would show up. I was definitely onto something here—whatever game he was playing, Rhydion wasn’t one to waste my time without purpose.

 

“Well, that’s a shame,” I said, keeping my tone light. “I was rather curious about some of the particulars of how the distribution was going. I’ve heard troubling rumors, but in the end, rumor is all an unimportant person like myself is likely to hear. For a moment I dared hope to get an official position.”

 

“I feel your pain, my good fellow, truly I do,” Ruell chuckled. “It may be safest to stay out of politics, but it does leave a body dashedly uninformed, eh? Oh, but I’ll tell you what, I have somebody who keeps on top of things for me. Arrkeen, what say you give Lord Seiji an update? And me, too, whilst I’m here. Not quite my cup of tea, but it never pays to be ill-informed, eh? What say you, ladies, have you an interest in logistics?”

 

At his summons, a new person approached the corner in which Lord Ruell had set up shop, and her arrival was like a bucket of dirty slush thrown onto the mood of the assembled noblewomen. For my part, I just barely managed not to gawk.

 

Ruell’s associate, this Arrkeen, was a beastwoman—and like himself, clearly not from around here. I could tell that just because I’d been asking a lot of questions about the local tribes lately, from people in a position to know the answers, and I was certain that Dount was not home to a fox tribe. The shape of her long, pointed face was unmistakable, as was the bushy tail; her fur was mostly a dusk reddish-orange in color, though it shifted to gray with black flecks starting under her chin and presumably running down the front of her body, with her ears and tail tipped in black. The fox woman also wore clearly foreign attire, a sleeveless green vest that hung halfway down her thighs, with a knee-length kilt below that, and nothing on her large footpaws. Beastfolk really were at an advantage in the winter, with that built-in fur coat.

 

But even her appearance was less interesting than the effect it had. The gathered noblewomen’s expressions went sour so abruptly it was like a switch had been thrown. They were instantly murmuring excuses and drifting away. While I watched in delighted bemusement, the last of the highborn departed, only a few still having the spirit to flirt with Ruell in their terse goodbyes.

 

“Sorry about that, ol’ girl,” the elf said to his companion. “Hate to put your dignity to such poor use, but it’s just so dashedly effective!”

 

“My feelings are not hurt by the rejection of Fflyr nobility, my lord,” she said impassively. “Their existence would have to matter to me before their opinions could.”

 

That wrung a bark of laughter from me before I could fully suppress it. “Oh, burn. That was a good one. I’ll have to use that myself!”

 

Arrkeen bowed to me, her vulpine face mostly blank, but somehow vaguely mocking even in its composure. Amazing, this guy had his own Aster.

 

“Sorry if I accidentally busted up your little harem, there,” I said out loud. “I hope that didn’t disrupt your plans for the evening, Lord Ruell.”

 

“Absolutely not.” Suddenly his expression was deadly serious. “A little spot of flirtation among a loudly public crowd is just a bit of fun. Matters become different if one focuses one’s attention on a particular lady. One must always remember that a lady’s reputation is her livelihood and security, and do nothing to impugn it, least of all for one’s own callow pleasure. That is true anywhere, but particularly in a place like Fflyr Dlemathlys, a well-bred woman can lose far more than her prospects if her family deems her no longer profitable. A gentleman must never make himself an imposition upon a lady. Do you not agree, Lord Seiji?”

 

I have to say, that little speech took me aback, so much so that it was a second before I could formulate a response. “Well…honestly, I don’t think I would have put it quite like that. But yes, I like the general direction of your philosophy, Lord Ruell. A great deal more than the sentiments of any Fflyr highborn I’ve met, at least.”

 

“Capital!” His sunny smile returned. “I do so appreciate the company of like minds. A fellow with a proper respect for the ladies can’t be all bad, what? But anyway! Arrkeen, Lord Seiji was curious how the distribution of Imperial aid is proceeding here on Dount.”

 

“So I heard, my lord,” she said, impassive. “In short? Variably. The King of Fflyr Dlemathlys exerts almost no control over his island governors, and they have only slightly more direct influence over the Clans. Perhaps more here on Dount than most, as the local…Archlord, as they call him, is much feared even though he is not respected. In his case, however, it scarcely matters as he has shown complete disinterest in the entire affair. Thus, each Clan has received an allotment of said supplies and done with it as they see fit. Some have even distributed them amongst their suffering people.”

 

She paused, and then repeated a single word dripping from its dip in a deep reservoir of disdain.

 

“Some.”

 

I casually glanced about, making sure we were alone. Not all the highborn had fled the tent at the beastwoman’s arrival—after all, she had been here before, just lurking in another corner—but everyone including the servants was as far from us as they could get without being outside in the slush. Also, now that the distracting display of overdressed, overbred femininity was gone, I could really take in the spectacle of this place. Elaborate carpets covered the ground and Ruell was lounging in a leather-upholstered wingback armchair flanked by two small tables, one piled with snacks and one with books.

 

Yep, highborn were still ridiculous.

 

“That’s about what I would expect,” I said. “Brazen of them to tempt the Empire’s anger that way.”

 

“Sadly, I do not foresee his most august Excellency taking a further interest,” Lord Ruell replied with a grimace. Without his audience loitering around, he was like a completely different person—or a more serious one, at least. “Lannitar gained everything it wanted in political capital simply by sending presents to a less fortunate Sanorite ally in their time of need; any further action would just be further expense, not to mention being an overt intervention in another nation’s internal affairs. The Gray Guard takes great pains not to be seen doing that.”

 

I studied him thoughtfully. Just who the hell was this character? He was two-faced, at least to an extent, though no more than myself. Why had Rhydion wanted to link me up with him? What was his interest in this matter? How much could I afford to risk revealing?

 

“That’s distressing to hear,” I responded after a momentary pause. “It almost seems as if the only hope of getting that food to the people who are actually hungry would involve spilling highborn blood.”

 

I gave it a beat of hesitation, just enough of a pause to let the idea hang in the air between us, before continuing just quickly enough not to interrupt my flow.

 

“But anyone willing to do such a thing would hopefully have the good sense not to. If the highborn are so affronted, they’ll make sure it’s the lowborn who feel their pain.”

 

From the corner of my eye, I saw Aster give me a sidelong Look. I ignored her.

 

“Ah, yes, the eternal way of the world,” Ruell said sagely, nodding. “It’s an intriguing prospect nonetheless, eh? One does hear the most fascinating stories about bandits here on Dount.”

 

I raised an eyebrow, carefully revealing nothing. “Oh?”

 

“Surprised you haven’t heard, my lord, if you’ve lived here long enough to pick up some of the local patter. I bet they’re even talking about it up in Godspire—which means it’ll have spread to whatever ears might care in Savindar and the Imperium by now. Dount’s always been notorious for banditry, but in just the last several weeks the blaggards have taken to using sophisticated traps, including some rather fancy alchemy. And they seem oddly reluctant to spill blood, of late! Why, it’s almost enough to make me nostalgic for home,” he added with a wistful smile. “In Lancor, even the criminals have at least a spot of chivalry in their souls. If Dount’s worst element have taken it upon themselves to act with a touch of honor… Well, even if they won’t repent of their ways entirely, that’s a step in the right direction, eh?”

 

“You may be the newer arrival, Lord Ruell, but I’m getting the impression you have a better grasp of how the highborn think. The politics of my homeland are…extremely different. Had you the means, how would you go about ensuring those relief supplies got where they were needed?”

 

“Why, it’s simple, isn’t it?” he said with a genial smile. “One simply has to create a situation in which it’s more advantageous for the Clans to distribute food than to hoard it.”

 

I stared at him. “That’s your idea of simple?”

 

“Simple in concept, but dashedly tricky in execution, what? I’ve noticed worthwhile endeavors tend to be that way, Lord Seiji. Applying it here would mean creating some new source of pressure on the Clans, something to entice them toward generosity above self-interest.”

 

“I see your point,” I grunted. “That’s simple enough, you’d just need enough swords and enough hands for them. It’s arranging a pressure that doesn’t cause them to vent their hurt feelings on their own people that makes it… Tricky, you said? Yeah, that’s a good word.”

 

“Indeed, old chap, there’s simply nothing else for it. Such a task would call for circulating among the highborn, developing a nuanced grasp of the situation, building connections. Learning—and I speak purely hypothetically here, you understand—vulnerabilities.”

 

Exactly as he had been doing before I butted in.

 

Okay, maybe Rhydion had been onto something after all.

 

“You’re quite the savvy fellow, Lord Ruell. I’m very interested in your thoughts on how to expedite—”

 

“Lord Ruell! Lord Seiji!” boomed an unfamiliar voice from behind me.

 

Goddammit, I could never catch a break.
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I lived!

Now I just have the lingering cough that's hardcore enough to keep me up at night, the constant exhaustion, the inability to walk five minutes to the corner store without collapsing, and the persistent brainfog that's absolutely destroying my productivity.

Don't do plague, kids.  It may seem cool now, but it can really limit your options later on.



                



4.12 In Which the Dark Lord is Off to the Races


                I reminded myself firmly of two things: that I was surrounded by powerful nobility, and that it wasn’t yet time to murder them all. Only then did I turn around to greet whatever the fuck new pest this was, my pleasant social smile reliably in place.

 

The speaker was another highborn, and I nearly stopped paying attention at that, they were such a homogeneous waste of oxygen, but I made myself take in some additional detail for strategic purposes. Actually, now that I looked, he was sort of distinctive. In both the face and body, he had that combination of an unusually square skeleton and rounded musculature that condemns a person to eternally look slightly chubby even when they clearly are not. That was unusual in the context of his oddly crystalline complexion, black, eyes, and pale blond hair; I’d noticed most people of elven descent tended to be very fine-boned, and he had everything but the pointed ears. With him was a highborn woman of far more generic appearance, her hair a few shades darker, eyes a bit lighter, but still highly placed in their absurd genetic hierarchy.

 

“Highlord!” Ruell finally rose from his lounging position in the cushy chair in an unnecessarily exuberant bound. “Smashing! How positively delightful of you to pop by, and what splendid timing! Lord Seiji, may I present the liege of these lands and the organizer of this magnificent shindig, Highlord Lhadron of Clan Ardyllen, and his exquisite wife, the Highlady Eminnit.”

 

So…the guy responsible for this entire carnival of stupidity? He seemed young for it, now that I looked; barely older than me, certainly less than thirty. More importantly, if my job here was going to require…ugh…politics, I had better take this at least somewhat seriously. That meant dusting off the good manners.

 

“Ah, our host! My sincere apologies for failing to present myself sooner, Highlord. I was brought here unexpectedly by Rhyidion and just as swiftly abandoned, all without a word of explanation. I’m still catching my balance.”

 

 “Say no more, my lord,” Lhadron replied with a smirk. My god, what a punchable face he had. “Rhydion’s…charmingly uncooperative manner is legendary. Any offense I might feel that he has declined to participate in my social events is very much mitigated by relief.”

 

“And here I had so wondered what brought the mysterious Lord Seiji to our doorstep,” his wife added, giving me a long look that could have been interpreted as flirtatious or calculating, and I really hoped it was the second one. “A companion of Rhydion himself! One of very few, it seems. Truly, my lord, you are Khelmastra’s contraption in the flesh. You must tell us, what is it that prompts the paladin to break his legendary reticence toward you, in particular?”

 

“I suspect it’s less interesting than you imagine, Highlady. I happen to know a few healing spells and he’s been after me to join his little zombie project. Which I was told had suddenly become more urgent, though I have to say the ‘crisis’ out there is a little underwhelming.”

 

“I say, is that a fact?” Ruell asked, studying me with renewed interest. “A rare specialization indeed, Lord Seiji!”

 

“Yes, I rather thought he was overstating the danger,” Lhadron agreed, inclining his head toward me. “Still, when a paladin comes crusading, one accommodates him. Nor am I one to complain, given how his presence has renewed interest in our little standing festival.”

 

I blinked. “Renewed? So all this wasn’t set up because of that?”

 

Both of them laughed. I thought it over carefully, decided to take offense, and kept it well clear of my face.

 

 “Good heavens, no,” the Highlord finally chuckled. “Even my neighbors aren’t quite so bored as to come gawk at a few burning corpses—it simply makes a diverting additional draw. If you haven’t heard, my lord, Clan Ardyllen was blessed this summer with the unexpected honor of hosting Soulfire’s latest appearance. Ah, but please do have a go at her yourself, Lord Seiji, positively everyone has by now! It’s starting to look as if she’ll get bored and disappear without making a selection—I’m given to understand she’s done so the last few times she popped up. Do have a care, though, the old girl is rather saucy. Her commentary has caused absolutely no end of public offense during her sojourn on my lands.”

 

“Well, I might have to hold off, then,” I said, deciding it would be wiser not to reveal I had no idea what the fuck he was talking about. “Mustn’t take any risks with my delicate, girlish feelings.”

 

All of them tittered obligingly at my feeble joke, as well-bred people do, and I reflected on how much more pleasant it would be if I were dead.

 

 “Not to worry, my lord, there is plenty to see and do, if I say so myself,” Lhadron assured me. “I’d be particularly delighted if you wished to pop by and watch the races. That’s the real action these days.”

 

“Races?”

 

“The pride and joy of Clan Ardyllen!” he said with notably greater enthusiasm. “Wandering Spirits and undead curiosities are well and good for drawing crowds, but Ardyllen horses are our true contribution to the world.”

 

“Having an audience on hand has been a real blessing for the Highlord,” his wife added fondly. “There’s nothing he loves quite like showing off his horses.”

 

“And why not? They are well worth showing off! If you’ve a mind to join us, gentlemen, you can’t miss it; just skirt the village, heading toward the barn, and you’ll come right to the track. Please feel more than welcome just to watch and cheer, but who knows? If you find the bug bites you, there’s opportunity to place a friendly little wager, or even sponsor a steed of your own. Quite a few of our guests have been swept up in the spirit of it!”

 

“I say, what a capital idea!” Ruell enthused. “What about it, Lord Seiji?”

 

 “I, ah…” Were these fucking people serious? Was he serious? We had been right on the edge of discussing something actually meaningful and now he wanted to watch a horse race.

 

“Why, don’t you think so?” the elf asked innocently. “Seems like just the thing, for a pair of out-of-towners such as ourselves! Great opportunity to dip our toes in the local culture, what?”

 

 Oh…okay, I could see what he was hinting at; now I simply disagreed. Horse racing? That couldn’t possibly be the most effective way to investigate Clan politics vis a vis relief aid distribution. True, it would be full of highborn with their guard down, but how likely were they to be the ones I needed?

 

 This whole thing was turning into an eternally unfolding pain in my ass. Why couldn’t I just blackmail Rhydion into cracking some heads? Everything was so much simpler when I could just hit people until they stopped acting stupid.

 

But that was not this situation, and unfortunately I didn’t have a better idea.

 

“Sounds like a good time,” I waffled. “I do need to find that damned paladin and demand some answers, but that may be a hopeless cause anyway…”

 

 “Of course, please make yourself at home however you wish,” Lhadron said diplomatically. “Do enjoy Clan Ardyllen’s hospitality; there are plenty of comfortable spots like this to find reprieve from the chill in the air—and don’t worry, Lord Seiji, my lowborn know better than to get underfoot where they aren’t wanted, you’ll have no such annoyances. There’s a whole festival’s worth of little amenities in which to waste a few minutes and a few coins, if you prefer. If you do decide to join us down at the track, best to toddle along fairly expeditiously, though! They aren’t running all afternoon today—the horses do need rest, after all—and the last race will be held quite soon. In fact, gentlemen, if you will excuse me for rushing off…”

 

“Oh, quite, quite, can’t miss that!” Ruell chirped, already sliding forward and deftly steering Lhadron toward the open end of the pavilion. “Especially not given the opportunity to be shown around by no less than the event’s host in person!”

 

 And there he went. Here I was, bumbling around at a loss; Rhydion had suggested I get to know this guy, and now he was off to the ponies. Why was this my life?

 

Highlady Eminnit had lingered for a moment, watching her husband saunter off with an indulgent smile, but her expression hardened as she glanced past me and fixed her attention momentarily on Arrkeen and Aster.

 

“See that you don’t linger in your masters’ absence; this is no place for unattended undesirables. You, girl, tidy up Lord Ruell’s seat and swap out those canapes for a fresh tray while you’re here, then take yourself outside.”

 

 “Do I look like a serving wench?”

 

Eminnit had started to turn away in clear dismissal even as she finished speaking, but at Aster’s retort, the Highlady froze. Very slowly she turned back, raising her eyebrows in an expression that promised a very genteel, indoor-voiced murder.

 

I cleared my throat before this could commence. “Aster is a bodyguard, Highlady, if the sword and armor weren’t a giveaway. Mine, specifically. I’m afraid I’ll have to insist on keeping her with me. Her job is rather impractical if she’s carrying serving trays.”

 

“Ah.” Her expression didn’t exactly soften, but the affronted privilege was at least suppressed when she turned a gracious nod on me. “I do apologize, Lord Seiji, I hadn’t realized she was yours. That Rhydion has been dragging the oddest people into the oddest places; I keep finding various King’s Guild riffraff brazenly getting under their betters’ feet. If you are going to employ Dountol lowborn, however, I do advise reminding them of their place at need. This one’s mouth is going to be the end of her, at this rate.”

 

I felt myself about to do something un-strategic, so I silently got hold of myself, took stock of the practical realities of the situation, and made sure to make this blunder consciously and deliberately. It’s all about self-control.

 

 “Ah, yes, as an outsider I have been gradually acclimating myself to your charming customs,” I said sweetly. “It requires some partial efforts until I’ve attained true familiarity. For example, one useful rule of thumb I’ve developed is that if someone’s attire is more expensive than mine, I don’t try to order them around like a servant.”

 

Eminnit’s eyes widened fractionally.

 

 “Oh, but do forgive me,” I added solicitously. “Sometimes I forget what a…quaint little place Dount is. Might this be your first time seeing artifacts in person?”

 

Her face went completely rigid, and an amusingly paler shade. We held a locked staring contest for four seconds, me smiling and she apparently at a loss.

 

“Your pardon, my lord,” the Highlady finally said. “I must attend my husband.” She turned a cold shoulder to me and stalked out, following the receding shapes of Lhadron and Ruell, who were almost out of sight already.

 

“Vicious,” Aster commented, not disapprovingly. “You must’ve absolutely terrorized all the other girls at finishing school.”

 

 What the fuck was a finishing school? No, never mind, this was no time for more Fflyr nonsense.

 

“Are you okay?” I asked quietly, turning to her with a slight frown. “First Dhinell and now this. It’s not like you to indiscriminately claw at highborn, Aster.”

 

Her expression closed down—and then, to my astonishment, she lowered her eyes, looking outright abashed. I had never seen such a thing on her before.

 

“I…sincerely apologize, Lord Seiji. It was—those were lapses. It won’t happen again.”

 

 I stepped closer to her, lowering my voice. “Well, that’s great and all, but what I asked was if you’re okay.”

 

 Aster inhaled deeply and let the air out slowly, clearly reasserting self-control. “I’m…I’ve developed bad habits, that’s all. Surprisingly fast. It’s not as if I don’t know how to duck my head and mind my manners around highborn, I have a lifetime of practice. It’s just…working for somebody who treats me like a person, surrounded by other people who… Well, I guess it went right to my head. Basic dignity is surprisingly intoxicating.”

 

 “None of that’s wrong,” I murmured, glancing around. We were mostly alone; Arrkeen was the only person nearby, not looking at us—but if she wasn’t listening in there was no reason for her to still be here. “Just, let’s try to be a little strategic.”

 

“At least while we’re working,” Aster agreed, nodding. “Again, I’m sorry, Lord Seiji. Won’t happen again. I can keep it in my pants so long as politics need doing.”

 

“That’s good, at least one of us should stay on top of that. Since we both know I won’t manage it for long.”

 

She smirked, but there was the old Aster evident in her amusement, which made me relax.

 

“What’s the plan, then?”

 

“Well… Fuck it, the races, I guess. I can’t see this as anything but a giant waste of time, but I’m out of my element and I don’t have a better idea.”

 

I led the way out of the pavilion and away from that snooping fox, my bodyguard again trailing behind me and to the left in her normal public position. Ruell and the Ardyllens were out of sight, but I could see the roof of what must’ve been the barn the Highlord had mentioned, and it was an enormous one. There was also a lot of cheering and general noise in that direction, so that was the direction we went.

 

“You planning to try for Soulfire while we’re here?”

 

 “Oh, right, that reminds me. What the hell is that?”

 

“Oh! You don’t… Um, I’ll explain later,” she said quietly—so quietly it was just audible to me from her position, what with all the festive noise around us. “That’ll take a few minutes. Probably best we don’t converse too deeply in public, Lord Seiji. That Ardyllen woman probably already thinks we’re sleeping together.”

 

“Like I give a damn what—”

 

 “Politics, remember? It actually does somewhat matter what these…people think.”

 

“Fuckin’ hell,” I grumbled. “I hate this place.”

 

“You hate everything,” she said indulgently.

 

 “You act like that’s my problem, when clearly at issue is that everything sucks.”

 



 

Yep, those sure were some horses. Running in a circle. I barely paid them any attention.

 

The first thing that demanded my focus was the existence of the racetrack in this weather. Wasn’t ice or mud on the tracks dangerous to the animals? Fortunately Highlord Lhadron had welcomed me onto his personal booth in the elevated platform from which his noble guests were observing the races, and was glad to explain the system. A truly ridiculous number of asauthec braziers had been arranged around the edges of the track, with others waiting to be hauled onto its center at need, their heat keeping the track itself free of ice and any other moisture. The expense of burning that much fuel for such a frivolous purpose nearly made me choke.

 

Lowborn scurried around with brooms and rakes to maintain the track, as well as large hand fans they used to waft heat from the braziers directly across its surface. There was a veritable army of them swarming about, between the track crew, the various grooms and handlers, and the servants catering to the highborn guests. I couldn’t help but notice that many of them were not dressed for this weather. They didn’t look particularly well-fed, either. Relatively few had season-appropriate coats and I saw few hats, though most at least managed scarves and gloves. Fingerless gloves, in most cases.

 

I watched them at their various tasks while cheers and groans exploded around me as the front-runners crossed the finish line for what was evidently the last race of the day. Lhadron had cheerfully explained that sometimes they went all day, but there were only so many horses and you couldn’t overwork them.

 

Unlike the human laborers.

 

“What do you think, eh?” the Highlord said over the hubbub, clapping me on the shoulder. He had evidently not had a moment to confer with his wife, or maybe she’d just kept her opinions to herself; at any rate, he showed no sign of having noticed her suddenly frosty demeanor toward me. Nor of Ruell brazenly flirting with her. I suspected he didn’t pay the woman much attention unless he wanted something from her. “All this was quite impromptu, originally, but I’ve added to and refined the setup continuously since this summer. If the interest keeps up, I’m thinking of calling in some proper shilwrights and making it a permanent emplacement! Who knew there was so much interest in proper races here on Dount? Had I an inkling I’d have been more kindly disposed toward my neighbors all these years!”

 

Several highborn within earshot laughed obligingly. I just turned my head slowly, surveying the track as the horses were led away toward the barn. The setup was…interesting. We were perched on an elevated island in the center of the track, with a commanding view of it from all sides, reached by bridges which arched over the track itself. It was obvious at a glance why racetracks are not generally built this way; the poor bastards in the surrounding stands could only see half the track at a time. But the Fflyr never did anything in a way that made sense if they could reinforce their racial hierarchy instead, and that was the principle at play here: Lhadron’s island was not just reserved for highborn, but apparently by invitation only. I saw mostly middleborn but also a few blondes lurking on the outer stands, nearly all positioned where they could see the finish line, while Clan Ardyllen’s richest and most important friends were either perched on the risers in the center of their island, or on foot in the open space directly overlooking the track. The spectacle of frantic aristocrats trying to follow the horses around on foot had been far more entertaining than the race itself.

 

“They look cold,” I commented. “And hungry.”

 

 Highlord Lhadron’s head whipped around as if someone had slapped him, frowning at me. “What? Now see here, Lord Seiji, I take pride in the great care I take of my animals. I assure you, every horse on this estate is well-fed, comfortably housed and given ample shelter from the elements. It’s no hardship for them to get out and run, they’re bred for it.”

 

 “Yes, they seem quite happy,” I said patiently. “I meant the people. All the ones maintaining all this. Look,” I pointed at a groom leading one of the horses back toward the barn. “I swear I can see that guy’s teeth through his cheeks. Why hasn’t he even got a coat?”

 

“Oh!” Lhadron’s expression cleared and he actually laughed, clapping my back again. “Good heavens, man, you gave me a turn—I very nearly took offense! Ah, well, the peasants don’t seem to have any problem getting their work done. They’re hardy stock. I don’t see the sense in going about in shirtsleeves in this weather, but who can say why lowborn do anything?”

 

“The most likely reason is they don’t have coats,” I murmured. “Seems odd, though. If you’ve had a more-or-less permanent fairground here for months, I’d think money would be flowing in.”

 

“Oh, that it has,” he said with a sly little smile. “But one shouldn’t boast about such things. I don’t know the custom in your homeland, Lord Seiji, but among we Fflyr it verges on gauche.”

 

 “Ah, my mistake.” In any halfway sensible economic system, everyone here should be absolutely rolling in the proceeds of having rich people coming by for weeks on end throwing coin about. However things worked here, it was clear that nothing trickled down. Nor does that just happen; people on the bottom of the totem pole are usually adept at coaxing value out of surprising opportunities…unless someone above them put for significant effort to prevent it. “I believe I heard something about relief supplies from Fflyrdylle and even Lancor being distributed here after the Inferno. I gather that didn’t include garments, or fabric?”

 

 “Oh, yes, we’ve cause to be grateful for Lancor’s generosity,” Lhadron said brightly. “The grain shipments were truly a blessing! After the harvest was damaged, I was rather concerned for our stocks over the winter. But no need to worry, the horses will eat very well until grazing season comes again, even with this early frost.”

 

 “I say, perhaps you ought to send his Excellency a thank-you note, Highlord,” Lord Ruell suggested with a toothy grin. “No doubt the Fivefold Court of Lannitar would be immensely relieved to know the ponies will live in comfort this winter.”

 

Lhadron laughed brightly; his wife, though, gave Ruell a sidelong look. At least one of them was perceptive enough to detect nuance.

 

“Good to know you have adequate grain stocks,” I said, projecting calm with increasing effort. “Then I guess you can ensure the villagers don’t go hungry over the winter, too. Perhaps even trade for some materiel so they’re adequately covered from the elements.”

 

“Oh, I can’t imagine they’re short on fabric,” he mused idly. “I seem to recall my steward mentioning a lot of the village folk were trading garments to lowborn on other Clan holdings; they must have plenty squirreled away.”

 

Or they were desperately bartering for food because you’re not giving them any, you fucking imbecile.

 

 “But that’s the good thing about lowborn—one of the few,” Lhadron chattered on breezily. “They’re quite good at looking after themselves. I’m pleased to say there’s not been an uprising or spate of open defiance on this estate since my grandfather’s time—I assure you, Clan Ardyllen ensures the peasants know their place and go about their work. Indeed, they’ve given me cause for some pride these last few months. All the harvesting and normal duties were attended to without fail, and they’ve served my guests…well, mostly adequately. My dear wife’s standards are admirably exacting,” he added fondly, reaching over to pat Emminit’s hip. “I can always count on her to get the best out of the rabble.”

 

I looked around again at the servants, grooms, and groundskeepers. Taking in the hollow cheeks, threadbare garments clearly suited for a different season. The sheer exhaustion. Jesus H. donkey fucking Christ, no wonder.

 

“True, true,” I said evenly. “And if they all drop dead from hunger, well, you can still tend to the horses yourself, Highlord.”

 

 Lhadron chuckled, giving me a condescending look. “My dear fellow, wherefore this sudden interest in the peasantry? They’ll be fine, they always are. We breed hearty stock here on Dount, speaking of sheep, lowborn, or any other livestock. It’s the horses that are of higher quality, and in need of greater care. After all, they’re certainly more valuable than lowborn, eh?”

 

All his gathered friends and sycophants giggled and tittered all around us, but I was no longer listening.

 

 It was like one of those… What are those things called? Magic eye images, that’s it. This situation hadn’t even been a puzzle so much as a chaotic blob of nonsense I had no idea how to do anything with. Rhydion and his agenda, Ruell and his agenda, these asshole highborn and their politics, and my need to get some actual relief for the actual people out of all this bullshit. It was a frustrating, inscrutable jumble and I was just about out of patience with its refusal to make any sense.

 

But then, quite by chance, I happened to look through it all from just the right angle, at just the right distance, to see the way the pieces overlaid each other, and it snapped into focus. The image emerged from the noise, the pattern that told me how to salvage this and what I needed to do.

 

That, or my moment of epiphany was pure self-delusion and I was still oblivious, ignorant, wrong, and about to create a big pointless mess.

 

Ah, well, yolo.

 

“Interesting.”

 

I did not raise my voice, because professionals don’t need to do that to command attention. Projection and intonation were sufficient to have every surrounding aristocrat fix their focus on me.

 

 “Horses…are more valuable…than lowborn,” I repeated slowly, enunciating. “What a fascinating piece of economic wisdom. Let’s explore that, shall we?”

 

I turned my back on Highlord Lhadron’s astonished expression, strode past the murmuring highborn, grabbed the railing before me and vaulted down onto the racetrack.

            


4.13 In Which the Dark Lord Makes a House Call


                It took only the briefest glance from my peripheral vision to verify that I retained my captive audience, the assembled highborn beginning to move after me before I even reached the rail. As expected: look, the funny foreigner is doing something interesting! These idiots were bored enough to be out watching a horse race next to an incipient zombie apocalypse; of course they trailed after me like newly imprinted ducklings.

 

My boots hit the hard-packed earth of the racetrack, and while it was a graceful landing I very much felt the lack of my trusty Surestep Boots. I was going to have to be careful around all this ice and snow until I was able to recover my artifacts. At the moment, too, the rapier I was carrying was a plain akornin specimen from Gizmit’s mostly stolen armory. After months of training I was…competent with the sword, but I should probably avoid getting into any duels.

 

I had a head start due to my choice of route; obviously the well-bred stragglers weren’t going to jump over the rail. They had to head along the bridge and meet me at the barn toward which I was now striding. Only Aster followed me directly; I knew it was her due to the heavier impact on the ground behind me, and the sotto voce complaining.

 

The track was connected to a wide lane of hard-packed earth leading into the barn complex—which, now that I looked at it directly and up close, was more impressive than Clan Ardyllen’s actual manor. It was bigger, for one thing, and better-designed than most of what I’d seen in this country. Or newer, at the very least. Currently the horses from the most recent race were being led toward the wide doors into their shelter.

 

The show I planned to put on was adaptable, but it would be ideal if I could find exactly the right object lesson. While striding along after the horses and their handlers, I constantly and carefully scanned the surroundings. Large sections of the barn seemed to be fronted by huge sliding doors that were practically removable walls, enabling the enclosure of the space against elements, or the opening of it to form indoor-outdoor areas for the horses. It was mostly shut but what with all the horse-related action these days a few of them were standing ajar, with animals being handled outdoors in several capacities.

 

Actually, no…it appeared to mostly just be farriers working on their shoes. Well, that made sense, there wasn’t a lot else you’d want to keep them outdoors in this weather for.

 

Wait, except… Ah. Now that was promising.

 

I shifted course, heading toward a particular paddock where a deep brown horse with black around its muzzle, ears, and feet was prancing around energetically, avoiding the groom trying to approach and restrain it. In fact, more limping than prancing. Conveniently, one section of this paddock’s fence abutted the lane approaching the barn. I headed right for it, striding up next to the lowborn man leaning against said fence with a worried expression.

 

“What seems to be the trouble here?”

 

He jumped, whirling to face me, and then froze up momentarily as Fflyr often did meeting me; my features were outside their racial hierarchy, which instinctively confused them, but he took in my attire—highborn style in good quality, if less embellished than theirs because I can only tolerate so much—and folded down his hands at me.

 

“Ah, good day, my lord. We’re just trying to get a handle on poor Thunder, here. He’s…well, young stallions get restive easily so he needs his exercise, but he’s gone and lamed himself. And that makes him mad, which makes it worse… Best keep back, my lord. Thunder’s not one to charge and he can’t jump a fence in his state, but the last thing he needs right now is a stranger hanging about. Ah, humbly begging your pardon, my lord. Horses haven’t much regard for propriety.”

 

 “Thunder, huh.”

 

 “His stable name, m’lord,” the groom said, bobbing his head affirmatively. “On paper, it’s Her Ebullient Thunder. Very good lineage, my lord, very good indeed. He races, but only to preserve his honor. Mostly he’s destined for a life of stud services.”

 

 “Now that’s good work if you can get it,” I commented. The groom’s mouth shifted into the pained almost-smile of someone who’s heard an unfunny joke far too often. “What happened to his leg?”

 

 “We didn’t see when he did it, my lord, it was overnight, but… These things do happen. Even safe in their stalls, especially with the spicier lads like Thunder, there. The vet thinks he caught it in his stall door and pulled loose too quickly. It’s a right nightmare keeping the wound dressed, my lord; Thunder takes a mess of coaxing to stand still for the farrier at the best of times, and he’ll not have anybody poking at a sore leg. I’m very much afraid he’s just going to keep making it worse.”

 

 He turned back to study the horse, his forehead creasing with worry. The other man, the one inside the paddock, was trying again to approach the young stallion, who saw him coming and immediately set off at a rapid limp, snorting contemptuously.

 

 “I see,” I murmured. “Well, let’s have a look, shall we?”

 

 I grabbed the upper bar of the fence and, before anybody could stop me, vaulted over it and into the paddock.

 

 “My lord, no!”

 

“Lord Seiji!” Even Aster felt the need to yell about this one. From the near distance behind, more shouts arose from my highborn audience, Highlord Lhadron in particular bellowing dire warnings.

 

 I ignored all of them, of course, for all that they were objectively right. Bounding into an enclosure with an unhappy horse whose handlers have warned you not to do that is high on the list of the stupidest things a person can possibly do, and usually the setup for an undignified death.

 

 Then again, I’m not just any old idiot. I’m a very rare and unique idiot, thank you very much.

 

 The other man inside the paddock turned, saw me, and went rigid with an expression of abject horror at finding himself now having to wrangle two large, stupid animals with no sense of self-preservation.

 

 As for Thunder, he didn’t much care for visitors. The horse rounded on me, bellowing a challenge, and trotted past—not charging, but looping by me close enough to be clearly aggressive. I watched him go, waited until he had swung almost all the way around the paddock, breaking briefly into a canter and then falling back to an awkward trot as his leg failed him. It was best, I’d found, to wait until I could make eye contact, so I let him get into position facing me.

 

Tame Beast.

 

 Experimenting with the spell had revealed that the way it worked depended on the beast in question. Slimes I could outright control telepathically, because they were only sort of technically alive and had no actual nervous system. I couldn’t mind control tiny arthropods in the same way; crawns and spiders would just refrain from stinging or biting me, whereas ants and wasps seemed to declare me their new queen and would start bringing me crumbs of stuff. A large, neurologically complex animal with innate social behaviors like a dog was an entirely other matter. By casting the spell on Junko, I had not gained any magical mind link, but rather gave us a shortcut to maximum possible emotional bond, as well as enabling the most successful communication possible between a human and a dog. In essence, our connection made me an expert in canine behavior and her a highly-trained elite hound—though only in relation to one another. It wasn’t like I could teach her to do my accounting, but even mundane communication with a dog could achieve a lot if you were as good at it as it was possible to be.

 

 Because dogs are not only pack animals innately primed to live in social groups, but domesticated animals adapted specifically for interaction with humans. 

 

 And so are horses.

 

 Thunder immediately came to a stop, ears upright and alert. I found I could suddenly read the nuances of his body language just as easily as I knew how to modify my own to make myself understood. I moved toward him at an even pace with a relaxed and fluid posture, making soothing noises in a low tone. He watched me for a second, then whickered a soft greeting and plodded forward himself, head bobbing slightly.

 

 I did not spare a glance at either of the grooms, but both had gone silent. I bet their expressions right then would have been priceless, but I had more important things to think about.

 

 “There we go. Hey there, big guy.” We met a few meters from the fence, and Thunder gently bumped me on the side of the head with his nose. Wow, a horse’s nose is a lot softer than it looks. I patted his neck firmly, then stroked his long face and reached up to brush at his forelock. “That’s more like it. What’s the big idea, huh? I know it hurts, but you’re gonna make it even worse, acting like a jackass. You need to quit being such a pain to your trainer, young man. He’s just trying to help you.”

 

 The stallion snorted and bumped at my head again, then moved it over my shoulder to hang over my back in an equine hug. From the near distance I heard several noble ladies produce the most obnoxious medley of coos and sighs I’d ever heard. Well, good, my audience had fully arrived, if they were close enough for such sounds to be audible. Not that I was going to drag this out; showtime waits for no one.

 

 “All right, let’s see what you’ve done to yourself, dummy.” I bent and slid my hand down his left foreleg, finding I instinctively knew how to take and lift it as smoothly as a veteran farrier. The nearby groom made a hissing noise as he drew in air quickly through his teeth, but Thunder just whickered softly and obligingly lifted his leg for me. “Oof. What a mess.”

 

 Someone had managed to apply some kind of salve to the long scratches on his leg, but he’d found time to rub a lot of it off. It was oozing blood in several places and beginning to swell in a way I didn’t like the look of.

 

 “What were you trying to do, parkour? Dumbass. All right, no worries. Seiji’s here to fix it.”

 

Breath of Vitality.

 

 “No spells!” the nearby man squeaked. “M’lord, please! Horses are…very…skittish…”

 

 Thunder was not reacting to the sudden lightshow taking place right in his peripheral vision. Risking a look up, I found him watching this display relatively calmly; the twitching of his ears betrayed uncertainty about this fresh nonsense, but he trusted me.

 

 Breath of Vitality was a far weaker healing spell than I was accustomed to using, but I had the audience to consider. The last thing I needed was for the entire aristocracy to connect me with the only other person on Dount who was known to cast Heal, so there would be no distinctive pink flash encompassing the entire horse. One time—once—I had used Heal in a localized manner, causing its unique visual effect to occur only right at the sight of the wound. That had been in the aftermath of the cats’ raid on North Watch, when I had been in an…altered mental state. Some combination of the stress and focus of that moment must have been a factor, but damn if I understood how; I hadn’t been able to reproduce the effect since, and Biribo didn’t seem to know anything. So for now, I used the slow spell.

 

 It was at least a slow, continuous spell. I murmured soothingly to Thunder, occasionally reaching up to stroke his neck or nose while I constantly channeled the warm, sparkling breeze from my other hand over the long wound in his lower leg. This took…well, okay, it probably wasn’t minutes, I was spoiled by having an instantaneous cast, but it took an annoyingly long span of seconds at least. It did work, though. As I patiently cast, the swelling subsided right before my eyes, and the actual cuts gradually closed. Eventually—soon enough, all things considered—they had sealed up entirely, leaving barely a scar. The hair on his leg wasn’t evenly restored, which Heal would have done, but hopefully it would grow back in.

 

 I finally let the magic drop and straightened back up.

 

 “There you go, you big goober. How’s that feel?”

 

 Thunder raised his head and whinnied jubilantly. I gave him an affectionate slap on the neck and he took off at a trot. Everyone turned to watch the stallion as he launched into another loop of his paddock, this time fully energetic and with no trace of a limp, quickly breaking into a canter which this time he could sustain without effort.

 

 The result was an outburst of cheering and applause from the assembled highborn, which caused Thunder to come to a stop, turning to stare at them with his ears flat back. He shifted his head to look at me, snorting, and I could understand him as clearly as if he’d spoken in plain Japanese.

 

 Stupid humans, always making sudden noises. What the hell were they thinking?

 

 “Yeah, I hear ya, buddy,” I said softly. Just within my peripheral vision, the groom in the paddock with us nodded agreement before catching himself. He got it.

 

 “Lord Seiji, that was absolutely marvelous!” That was Highlord Lhadron talking. His attention I actually needed in particular, so I turned and strode back to the fence to join him. He was right up next to it, along with Aster; the rest of the gathered highborn were spectating from a meter or so back. Evidently somebody had cautioned them about screwing around too close to the horses, though any warning on the subject of sudden loud noises had failed to stick. “I confess I took you for Conzart in the falcon’s gallery when you hopped the fence, but there’s no denying you know what you’re about. And what results! Any man who’s so deft with horses can only be good in my book.”

 

 “Actually I think of myself more as a dog person, but I like animals,” I said, coming to a stop just on the other side of the fence from him. “Animals…are not people. And that, I feel, is praiseworthy.”

 

 I was not raising my voice or even projecting, mindful of Thunder and other horses nearby, but I spoke at a sufficient volume to be audible to all the aristocrats clustered around, and they all tittered at what they presumably thought was a joke.

 

 “Well said, my lord, well said,” Lhadron agreed. “But still, you jest, surely. An animal lover is one thing, but there’s no way you’re unaccustomed to horses!”

 

 “Well, I’ve handled gwynneks. Those are a lot worse. But while we’re on the subject, Highlord, I wonder if you would indulge my curiosity a bit on the subject of horses?”

 

 “Why, that’s my favorite subject!” He stepped back, clearing a landing zone for me as I vaulted back over the fence the other way. It was not a short fence, but I was in really good shape these days, managing as before to clear it in a single motion without even snagging my coat. “I can’t find it in me to believe you’re as unfamiliar as you claim, but after what you did for my poor boy there, I’m certainly inclined to indulge a lot more than that!”

 

 “It’s mostly the economics I’m interested in,” I said lightly. Expression calm, pleasant, open. The bait coaxing him into the trap. “You know how it is; handling the animals myself is gratifying to the soul, but I’m accustomed to having people to do the actual management for me.”

 

 “Ah, I do indeed,” Lhadron replied, nodding in understanding. “By all means, Lord Seiji, consider my time and expertise at your disposal.”

 

 I smiled at him, completely calm and pleasant, for just a half-second too long. It didn’t really matter if he started to smell trouble; I needed to ratchet up the tension quickly, or the onlookers would lose interest. All of this would be pointless if they wandered off.

 

 “About how much do you have to feed a horse?” I asked. “On a, oh, let’s say, a daily basis.”

 

 “Daily fodder?” Lhadron repeated, tilting his head inquisitively. “Well it depends, of course. On the individual, the breed, what sort of work they do… And also, of course, what one feeds them. To say nothing of the season; during the grazing months they require much less. But if I were to average it as broadly as possible, and presuming a blend of oats and the better quality haffiras hay to which my animals are accustomed, and talking strictly of winter feed for the sake of argument… What do you think, Hadder? Perhaps half a bhutrec a day, per horse?”

 

 “A good estimate, Highlord, if we’re adjusting for all those factors,” the groom on this side of the fence agreed diffidently. “You’re of course right, my lord, that’s a very theoretical figure. Actual numbers would vary widely.”

 

 Yeah, that was on me. Asking an Ephemeran anything that had to do with measurements would lead to no result but pointless noise, I should’ve expected that. A bhutrec was probably based on the average weight of a male elf’s morning dump or something equally inane… Ah, well, my purposes here didn’t actually include learning about the economics of horsekeeping. Best to move this along before his lecturing bored the audience.

 

 “And what about you… Hadder, was it?” I turned to the groom with a smile.

 

 He blinked, glanced at Lhadron and back. “I, ah… Me, m’lord? I agreed with the Highlord’s—”

 

 “Oh, no, I mean how much do you eat?”

 

 The poor man blinked again, twice. “Well, that is… Less than a horse, my lord. An animal like Thunder there is five times the weight, and that’s if I fatten up.”

 

 This dude did not appear to be in any danger of fattening up. He at least had a coat, though it was thinner than this weather called for. I could see the bones in his face far more clearly than should be normal.

 

 “Makes sense,” I said in my most amiable tone. “I keep coming back to your statement, Highlord, that horses are more valuable than lowborn. It certainly sounds like they’re more expensive to upkeep.”

 

 “Hah! Yes, quite so,” Lhadron chuckled. “Not to mention more pleasant company. Isn’t that right, Hadder?”

 

 The groom smiled uneasily; the agreeing snickers from the onlookers clearly adding to his discomfort. “Quite right, Highlord.”

 

 I did not bristle at the pointless cruelty. Calm, smiling…just faintly ominous.

 

 “And what can you do with a horse?”

 

 All of them turned to me at that, Lhadron and the grooms frowning in confusion. The audience were watching avidly now, quite a few of them probably beginning to suspect I was up to shenanigans.

 

 “Do?” Lhadron finally asked, his own broad smile beginning to betray uncertainty now. “Why, I almost don’t know where to begin. What can’t a horse do?”

 

 “Arithmetic,” I said immediately, my smile still fixed in place. “Somebody has to do the accounting for all that hay and oats; they certainly can’t. Music—any sort of art, really. Medicine, alchemy, weaving, cooking, interpretive dance—”

 

 “All right, you’ve made your point,” Lhadron exclaimed, “such as it is. I never thought I’d meed someone so pedantic as to point out that a horse is not a man.”

 

 “I was rather surprised myself,” I said cheerfully, “to meet someone who needed it pointed out. I’m not the fellow who declared horses more valuable than peasants, after all.”

 

 “Now see here—”

 

 “So if you think about it, really,” I barreled on over him, “in strictly practical terms, a horse is basically a force multiplier. Right? They’re big, powerful, and fast. You use them to do things better—but things for which you ultimately still need people.”

 

 “Now that, sir,” he said, pointing a warning finger at me, “might be the most spiritually impoverished thing I have ever heard a man say. The value of a horse is self-evident—that majesty, the beauty, the virtue of these Goddess-given creatures. If anyone is so shallow of heart as to need it pointed out to them, I daresay they are incapable of comprehending that which is plain to all. I must say, Lord Seiji, after what you just showed us I thought you of all men would understand.”

 

 “Oh, I do. That I do,” I murmured, turning to look into the paddock again. Seeing me paying attention to him, Thunder whinnied companionably, but did not come over to me. There were, after all, a whole bunch of loud, unpredictable humans loitering over here; I couldn’t blame him. “Just look… Magnificent. Truly. You can see that one little piece of creation and not need to think about what value there is in life. Am I right? The sheer, simple glory of it is just…there.”

 

 “Precisely.” He was smiling again—still a bit off-balance and uncertain what I was up to, but now hearing something with which he agreed wholeheartedly.

 

 “And that,” I mused, “is the ineffable quality which horses have, that peasants do not. Or such is your contention, I take it?”

 

 “Well, good heavens, man,” Lhadron chuckled, shaking his head. “That’s another thing I can’t imagine needing to point out.”

 

 Hadder was standing there stiffly, staring into the pasture and clearly wishing he didn’t exist, but not daring to say a word or take a step with so many highborn surrounding him. The peanut gallery had formed a semicircle several bodies deep, from which there was no easy escape, and suggesting that any of them should get out of his way would doubtless be more than his life was worth.

 

 I nodded, turning my head toward him, putting my face in profile to the audience behind. “The distinction between a creature of obvious value, of nearly divine significance, and one which is merely there to be used.”

 

 “Well said, Lord Seiji,” he replied with a satisfied smirk. “Truly, I couldn’t have put it better myself.”

 

 Got you, asshole.

 

 “And I can tell you’re a man who knows how to care for his livestock,” I said pleasantly. “Just look how sleek and well-fed these horses are! They have better housing than the villagers, it seems. More and better-quality food. Why, some of those horses are wearing blankets! When so many of your peasants don’t seem to have coats.”

 

 Poor Lhadron was starting to look impatient, now. Worse, he was beginning to glance around at the onlookers, who were watching avidly and without sympathy. He didn’t realize exactly how I’d trapped him, yet, but was beginning to suspect that I had.

 

 “Yes, so you mentioned. But as we were just discussing—”

 

 “Indeed yes, we’ve already been over it, haven’t we? The horses are to be appreciated, while the villagers are to be useful.” I began to pace, now. Moving very slowly in an arc, delineating the space between the Highlord and the crowd of his peers. I couldn’t fully circle him like a vulture with the fence in the way, but I made do. “Which is curious, isn’t it? Be they horses, sheep, dhawls, lowborn, whatever… You can’t get much use out of an animal if it’s starved, beaten, neglected and cold. Any landowner with an eye to turning a profit from his resources takes proper care of them. And that’s just the damnedest thing, Lhadron. Some people I might dismiss as idiots who just don’t know how to manage their property—but we can all clearly see that you’re no idiot! Just look how skillfully and generously you care for these horses, and how much profit you gain from them because of it! Clearly, you’re a man who understands the proper management of livestock.”

 

 I reached the end of the available space and turned, pacing back the other way, hands folded behind my back. Lhadron was now staring at me through narrowed eyes, still not comprehending the trap even as he could feel its jaws closing on him. All around, the aristocrats were staring eagerly at the impending comeuppance of their friend and host, smelling blood in the water. 

 

 They were the real proof that the highborn were doomed. Any social group that has what it takes to survive will rally to protect their own. These fuckers couldn’t wait to see the alpha of their group raked over the coals.

 

 “It’s almost,” I mused, “as if you’re trying to accomplish something else.”

 

 “I’m sure I don’t know what you are getting at,” he began.

 

 “I know you don’t,” I said, putting on my kindest, most patrician smile. “Otherwise, none of this would be happening. But don’t worry, my dear Highlord, I am going to enlighten you.”

 

 I gave him a shark’s smile—a goblin’s smile—and slowly drew in a breath, letting the tension hang upon us all, building that pressure just so I could unleash its full force. Savoring that last moment of anticipation before I opened my mouth and destroyed a man’s entire life. God, I lived for it.

 

Showtime.
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4.14 In Which the Dark Lord Feels a Chill Run Down His Spine


                “There’s an idea, where I am from,” I began, positioning myself with my back to the fence and subtly adjusting my stance and body language to take on a lecturing demeanor. “The belief that…let’s see, how did they put it… All men are created equal. The notion that everyone has certain, for lack of a better term, human rights. Every person entitled to basic dignity and equal protection under the law, no one able to abuse or impose upon anyone else.”

 

 Wow, it only took a few sentences of that for them to begin to turn on me. But that was fine; anger I could deal with, it was only apathy that would mess up my game here. I was going somewhere with this, it just called for a bit of crowd work to pick up my momentum.

 

 “I gather you have not had the opportunity to study Fflyr history or jurisprudence, Lord Seiji,” said an older man whose blond hair was starting to shift toward gray. He appeared too dignified to scowl or mutter the way many of his fellow nobles now were, simply lifting his chin to give me a severe stare. “Those we now call lowborn are the descendants of a truly despicable race. Their position in modern society is their just punishment by the Goddess, and we Her divinely appointed custodians of their recompense. You tread, my lord, upon the dictates of law, faith, and celestial providence itself.”

 

I can’t wait to watch the lot of you burn.

 

 “Interesting,” I said aloud, not having to fake a tone. It was interesting, and no less so for being horrible and stupid; I hadn’t bothered to acquaint myself with a highborn perspective on the matter. “I’ll have to dig up a book on that at the first opportunity. But no, rest assured I wasn’t finished. What we all know without having to be told is that there is not and has never been, anywhere, a place where that’s how it works. I’m aware of distant countries in which such egalitarianism is the law of the land, and even there, in practice it’s a bad joke. There are always the shepherds and the sheep, yes? Nah, don’t mistake me.” I grinned amiably, keeping my posture relaxed as the stirrings of antagonism around me began to relax into mere suspicion. “I was raising the moral argument preemptively, so as to dismiss it. Otherwise, I fear some of you might wrongly conclude I was approaching the topic from that direction.”

 

 That extremely obvious, minimally ethical direction. All around me the gathered highborn had calmed down just as quickly as they’d grown angry, reassured I wasn’t about to suggest that they should try not to be sociopaths.

 

 “I wouldn’t want anybody walking away with the idea that I’m somehow better than you,” I added with my most disarming grin. “No one who knows me would entertain that idea for even a second. Right, Aster?”

 

 Amid the wave of chuckles at my little joke, Aster’s shoulders shifted minutely in a barely-suppressed sigh and she gave me an utterly deadpan stare that was as close to an Aster Look as she dared in front of this particular crowd.

 

 “Indeed, my lord is famously astute in his social observations.”

 

 Man, that lowborn sarcasm was a trip once you knew how to spot it. I could see how they got away with it; you’d come across like a pathetically insecure jackass if you reacted harshly to such an oblique prod.

 

 “But anyway, we weren’t talking about me!” I gestured grandly toward Highlord Lhadron, who was still watching me warily, though he had also relaxed and even laughed. Grasping at poise however he could, or unaware of the situation I was putting him in? Not that it mattered; if he hadn’t been smart enough to avoid being in this trap, he was still fish in a barrel. “Rather than morality, it’s a question of…let’s see, what’s the word I want… Ah, yes. Insecurity.”

 

 “I beg your pardon?” he exclaimed.

 

 “My people eat well,” I said, affecting an idle, insouciant tone. “They’re dressed warmly enough for the season, and they have enough time off from work to relax. A productive employee is a comfortably fed, well-rested, properly socialized employee. I make sure they are provided these things because I want to get the best benefit out of them, and because…”

 

 I paused, letting my smile extend subtly on one side, becoming an unmistakable smirk. A moment to let the tension build, to verify that the audience was still clinging to my every word despite how I’d momentarily antagonized them just now. Because of course they still were; I’m a master of my craft.

 

 “Because,” I finally continued, holding Lhadron’s increasingly angered stare, “when I see a peasant bent over in a field scything wheat…or a donkey grazing in the next pasture over…there is no insidious little voice in the back of my head whispering, ‘there but for the grace of the Goddess go I.’”

 

 He actually placed one hand on his rapier, probably goaded by the several indrawn breaths from the onlookers.. “Just what do you mean by that?!”

 

 I glanced at the sword, just long enough to let him know I was dismissing the idea of it being a threat. In truth, I had no idea how skilled he might be; a rapier seemed to be an essential part of fashion for male highborn, but Nazralind claimed that only a relative handful actually studied fencing.

 

 “What would you think,” I drawled, “if a jockey who lost a race vented his frustration by whipping his horse bloody, then shoved it in a stall without food or water? Aside from ‘I am going to eviscerate that worthless bastard,’ of course, that goes without saying. What does it say about a man, that he abuses a helpless animal?”

 

 Lhadron’s grip tightened on the handle of his sword, though he was still not drawing it. “You cannot begin to compare—”

 

 “It says,” I projected right over his voice, which was easy because nobody had ever trained him in public speaking, “that he has a desperate need to feel bigger and better than somebody, and is too pitiful to actually earn that pride in comparison to any real peer of his. It is the action of a sad, silly, insecure little man whose every waking moment is defined by his desperate need to make some living creature fear him—and his inability to impose his will on anyone or anything whose respect would actually be worth something.”

 

 “Your ignorance has escalated into insult, Lord Seiji,” Lhadron barked. “You know nothing of this land, or these people. The lowborn must be kept—”

 

 “—in their place,” I finished in unison with him. “Subordinate and ruled over by their betters. Correct? But that’s just the point. That,” I pointed behind me at Thunder, who obligingly whinnied, “is a creature who could kick you from here into the core, and I don’t see him being starved and frozen. He certainly has issues recognizing who is master here—and yet, there he is, in his paddock, under control. Control which is exercised gently but firmly, because that is how one maintains control. Deprivation and violence are not useful in keeping the lowborn down, Lhadron; if anything, nonsense like that is why Dlemathlys suffers regular lowborn uprisings. Ah, yes, I forgot to mention I am not entirely ignorant of your history, after all. The easiest way to prevent the lowborn from rebelling is to deprive them of any reason to. To actually live by your own rhetoric: regard them as less valuable than the horses. Tend your animals well. It’s plain that you know how. And yet, you don’t.”

 

 I took one step toward him, bringing myself uncomfortably close and not even glancing at the hand that was still clutching his rapier so hard it trembled. Instead, I held his gaze, my own stare relentless, but mocking.

 

 “The good shepherd tends his flock. It’s a sad, pitiable little boy who beats and starves them for the sake of his own ego. After all, what sort of pathetic loser feels gratified by exercising power over sheep?”

 

 “That,” he whispered, “is a step too far.”

 

 I raised an eyebrow. All around were whispers and mutters, a susurration of uncertainty. For a moment, I wondered if I’d misstepped. I knew the dynamic here, or thought I did; the fact that most of these fuckers were guilty of the same shouldn’t stop them from reveling in Lhadron’s humiliation and piling more on top of it. Or so I had assumed. Were they going to take it personally instead? If things went in that direction…

 

 “That reminds me, my lord,” an unexpectedly familiar voice said from the nearby crowd. “You did make the rounds of our village and ensure the lowborn are properly set up for the winter?”

 

 “My dear, I could very nearly take offense,” Highlord Adver Yviredh replied, turning to his wife with a raised eyebrow of his own. “Surely you don’t mean to suggest that I am so lacking as a man that the suffering of our serfs would bring me some satisfaction?”

 

 “I have rather more respect for you than that, husband, as I would hope you know,” Lady Elidred replied with a fond smile. “I am also aware that you get as distracted by your hunting parties as Highlord Lhadron is by his horses, and have been excited to no end by the early onset of winter. Do you recall last year, when you obtained that red wolf pelt and forgot—”

 

 “For heaven’s sake, Elidred,” he exclaimed to the accompaniment of titters from the surrounding highborn. “I’m certain Brynder saw to any outstanding needs, especially since we were allotted a shipment of grain and medicine from the capital; such are his standing orders. But if you are determined to undermine our poor steward, I will risk the insult of asking him.”

 

 “Ah, well, so long as Brynder is instructed thus as a matter of course, I’m certain it has been seen to.”

 

 I spared them barely a flickering glance, not wanting to betray any hint of recognition. It was slightly disappointing to find the Yviredhs here, but maybe that wasn’t fair; they were good sorts for highborn, but that qualifier still made them the kind of people who’d come to a standing carnival to gawk at zombies and bet on horse races. Besides, Lady Elidred had just made the definitive addition to my little bit of theater, and I wasn’t feeling inclined to judge her too harshly in that moment.

 

 “Oh, quite, the value of a good steward simply cannot be overstated,” another highborn woman added in a light tone. “Our Thandlewyn is a blessing from the Goddess, I tell you. Needless to say, the lowborn on Clan Ildureth’s estate are properly fed and clothed for the season.”

 

 “Indeed, could you imagine letting your villagers be seen without coats in such weather?” a younger lady with particularly pale blonde hair smirked, with that kind of vicious friendliness at which privileged women so excel. She looked sidelong at Highlady Emminit, who wore the stoic expression of someone far too dignified to seethe. “The embarrassment. Were my Clan so apparently destitute I shouldn’t dare show my face!”

 

 “Well, hey, maybe that’s your problem,” I said cheerfully, winking at Lhadron. “Maybe you should get a steward! You know, someone paid not to project despair over his tiny member onto valuable assets.”

 

 I can only describe the startled bursts of laughter as delightedly scandalized. Good; that was what I was going for. As always, I knew my audience.

 

 “And with that, you venture beyond insult into provocation,” Lhadron snarled, finally whipping out his sword. He took a step back while doing it, which spared me having to do so. “You are a poor guest, sir, and for your several offenses I shall have satisfaction on the field of skill!”

 

 My, how they loved that. A less well-bred audience would probably be cheering; these only gasped and swooned, but the gleeful anticipation radiating from all sides was a palpable force.

 

 “Mmm…” I made a show of looking him slowly up and down, not reaching for my own sword. “Meh. I decline.”

 

 Lhadron’s sneer morphed into one of triumph. “I might have known such an ill-mannered lout would reveal himself a coward at the first opportunity.”

 

 “Coward, am I?” I said quietly, making the surrounding highborn lower their own noise level to hear. And, I freely admit, enjoying having enough control over them to do that. “I think you’ve misunderstood, Highlord: I am not refusing to fight you. I refuse to meet you in a duel because—as I have just explained at length—I will not acknowledge you as someone with whom any question of honor could possibly exist to be settled.”

 

 I took a step closer, ignoring his bared blade.

 

 “But if you want to fight? I’ll fight you, Lhadron. Feel free to pick any weapon you like—full armor, if you wish. Bring along as many of your Clansguard as it takes to make you comfortable. In fact, by all means toddle down to the King’s Guild encampment and hire yourself a few Blessed as backup. I’ll gladly wait on your preparations. Me? I have everything I need right here.”

 

Firelight. The spell was harmless, of course, just a light source. But it was an unfamiliar spell, being one of my combined originals, and looked an awful lot like a handheld fireball. If, as now, instead of holding it aloft I kept it contained in a hand dangling at my side, fingers clenched into claws, it looked like something horribly destructive just waiting to be unleashed. With a series of gasps, our well-bred audience began backing away.

 

 “And Lhadron?” I added pleasantly. “Clear your schedule for the day. Keep in mind you are dealing with someone ornery enough to make a spectacle of all your deepest character flaws in front of your entire social circle. This will not be over quickly.”

 

 His eyes widened and he looked warily down at the spell, in just the way I refused to at his sword. The anticipatory whispering from all sides was rising in a crescendo.

 

 Lhadron did rally in an, I admit, impressive gambit to save face.

 

 “Only a man with no honor of his own would meet a challenge on such terms.” Deliberately, pointedly, he sheathed his sword. “Clearly you think as little of my integrity as I do of yours, Lord Seiji. It would seem there is, indeed, nothing to prove, then.”

 

 It was a decent conversational ploy, and I might have let him get away with it if I wasn’t here on specific business which required his very public comeuppance. And also, his people were cold and starving; fuck this guy.

 

 “That must be very frustrating for you,” I said calmly, regarding him from half-lidded eyes. “Would you like us to all clear out so you can whip a servant about it?”

 

 They didn’t snicker, that’s the kind of noise only commoners make, but the outburst of mostly-stifled laughter from all sides had a distinctly spiteful quality which conveyed the same effect. Lhadron’s jaw clenched and color rose in his cheeks, but he didn’t acknowledge the onlookers by removing his stare from me for an instant.

 

 “I thank you for what you did for Thunder,” he said curtly. “Sincerely. Now remove yourself from my lands and do not return.”

 

 I drew out the moment just another couple of unnecessary seconds, flaunting his authority because—and I cannot stress this enough—fuck this guy, but at last I deigned to nod.

 

 “I am here on paladin business, after all. I need to somehow find him and check in, but I arrived with the shipment of supplies he wanted. I assume we’ll be moving out shortly.”

 

 Lhadron swelled slightly with a slowly indrawn breath, and I dared to hope he was going to insist on me departing now. First rule of leadership: never give an order you know won’t be obeyed. It would’ve just been the cherry on top of this whole event if he proved so inept as to undercut the tattered remains of his authority that way, but alas, it seemed the Highlord had more sense than that. After a moment, he simply nodded curtly, turned, and stalked away toward the barn.

 

 The assembled highborn made way for him with much smirking and a few outright titters. Highlady Eminnit turned and followed her husband, not even sparing me a glance.

 

 “Well, you heard the man,” I said cheerfully. “Best be moving out. Come along, Aster.”

 

 They shifted aside to give me an exit from the crowd as well. Off I strode, my heavily-armed shadow trailing me as the gathered highborn began drifting away even as they devolved into happily malicious gossip. Hopefully they’d have the sense to put some distance between themselves and the horses before getting too loud. I gave that a coin toss’s odds, at best.

 

 From behind, Thunder let out a long whinny with a distinctly plaintive quality. I admit, it made me hesitate, but I kept moving without looking back. He was fine now, and I couldn’t afford to get emotionally attached to every creature which crossed my path.

 

 “That was an interesting ploy,” Aster murmured as soon as we’d put enough distance between us and the highborn to permit a passably discreet conversation. “Seemed risky, if you ask me.”

 

 “Did I?”

 

 “It’s just that I could very easily see that going in the other direction entirely. If the Yviredhs hadn’t happened to be there and picked up what you were laying down and decided to chime in and help… Well, just seems like that whole thing was salvaged by a lot of sheer luck, that’s all.”

 

 “Nothing’s a sure thing,” I admitted, “but that outcome was by far the likeliest. It’s just bullying, Aster—both the way they all treat the lowborn and the way they treat each other. It’s the only way those fuckers know how to treat anyone, I suspect. The point is never any particular thing being picked at, but the dynamic. The sheer enjoyment of exercising power over someone else, of hurting them because you can and because they can’t stop you. It doesn’t matter who or why. I just had to make him the target, and they jumped on the chance to show him up by having their peasants be better off than his. I can’t say how much they’ll follow through, but…it’ll be something.”

 

 “You have this way of sounding so authoritative when you talk about human behavior,” she commented. “I can never be sure how much of it you’re pulling out of your ass, though I’ve picked up by now that the answer is never ‘none.’”

 

 “Yeah, well, trust me, this dynamic is extremely familiar to me. I’m basically an anthropologist of cliques. There is…a bullying problem in Japanese schools. To put it mildly.”

 

 From the corner of my eye I saw her glance at me, then sigh and shake her head.

 

 “Yeah. Somehow the revelation that you were bullied as a child makes way too much sense.”

 

 I stared ahead at where I was going, refusing to look in her direction. “I wasn’t.”

 

 There was a moment of silence before she answered.

 

 “Hah. You know what, that actually makes even more sense.”

 

 “Hey, don’t judge me,” I snapped. “I was the musical kid with mediocre grades and a foreign-born mother. You don’t get to opt out of those social dynamics; the first thing I realized in high school was that the only choice on the table was which end of it to be on. Kids get driven to suicide by this shit—regularly. Well, not at my school, I’ll have you know. Some feelings were hurt, some indoor shoes hidden and a few fake love letters sent, and that was as far as it went. The teachers won’t do anything and parents never know what’s going on, but I can tell you that what does keep a lid on the worst of it is when the ringleader turns the cruelty of the whole group on anyone who tries to take things too far.”

 

 Our feet crunched in the snow; we were skirting the outside of the village, heading straight back toward Rhydion’s camp on the outskirts rather than going back through the muddy streets.

 

 “You know,” Aster finally said, breaking the silence, “every once in a while, you just randomly open your mouth and spit up something that suddenly makes me understand exactly why Virya picked you, of all people on your whole world, to be the Dark Lord.”

 

 “What the hell is that supposed to—”

 

 I was completely unprepared. The impact struck me right on the back of my neck, causing me to stumble forward. What was that?! I very nearly cast Heal out of reflex, barely managing to restrain myself lest I give away the whole game; we were far enough from any crowds for private conversation but in plain view of the whole village and outlying camps. How bad was it? The nape of my neck stung, numbed by the blow, preventing me assessing the damage. Okay, it couldn’t be too bad, though, I wasn’t paralyzed or anything and I still wore my hidden amulet that would protect me from any lethal hits.

 

 Aster had instantly spun and whipped out her sword, and during the next three seconds we both took stock. Finding no immediate threat, she straightened from her battle-ready combat stance—and it occurred to me that Biribo was still silently hidden in his nest in her coat pocket, which he wouldn’t have been had anything actually dangerous been headed my way. Okay, then I must be fine.

 

 “You’re fine,” Aster said, echoing my conclusion. Turning to me, she brushed at the back of my shoulders. “Not even a rock hidden in it.”

 

 “Hidden in—” No.

 

 “Yeah, it’s just snow.”

 

 It was. I could feel it running down my back, now, where it had slipped under my collar. Snow, immediately melted by my body heat and turning into an utterly miserable sensation as ice water trickled under my clothes in this frigid air.

 

 A snowball. Some absolute motherfucker had hit me with a snowball. In the back.

 

 Instant fury cleared away the uncertainty and worry, banishing even the chill.

 

 From the vivid coloration of the South American tree frog, to the spread-winged threat display of the Canada goose, to the eponymous warning of the rattlesnake, nature is filled with countless ways of conveying the all-important message, the most important signal that can be transmitted up and down the food chain: Do not fuck with me.

 

 I had my own methods.

 

 “Aaaaalllll right,” I drawled, pulling out my sword in a slow, deliberate motion. “Showtime it is, then.”
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4.15 In Which the Dark Lord is Thwarted


                “Let’s not overreact,” Aster urged. “It was a snowball. If that’s the worst thing anybody wants to do to you, you’ve made an unusually positive impression.”

 

“Biribo?” I demanded.

 

She sighed, but obligingly positioned herself such that Biribo could poke his head out of his pocket nest in her coat and remain hidden from view by both our bodies.

 

He did so, flicking his tongue out at me. “It was Hadder, the groom from the paddock back there. Y’know, the guy you trapped with Highlord Whatsit and made the focus of a very tense public display? He ducked around the corner of that shed just over there. Go easy on the guy, boss, it was a good hit! Dude’s got an arm on him.”

 

My anger had already begun to fade by the time he started talking; I had so many much bigger things to be angry about, and after all, it was just a snowball. At Biribo’s answer, though, the flames of rage were momentarily stifled by sheer surprise. Only momentarily. Then, they came back with a vengeance.

 

Hadder? The lowborn? The guy working himself to the bone and shivering in the snow without a coat, on whose behalf I had just thrown down with his oppressor? That Hadder had seen fit to…

 

 Oh, showtime was on.

 

 “You could’ve warned me,” I complained.

 

 “Not without giving away the whole game,” he replied solemnly. “I didn’t figure a snowball was worth it. Also, that was objectively hilarious. Oh, and congrats, boss, you unlocked a new Wisdom perk.”

 

 I had already turned and taken a step toward the shed he’d indicated, keeping a wary eye for anyone trying to creep away to either side. Now, I had to turn my attention back to my familiar.

 

 “Oh? What’s that?”

 

 His little triangular face was inscrutable as always, but still I could’ve sworn he was grinning. “Now keep in mind it’s not absolute control; the effect will vary based on the circumstances, the effort you put into it and the willpower of those subjected to it. And it won’t kick in if you just open your mouth and spill out noises. But, so long as you’re making an actual speech, a presentation backed by your skill at oratory and with some real intent behind it, the effect will make people strongly inclined to stop what they’re doing and pay attention to you. Congratulations, boss, you have gained the true power of the villainous monologue.”

 

 “Wow,” Aster commented, “that one’s actually on brand, huh? I was starting to think these Wisdom perks would end up being more or less random or situational.”

 

 Hm. Hmmm. Okay, this news did indeed make me feel better. Aster was right, this played very conveniently into my established aptitudes; I could get some real mileage out of this one. Thanks, Virya. I’d have to find time to celebrate properly later.

 

 But first, to business.

 

 “Cool,” I said aloud. “Aster, you go around the other side of the shed and flank him. Make sure he doesn’t skitter off.”

 

 “I’m not doing that,” she said bluntly, folding her arms. “Come on, Lord Seiji. In the worst case this does not call for actual tactics. To be honest, I really suggest you let it go. A snowball’s not worth picking a fight over.”

 

 “What do you take me for? I’m not going to fight him.”

 

 “Then why is your sword out?”

 

 “Come on, Aster, why do I do anything?” I countered, turning and striding toward the shed. “Dramatic effect.”

 

 Feet are unmistakably loud in the snow, and I was moving for speed rather than subtlety, since I couldn’t count on my traitorous right hand to indulge my petty vendettas. Naturally, my quarry heard me coming and tried to run for it.

 

 “Hey, Hadder!”

 

 He froze mid-step, shoulders hunching, and slowly lowered his upraised foot back to the ground. There was the social hierarchy of this wretched country at work. Foreign or not, even explicitly out of favor with his liege, a lord was not something you could ignore or walk away from. A little twinge in the back of my mind hinted that me leveraging that in this manner wasn’t a great look, but I was too pissed off to stop now.

 

 “How’s the boy doing?” I asked, putting on a smile that was just a smidge too broad to be believable. “I mean, you’re over here rather than brooding at the paddock, so I gather Thunder must be well on the mend.”

 

 “Ah. Yes, my lord,” Hadder said warily. “We’re all extremely grateful to you, my lord. His leg seems all but perfect. He ought to be fine as the spring, until the next fool thing he does to himself.”

 

 “Well, that’s a relief.” I came to a stop next to him, idly tapping the rapier blade against my boot. His eyes flicked nervously down to it and back to my face, and he belatedly folded down his hands at me. “So, what’s with the artillery?”

 

 He didn’t turn that grayish color lowborn did when going pale, but only because he already somewhat was due to the cold. “Ah…your pardon, my lord, the what?”

 

 “The snowball.” I allowed my smile to fade by several deliberate degrees.

 

 “I…” Hadder swallowed heavily. “I’m not sure what you—”

 

 “Right, because I was looking the other way and didn’t see it coming, you assume I don’t know who did it. It’s clear you haven’t had to deal with a lot of sorcerers, buddy. You’ve made some unwarranted assumptions concerning what we can or cannot do.”

 

 He inhaled deeply, his breath quivering through some combination of fear and cold. “My lord, please—”

 

 “Relax,” I ordered, dropping the smile entirely. He didn’t, but I wasn’t going to fault the disobedience because…I mean, obviously. “It’s not as if your Highlord is going to listen to any complaints from me, and I hope you don’t think I’m petty enough to stab you over a thing like that. Wait, never mind, the local highborn are exactly that petty, aren’t they? Then no, Hadder, you are not in danger here. I would just like to know why.”

 

 I leaned forward, forcing the smile back into place, and he subtly leaned away to a matching degree.

 

 “What gives, man? I thought we were pals. We were bonding over how cool horses are and how fucked up it is that they get treated better than you.”

 

“What?” he burst out, then clamped his lips together.

 

 “Go on, that’s a start,” I encouraged. “Let’s hear your thoughts. Would it help if I made it an order?”

 

I could see the guy cycling through emotions; that alternating sequence of anger and fear was so uncomfortably familiar it was easily recognizable to me despite his efforts to keep it contained.

 

 “Lord Seiji,” Aster began in a concerned tone.

 

“Highlord Lhadron is a great man!” Hadder suddenly burst out, finding his gumption just before she could rescue him. “And who are you? Where do you get off coming to Clan Ardyllen’s own lands and—and— He didn’t deserve that!”

 

 I could only stare at him, a howling void of disbelief taking the place of my outrage of a moment ago. “…excuse me? Are you on— Look at yourself, man! You’re half-starved and shivering, and whose fault is that?”

 

 “He’s cornered by a crazy man with a sword,” Aster pointed out. “There’s some fault in several directions, there.”

 

 “You have no call to humiliate the Highlord in front of his peers, you— Who are you to say how a fief should be run? I’m proud to serve Clan Ardyllen, and a man who shows such care for his family’s legacy and our horses!”

 

 He finally broke off at the noise of me raking my sword against the side of the shed next to us. Funny, I didn’t recall deciding to do that. I had little thought to spare for it, though; the fury had come back during his last sentence, stronger than before, and I was finding it harder than usual to ride that wave with my usual control. Maybe that production I’d put on for the nobles a minute ago had drained my batteries.

 

 “So that’s what you’re into, huh,” I said quietly. “A man abuses and deprives you, treats you with nothing but contempt, and you’re so in love with him that you’d bare your teeth at somebody who just points out that that’s what he did. A dog has more pride. If you love getting kicked around so much, I can very well—”

 

 “That will do, Lord Seiji.”

 

 Getting snuck up on this time was my own fault, I’d been distracted and barely conscious of my surroundings. To the point that it even now took some effort to tear my attention from the new object of my ire and turn to glare at Lord Ruell, who had stepped up to us while I was focused on Hadder. His fox friend was lurking impassively behind him, her eyes darting between me and Aster.

 

 Ruell also had a naked rapier in his hand, and no trace of his previous joviality in his expression.

 

 “Welcome to the conversation,” I snapped. “I guess I can’t say this party is by invitation only, happening out in the field like this. To bring you up to speed, Ruell, this guy is a dickhead and I am in the midst of explaining this fact to him.”

 

 “Yes, I heard,” the elf replied. “Well and good, old boy, I confess I’m rather inclined to take your side on the philosophical question at hand. You brandishing a sword at the chap is another matter. If you must oppose a man whose ideas challenge your own, Lord Seiji, meet him on grounds that give him a sporting chance. In this case, that means words, or snowballs, eh? Raising sword or spell to a man who can use neither is shameful.”

 

 For just a second, I was powerfully tempted to swivel my full attention to Ruell—along with a Windburst, since he wanted to bring spells into this. Where did he get off—

 

 And that snapped me out of it.

 

 What the hell was I even doing? Hadder was clearly a high-spec ludicrous assclown who deserved the most scathing dressing-down I could deliver. But that wasn’t what I was giving him. I looked down at my sword, and the scratch it had raked in the akorthist planks of the nearby shed wall. At Hadder, clearly terrified for his life and held upright mostly by sheer outrage. That was…painfully relatable.

 

 The whole time on Dount, it seemed like I’d been dealing exclusively with assholes who had too much power, who weren’t used to facing anyone who would and could stand up to them. It was…not comfortable, finding myself on the other end of that dynamic. Usually when I backed up people who needed help, they were grateful. What the fuck was this guy’s problem?!

 

 But he was some guy who worked with horses and had an unreasonable attachment to his abusive, neglectful liege lord. He wasn’t a murderer, or rapist, or Void witch. Just…some guy.

 

 “You know what,” I said, having to exert some real effort to keep my voice even, “you are entirely correct. I am…pretty embarrassed at having needed the reminder.”

 

 In a careful motion, I sheathed my sword. Yeah…embarrassment was not something I dealt with often, these days. For some reason I was finding it harder to sublimate into showtime than anger. 

 

 “And when I think about it further, it turns out I don’t have the patience to have this argument properly. Here.” I dipped a hand into my inner coat pocket—which I’d had to have specially sewn because it wasn’t fashionable for Fflyr noblemen to be able to carry stuff—and pulled out a gold halo, which I tossed to Hadder. “Go buy yourself a damn coat, for fuck’s sake. And…whatever else.”

 

Now that I was more familiar with the asinine currency on this world, I had come to be aware of just how badly I had over-bribed Captain Norovena on our first meeting. In hindsight I still considered it money well spent, given the level of cooperation I’d gotten from him ever since, but still. A gold halo was not a small amount of money, as evidenced by the way Hadder was suddenly gibbering.

 

 “My lord, I can’t—this isn’t—”

 

 “Just go, please,” I said quietly.

 

 He tensed up, then folded down his hands at me—a bit awkwardly, given the coin still clutched in one—and turned to scurry off.

 

 “And Hadder.”

 

 He froze again, mid-step.

 

 “It occurs to me, belatedly,” I said at his back, “that the highborn you’re accustomed to probably have no idea what a working man’s life is like. They don’t imagine that someone like you could possibly have any pride and can’t comprehend the inherent condescension of tossing money at somebody. I just want to make it clear that this is deliberate in every nuance. I want you to have something for your trouble, for my bad behavior and because you clearly need it… And also, screw you, idiot.”

 

 Slowly, he turned his head to peek at me over one shoulder.

 

 I was too emotionally tired to even fake a smile anymore. “That’s all. Resume fucking off, please.”

 

 So off he fucked, while the fucking was good. Putting some distance between himself and the unpredictable rich sorcerer was probably the wisest thing he’d done today.

 

 “Ingrate,” I muttered.

 

 “Quite so, eh?” Ruell sheathed his own sword, again grinning in that casual way of his which made me realize that this dude was very adept at showtime. God, I hoped this didn’t turn into another Lady Gray or Jadrak situation. So far, everybody I’d met who was a decent match for my own skills had been nothing but trouble. “I do say, Lord Seiji, you’ve quite a knack for maneuvering on the fly. That was all very well executed! Right up till the end, there. And we’re none of us entirely at our best when confronted by the unexpected, eh?”

 

 “Aster,” I murmured, “remind me to listen to you more often.”

 

 “You wouldn’t listen to that if I did,” she replied, folding her arms but smiling faintly. “Don’t worry, I’ll clock you one if you ever actually go too far. I was getting close just then.”

 

 “I’d hope so. It’s in your contract and everything.”

 

 “That sounds rather…other than standard for the local King’s Guild, eh?” Ruell commented, glancing back and forth between us. “If you’ll pardon my outthrust opinion, ol’ chap, I think I see where you went wrong back there. Tell me, what do you make of the fact that these folk haven’t risen in revolt, given their conditions?”

 

 “I mean…” I gestured vaguely at the village. We were a bit of a distance away, but people could be seen moving between the buildings. “Look at ‘em. These people are too hungry and cold and beaten down to even think about that.”

 

 “Sure, makes sense as far as it goes,” Ruell agreed with a casual shrug. “Rather hard to square with the reality of a chap who has the gumption to huck a snowball at a powerful sorcerer, though, eh?”

 

 I hesitated, considering. He wasn’t without a point.

 

 “Very well, what do you make of it, then?”

 

 “That’s the thing about ruddy blaggards like that Lhadron and his ilk, y’know. One can only hope they’re inept enough to try ruling by nothing but fear and force, and that hope is usually forlorn. And even those who are so bloody stupid often enough answer to someone more competent who restrains their worst impulses. Keeping people in line on a large scale while squeezing them for every last drop they’re worth requires additional technique. The trick’s fairly simple but dashedly tricky to counter—one just has to get ‘em to identify with their own oppressors. It’s easier to do if they’re deprived of any other source of purpose or allegiance. If done right, the victims will fight to keep themselves in chains, like as not. Same reason one oughtn’t be hasty to intervene when a bugger’s beating his own wife; half the time she’ll turn on her would-be rescuer with claws out. And, it’s the reason one can rarely goad a populace to rise up with just a stirring speech.”

 

 I genuinely couldn’t come up with an answer to that off the cuff, just staring at him while I absorbed the insight. He…well, I wasn’t sure how accurate all that was, but it very much seemed that he wasn’t wrong. And that…that was a problem. I was just a fuckin’ Dark Lord, here, all I had to work with was violence and propaganda. If that wasn’t going to work in every case… Damn it, nobody told me I needed to hire a…a sociologist!

 

 “That’s quite the dose of perspective,” I finally said aloud. “You sound pretty well-versed in this stuff, Lord Ruell.”

 

 “Not from firsthand practice, I am relieved to say,” he replied with a wry little half-smile, which immediately faded. “But plenty of observation. It’s…if not the oldest trick in the book, a chapter one staple of a very early edition. In Lancor it’s wall-to-wall chivalry, tradition, and patriotism—very handy for keeping the peasants in line, eh? The Emperor, bless him, seems to do his best for his people in good faith, but the same cannot be said of all the Houses.”

 

 “Having an Emperor in charge who enforces even a thin veneer of justice has to help.” I glanced back at the village again; Hadder had long since vanished from view. “Coaxing the barest scraps of virtue out the highborn is going to be a lot more complicated if their subjects actually defend them. Fucking hell…”

 

 “I know you care about people, Lord Seiji,” Aster said quietly. “I know you were just putting on a show for those nobles, talking to them in a language they’d understand. But nobody else here knows that. What Hadder and the other grooms heard was you making a big, grandiose speech whose central thesis was that they are basically livestock and their persecution is just mismanagement. I really hope that got the results you were aiming for from the highborn, because you definitely didn’t make any friends today.”

 

 “I rather think it will help.”

 

 Okay, this time it wasn’t my fault. We all whirled to confront Rhydion, who had just…fucking manifested from around the side of the shed. You can’t walk that quietly on snow, especially in metal boots! The stealthy way he moved had to be an effect of that artifact armor. What the hell else could it do, and how much of a pain in my ass was it going to be to find out?

 

 “You have a gift for political theater, Lord Seiji,” the paladin said. “That was an inspired performance, if risky. But as matters turned out, I believe you’ll have started a…fashion. Highborn are nothing if not susceptible to trends. In the weeks to come it will be very much in vogue to display well-fed lowborn in sufficiently warm clothing to other well-to-do visitors. Of course, that will be a starkly temporary state of affairs and is unlikely to reach everyone on the island to begin with—and it certainly addresses none of the underlying problems. But coming at this moment, with the early winter and large stockpiles of food and materiel just waiting to be circulated, it should be exactly the push needed to ensure security until the season changes.”

 

 “Well, let’s hope,” I said, watching him warily. “Nice as that sounds, I’m rather concerned about the rest of the ‘not everyone’ you referred to. Just because the highborn can blithely condemn people to starve to death in the snow doesn’t make it tolerable.”

 

 “I don’t think anyone suggested today’s work settled the matter,” Ruell said in a performatively casual tone, inspecting his fingernails. “Rampaging across a whole island is rather on the implausible side, but in smaller more specific cases, at a time when lots of packages are scurrying about hither and yon? It wouldn’t surprise me if the odd parcel goes astray just where it needs to. These things do happen.”

 

 He met my eyes and smiled disarmingly. I considered him for a moment, then granted him a shallow nod. These things did happen, if someone made them happen.

 

 “Are you acquainted with the Yviredhs, Lord Seiji?” Rhydion inquired.

 

 I did not freeze up or otherwise react, just turning a blankly questioning look on him. Goddammit, asshole, stop being so perceptive! I am TRYINGto con you!

 

 “The what?”

 

 “The lady and her husband who intervened in your…presentation. It was such a well-timed interjection and so perfectly executed to achieve the results you sought, just when they were in question. I could not help but wonder if it was pre-arranged.”

 

 “Oh. No, I had no idea who was going to be there. Maybe I should make an effort to remember the less horrible ones, but to be honest, all those highborn kind of look alike to me. Speaking of which, I specifically did not notice you lurking about. And you tend to stick out.”

 

 “One would think so,” he said vaguely. “In any case, Lord Seiji, I realize this has not been a perfect outcome, but realistically, no such was ever possible. You have likely achieved the best result that could have been hoped for. Between that and your useful information concerning the squirrel tribe and ‘witch’ in the forest, may I presume that you are prepared to join us in moving out?”

 

 “Excuse the hell outta you?” I said sweetly. “The deal was that you help me get food and stuff to the population. I distinctly recall you doing fuck all while I did that myself. Have fun zombie hunting, Rhydion.”

 

 He regarded me from behind his visor, inscrutable as always, and then shifted his head minutely toward the other main party to this conversation.

 

 “Forgive me for my rudeness, Lord Ruell, but I wonder if I could prevail upon you to give us a moment?”

 

 “Now, how can I rightly call such a well-phrased request rude?” the elf replied airily. “Not to worry, old boy, I’m sure I can find something in this delightful shindig to occupy me for a bit. Lord Seiji, Miss Aster, it has been an absolute pleasure from top to bottom. I’ve a strong feeling the fates will bring us together again soon. Till then, ta!”

 

 He sauntered off. Arrkeen studied me with a terrifyingly neutral expression for a moment longer before turning to follow her master. I was left reflecting that the elf was probably right. Even not knowing what the hell that guy’s deal was, I had a very strong feeling I was nowhere near done having him underfoot. 

 

 Something to look forward to.

 

 As Ruell trotted off, I turned an expectant stare on Rhydion and folded my arms. In truth, I still fully intended to come along on his expedition, if only because recent events in my own neck of the woods meant I could not afford to have him or anyone else from the King’s Guild rummaging around in beastfolk territory without me there to supervise and deflect their attention as necessary. But he had spectacularly failed to make himself even slightly useful, and I was absolutely going to milk a few concessions out of him for it.

 

 “The situation on Dount is politically rather unique,” the paladin stated calmly once we were alone. “There are few polities wherein absolutely no one would observe events in Cat Alley and the Nest, as well as the ouster of Lady Gray and the subsequent peculiar change in bandit activity on Dount, and connect a character like the Healer to a foreign lord with an odd soft spot for the downtrodden and a rare specialty in healing magic. In most countries—even, I daresay, in most provinces of Fflyr Dlemathlys—the emergent pattern would have already prompted direct action from the local governor, if not higher. This is Dount, however, and most of those who even could draw those connections are either uninterested, insufficiently compensated, or actively disinclined to pursue the matter.”

 

 He paused. The bastard did a dramatic pause—to me—while I stared at him in shock.

 

 “Of course, things would immediately become very different if a person of sufficient standing were to spell it out for them.”

 

 Snow crunched under Aster’s boots as she very subtly shifted to a more ready stance, facing the paladin. I, for the moment, could still only stare at him.

 

 The motherfucker.

            


4.16 In Which the Dark Lord Gets Told


                When I found my voice, it was quiet, controlled, with a low-key menacing quality which I’d perfected over the last few months and which I strongly suspected did not impress him much.

 

“Blackmail seems like conduct unbecoming a paladin.”

 

“When confronting a putative bandit lord of significant power and uncertain but surely grand ambitions, I suppose you think I ought to kill him on sight,” Rhydion answered in perfect calm. “Is that not what you would do, Lord Seiji?”

 

“Hard to say,” I replied evenly. “I don’t know anybody like that.”

 

Not anymore. Because I killed her.

 

“It would be an understandable impulse,” he said. He didn’t move, his posture remaining relaxed—as much as it could be in that armor—but the implicit threat made me instinctively shift my own weight. I didn’t go for my rapier; the non-artifact was definitely not my strongest asset. Shit, I’d never tried any of my spells on someone in full artifact armor before. I had Shock now… Wait, would metal armor make that more effective, or less? If I understood the physics, it would depend on whether the metal parts were directly touching the ground. Did those boots have leather soles?

 

“Understandable,” I repeated. “Doesn’t make it the wisest thing to do.”

 

“It is a great relief to hear that you understand that, Lord Seiji,” he replied solemnly, and I realized I’d just been conversationally kneecapped while I was distracted worrying about physical threats. This asshole was really starting to get under my skin. “The trial and error by which I learned that lesson had many unfortunate consequences—for far more people than just myself, to my shame. I have learned since that the bedrock rule of villains is that there is always another. Kill one, and you will quickly learn which had been lurking in wait to take his place. To kill them all, even in a small area, is as impossible as exterminating roaches one at a time. More come, and more, until finally you are forced to realize what you have done. By creating an environment of slaughter, you teach even the innocent and vulnerable to survive by tooth and claw; you raise both the risk and the reward of evil, creating a harder breed of villain while nurturing a wider pool of talent from which they recruit. Water the soil with the blood of the guilty, and more guilty shall grow.”

 

 “How…poetic,” I said coldly, careful not to reveal any of the multiple ways this discussion was making me uncomfortable.

 

 “Rare is the problem that can be solved by killing the person who caused it,” Rhydion stated. “As someone who has tried, I assure you that the issues of corruption and abuse by those in power are not among those few.”

 

 “All right, I see what you’re saying. And it even makes some sense, as far as it goes, but it doesn’t go far enough. You’re avoiding the obvious other half of that dilemma: there are some problems that cannot be solved without getting rid of the people causing them. The contemptible state of Fflyr Dlemathlys isn’t just some event that happened. It is actively maintained by the people profiting from it—people who won’t relinquish their hold until they are forced to.”

 

 “And supposing you managed to wipe out the highborn, Lord Seiji. Is that your entire plan? What do you think will happen to all the innocent once the guilty have been punished? Will retribution feed them, organize them against the dangers of the world?”

 

 “I didn’t say it was the entire solution,” I evaded. “Just that it’s a necessary part. That any solution which tries to avoid it is pointless.”

 

 “Then we are back where we started. We were, after all, not initially discussing the highborn.”

 

 Belatedly I realized I’d just presented a compelling case for him to stick a sword in me. Fucking hell, wasn’t I smarter than this? How did this guy keep running circles around me?

 

 “I guess the question,” I replied carefully, “is how big a threat do you think deserves to be met with automatic violence?”

 

 “Above all else,” Rhydion said quietly, “I fear a man driven by righteous anger, but not constrained by moral scruples. An assiduously moral man has inherent limitations on what he will or can do—the self-imposed bindings that make him safe, to point. At least for those who are not the targets of his wrath. Conversely, a self-interested man can be dealt with in countless ways. He can be bought, reasoned with, intimidated, recruited…the possibilities are endless. But. A man driven by principle, yet not constrained by it? Nothing will dissuade him; he will not stop until he is stopped. He will drown the realm in fire and blood and never question for a moment the justice or necessity of his actions. If such a man is unwilling to listen, to talk, and to reach compromise… Then that is the only kind of person who must, by necessity, be met with decisive force.”

 

 From the corner of my eye I saw Aster slowly reach up to grasp the handle of her greatsword protruding over her shoulder. That was where she stopped, though: staring at Rhydion, feet braced, ready to draw. I decided it was a defensive posture and didn’t admonish her. Rhydion, for his part, had to have seen this, but he did nothing to acknowledge it. Man, nothing beats an all-covering suit of armor to preserve a guy’s poker face.

 

 “But,” he continued in apparent calm, “there is always the all-important mitigating factor. If a man is driven by righteous fury, impelled to fight on behalf of the weak and strike down the guilty… Then he and I have common ground on which to meet. That will always be my preferred approach. As I have said, to attempt to solve problems through murder is pointless in the rare best outcome, and usually counterproductive to a vast degree. What does work to beat back the advance of evil is to prepare the ground on which it seeks to tread. To uplift and encourage people, to inspire their spirits and help instill virtue among the hearts of men and women. It would be a very great loss to destroy someone who is already willing and eager to take action for justice, merely because his methods are wrong. Such a person needs guidance, not punishment. Provided he is receptive to it.”

 

 “Wow,” I drawled. “You sure think a lot of yourself.”

 

 “When I consider my own mortal fallibility and decline to insert myself into everyone’s business,” Rhydion said in a gently wry tone, “I am called cowardly and weak. When I dare to assert that I possess any moral insight, I am called arrogant. And who knows? Likely both perspectives are right, in their way. We are certainly, all of us, imperfect in comprehension.”

 

 “Nice philosophy. Seems to give you a lot of wiggle room to act in whatever way you damn well please in any given situation.”

 

 “No doubt that is only the beginning of the issues you would take with my view of the world,” he answered smoothly. “I am sure I would find myself with many…opinions about your own, Lord Seiji. For all our assuredly numerous disagreements about the best path to achieve it, however, I think you and I are largely of one mind concerning what must be achieved. I would be very interested in having more conversations with you; I, at least, am humble enough to believe I could learn from your perspective.”

 

 This whole time he had stood rather like a talkative statue, his relaxed posture serving to keep the tension at a low simmer even when he said things that were overtly threatening. Now, he finally moved, reaching out one open hand toward me.

 

 “So let us go on an adventure in the forest. It will give us plenty of time to converse and compare perspectives—and even if we cannot find agreement, in the worst case we will accomplish something positive for the people of Dount. In the likelier outcome, I think you and I stand to learn a great deal from each other, Lord Seiji.”

 

 Then he paused, and while I was still annoyed at having my own tricks used on me, I respected the pause. It’s not like I invented dramatic timing.

 

 “Or,” Rhydion said in a quieter, deliberately calmer voice, “we could engage in the kind of contest that only determines who is left, not who is right.”

 

 For a moment I was distracted being surprised that that bit of wordplay worked in Fflyr, as well. Maybe I shouldn’t have been; it probably had a similar etymology tracing back to the general tendency of humans to be right-handed. But I had more important considerations to think about right now.

 

 He was right, damn him. And he also had me over a barrel, damn him even more. Besides, there was still my own inherent need to monitor any King’s Guild activities in the beastfolk’s territory. Making first contact with the squirrel tribe was certain to be complicated by having to play the role of adventurer alongside Rhydion his lackeys. This was altogether not ideal…but for multiple reasons, it wasn’t as if I had a choice.

 

 I heaved an ostentatiously annoyed sigh and tucked my thumbs into my belt. “When do we leave?”

 

 Rhydion lowered his hand finally, nodding his helmet once. “Fortunately, my preparations have been underway for some time and were nearing completion to begin with. The supplies with which you arrived were the last thing I required to support both an expedition into the forest and a longer-term presence by the King’s Guild patrolling its perimeter. Your information has raised some complications, but only of a good kind. Our updated plan of action requires coordinating with the Guild and the Convocation concerning support for the revised strategy, but this amounts to little more than sending and receiving messengers from Gwyllthean at this point. As soon as I receive the confirmation for which I am waiting, we will be ready to move out. I would not expect it to be more than an hour from now.”

 

 “An hour. All right, then. I have been told in no uncertain terms that I am no longer welcome on this estate.” I grinned broadly. “So obviously, I’m going to go poke around a bit and be seen doing it. I’ll be at your camp well before then.”

 

 He inclined his head again. “Truly, you are a man of distinctive style and idiom, Lord Seiji. I shall see you again shortly.”

 

 With that, the paladin turned and strode away, and this time I made sure to watch him. Watch, and listen. And wow, yeah, those metal-plated boots were far quieter on snow than they had any right to be. I narrowed my eyes against the glare of sunlight on the white blanket, making sure that he was actually leaving footprints, before finally turning to Aster.

 

 “Am I crazy, or did that parting shot sound an awful lot like that lowborn sarcasm of yours?”

 

 “Mm.” She was also staring after Rhydion and only now, finally, lowered her hand from her sword. “There was a lot about that exchange which unsettled me, but I think that part was the worst.”

 

 “Really. Really? Worse than all the threats, and the risk he could doom our entire organization by muttering a word in the right ear?”

 

 “Pfeh, somebody’s always trying to kill us, I’m used to that. A fancy well-spoken highborn paladin who knows how lowborn think well enough to imitate us… What little peace and security we’re able to cling to in this rotten country comes down to what we can get away with right under the bastards’ noses. Someone like him inserting himself into that is a less severe threat than a lot of what else he could do to us, but it feels more…personal.”

 

 She finally turned to face me directly, expression serious.

 

 “This is getting more and more complicated, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “I suggest you make peace with that,” I said, giving her a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “Something tells me that trajectory is going to continue more or less forever. But meanwhile, to business. Biribo?”

 

 Aster shifted as before, hiding the pocket on that side of her coat between her body and mine, and Biribo poked his head out again. It would’ve been more convenient to have him with me, obviously, but I had chosen for political and social reasons to adopt the local style of clothing, and the cut of highborn coats was both tight and open-fronted—to the point that in this weather they wore thicker undergarments and scarves, rather than a coat that could actually be buttoned. According to Naz it was a flex, showing off that they didn’t need to be outdoors if they didn’t want to, or even carry anything of their own when they had servants to do it. I’d had some small pockets added to the inside of mine, but nothing big enough to contain Biribo without creating a suspiciously visible squirming bulge.

 

 Besides, Aster had built him a whole nest with fabric and stuffing in there. He was actually rather fond of it.

 

 “What’s up, boss? You wanna chase down and persecute some more servants?”

 

 “Biribo, if I ever ask you to regale me with your comedy stylings, it means I have been possessed by an evil spirit and should be killed immediately. I need your senses; as we’ve moved around this town today, have you detected any goblin tunnels running close to the surface? Specifically, any entrances.”

 

 “Goblin tunnels?” Aster asked, frowning. “Are you planning to skip out on Rhydion?”

 

 “Hell no, the kind of threat he represents would only get worse if we stand him up. Biribo?”

 

 “You got it, boss. Yeah, there are tunnels nearby, mostly concentrated under the cleared space over there between the village and the forest, but this place seems to be laid out on the standard plan. Most parts of Dount we’ve visited, the goblin tunnels have been slightly removed from the main areas of human habitation, but with a discreet entrance close to but not inside any of the big enough populated areas. I spotted it coming in. At least I think so; I can’t say whether it’s sealed up or what, but there was a point where a tunnel dipped up near the surface in what looked like an akorshil storage structure on the outskirts, pretty close to the road where we came in. There should be a discreet way to approach, but there’s an awful lot of activity around here, boss. Could be tricky.”

 

 “Probably will be, but we won’t learn anything standing around here. All right, Aster, let’s move out. I’m eager to find out whether Gizmit remains as competent as I believe she is.”

 



 

 Gizmit, like most of the goblins I’d brought on, continued to operate so far beyond my expectations it really put into perspective the importance for the regime here of keeping goblins oppressed; in any kind of actual meritocracy they would clearly be running the whole place.

 

 Biribo was able to guide us to the hidden tunnel entrance, tightening up his directions as we drew close enough that he could sense the details of the underground architecture. It was a very smooth approach, the only real difficulty coming from keeping him concealed while still being able to hear his directions. The actual concealed entrance came out in a trapdoor in a tool shed built up against one outer wall of the barn-like structure in which cut akorshil planks were stocked. While the storage depot itself was very solidly built, securing its valuable contents, the shed was rickety and full of cracks. 

 

 That worked out perfectly for our purposes, as it spared me having to do anything so openly suspicious as breaking into Lhadron’s tool shed. Instead I was able to just loiter next to it, lounging indolently against the warehouse wall with my arms folded and smirking at passersby on the adjacent road while Aster stood a couple meters away looking ostentatiously long-suffering. It perfectly suited my cover story of pointedly not leaving Clan Ardyllen’s grounds, for the combined reasons that Highlord Lhadron had told me to and that I was an asshole.

 

 Biribo had sensed the goblin inside the shed and the three guarding the tunnel below the trapdoor; well before we were within speaking range, he had recognized him specifically.

 

 “What’ve you got for me, Maizo?” I asked quietly, not glancing at the cracked akorshil planks of the shed wall at my side.

 

 “Damn, you are good,” the familiar voice answered from within, only slightly muffled. “Not to suck up or nothin’, boss, I’m just not used to working with Blessed with Wisdom. I’ve been wrackin’ my little brain, here, trynna figure out how I was gonna get to you with a message.”

 

 “I assume Gizmit sent you. How’re things on her end?”

 

 “Right. Yeah, Giz was leery of putting watchers too close to the King’s Guild itself but once our people saw you leavin’ the city gate on a wagon she put it together and took steps to get ahead. Zui’s gone back to North Watch to update Sneppit and Minifrit, and Gizmit’s changed her own plan to go there in favor of stayin’ mobile in the tunnels as close to your position as she can keep up a mobile command post. She’s also got your artifacts, boss, and can get ‘em to you on quick notice if you need. Aside from that, we’re waitin’ for updates and orders.”

 

Attagirl. “Good work—you and Giz both, and tell her I said so. Okay, top priority: send word to North Watch to cancel the job Kasser and the wolf tribe are on. I want everybody away from wolf territory until further notice. The King’s Guild will probably be sending people to investigate the area and I want them to find the village damaged and abandoned. Keep scouts out to watch for any adventurers snooping around, with orders to observe and not be seen or engage under any circumstances; once they’ve been and gone we’ll resume the repair program.”

 

 “Got it! What else?”

 

 I winked at a small group of passing highborn ladies, to mixed reactions; thankfully none of those included approaching me.

 

 “I’m going to be moving into the forest in the company of Rhydion and a couple others. This has to be discreet, obviously. We’re heading into squirrelfolk territory. Are there any goblin tunnels that come out in that area?”

 

 There was a momentary silence as he processed that.

 

 “Uh…I mean, they exist, but they’re all firmly shut. Some goblins do gather and hunt in the forest, but never on squirrel turf. The cats and wolves’ll rough up a gob if they catch ‘em, but those fluffy-tailed fuckers are scary. You get caught in squirrel lands and you get one polite warning; after that, you’ll never know what killed you.”

 

 “Hm. Can those entrances be opened?”

 

 “Well, sure. They weren’t fortified or anything, we’ve never had to worry about beastfolk invading. They don’t like the underground any more’n the Fflyr, and don’t have the Guild motivating them to do occasional raids. Nothing can go wrong with a lock from decades of neglect that a decently equipped engineer can’t bust open in five minutes, tops.”

 

 “Good. I want those tunnels unsealed and people ready to move out, just in case there’s a need. To be clear, that is not going to be Plan A, I don’t want the squirrels provoked. But this whole affair is built on an uncomfortable amount of necessary improvisation and I want backup available just in case.”

 

 “You got it. Uh, just to be clear, boss, when I talked about not fucking around with the squirrels…”

 

 “I know, I’ve been forewarned about them. They’re a lot less likely to court the kind of trouble they’d get for sniping a party of high-ranking King’s Guild agents who left word where they’d be going—and I am along as a healer, after all. In a lot of ways it might be ideal for my purposes if they just refuse to talk to us. Rhydion thinks he can get them to meet, however, and he is…worryingly competent. The point is I can’t stop this from happening so I’d rather be along to supervise. I’ll feel better if there’s discreet backup available at need.”

 

 “Understood. That’s a large section of territory; the squirrels patrol a lot more than they actually hunt, including way down into the southwestern peninsula where nobody actually lives. It’ll take a while to get to all of those doorways. All of ‘em should be reachable from underground before you’re in the area up top, but just to letcha know, the farther you travel the less certain that becomes.”

 

Interesting. That sounded like another potential piece of this puzzle involving squirrels, zombies, and the mysterious witch. I’d sit on it for the time being as I didn’t want to explain to Rhydion how I suddenly had more intel—and also I was increasingly reluctant to relinquish any potential advantage over him.

 

 “Okay. Just keep somebody positioned at each one ready to receive and relay orders; Biribo will be able to find the doors from above whenever we’re close enough. We are heading right for the squirrel village first, so prioritize that area. I can’t say yet what’ll happen beyond that.”

 

 “I’ll see it done, boss. Anything else?”

 

 “That’s all I can think of for now. As always, Gizmit has my full authority to exercise her discretion with regard to anything that develops.”

 

 “Hah, she’ll like that. Be safe out there, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “You too.”

 



 

 I came sauntering back to base camp with time to spare and found more or less what I’d left: Rhydion was inscrutable, Harker aloof and taciturn, and Dhinell grumpy. It was good that I hadn’t dawdled, as we were approached by a rider from the King’s Guild carrying acknowledgment of Rhydion’s updated plans even as the paladin distributed laden packs of supplies.

 

 “Good to have Miss Aster along,” Harker said with laconic good cheer as he handed her one of the bundles. “Means we can carry more supplies, maybe prolong our foray if we need to.”

 

 The priestess, wincing and shuffling her feet as she settled her own burden into place, shot Aster an even unfriendlier look than usual. “If we have an extra person, why can’t she just—”

 

 “Carry yours?” Harker interrupted. “An extra person means extra supplies are needed, after all. Also, that big artifact sword is the single best weapon against zombies this group is packing, and she needs both hands to swing it. Bad enough her load’s gonna have to be unbalanced for her to be able to pull it out.”

 

 “I’ll manage,” said Aster, who had already slung her pack over one shoulder like that one guy in every high school who is just too cool to be there. They were right; she had to do it that way or the sword would slice right through the pack straps if she drew it. “My right shoulder will be sore tonight, but I’ve lived through much worse. And I expect to again.”

 

 “That’s the spirit!” Harker said, grinning. “The poor Sister was very disappointed we couldn’t bring a pack animal. Unfortunately, the only large creatures that can move quickly through the kind of terrain ahead of us are gwynneks, and those come with a host of their own problems.”

 

 “Yes, I understand that,” Dhinell said impatiently. “I merely thought it was customary for adventuring groups to bring along a dedicated porter for long-term expeditions.”

 

 “You want to bring a servant into zombie-infested squirrelfolk territory,” Harker said, deadpan.

 

 “Yeah, you’d feel more comfortable with somebody to throw to them if things go bad, I’m sure,” I added in my sweetest tone.

 

 “Do not put words in my mouth,” the priestess snapped, rounding on me. She ruined the effect by stumbling; sudden movements while burdened with a large backpack you’re not accustomed to carrying are not a great idea.

 

 “That’s good advice for us all,” I said solemnly. “Especially you.”

 

 “From this point,” Rhydion stated before anyone else could chime in, “we will be alone in hostile territory with no readily available backup. The people you see here are the only support any of us will have until we return. Much about this expedition is unknown; we have no way of predicting what will befall us, let alone what we must do in response. It is very likely that each of us will find ourselves depending on the others for our very survival. It behooves us all, therefore, to consider the impact of our words before speaking. To foster animosity within the group is to risk lethal peril.”

 

 Well, for them, anyway. Aster and I had additional support. Not convenient or easy support, but better than anything the rest of them could claim. It did occur to me that for my own strategic purposes, the best outcome might be if this trio never made it back out. I didn’t devote any further thought to the prospect, only because I had a strong suspicion that nothing in that forest was capable of taking Rhydion down.

 

 “Well put,” I said aloud, hoisting my own pack into place. “Off we go, then?”

 

 “And may the Goddess watch over our steps,” Rhydion said gravely, nodding to me. His own heavy backpack was already firmly strapped on. With no more ado, he turned and strode off through the snow toward the dark line of khora rising up in the near distance, leaving the rest of us to follow.

            


Bonus 13: In Which a Queen Wields a Blade


                “Uh, ‘scuze me? I got a question.”

 

“Yes, Nekko?”

 

The goblin winced, averting his eyes for a moment, and Velaven took note of the need to train him on poise. A shadow scout’s arts were not and could not be restricted to the field; the kind of self-control that enabled one to manage the perceptions of others also manifested in overall emotional control. Still, it was his first day.

 

“I, uh… Actually, boss lady, while I am uncertain about what we’re doin’ here, it was a question at least partly for these two. Cos, like, I straight up do not understand why learnin’ spy craft involves sitting in a room meditating. But you ladies seem like you caught on to the point of it fast, so…what do you know that I don’t?”

 

 Jessak and Drun Kadora glanced at each other, furry eyebrows rising. Velaven was pleased that they continued to get along. The tension of their clans’ long-standing rivalry was there, but both beastwomen were making an active effort to avoid provoking one another. It showed good social instincts and a capacity for guile, qualities a shadow scout very much needed.

 

 “I guess it’s not fair to criticize any goblin for knowing very little about hunting,” Jessak allowed after that uncertain pause, “not when all three tribes drive them out of our hunting grounds. But yes, we are accustomed to cultivating stillness as a practice. You need that ability to stalk prey. It makes sense to me that it only becomes more important when the prey is sapient.”

 

 “The way she goes about it seems to me more like a spiritual practice than hunting, but it’s like Jessak said,” Drun Kadora added. “Besides, Velaven clearly knows what she’s about, so I’m willing to be patient with the parts I don’t understand.”

 

 “Very good,” Velaven said, nodding. In truth, the wolf woman’s comment contributed little and had clearly been made to prevent the cat woman from gaining a social leg up on her by being the only one to answer, but it was early yet in their training to address such nuances. Too much information dumped on a novice only hindered them in absorbing it. “Their answer is correct, Nekko, but it is also the case that this squad is in the very earliest stages of being built, and while I don’t intend to dawdle with your training, in the interest of keeping everyone at a similar pace we will focus extensively on the very basics until our roster is closer to complete.”

 

 “Ah, okay. That makes sense, all of it. Thanks!” The goblin nodded, grinning.

 

 She did not wince. This…was something she would have to get used to. Obviously some manner of protocol was necessary, and it was difficult to nail down exactly what the Dark Crusade’s formal procedures were—mostly because they were still developing. What was certain was that Lord Seiji would not take kindly to her instilling Shylver military demeanor in her troops. So this would be a…absurd as it sounded…casual unit, at least in terms of interpersonal conduct.

 

 If only that madness were the least of her concerns.

 

 “Then we shall resume tomorrow as scheduled,” Velaven declared. “Dismissed.”

 



 

 This wasn’t working.

 

 “What, me?” Nierit raised her eyebrows in apparent surprise, turning to face Velaven fully. That at least was a positive sign, the young woman having tried to brush her off upon first being approached. “Little old Ni Ni from the Cat, part of your fancy super squad? Wow, you must be running low on prospects.”

 

 “Not even slightly,” Velaven said smoothly. “There is an extraordinary amount of untapped talent in this organization; if anything, it is frustrating that I can only reach out to one at a time. Your speed and light step have been noted by both Goose and Aster, and are exactly what I need. I can teach you to turn those natural aptitudes into a truly devastating package of skills.”

 

 “Wow, that sounds like a great deal,” the young woman said with a bright smile, and after her previous attempts Velaven already knew what was coming next. “At least, until the next time you need to get somebody murdered once you start playing politics again, huh?”

 

 “I realize you know little about me,” she answered in carefully maintained calm, “so I can only offer my own assurances that I have never left anyone under my command to die.”

 

 “Right, it’s just everybody else who can go fuck themselves. Guess you don’t know a whole lot about me, either.” The veneer of cordiality vanished, revealing the cold glare beneath. “I was pretty close to Marnit. Since before all this, even; we watched each other’s backs in Cat Alley. Guess where she died, Velaven. Guess where, when, and why.”

 

 Velaven drew in a deep breath. “I am—”

 

 “Do you honestly think anything you could finish that sentence with won’t result in me punching you?”

 

 No, not really. To her ongoing frustrating, she still had trouble reacting to overt threats delivered right to her face. In Shylverrael, imprecations were more oblique, and if you were going to attack someone you didn’t warn them. This just wasn’t done.

 

 “Actually, never mind,” Nierit continued immediately, sparing her having to resolve this quandry. “Word from the top is we’re not allowed to actually beat on you. Eh, it’s probably for the best. Bet you’d kick my ass, anyway.”

 

 A person could only be so poised, for so long. Velaven could feel herself cracking. This time, it began to peek through to the surface. She looked the young human up and down, nodded, and spoke the plain truth for once.

 

 “Yes. I would.”

 

 Nierit smiled again—and while the expression was far from friendly, it looked strangely genuine. There was, after all, an odd sort of comfort in hatred, and rage could be its own kind of bliss.

 

 “Good luck with your little project, your highness. You’re going to fail, and Lord Seiji will toss you out of here on your ass. That’ll be a good day.”

 

 She turned on her heel and strode away down the corridor with a dramatic swish of her black cloak. A lot of these people were starting to display rather melodramatic affectations; Velaven wondered how much Lord Seiji understood about the implications of the example he was setting. Mostly, she just reflected that it was a good thing she’d approached this one in a relatively quiet hallway, rather than the mess hall. That had been one of her first lessons. Every embarrassing public rejection only made the next approach less likely to succeed.

 

 It hadn’t been long at all, but she could see the pattern. Goblins and the wolf tribe were fine, relatively speaking; it had been like this with the cats at first, for much the same reason, but once Jessak had signed on her example had calmed some of the feline glares she received. Once she got a few humans to join—even one, to start—she knew it would increase her chances with the others.

 

 Unfortunately… There was something going on here she didn’t grasp. The hostility toward her, while understandable, shouldn’t be this deep, or this universal. Some nuance of Fflyr culture, or some detail of this organization’s brief history that she didn’t know? Whatever it was, they had formed a wall against her. This wasn’t working.

 

 Velaven proceeded up the hall in the opposite direction, toward her intended next prospect. Up ahead, two more women in cloaks rounded a corner, laughing about something. On seeing her, the jovial noise cut off instantly. Both stopped, turned around, and went back the way they had come. 

 

 She just kept on her way, showing no outward reaction. It didn’t matter that no one was here to see. Her self-control was just about all she still had to cling to, and even that was becoming frayed.

 

 How did Lord Seiji do it? Well, he was the Dark Lord, after all; that had to count for a lot. But it was so clear the man had barely any idea what he was doing; he was making this up as he went and blundering into all the errors one would expect from such an approach and more besides. All told he’d probably gotten more of his own people killed than she had. And not only was he firmly in control, he was in fact incredibly popular here.

 

 From a side door she emerged into the courtyard, in a discreet corner next to the goblin engineering works. Even with the truck absent, this was lively with the sounds of hammering—at the moment because the goblin engineers were installing actual walls on their workspace against the descending cold. 

 

 Farther out from the wall, a team was drilling in spear forms under Goose’s supervision, as usual—with the new addition of Nazralind, to the clear amusement of many onlookers. That was what brought this particular crowd of her highborn friends to watch the practice, just as Velaven had planned on.

 

 She approached them slowly and at an angle, taking in the scene and selecting a target. Frankly it didn’t matter which; they were all basically competent, had some experience in outdoor craft, and above all were slightly aloof from the rest of the human population. Velaven picked her next recruit purely on the basis that she was standing somewhat apart from the others, and was thus more convenient to approach.

 

 “Good afternoon, Iloryn,” she said smoothly, coming to a stop beside her.

 

 Iloryn actually jumped, turning to blink at her. “Oh! Goodness, that was… Wait, did you just stealth at me?”

 

 “Not magically,” Velaven said with a reassuring smile. “Stepping silently is merely a matter of knowing how. I would be glad to teach you.”

 

“Ah. Yes, I’ve heard you are forming a stealth unit. That sounds like an exciting opportunity, but I’m afraid I am fully committed at the moment. Nazralind would be quite cross if I were to abandon her at this stage.”

 

 “Don’t worry, I would never dream of poaching talent without showing the proper respects first. Nazralind gave me express permission to approach any of you.”

 

 Two of the other highborn standing nearby gave her sidelong glances at that.

 

 Iloryn’s own polite smile faded slightly as she turned her eyes toward Nazralind’s efforts to learn the spear. “Did she.”

 

 The barely-suppressed annoyance wasn’t even directed at Velaven, but it told her that she was wasting her time here. She indulged in a shallow but steadying breath.

 

 “Well, the offer stands.”

 

 “May I offer a word of advice?” Iloryn actually leaned toward her, lowering her voice. “I apologize for the presumption, but it might spare you some wasted effort.”

 

 “I fear if I ceased wasting effort I would find myself with nothing to do.” The young woman actually gave her a look of sympathy, and somehow that was even worse than all the insults. “But of course, I am always glad to learn.”

 

 “We—that is, the girls and I who came here with Naz and Elemyn—are in a slightly precarious position with regard to the rest of the Crusade. We get along fairly well with all the lowborn, but that has never ceased to require effort. The entire organization is motivated chiefly to topple the existing power structure in this country, a structure we visibly represent no matter how humble and approachable we make ourselves.”

 

 She hesitated, and Velaven kept quiet for her to finish, although she had already recognized what was coming next.

 

 “None of us can afford to join your group, I’m afraid. Most of the people here would not have much in the way of public problems as a result of associating with you, but we—and, I imagine, the cat tribe—risk a great deal. I’m truly sorry to have to say it.”

 

 “Not at all. Your candor is appreciated, and the courtesy especially so.”

 

 Iloryn gave her another smile. Small, polite, meaningless. “I do wish you good fortune. With Lord Seiji’s backing, I’m sure you will succeed.”

 

 Pointless social noise. The rising frustration was becoming a physical sensation in her throat. “Thank you for the well wishes. Good afternoon, then.”

 

 She lingered barely long enough for Iloryn to nod politely in farewell before returning to the fortress.

 

 Velaven missed working with the goblins. Even having to teach untrained laypeople how to run a counter-insurgency on the fly, while keeping her existence hidden, had been easier than this. Maybe she ought to just build a stealth unit of goblins and beastfolk, if the humans were all going to turn up their nose at her. Yes, that would certainly please the goblins and cats and wolves, having a decisive upper hand over their historical oppressors. And it would serve the snub-eared dirt apes right, not just for the oppression in question but for treating her—

 

 That was blithering nonsense and she forcibly turned her mind away from it. She could not allow frustration to start making her decisions. Besides, Velaven understood very well why Lord Seiji had assigned her this task in this manner, and it wasn’t even mostly to gain a unit of shadow scouts. It was impossible not to understand him, Goddess knew, the man had all the subtlety of a truck to the face. She was meant to prove she could mend bridges and build connections with his people.

 

How?!

 

 “Oi! There you are. C’mere, I’ve been looking all over for you.”

 

 Well, that was a change. Velaven came to a stop, turning to blink at the goblin who had just scampered up behind her.

 

 “Oh… Hello, Zui, welcome back. I didn’t realize you’d returned.”

 

 “A while ago, in fact. Lord Seiji has gone off and done some vintage Lord Seiji nonsense that’s put all other plans on hold for the time being, so I’m taking the opportunity to take care of some work that’s been piling up. Starting with you!”

 

 “Wait—what has he—”

 

 “He’s fine, don’t worry. The man is always a walking disaster and currently…well, not in any more danger than usual. Look, just come with me, okay? I’m all set up for you.”

 

 “For…me?” 

 

 Velaven suddenly had a bad feeling about this.

 



 

Zui had claimed an unused storage chamber and set up all the necessities to practice her craft. Her pre-Seiji, pre-Sneppit profession, specifically. Velaven found herself in a chair in front of a mirror with a blanket around her throat covering her from the neck down before she fully understood what was happening.

 

 “Wait a moment—”

 

 “Don’t you worry, hon, you are in the most expert hands possible. Zui’s gonna make it all right again.”

 

 “I appreciate the thought, but I really don’t require—” 

 

 “I’m gonna level with you, Vel,” Zui said in a lecturing tone from her perch atop a stepstool behind her. “As many people as need my help in this damn place, it’s the sight of you that has been driving me to distraction. You cannot dangle a disaster like this in front of me any longer or I’m gonna go fuckin’ nuts. Look at this! I can tell when something’s been hacked at with a dull knife.”

 

 The knife hadn’t been dull, just wielded by—

 

 Velaven started to stand and found a pair of green hands on her shoulders pushing her back down. There it was; goblins really were uncannily strong for her size.

 

“Then why is Nazralind not getting this treatment?” she demanded, increasingly nettled. “You cannot have failed to notice the girl saunters about looking as if she just cleaned a drain with her head.”

 

 “Hah! Nice, that’s a good one. I’m gonna have to remember that. So, I don’t suppose you know much about highborn hair culture?”

 

 “Why would I ever—” Velaven caught herself and switched to a more diplomatic tone. “That particular bit of cultural nuance has not been part of my education, no.”

 

 “No shame in that, I’m probably the only local goblin who does, now that Maugro and his team are gone. Unless you’re Fflyr or have a particular interest, it’s not exactly relevant to your life. See, light elves and highborn each have a hairstyle. One hairstyle. They settle on a way to do their hair, and then that is the way they do it, forever. It’s a whole event on the fifteenth birthday when they have a stylist come and set it up for ‘em. Way I understand it, the goal is to be able to identify the individual by the silhouette of their head from any angle.”

 

 Velaven narrowed her eyes. “Is that why they all have it so…spiky? I thought that was just the texture.”

 

 “Oh, the texture helps, definitely.” Zui’s face in the mirror was downright mirthful. “Nice and stiff, must make that a lot easier to maintain. But the point is, adult highborn only ever change their hair in response to a life event of great importance. I’m talkin’ entering some cloistered sect of their clergy, or the death of a child, things of that magnitude. Have you noticed how the other girls with Naz all have theirs done pretty simply? Lots of ponytails and pixie cuts, totally unlike how highborn usually have it. That’s why. Them bein’ out here with us is a huge life transition, and that’s how they symbolize it.”

 

 “I…see. But Nazralind…”

 

 “Nazralind did not change her hairstyle.” Zui had become more solemn in both tone and expression, even as she now began experimentally smoothing and fluffing Velaven’s hair with her deft fingers. “She completely ceased to have one. It’s a choice of immense personal magnitude to her, symbolic of her rejection of her entire culture and everything it entails. So yes, while the sight of that magnificent golden mane slowly tangling itself into feathers and dreadlocks causes me physical fucking pain, I leave her alone about it. Because I know what a big deal it is, and why.”

 

 Zui stopped her gentle exploration of Velaven’s ragged hair and rested her hands on her shoulders again, gazing at her in the mirror. Velaven noted, for the first time, that their eyes were very nearly the same shade of reddish violet. At least for right now, in this lighting; her own tended to scintillate and even shift color when she’d been using her stealth a lot.

 

 “What I don’t know,” Zui said in a gentler tone, “is why you are keeping yours like this. Doll, I say this with love: you look fucking awful. And that seems really out of character for somebody who puts as much importance on personal presentation as you clearly do. So…why?”

 

 Slowly, she drew in a breath. Held it. Let it out, just as slowly. The goblin just gazed at her, patient and without judgment. Opening up about this…about anything…was not any part of Velaven’s plans. She could just leave. Zui might be strong for someone half her size, but she was not stronger than Velaven and definitely not more skilled at grappling; her height utterly deprived her of leverage. Yes, she could walk out of here no matter how insistent the goblin decided to be. That was what she should do.

 

 “It grows…very slowly,” Velaven said quietly. “We don’t cut it. The cultural practice is to keep it long… Usually braided and in up a style that keeps it out of the way, but loose for certain…ceremonial events. It won’t stop growing until it reaches ankle length or so, but that…you’ll never see that on an elf less than fifty years old. It’s a point of great pride. Mine is… Mine was just barely to my waist, at my age. No blade had ever touched it until—”

 

 She stopped talking. There was no point in talking about this. There was no point in any of this.

 

 “She did this to you,” Zui said quietly. “What’s-her-fuckin’-face, the usurper.”

 

 “Lyvien.” She did not trouble to disguise the venom in her voice. “This is a ceremonial humiliation, not inflicted lightly. Not even on criminals. Certainly not on political opponents, which is the worst I ever was to her. There is nothing inside that woman except envy and lust for power, that she would be so cruel to… The thought of what she must be doing to my people plagues my nightmares. Don’t cut any more, Zui, please. I’ll probably never have it long enough to… It will be decades before I even have it where it was.”

 

 She should be leaving. Should have left already. Why wasn’t she getting up?

 

 Zui sighed, still holding Velaven’s gaze via the mirror. The simple compassion on her face was much worse than everyone else’s overt hatred. Velaven had to drop her own eyes.

 

 “Oh, sweetie. You’re too big a girl for me to need to sugarcoat this, so I’m just gonna spit it out: you look like a bleached patch of cave moss. This is not the style of a queen—or a squad leader, or anyone who deserves to be taken seriously. This is the hairstyle of a stumbling idiot who can’t be arsed to take proper care of herself. Which means it isn’t you.”

 

 Green fingers moved again, neatly touching each section as she pointed them out.

 

 “So, what we gotta do is avoid taking off any more serious length. The good news is I can see a shape in here—we just gotta snip it free. It’ll be like a sculptor bringin’ the art out of a chunk o’ rock. I’m envisioning a modified pixie cut. See, the back here is shorter in the middle than on the sides, so what we’re gonna do is trim and even it up, then coax the ends to curl up, around and under your ears. Yours isn’t as stiff as a goblin’s or light elf’s, but you’ve got good body and volume, so it shouldn’t take much product to make it behave. Just a little dab, nothing you can’t do yourself once I show you how.That’ll work out gorgeously—you’ve got exactly the style and bearing to make what’d be adorable on anyone else look badass. It’ll be helped by what we’re gonna do up front. You’ve still got some length over here, so what I’ll do is comb in a part here on the left side, see? Then we’re gonna turn this long forelock into asymmetrical bangs. Right down here over the right eye. Oh, yeah, that’ll be sexy. Hmm, yeah, and that’ll be long enough that with some proper combing I can arrange the rest on top to give you a bit of shape up there. Give you a nice, roguish look to go with this stealth huntress vibe you’ve got. For the rest, it’s just gonna be trimming. You’re all ragged and uneven everywhere, this was obviously done to destroy rather than create. We’ll have to cut it shorter on the sides to pull off the look, but most of the rest is just snipping these ragged ends into a smooth shape.”

 

 “No cutting!” Velaven burst out, starting to rise from the chair. “Have you not been listening? I can’t lose any—”

 

 Zui clamped both hands against the sides of her head, physically holding her in place, and that grip was a lot harder to push past than the one on her shoulders had been. The goblin leaned forward until Velaven could feel that prodigious bust of hers pressing against her skull. Again, their eyes locked in the mirror.

 

 “Velaven,” Zui said in a solemnly emphatic tone, “you are not the queen anymore.”

 

 “What on—do you think I don’t know that?!”

 

 “Yes, that is exactly what I think.” Slowly, oddly gently but still inexorably, she pushed the elf back down into her seat. “I see the way you act, and don’t think everybody else doesn’t. You walk around here like royalty. When you talk to anyone except Seiji, it’s like a gift you’re giving them. No matter how polite you are about it, believe me, that comes across. You’re a momentarily inconvenienced queen, currently putting up with your disreputable surroundings until you can put this whole unfortunate episode behind you and go back to your own life.”

 

 Zui released her, leaned back, and then—to Velaven’s utter incredulity—slapped the back of her head.

 

 “Well, stop it.”

 

“Ow! How dare—”

 

 “Time only flows one way, doll,” the goblin said, holding her shoulders again. Her grip was still gentle, but no less insistent. “There’s no going back. Maybe you will be a queen again someday. Hell, I’ll even say probably. But that won’t be your old life restored. It’ll be a new reign, by a new woman, one who’s been shaped by her experiences. You need to be where you actually are, and pay attention to what you’re actually supposed to be doing. Find the opportunities here, embrace them, and build something new of yourself outta what you’ve got left, and what’s available to you now that never was before. Get your shit together, woman. Clinging to the past isn’t gonna do anything but cost you opportunities. People can tell when someone’s just tolerating them for the moment, even if you can’t tell you’re doing it. It starts with recognizing what you’ve gotta cut loose. Right now? You are a ragged mess right down to your core, Vel. Because you’ve let yourself be defined by what others have done to you. What they took from you, and the shape they left you in.”

 

 Slowly, Zui removed the hands from her shoulders, and reached down to her own tool belt. Those green hands arose again, now holding a comb and a pair of scissors.

 

 “Remember this: the queen gets to decide what’s fashionable. They wanna hack you apart? Fuck ‘em. Someday you’ll be able to make them all cut their hair to match yours. Getting there starts with making a new shape for yourself. And that, Velaven, has to start with letting go of shit you don’t need anymore.”

 

 Velaven sat there, utterly still. Staring. Thinking, and…

 

 Once, jerkily, she nodded.

 

 Then clenched her fists together under the blanket as the scissors began their quietly musical work, and locks of severed white hair began to fall.

 



 

 She crossed the crowded mess hall during the dinner hour, moving in long strides that gave her no opportunity to second-guess herself. Velaven reached her targeted table and slid acrobatically into a seat between two shocked-looking women before anyone could tell her to fuck off. Leaning forward, she stared the startled Khadret in the eyes.

 

 “I can’t just turn it off, you know.”

 

 Khadret blinked at her twice. “Your hair looks really nice.”

 

 “Thank you very much. I was uncertain at first, but it’s growing on me. Pardon the pun.”

 

 “Heh. Zui’s work?”

 

 “Indeed. I highly recommend her if you’re thinking of making a change.”

 

 “Dunno about that. Most of the gobs we’ve brought on are nice, down-to-earth folks, except maybe that Sneppit, but it ain’t like I can just walk up to one of the Dark Lord’s inner circle and ask her to cut my damn hair.”

 

 “I really think it would depend on how polite you are about it. Zui seems to very much enjoy working with hair. Even if she doesn’t have time I believe she would take the request as a compliment.”

 

 “Hm…well, that’s something to think about, anyway. What is it you can’t turn off?”

 

 “You told me once you don’t care to see me being smooth.” Velaven shrugged. “How different a woman are you from the one who grew up…wherever you did? What lessons did you learn, what demeanor have you developed, and how much of it have you had to compromise in your new life here?”

 

 Slowly, Khadret set down her table knife and leaned backward slightly, folding her arms and staring at Velaven. The other women surrounding them watched in silence, fortunately—so far—seeming more bemused than annoyed at her presence.

 

 “I am doing my best,” Velaven said, and it took a deliberate effort to allow the frustration she genuinely felt to seep into her voice. Years of meticulously maintained self-control did not want to release her. “This? All this, that you’ve seen me doing for the last week? This is my best effort, and I’ll leave it to you to decide exactly how sad that is, because I honestly can’t tell. I am not trying to insult anyone, or cover up the past, just to… Well, I don’t even know what amends can be made. But I am not looking down on any of you. I just… This is how I act. It has nothing to do with anyone but me.

 

 “I am asking for your help, Khadret. Not just with joining my squad, but because I obviously have no idea how to talk with humans in a way that doesn’t…piss them off. Frankly, I don’t think you joining the squad would be an outright favor to either of us, because you stand to gain as much in training as I do from your presence. What I’m talking about is… Well, you’re here because you’re fed up with highborn and want to get a little of your own back, right? So how would you like to be in charge of telling a queen when she needs to pull the stick out of her ass?”

 

 Khadret’s lips twisted as she fought momentarily to prevent them from quivering, then gave up and grinned.

 

 “Okay, that was absolutely incredible. I have never heard anyone enunciate the words ‘pull the stick out of her ass’ like they were reciting court poetry. Have you just never cussed in your life before?”

 

 “Not in this language,” Velaven said, shrugging in exasperation. “So you see what I mean, right?”

 

 “Hm.” The human’s pale blue eyes flicked over her face, lingering on her hair, before she finally dipped her head momentarily to one side in a kind of quasi-shrug. “Well, I gotta talk to Goose about transferring, but if it’s an authorized venture with Lord Seiji’s authority, that won’t be a big deal. You mind if I speak with a few prospects to bring in? Cos, no offense, lady, but we’re never gonna get anywhere if you try to do the recruiting.”

 

 The elated relief very nearly made her collapse on the bench. She hated that fact a little bit, and yet embraced it. Velaven had the sudden thought that she truly didn’t know where any of this was taking her, but that she was getting somewhere for the first time she could remember.

 

 “You have my blessing. Not just humans, mind, Lord Seiji wants representatives from all parts of the Crusade.”

 

 “Oh, the gobs are great, it’s been like a week and I already know half a dozen. I bet at least a couple would be good prospects. Dunno if I’m a better choice than you to talk to the furries, though.”

 

 “Well, we’ll just have to find out, won’t we?”

 

 And so they would.

            


Bonus 14: In Which the Captain Treads Lightly
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                    Who's ready for some mood whiplash?



                

                Security at Caer Aelthwyn was tighter than on the city walls or the Kingsguard’s headquarters itself, but Norovena still walked right in. These were, after all, his men on duty. His best men, because enemies and criminals getting through the city gates was just a cost of doing business, but if the Archlord’s peace was disturbed even momentarily, heads would roll. At the palace’s front entrance, one of the elite guards saluted him while the other opened the door.

 

 Inside, as usual, he barely had time to come to a stop on the polished mosaic floor before a butler glided up to him, folding down his hands in a way that managed to seem supercilious. The man himself was upper middleborn; lowborn servants did work here, but not in any public capacity where they might be seen by important guests.

 

 “Good day, Captain Norovena, and welcome. How may the household be of assistance?”

 

 “Is Lord Llewthron available?”

 

 “The high steward is presently in his study attending to affairs of state. No formal visitors are expected this morning.”

 

 As always, the fellow wielded subtext like a rapier, obliquely rebuking Norovena for just dropping in whenever he felt like it while also indicating that the steward was not doing anything which couldn’t be interrupted, if the matter were important enough.

 

 “I need a word with him.”

 

 “Very good, sir.” The butler folded down his hands again before turning. “If you would follow me, please?”

 

 He did, though Norovena knew the way to Llewthron’s study without any help. There was never anything to be gained by pissing off a butler—as a general rule, and specifically in this case. Such a high-ranking servant would be aware that any unplanned visit by the captain of the Kingsguard should go directly to the Archlord, not the high steward. Reporting this breach in protocol could cause a lot of trouble for both him and Llewthron.

 

 Not that he would, even were he annoyed enough to sabotage Norovena. All the staff in Caer Aelthwyn, as well as most of the upper officials of the provincial government, quietly did their part to help manage the Archlord. Even so, everything went more smoothly when you were in good with the servants.

 

 “Thank you,” Norovena politely told the butler in observance of that principle once they stood outside the requisite door. The man folded down his hands and turned to depart in the same stately glide. Left alone, the captain rapped on the engraved akorshil paneling.

 

 “Enter,” said a voice from within, as brisk and terse as his own knock.

 

 He slipped inside, shut the door behind himself, and folded down his hands toward the room’s sole occupant.

 

 “Captain Norovena.” Lord Mainder Llewthron was an upper highborn whose hair was that lucky shade of pale blond which tended to obscure how much of it had turned to gray; it was the lines on his face, too numerous and deep for a man of his middling years, which betrayed the constant stress under which he labored. Right now, though he of course concealed it skillfully, Norovena knew he had to be displeased to see the captain of all people. He knew what such a sudden visit meant. “How may I help you?”

 

 “Apologies for the interruption, lord steward. I have a report to deliver to the Archlord, as ordered. Unless he is…indisposed?”

 

 “This report is pursuant to his Lordship’s recent special interest?”

 

 “Yes, lord steward. I would not disturb him or you otherwise.”

 

 Llewthron was even better at it than the butler. His face barely shifted, but for just a moment he let the full weight of it all peek through in his expression and bearing. Only for a moment, and then he was rising from behind his desk, brisk and businesslike as ever.

 

 “I see. Then we must not keep his Lordship waiting. He has indeed been occupied this morning, but I believe it may have been long enough that he will welcome an interruption.”

 

 Norovena did not grimace or otherwise react, just nodded diffidently and held the door for the steward. Hell’s revels, he did not need to see whatever he was now about to, not today…

 

 The steward strode through the halls at a rapid yet even pace, as always concealing any sign of distress, as did Norovena. Of course, any passing servants would be aware of what their presence indicated and would take whatever action they could to mitigate the repercussions that were sure to follow. Everyone in this palace was an old hand at this song and dance. Those who did not develop a knack for it did not last long. Definitely not long in service, and possibly not long upon the mortal coil.

 

 Thus, he wasn’t worried about anyone betraying their breach of protocol to the Archlord. Norovena should have gone directly to Caludon with this, as ordered; reporting to Llewthron first was a compromise that helped them all survive this place. He’d have liked it for both their sakes if he had dared divulge the full news to the steward first, but Caludon had forbidden this in such explicit terms as to raise the suggestion he was well aware of how they all handled him and was joining in the…well, to him, it was a game. Neither Norovena nor Llewthron dared defy him that explicitly, but made do with this arrangement: Llewthron gained forewarning of anything that might agitate the family, and Norovena had his assistance and supervision when making his report. In most other royal or even noble courts they would have to worry about someone reporting on them to the Archlord, but Caludon was simply not the kind of person with whom one curried favor.

 

 The family’s chambers had their own discreet entrance, embedded in a deep nook at the end of one upper floor hallway which was almost its own foyer. There, they found a maid on duty, a young middleborn woman standing at attention by the door and staring at nothing with the hollow expression of someone who knew the full details of this job. Her thousand-stride stare didn’t waver as she turned to them and folded down her hands in a precise gesture.

 

 “Lhaenit,” Llewthron greeted her. “Have the family any outstanding requirements?”

 

 “They have made no requests since receiving their guest this morning just after breakfast, my lord steward,” she said in a monotone. “It has been relatively quiet for the last half hour or so.”

 

 “What fortuitous timing.” The steward stepped up to the double doors and leaned carefully against them, pressing first his ear and then one eye to the crack between. The maid continued gazing blankly into space and Norovena idly admired the carved akorshil paneling which made up this hall. This was the purest example of highborn architecture he had ever visited, massive pieces of khora all worked into organic shapes; this hallway didn’t even have a ceiling, per se, merely a rounded wall which curved up to an egg-shaped arch above. Not that he was all that interested in architecture, but it wouldn’t do to stare at the lord steward while he was engaged in something improper.

 

 A bit of impropriety was crucial for survival around here.

 

 Evidently satisfied by what he saw (or did not see), Llewthron drew back and rapped once on the door.

 

 There was a pause.

 

 “Yeeeeesssss?” a voice from within finally drawled. Lhaenit’s blank stillness subtly changed tenor as she went utterly still, the learned reaction of a rabbit which had heard a wolf’s call. Norovena liked to think he revealed no outward sign of the shiver that ran down his spine. The voice was…replete. Relaxed and satisfied. Which suggested its owner was safer at the moment than otherwise, but he only sounded like that in the aftermath of something…

 

 Something they were now going to have to see.

 

 Llewthron pulled the door open and, pausing only to gather up Norovena with an authoritative glance, stepped inside. The captain followed him, closing the door after.

 

 It said something about the Aelthwyns, the first ominous hint about their…issues…that they had rearranged their suite so that their bed was in the large antechamber just inside the door, right where anyone entering would come upon what should have been the most private part of their residence. He very much did not want to know what they had stashed away in the actually private rooms beyond. Now, this space was brightly lit, pleasantly aired out, and in fact rather cold due to one of the windows being cracked despite the frigid weather, an unpleasant breeze fighting against the asauthec braziers. That seemed incongruous, to him. Maybe it was just that narrative cliches ran thick in his Fflyr blood, but this place felt as if it ought to have been dark, dank, and stuffy.

 

 Archlord Caludon Aelthwyn lounged in his bed, disheveled and languid and thankfully half-covered by a rumpled blanket. There were fresh scratch marks on his bare chest. Neither of the two highborn women—also undressed and fortunately covered by the blanket—tucked under his arms were his wife, but there was nothing scandalous about that in and of itself. It was perfectly normal and proper for a powerful nobleman to be in bed with his wife’s maedhlou. 

 

 Less normal were the women in question, who were… More or less as Norovena remembered them from previous encounters. He knew they could both act normal during proper social events, in fact better than the actual couple themselves, but now? Ilnyth was, as usual, giggling quietly, constantly, and for no apparent reason, while Myrrynit just stared—currently, to his carefully-suppressed displeasure, at Norovena himself. Expressionless, wide-eyed and with nothing behind that gaze; it was like making eye contact with a snake. As usual, he thought she looked hungry. Not in a sexual sense, but as if she might sink her teeth into his throat if he stepped too close.

 

 Norovena believed both of them had learned to play the part of madwomen when in private with their lord and lady, to facilitate whatever relationship the four had. He chose to believe that, because the alternative would force him to wonder just what Highlady Nazfryn had been doing to them since their shared childhood that had left them in this state.

 

“Captain!” squealed the highlady herself in almost childlike delight. It wasn’t too hard to contain his unease at this; he’d known exactly what to expect.

 

 Unfortunately, Nazfryn was less dressed. She actually wore a formal and very expensive-looking thyffyl robe of what appeared to be shimmersatin, but with none of the lacing or undergarments that were normally worn with them, and not even pulled shut. It concealed nothing, especially when she twirled to face Norovena and sent the light fabric flaring about her. Well, she had nothing he hadn’t already seen, anyway.

 

 The man at her feet, bound in a fetal position, was lowborn to judge by the shade of his skin, at least what wasn’t covered in bruises and welts. It was a cruel relief to Norovena that his head was concealed by a bag, sparing the captain from learning what his expression looked like and having that haunt his sleep. There was nothing he could do about any of this; he just had to keep his head down and get out without becoming the next plaything. The guy was utterly silent, but still alive; his labored breathing was visible even if the sound was muffled. And he flinched at the impact when Nazfryn dropped the object she’d been holding right behind him.

 

 It was a phallic-shaped object of carved and polished akorshil, and it landed with a splatter that was at least partially blood.

 

 Okay, he knew the routine, knew how to do this. Norovena went through the motions with care, focusing fully on keeping his expression exactly right in every detail.

 

 He let his eyes dart across the nude Archlord and both maedhlou, lingering just long enough to let it be noticed that he’d noticed. Looked deliberately at the bound man, making his eyes dart to the toy Nazfryn had flung down, and drew his eyebrows very slightly together in a carefully crafted expression of puzzlement. Just a stupid soldier, unable to parse exactly what he was seeing here or what it signified. It was too risky to politely pretend he’d seen nothing; that was standard practice when dealing with most highborn, but it would provoke the Aelthwyns to instant, sadistic aggression.

 

 Then he looked the mostly-nude Highlady over, eyes lingering in all the right places, and concentrated especially hard on his facial performance. The challenge was mimicking the customary response to the sight of a gorgeous woman in a state of undress; like her husband, Nazfryn was a full-blooded elf and thus impossibly beautiful, but there was no amount of attractive she could be that would make him feel anything but fear and revulsion toward her. Following that up a split-second later with embarrassment and aversion of his eyes was easy by comparison.

 

 You could not show them disgust, fear, or any unhappiness. Any sign of discomfort would be like trying to run from a coursing hound. They’d be off in the chase; it seemed they simply could not help themselves. It was safer to actually piss them off, as the Aelthwyns expressed anger in the same dangerous way most highborn did. If they smelled weakness, though, they became…playful.

 

 And you had to ogle Highlady Nazfryn. Her husband didn’t mind, and she would take great offense if she didn’t get the expected male response to her nude beauty. Her anger might be safer than her predatory interest, but that was far from the same as safe.

 

 Norovena glanced at both of their faces before lowering his eyes in clear embarrassment at his “lapse,” because that was the expected action in the role he was playing. It did at least reassure him that he’d pulled it off. Caludon smirked in cruel amusement, while Nazfryn visibly preened. 

 

 Okay, so far, so good. Just had to keep it together, make his report and get the bloody hell out of here without setting them off. Fortunately, he had an ally.

 

 “My apologies for intruding, my lord, my lady,” Llewthron droned. He had more practice at this than anyone and was able to slip into a sonorously boring delivery instantly. That was the trick with the Aelthwyns. As long as you were dull, they were more likely to leave you alone. “I intercepted the Captain when I was informed of his approach to the household. As his report is for your Lordship I invited myself along. It is much more efficient for me to learn your Lordship’s orders directly. If I have overstepped…?”

 

 “Nonsense, Mainder, we have no secrets from each other,” Caludon said lazily. “Isn’t that right, girls?”

 

 Ilnyth let out a particularly shrill squeal of unhinged mirth before subsiding again into constant, quieter chuckles. Myrrynit blessedly transferred her blank, soulless glare to Lord Llewthron, finally granting Norovena a breath of relief.

 

 “Enough chitchat, the Captain has brought news!” Nazfryn trilled, literally bouncing on her toes in girlish excitement and clapping her hands. “Tell me! Tell me all about my boy! Oh, wait—waitwaitwait, I have to get ready. Let me bring him out!”

 

 Her entire body language instantly switched, from innocent glee to a vampish demeanor slightly more befitting this appallingly tawdry scenario as she sashayed across the room to where a square canvas stood upon an easel just out of arm’s reach from the bed, covered by a pristine velvet drape.

 

 Nazfryn carefully whisked this off and tossed it aside, revealing the hidden artwork. The canvas itself was some painting or other, currently serving only as a particularly unfortunate backdrop to the piece of paper which only mostly covered it, secured in place with pins at the corners driven right through the original artwork. By contrast, the paper was a simple sketch brushed in ink—simple, but accurate enough to be clearly the work of a skilled artist—depicting the face of Lord Seiji.

 

 Norovena managed not to stare. It was relatively easy because he was always in the mindset of carefully not staring at anything when in this place, and it wasn’t the first time he’d seen this.

 

 Seiji’s easily recognizable, exotic features were set in a deep, malicious smirk which made Norovena really admire the skill of whoever had drawn this. He had never actually seen the man make that expression in person, but it just so perfectly suited his features and captured the essence of him; the painter had clearly seen his subject more than once, and heard some pointed descriptions of his demeanor. The white paper was mostly clean, preserving the likeness, but mysterious smudges and stains bedecked the edges of it, their substance inscrutable though a few were recognizably fingermarks. As if someone had been tenderly caressing the paper in the aftermath of something which got their hands extremely sticky. Only a couple of spots were imposed on the actual drawing, an obscuring smudge across Lord Seiji’s lips which hinted at repeated contact, and a somewhat smaller one on his forehead.

 

 Now, Nazfryn leaned forward and very gently kissed that spot, tenderly grazing the edge of the portrait with her fingers as she straightened. Then she twirled back to face Norovena again, bright-eyed and eager.

 

 “Now! Tell me, Captain, tell me what my dear boy has been up to!”

 

 He was pretty sure she’d never actually seen the man in person, even from a distance. Nazfryn was usually disappointed by the objects of these obsessions she picked up from time to time. The truly terrifying thing was that this time, he suspected Lord Seiji was going to prove far more interesting than even she imagined.

 

 Norovena cleared his throat, settling more firmly into his persona. Awkward and somewhat befuddled, dutiful and out of his depth. Just a soldier reporting as ordered, nothing to see here.

 

 “M’lord, m’lady. Well, yes, Lord Seiji did pay me a visit this morning. Less than an hour ago; I came to report to you as soon as he left, as ordered. This is the first I’ve heard from or about him since the last…incident.”

 

 “Spit it out, you—”

 

 “Hush.” Caludon’s cold tone made his wife clamp her teeth shut with an audible snap. He looked very flatly at her for a second before relaxing into a droll smile again. “Let the man talk, kitten, you know he’s not the best with words. Just savor the anticipation. Do go on, Captain.”

 

 “Ah, yes…thank you, m’lord. Well, most of the visit seemed to be social in nature. He’s definitely cultivating me as a contact and dropped in to say hello. There was something of substance, though, after all the pleasantries. Two points, actually. Most importantly, he referenced the next stage of what I think is his actual plan. Lord Seiji suggested that I should begin pinning the blame for any and all bandit activity on Clan Olumnach, implying that if actual evidence didn’t present itself, it could be fabricated.”

 

 “Oooh! Oooooh! Oh, now he’s going after Caldimer, I knew it. I knew he would!” Nazfryn turned to her husband, doing a mincing little dance in place. “Didn’t I tell you, my love? Oh, but what was he like, Captain? How did he say it?”

 

 Crap, of course she wouldn’t just let him get off with the basics. Norovena squinted and screwed up his face, making a show of thinking with a generous hint that it wasn’t his strong suit.

 

 “Well, he was…suitably oblique, my lady. Lord Seiji’s good at it, he speaks as carefully as any highborn or judge. He made his meaning clear without every saying anything outright I could safely arrest him for, were I inclined.”

 

 “Of course he did,” she cooed. “He’s so very clever, is my boy! Far too good for the company he keeps.”

 

 “And a validation of your earlier theory, Captain,” Caludon said idly, twirling a lock of Ilnyth’s hair between his fingers, which had no effect on her constant unhinged giggling. “It does seem he means to set up poor old Caldimer to break his teeth on our walls. What a courteous guest Lord Seiji is, don’t you think, my pet? He brings us such entertaining diversions.”

 

 Nazfryn squeezed her eyes shut, bit her lower lip and produced a moaning noise that was uncomfortably sexual. At least she didn’t actually start groping herself this time. That had been a particularly uncomfortable meeting, even by the Aelthwyns’ standards.

 

 “You indicated a second point of interest, Captain,” Caludon prompted when his wife failed to do so in her bizarre state of distraction.

 

 “Ah, yes, m’lord. It was how he ended the meeting—rather abruptly, in fact. He mentioned Rhydion and I informed him of the paladin’s activities out by Caer Ardyllen. At that he went haring off toward the King’s Guild to try to intercept him.”

 

 “Ugh.” Nazfryn pouted. “Rhydion. What in the world does my sweet boy want with that tedious boor?”

 

 “Rhydion is among the parties most pointedly interested in Lord Seiji’s activities, aside from yourselves, my lord and lady,” Llewthron answered in that stupefying drone. He was so good at that; his delivery would probably make even Norovena sleepy, were he not so tense at this moment. “Specifically, the paladin wants someone capable of healing magic to accompany him on an excursion into the forest to investigate undead activity.”

 

 “Healing magic! Zombies! Just, ugh!” Nazfryn stomped her foot in childish pique. “What a waste of my boy’s talent, his wits, his everything! He’ll be so uncomfortable out there in the forest, with no one interesting to talk to. There’s nothing there but beastmen and undead. Just so dull!”

 

 “The poor lad,” Caludon said, giving his wife a heavy-lidded smile of catlike amusement. “Perhaps I should give you to him when he returns. What do you think, Captain, would Lord Seiji appreciate my dear Nazfryn as a gift? We’d put her in a proper whore’s dress, of course, with a nice wooden collar and a leash.”

 

Fuck. Everything became exponentially more difficult when they directly involved you in their insanity. Once asked specifically, he couldn’t just feign incomprehension and disinterest, as that would only provoke them and then he’d spend the rest of the day being verbally tortured. Hopefully only verbally. Now he had to engage, walk the incredibly delicate line of coming up with an answer screwy enough to satisfy Caludon’s sadistic streak without sufficiently catching his attention to make Norovena the focus of his full interest.

 

 “Uh… Well, seems like a waste, m’lord,” he said, scratching at his head and thinking as rapidly as he ever had while feigning general slowness. “After the whole Cat Alley…thing, Lord Seiji must be mostly accustomed to lowborn whores. I’m not sure how ready he is to appreciate a lady of quality.”

 

 The elf smirked in visible satisfaction, and it was all Norovena could manage not to openly display relief. “I rather think she would educate him, but you are not without a point. So our guest was suddenly in a hurry to meet Rhydion, hmm. Now, why do you suppose that is, Captain?”

 

 With the arm draped about her shoulders, Caludon pushed down the blanket to bare Myrrynit’s entire torso and began casually fondling her breasts. She had switched her horrifyingly empty stare back to Norovena and didn’t appear to notice.

 

 “Based on context alone,” he answered slowly, giving this display the requisite disinterested glance and moving on, “I have to assume he was interested in taking Rhydion’s deal and felt the need to seize the opportunity before it disappeared. Which suggests he’s been stringing Rhydion along all this time. It’s the why I can’t figure, my lord. Nothing I know about Lord Seiji suggests he would care to participate in such a project. That tells me he must want something from Rhydion, but I’m afraid I’ve no clue what.”

 

 He turned a curious look upon Llewthron, who just shrugged expressively.

 

 “Mmmm,” Caludon purred thoughtfully while Nazfryn paced around Lord Seiji’s portrait and made inscrutable high-pitched noises in the background. “And you haven’t connected him conclusively with the goblin development?”

 

 “Not in a way that’d stand up in court, m’lord, not that that matters. There wouldn’t be conclusive evidence anyway, Lord Seiji’s shown himself too sly to blunder like that. Given everything else I can’t imagine he’s not behind it.”

 

 “Of course he is!” Nazfryn trilled, clasping her hands and fluttering her eyelashes for all the world like a lovesick schoolgirl. “He’s so clever, my boy is! Imagine! Whores and goblins, who else would even think to use such absurd tools, much less create such success with them! Oh, Caludon, I want him!”

 

 “Ah, ah, kitten.” Caludon lifted his hand from Myrrynit’s chest to wag a chiding finger at his wife. “Patience. Honestly, what did you ever do without me to rein you in? We must let the tension build. Savor the anticipation. It will happen in time, and it will all be so much the sweeter for having been built up properly.”

 

 Myrrynit, still staring holes through Norovena, slowly formed her hand into a claw and raked it deliberately down Caludon’s chest, leaving a fresh set of scratch marks. Two of them started to lightly bleed. The Archlord didn’t appear to notice. Ilnyth still hadn’t stopped giggling, not for even a second.

 

 “And is that all, Captain?” he asked lazily.

 

 “At this time, m’lord, yes,” Norovena answered, nodding. “I don’t have direct eyes on the King’s Guild or Clan Ardyllen’s estate, and one or both of those is where I’d expect Lord Seiji to turn up next. I can try sending a man or two…?”

 

 “No, no.” The Archlord waved him off, yawning. “You are entirely too blunt an instrument for such a delicate task. Mainder, see to it. Lord Seiji so rarely graces the civilized parts of our isle with his presence, we must not waste the opportunity to watch his antics.”

 

 “I shall see to it immediately, my lord,” Llewthron answered dully.

 

 “Good man. You’d best toddle off, then, gentlemen.”

 

 “Very good, my lord.”

 

 “As you command, my lord.”

 

 She waited until they had turned and each taken two steps toward the door. It was possible she was just distracted, but it was a certainty that she was cruel, and knew exactly the social rhythms to exploit to turn relief into renewed discomfort.

 

“Wait.”

 

 Both men paused, then turned back in response to Highlady Nazfryn’s command. Oh, this was bad; her eyes were boring directly into Norovena. Worse, she looked happy. Avidly so.

 

 “How do you think he did it, Captain?” she asked in a sultry whisper, slowly swaying from side to side as she ground her thighs together. “I know you weren’t there. Guess. How did my boy kill Lady Gray? Ohh, it must have been so sweet. So cruel.”

 

 Hell’s revels, and he’d been so close to getting out of here unscathed. Norovena inhaled, forcing himself to calm, to consideration. Remembering his role, his strategies.

 

 “Well…” He tilted his head and squinted, reaching up to scratch his hair again. “I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have nailed her to a wall, m’lady. He doesn’t seem the type to use the same trick twice. I do think,” he added, slowing down his delivery in performative pensiveness, “it must’ve been something slow, and detailed. After their back and forth I reckon he was quite angry with her by the end, and well… We know how he acts when provoked that badly. I, uh, sorry, m’lady. Afraid I don’t have as much of an imagination as Lord Seiji, or yourself.”

 

 Well, at least it got him out of danger. Nazfryn’s eyes rolled up in her head and with a low groan, she actually slumped bonelessly to the floor. A second later she reappeared, crawling up onto the bed like a cat, where she dragged herself onto the pile of people already there, groping and slurping at Myrrynit as if trying to devour her. The maedhlou finally broke off her soulless glare at the interlopers, instantly twining herself around her mistress and reciprocating, their squirming and pawing threatening to push Archlord Caludon to the other side of the bed. Norovena didn’t particularly want to see any of that, but so long as it wasn’t directed at him, he’d take it.

 

 “Well, that’s all, gentlemen,” Caludon said lightly, sticking one arm between both gasping and clawing women and groping at…something, it was honestly impossible to tell. “Either join in or move along. Unless you have any other relevant insights about our guest, Captain?”

 

 Nazfryn lifted her face from Myrrynit’s throat to stare expectantly at him, flushed and panting.

 

 Captain Norovena blinked, squinted in thought, shook his head and calmly committed the first open, treasonous defiance of his twisted Archlord in his entire career.

 

 “Afraid not, my lord, my lady. Nothing else to report yet.”

 

 “Off you go, then.”

 

 He folded down his hands, did not glance at the poor boy still bound on the other side of the room, and turned to follow Llewthron to the door.

 

 It shut behind them, and Norovena finally permitted himself just the faintest hint of relief. It was only a tiny sigh, but it would have been deadly if they had seen it. The steward and attending maid just gave him fleeting glances of sympathy before mastering their own expressions.

 

 “As always, Captain, Clan Aelthwyn honors your discreet and diligent service.”

 

 “I merely aim to serve in what little way I can, my lord steward,” he replied, folding down his hands again.

 

 As he made his way out of Caer Aelthwyn, Norovena felt…giddy. Light-headed, terrified, and ebullient. He’d done it; he had defied the Archlord. Deliberately withheld the one, all-important fact that changed the entire situation. The thing he had learned only by chance, right after Lord Seiji’s departure, when one of his men happened to comment that Seiji was wearing boots and a rapier he recognized as having belonged to two of Lady Gray’s top enforcers.

 

 Artifact boots, and an artifact rapier.

 

 There were, of course, other explanations for why a sorcerer might carry artifacts, which Norovena had casually but immediately impressed on all those in earshot. The big one, the unspoken and unspeakable possibility Norovena was most inclined to dismiss by reflex, though… 

 

 Well, upon reflection, he had to acknowledge that there was nothing specifically counter-indicating it. Just that it was statistically improbable to be happening here and now, because such a rare event by definition was unlikely to happen in any one particular time and place. But it had to happen somewhere, and as for the time… It had been a century and a half since Yomiko. It could indeed be any time now.

 

 And there was the real kicker, the fact that this one, big, unlikely explanation wrapped up every other mystery swirling around the enigmatic Lord Seiji far too neatly to be ignored.

 

 Now, Norovena had deliberately withheld that insight from his liege, preserving the strange kind of parity that existed between Caludon and Seiji: still, neither truly had any idea what they were about to be fucking with.

 

 It wasn’t even a question of who would win. Norovena would be far from the only soul on Dount who would breathe a sigh of relief and then get stumbling drunk in celebration when Lord Seiji finally slaughtered those fucking freaks. Assuming he was among the survivors. No, it was that… Caludon Aelthwyn wouldn’t even try to win. He didn’t truly consider himself to be in conflict with anyone, didn’t regard winning as a meaningful concept. Caludon just wanted to entertain himself to death, and take out as much of the world with him as he possibly could. 

 

 He wouldn’t defeat Lord Seiji, not even close. He was just going to hurt him unimaginably in the process of being vanquished. The big questions were what would happen leading up to the confrontation, and after it, and how widespread the damage would be.

 

 Norovena strode back through the city toward his barracks, deep in his own mind as he began laying plans to survive whatever absolute terror was sure to befall Dount soon—and indeed, all of Ephemera. The thing was, even if his new theory was correct… He still couldn’t be sure what to plan for. The unpredictable Aelthwyns were bad enough without having the rest of the possibilities pared down to a world-shaking coin toss.

 

 He’d read enough histories to have read between the lines, knew that Yomiko had fed the poor with the spoils of her conquest and that Satoshi’s comrades had learned never to leave their wives alone with him. Heroes, villains, good, evil… If there was one thing Norovena understood, it was that power was power, and power did the same thing to everyone when they got their hands on it. Even so, personal inclinations aside, there were things forced upon the Hero and the Dark Lord by their roles, by the very goddesses.

 

 And a man who protected the lowest of women and children, but also nailed men to walls… 

 

 Which was he?
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Bonus 15: In Which the Gears Begin to Turn


                It was all so gratifying, and never ceased to be no matter how many times he had experienced it. The roar of the crowd as the handful of Blessed adventurers scampered around the enraged khorodect, their magic permitted only within the arena itself. And, above all, his own place on high, overlooking it.

 

“I did not expect to be disappointed, but you impress even beyond expectations, your Excellency,” said Ambassador Iritius from his right. “Even in Novarum we rarely have the opportunity to make sport of such beasts. How did you even get it into the arena?”

 

“Now, now, Ambassador, you know my rules,” Rab Sioni chided, smiling and offering the human his wine bottle to make it plain he had taken no offense. “We mustn’t ask how feats are achieved in Godspire.”

 

 “Of course, of course, my apologies. Pardon an old man’s idle curiosity. Obviously it needn’t be indulged.” Iritius held out his mostly-empty goblet and Rab Sioni added a generous amount of wine. He was a craggy-faced old buzzard of a human, his hair gone pure silver and aggressively thinning. The man’s terse demeanor was, counterintuitively, a great asset to his diplomacy, enabling him to flatter, cajole, and dissemble without ever sounding less than starkly sincere.

 

 Below, a light elf with an artifact greatsword managed to sever one of the khorodect’s legs, sending the monster staggering drunkenly to the sands and prompting howls of approval from the crowd. The adventurer immediately had to dodge back, narrowly avoiding an impaling strike from one of the great pincers, and the maimed beast attempted to pursue him even as his comrades swarmed it. This was not the end, but the first step toward it, and it promised to be a particularly dramatic climax. Perfect.

 

 “I hope the entertainment is to your liking, Ambassador Mneraven?” he added politely to the woman on his left. “I can’t always tell the difference between that fetching Savin reserve and genuine displeasure. If there is anything else I can offer you, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

 

 Rab Sioni gestured, and one of the attending slaves slipped forward with a tray, bowing deeply and offering the ambassador a decadent array of fruit and slice cheeses.

 

 “Your Excellency’s hospitality is as always without peer,” Mneraven replied. She was lounging against the provided cushions in a relaxed posture, but her face remained woodenly expressionless. Still, she had the courtesy not to bluntly rebuff his offerings, reaching over to casually caress the slavegirl’s rump before gently waving her away and then taking a sip of her own wine. “It is, of course, not your presence which sours the otherwise delightfulspectacle.”

 

 On his other side, Iritius exhaled softly through his nose, eyes fixed on the combat below.

 

 “Ambassador,” Rab Sioni chided with genteel reproach, “come now. Can we not set work aside and just enjoy the moment? After all, it is these little social activities which make the difficult part proceed so much more smoothly when we return to it later.”

 

 Mneraven inclined her head in acknowledgment, shooting him a fleeting glance but continuing to ignore the existence of her counterpart. “Forgive me, your Excellency. All patriotism aside, the Empire’s concerns are my own, and not so easy for me to set down. It is that quality, after all, which keeps my at my post, and able to enjoy the splendid diversions you are so generous as to arrange for us.”

 

 Iritius glanced over at her, his view of the dark elf barely impeded by their host between them. Rab Sioni disdained goblin-sized furniture and lounged on exactly the same style of cushions as his two guests, making himself not much of a physical barrier between them. 

 

 “That is saddening to hear,” the human said in the offhandedly stern tone which was as close to lightly conversational as he got. “I am distressed that such a minor issue as the Imperium doing normal business with a sovereign state which happens to exist in our mutual vicinity is sufficient to spoil Savindar’s enjoyment of an excellent match.”

 

 He chose an unfortunate moment in the excellent match to speak, as a limping but still deadly khorodect was now chasing its opponents around the periphery of the arena in a borderline slapstick display.

 

 “Well, if we must talk business,” Rab Sioni said with a sigh, “let’s just please remember to keep it polite while in my booth.”

 

 “I would not dream of disturbing your Excellency’s fun,” Mneraven assured him, granting the goblin a warm smile and a light touch on the arm with her fingertips. In presentation it fell short of flirtatiousness—that wasn’t her political strategy, anyway—but it warmed him a bit regardless. By the glitter of gold, she was beautiful. Rab Sioni was quite fond of dark elves, and had only two in his private collection, which he sadly was unable to show off; it would greatly antagonize the Savindar Empire were it to become common knowledge that he owned them. Not that they were shy about keeping slaves, but Savin law and custom decreed it unacceptable for their kind to be property of any but their own.

 

 “In point of fact,” the Savin ambassador continued, finally sneaking a look over Rab Sioni’s head at Iritius, “this thoughtful tableau is a splendid display of the principle in question at work. Great empires get along best when there is a secure buffer between them. It is thus relevant when another such polity launches an aggressive campaign of influence peddling in a former province of Savindar, which remains uncomfortably upon our border.”

 

 “You make it sound, Ambassador, as if Savindar regards Vairoth in a…proprietary manner,” Iritius rejoined. “I would expect the Vai to have their own perspective on the matter. One which would seem more relevant than that of your government or mine. Not to mention that the Imperium has done nothing but open new avenues for diplomacy and trade—things Savindar could do in the same place, far more easily given its proximity.”

 

 Rab Sioni held his peace for the moment, watching carefully. At least he’d got them talking, rather than ignoring each other or issuing threats. Godspire had no direct stake in any of this, but the city-state’s position as arbiter of the diplomatic foibles of its larger neighbors was a great source of its own soft power. Having examined every report on the border tensions in question that his diplomats and spies could furnish, Rab Sioni had concluded that the outcome was irrelevant to his interests, so long as it was he who guided it to an outcome. Now, he silently caught Ambassador Mneraven’s eye as her body language began to stiffen. 

 

 The elf subsided, pausing before answering in a calm, controlled tone.

 

 “It is more…the sudden change in foreign policy which causes vexation in Ilsavel. The Imperium’s isolationism is its most famous trait—the characteristic which has historically made it such a good neighbor, even despite the requisite religious frictions. And then, abruptly, Novarum begins expending all its political capital in Vairoth—a place far from its own borders, but directly against ours. Tell me, Ambassador, how is Savindar to interpret that, except as provocative?”

 

 Rab Sioni raised his eyebrows slightly, shifting to watch Ambassador Iritius for his response. Now that had been unusually direct, for an exchange between diplomats that was not openly caustic. That was what made it a clever move, though; the issue of the Imperium’s sudden aggression was now out in the open, and that put Iritius on the spot. If he attempted to deflect or dissemble, it would be tantamount to admitting his government’s intent was hostile.

 

 Below, an adventurer was flung against the arena wall with a bone-shattering crunch, prompting a massive outcry from the audience. His companions succeeded in diverting the khorodect’s attention, but it didn’t look good for the fallen Blessed; no healers would step onto the sands until that beast was slain. The absolute uproar was both an oddly poetic backdrop and a stark contrast to the tense silence in the lord governor’s booth.

 

 Iritius was staring the direction of the blood sands below, but with a pensive frown which said he wasn’t watching the match anymore. Recognizing the expression of a man choosing his words with care, Mneraven just watched him in return, patient as a hunting cat. Rab Sioni lounged back into his cushions, giving the two of them a clearer view of each other and waiting to see where this would turn next.

 

 “I take it as an offering of good faith, Ambassador, that you would speak so plainly to me of your people’s concerns,” Iritius finally said, turning his head to look at her directly. “In appreciation, I shall take the risk of offering the same in kind.”

 

 Mneraven cocked one eyebrow, but gestured with her goblet for him to proceed before taking a sip. The last, apparently; she then held it out to one side. Instantly, another of the slaves in attendance glided forward and refilled it from a bottle of the same vintage Rab Sioni had initially opened for them.

 

 “The Imperator’s control over the Legions remains absolute,” Iritius continued, “and firm over most aspects of the Imperium’s government. It goes without saying, however, that any sufficiently large and complex polity will contain numerous internal factions of varying degrees of influence. I can promise you, Ambassador, upon the honor of the Nova Imperium, that my government’s foreign policy is still to defend our own landbridges and attend to no business beyond our borders.”

 

 Mneraven restored the symmetry of her face by raising the other eyebrow, and did not sip her wine.

 

 “There are, however,” Iritius added with a faint grimace, “those within Novarum who prattle about the glory of conquest. Some of the more well-placed have sufficient weight to initiate actions that certain other governments might find provocative, but the demands of so doing while also shielding themselves from internal rebuke are considerable. This is done in the hope of goading a response which justifies further escalation—at significant political risk, I might add. If it were to be ignored, the matter itself would not only fizzle out, but the instigators would find their entire households politically hobbled for a generation at least.”

 

 “So the hand of the Imperium reaching for the Empire’s throat will probably be withdrawn if it is ignored?” Mneraven shook her head and then turned it to stare out over the bloodsands, where the khorodect had finally been pinned down and was in its last desperate struggle. “It seems telling, to me, that when stripped of all the careful speech and phrased plainly, the core of your ‘assurance’ is so very…slender.”

 

 Iritius cleared his throat. “I understand your perspective, Ambassador. It is thus that I am grateful to his Excellency’s hospitality for more than the usual reasons. So often, these delicate matters benefit from the intercession of a neutral party.”

 

 Rab Sioni smiled with his lips, not showing his teeth; the sight of goblin teeth tended to be taken as a threat by tallfolk on an instinctive, animal level. “You said the magic word, Ambassador. Godspire is always pleased to provide a venue for amicable discussions between neighbors. And we are always neutral.”

 

 The Imperium ambassador inclined his head. “If I might be so crass as to acknowledge a personal preference…well, I do so only because on this matter, my opinions align perfectly with the Imperator’s policy. It is both as a citizen and as the voice of my government that I assure you, your Excellency, Ambassador, that any foreign action taken to hamstring the ambitions of Imperial provocateurs, in Vairoth or anywhere else, will earn the necessarily quiet yet nonetheless sincere gratitude of the Imperator.”

 

 Slowly, Mneraven tilted her head to one side, and finally took a sip of her refreshed wine. “In the spirit of, as Ambassador Iritius said, good faith, I will affirm the general correctness of his observation concerning the nature of empires. There are always factions. I’m sure I needn’t emphasize to you gentlemen that the idea of territorial expansion is an utter taboo for Savindar while there is not a Dark Crusade in session—as the ‘free people’ of Vairoth have cause to know very well. Still, there are those within Ilsavel who are eager to, let us say…proactively defend our borders. In a poignant parallel to her counterpart in Novarum, the Empress would be nothing but pleased were circumstances to pull the teeth of these agitators.”

 

 Both of them looked at him. Rab Sioni sipped his wine, projecting contented calm while he reveled in the sheer jubilation. The power. The great empires came to Godspire, to him, to settle these contentious affairs. Let them rule over islands by the hundreds from their vast thrones. So long as he had the Spire, it was in the hands of one little goblin that the fate of all Ephemera rested. He barely even noticed the roar of the crowd as the great beast was finally felled in the sands below. Neither did his two guests.

 

 “I like to think of Godspire as an island of eternal constancy amid the shifting winds of politics around us, you know,” he said aloud, indulging in a little grandiloquence. He deliberately did not make a habit of it, but once in a while, when the moment was right… Well, a person had to have a bit of fun now and then. “The tranquility of this island vastly predates me, and mindful of this legacy, I intend to ensure that it stands long after I am gone. As such, you must know that I am unwilling to exert the influence of the Spire upon my neighbors. Truly, it is because of the hard-earned trust of the nations of this archipelago that I am able to offer the humble services of my city as mediator and host.”

 

 “It goes without saying.”

 

 “Your reputation is justly earned.”

 

 They were professional diplomats; their solemn expressions were quite convincing and their meaningless social platitudes featured more syllables than necessary. As if everyone here did not know exactly the sort of influence Godspire had always exerted on its surroundings.

 

 “Of course,” Rab Sioni mused aloud, “the other side of that coin is that I feel a responsibility to preserve the tranquility of my city’s environs. I think, lady and gentleman, it is a good time for me to express to you, in my official capacity as lord governor, that Godspire takes a dim view of any attempt to agitate the surrounding islands. If a pattern of such develops, there will be consequences for the freedom of those responsible to move in, or through, my domain.”

 

 Both settled back in their own cushions, permitting themselves to look openly satisfied.

 

 “Your meaning is taken, your Excellency. I shall ensure that the Imperator is fully apprised as soon as possible, that he may take appropriate action. Novarum is, as always, grateful for your calming presence. We, too, abhor disruption of our peaceful status quo.”

 

 “I am certain that the Empress shall be reassured by your assertion of peace in our environs, your Excellency. I look forward to conveying her expressions of appreciation as soon as I have been able to update her.”

 

 And so, peace was maintained, and to Rab Sioni of Godspire went the credit. He swirled his goblet, lounged in his chair, and smiled down at the bloody sands of the arena below. The slain khorodect was being dragged away; despite the crowd’s jubilation, the remaining adventurers were clustered quietly to one side around the body of their comrade, who apparently had not made it long enough for the healers to intervene.

 

 Ah, well. No victory without cost.

 



 

 “And you wish to enforce this peace?”

 

 “Come now, Sinar, I’m disappointed in you. Enforcement is not our style, you of all people know that.”

 

 “And you know what I meant, your Excellency.”

 

 Rab Sioni hummed, wobbling his head noncommittally as he strolled through the dark corridor deep in the Greater Spire. They had already passed the last of the (relatively) modern akorthist construction and were surrounded by ancient stonework.

 

 “I think the prompting I’ve already given should suffice. But yes, in the event that further intervention is necessary, it’s always been my policy to uphold the peace. Unless I tell you otherwise, don’t forget that emphasis as you deal with our avaricious neighbors.”

 

 “Of course, your Excellency. I do know your standing orders, but it is also my job to suggest alternatives. I would be negligent if I failed to point out that while peace is good for business…so is war. It’s not as if any of the potential combatants can touch our defenses, and an unassailable position between warring empires presents vast opportunities. Whether they would be worth the damage to trade is another matter, but… Alternatives.”

 

 “Alternatives,” Rab Sioni agreed softly. “By all means, continue to point them out, Sinar. But Godspire remains committed to peace. It’s about legacy, old friend. Wars happen, they start and stumble along and sometimes eventually end, and there’s always another one a few years later. From a historical perspective, it’s all so very ho hum. But peace? Peace is rare, and valuable, and he who can ensure it will live forever in memory when every book recording the greatest conquerors is dust.”

 

 “You and your legacy,” Sinar said with an indulgent little smile.

 

 The goblin reached up to give his tail a yank. “You really abuse your status as the only man alive who gets to talk to me like that.”

 

 “Right back at you.” The cat man’s muzzle pursed in annoyance as he whisked his tail to the other side out of Rab Sioni’s grasp.

 

 They had arrived, though, and grew solemn again. Somehow, this never became routine, no matter how many times they went through it—twice a day by default for all these years, more when the times were troubled. Pitted old stone and asauthec torches gave way to polished white metal and inscrutable illumination gleaming from hidden recesses in the walls as they entered the deepest section of the vast tower, the Spire itself, built by the same impossibly ancient civilization from which the Goddesses had hailed.

 

 Solemn they became in the face of all this power and heritage, but did not slow, and ahead of them what appeared to be a silver wall flanked by two columns of purple glass parted and slid aside with a hiss, permitting them entry into the central sanctuary.

 

 The dozen scribes in Sinar’s employ—adept spies in their own right, here for their facility with intelligence work more than their neat penmanship—all bowed upon the pair’s entry. Sinar acknowledged his subordinates with a curt nod, Rab Sioni not at all.

 

 He simply crossed the room, dim with its faint standby lighting, and stepped up onto the platform adjacent to the central structure. It took some stretching of the legs; this thing had not been built with goblins in mind.

 

 “Everyone ready?” he asked his loyal subjects.

 

 “Yes, your Excellency!” they chorused, paper and pencils in hand and expressions acutely alert.

 

 Rab Sioni exhaled softly, embracing the sense of power and danger that was always inherent in using the great machine—it was that, or risk beginning to take it for granted, and that way lay the greatest disasters of his forebears. None had erred beyond recovery, but more times than was known to any but him and the records they had left behind, Godspire the city-state had teetered on the brink of destruction. Each time caused by misuses of the Godspire itself, the titanic artifact of the ancient gods, not by any of their mortal opponents.

 

 “This is user Rab Sioni,” he stated, switching to Latin. “Boot up.”

 

 Though he knew it was a machine, some unfathomably complex and powerful piece of technology, it always seemed alive to him in this moment when it awakened. More even than because it had a voice; the thing talked in a dull monotone, the way he would expect a clock to speak if a clock could. But in this, there came that inscrutable noise, the soft hum of vitality and power from all around. Like the purr of a vast, slowly rousing beast, if he were trapped within its coils.

 

 The room brightened, large panels along the walls and ringing the central structure changing for featureless blackness to glowing patterns of color and illegible script. The records left by previous lord governors warned sternly never to touch those.

 

“Acknowledged, user Rab Sioni,” the dull, toneless voice of the machine answered him in the same language. Why Latin? It was just one of the many mysteries surrounding the Godspire, one of the constant reminders that he was an ignorant mortal making use of dangerous equipment he didn’t begin to understand. The voice within the machine could interpret and spit back any language, as if it was Blessed with Wisdom, but multiple previous lord governors had noted in the records that it was rather obtuse and communication with it was less risky in a language it already understood. How Latin was the only one of those that was still in use, none could guess. Nobody except scholars and a few diplomats spoke Latin outside the Imperium itself, and those only in the countries immediately surrounding it. The voice resonated as if echoing from a vast distance like a Spirit’s, yet despite this otherworldly quality it was so…flat. Almost stupid. No Spirit talked like that. “System prepared to boot in safe mode. Warning: Avatar not installed. Warning: network connectivity disabled. Do you wish to troubleshoot?”

 

“No.” He had never answered anything but “no” to its initial barrage of questions, amply warned by the records left by his predecessors. Messing with the machine’s features was dangerous; allowing it to try to fix itself could ruin everything.

 

“Do you wish to install an Avatar or other AI matrix?”

 

 “No.” He didn’t even know what that one meant, and neither did anyone else who’d contributed to the records. Not that it mattered; whatever the object in question was, they didn’t have one.

 

“Do you wish to restore network connectivity?”

 

“No.”

 

 That was the most dangerous by far. “Network connectivity” meant the ability of the machine’s designers, or even other parties who better understood its workings, to reach in and manipulate it. So long as the lord governors of Godspire were the only registered users, they had sole control over its power, and the ability to turn the entire system of magic off and on at will within their domain of this one island. He, Rab Sioni the goblin, decided what Blessings worked and for whom within his city and even the bridges linking to it. It had been this way ever since the Devil King’s ancient rebellion, when he had been betrayed and his grand plans left half-complete by the first lord governor who seized control of the Godspire for himself, locking out all other parties. Even the goddesses could not tread here now; the Spire itself kept them at bay, likely the only force on Ephemera which could.

 

 The Devil King was not the forgiving type; he would take revenge at the first whisper of an opportunity. And the Goddesses very much wanted their tower back. But so long as the lord governors persisted in an unbroken chain, and never risked stepping off the island, they alone ruled here. No goddesses, no devils, no magic but that which they allowed.

 

“Booting in safe mode.”

 

 He let out a soft breath. There was no real risk, so long as he simply answered “no” to everything. But to stand in that spot, one misspoken word from ending the legacy of all his predecessors and dooming himself to what would undoubtedly be far worse than death whether the Devil King or the Sisters managed to get to him first… 

 

 Well. Rab Sioni preferred to experience the awe and terror fully every time, even if he had to prompt himself to do so deliberately, than risk complacency. It was the closest thing he had to a religion.

 

 “Display the map of the city,” he ordered.

 

 It appeared, projected in shaped light into translucent structures like the faces of Spirits, hovering above the central complex. The entire city of Godspire, sprawling to its outermost walls just within the boundaries of the island itself, encircling the complex at its center. The massive keep with its grand arena built around the base of the Spire, rising as high against its walls as merely mortal architects had been able to build, and still above that, the stark white metal of the tower of the gods itself, soaring upward far beyond the reach of mortal hands to pierce the sky.

 

 He let his eyes flicker across the shape of the city, translucent structures overlapping and interconnecting, different colors representing buildings, waterways, streets, subterranean corridors… It was a confusing mess to look at until you’d had a fair amount of experience with it, and even then took some studying before the jumble of shapes snapped into meaning.

 

 All right, what to check first, today…

 

 “Display all persons identifying as adherent to the Savindar Empire.”

 



 

 These were peaceful times; it was a fairly quick session. They spent less than two hours in the central core, performing the normal checks for hostile actors within the borders and verifying the activities of all known players. Gradually the room emptied as Sinar’s agents noted down the intelligence relevant to their own orders and scurried out to take whatever action was needed.

 

 It wasn’t much, at the moment. These were interesting times indeed, what with the recent signs and portents, but the world’s attention was mostly focused elsewhere than Godspire.

 

 Some of the earlier lord governors had posited that it was some sort of oracle, able to discern all absolute truth out of the fabric of the universe itself, but the thing proved frustratingly unable to divine any answers about anything beyond this island, or subjects not pertaining to the system of magic or the thoughts of individuals. A later lord governor had waxed philosophical in the sealed records, theorizing that magic as a concept would have to form some kind of bridge between thought and physical reality, since that was basically what spells were: ideas made physical. Thus, he reasoned—and Rab Sioni found the argument compelling—that a machine connected somehow to the function of magic itself would obviously be able to detect and respond to patterns of thought.

 

 So long as they used it diligently and with care, it made the line of lord governors untouchable.

 

 Their vaunted ability to control Blessings within the territory of Godspire was widely known, and it was enough to shut down all attempts to take the island by force. No outsiders understood the means of this power, much less the other functions of the machine which enabled it. They simply thought that Godspire’s intelligence service was unparalleled in effectiveness within its own borders and ascribed its relative mediocrity beyond them to the city-state’s historical neutrality and disinterest in intervening in foreign affairs.

 

 It was impossible to take the city by force when its defenders could use magic and attackers could not. It was equally impossible to topple it through subterfuge when its ruler controlled a device that could see through any deception, identify all spies, and know the affiliations and intentions of persons at a glance.

 

 Not to mention their locations within the city.

 

 At last, all the agent scribes had departed to attend their own duties leaving himself and Sinar alone again, and he stepped down with a sigh, knuckling his lower back. 

 

 “Now this has been a good day, old friend,” the goblin proclaimed even as the cat man finished jotting something on his own clipboard and then closed the cover on it. “A good show in the arena and an easy time on the intelligence front. If there’s nothing else on your agenda, I’m going to go relax for the rest of the afternoon.”

 

 “You wouldn’t rather save your indulgences for the hard days?” Sinar asked pointedly, but with a smile that took any rebuke out of the question.

 

 Rab Sioni waved a hand dismissively. “I would, but it’s on the hard days that I don’t have time to. I have to store up relaxation against future stress.”

 

 “Well, don’t go overboard. I know how you like to drink in your arena box, and the morning session will be brutal if you’re hungover.”

 

 “You don’t need to tell me. No, no more wine, just an hour or two in the harem. I feel the need to enjoy my dark elves. Sitting there next to Mneraven always has that effect.”

 

 “Before you do,” his spymaster said in a much more serious tone, “I do in fact have another matter to bring up.”

 

 “And here I thought things were going so well,” Rab Sioni sighed. It was his own fault for relaxing prematurely; they always addressed mundane spycraft after their sessions with the machine. “All right, how bad is it?”

 

 “That is what I wish to find out. I want your authorization and the allocation of necessary resources to launch a thorough investigation on Dount.”

 

 Rab Sioni went still, then turned toward Sinar, narrowing his eyes.

 

 “Dount? The last time we discussed Dount, you were of the opinion that Sakin and Jadrak got themselves killed for predictable reasons in unrelated events. And that the Inferno wasn’t any more significant than the other miracles.”

 

 “So I believed at the time, and that might be the case. But unrelated or not, it was enough interesting things happening closely together in a small area that I took the time to pore over all the reports we have from the island personally. There is…something. I don’t know what, your Excellency, but a lot of very surprising incidents have occurred there just within a short span of weeks. It could be random noise, that isn’t implausible on an island with that much wild space and both Viryan and Sanorite presences. But it’s enough that I would investigate for a pattern if I saw it anywhere, and being so close to our own border, I want to investigate thoroughly.”

 

 Sinar was cautious, as all in his profession were, but Rab Sioni had never known him to jump at shadows. No one succeeded for long in his profession without gaining trustworthy instincts.

 

 “Dount, hm. What kind of incidents?”
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4.17 In Which the Dark Lord's Good Mood is Spoiled


                There’s just something about knowing things other people don’t.

 

 Not like the fact that I’m secretly an uber-powerful Dark Lord walking discreetly among the populace; that kind of secret is a burden, carrying as it does the risk of being swarmed to death by every armed force on the planet if the wrong people found out. But hiking through the woods in a group of people who all believe us all to be alone and out of our element surrounded by enemies, while I have not only my hidden powers but discreet support teams moving into position ahead of us and a familiar to neutralize the prospect of the ambush we were all supposed to be afraid of? 

 

 Well, I don’t mind admitting it, this was fun. I shamelessly savored the pure, innocent smugness of it. I don’t often get to experience that, being that I’m such a terrible liar. Oh, sure, I can present a front as well as anybody, especially once I slipped into performance mode, but that’s just showtime. Lying is another matter. You have to remember what you’ve told to whom (which I simply cannot be arsed to do), and above all you have to conceal your true thoughts and feelings. Lying by omission is the best I can manage, otherwise I can really only pull it off when I have a role to play; without some specific mask to pull over my face, everything I’m thinking has a tendency to come spilling out of my mouth.

 

Back home people used to accuse me of being unable to read the atmosphere, because it never occurred to them that I could read it just fine and didn’t give a shit. God, I’d been so looking forward to going back to California… And now I was here. Fucking weeb goddesses.

 

“I’m impressed, Sister Dhinell,” I commented less than an hour into the forest. “You’re keeping up very well.”

 

The priestess shot me a scowl. “What, you expected me to falter a few minutes in?”

 

“Kinda,” I admitted. “Being in the clergy seems like an indoorsy career path; I guess I underestimated you. Pretty silly in hindsight, considering we met at the King’s Guild.”

 

 “Oh, so you do remember that now.”

 

“It’s coming back to me. Anyway, good job! Glad to have companions I can rely on. Let me know if you need anything.”

 

She squinted suspiciously at me, meeting nothing but a bland smile in return. After a moment, she grunted and turned her attention back forward, and I allowed my smile to widen. That was the moment when pushing on with a bit more deliberate kindness could have started mending the rift, so of course I shut up.

 

 Openly snipping at the others would just set Rhydion on my ass, so I didn’t. There was really no need, when nothing would unsettle and annoy Dhinell like me being actually nice. Now she’d be miffed at being denied an excuse to unsheath her own claws, and waiting for the other shoe to fall. And just like that, I had something to occupy me while we hiked. I did not much care for Sister Dhinell; she had all the built-in arrogance and casual cruelty of the highborn with none of the actual rank or power to justify it. Plus, her stated role in this campaign was as a spellcaster, and thus she was rendered superfluous by my presence. As far as I was concerned, Dhinell was officially here to be my emotional chew toy when I got bored.

 

“You’re not doing badly yourself, my lord,” Harker commented dryly from the front of the procession, where he was walking with Rhydion. “Much of what people assume about priestesses is also fair to apply to aristocrats. Don’t hesitate to sing out if you need a break.”

 

I wasn’t quite so hypocritical as to be annoyed at having my own little game turned against me. On the contrary, I had to grin. So far I kind of liked Harker. He was standoffish and borderline rude at times, but witty and clearly an observer of people. My kind of guy.

 

“Oh, I just like to save up all my whining and moaning for later,” I said airily, “and let it out all at once when I have time to sit down and relax. Right, Aster?”

 

“I believe the reasoning is that if he can’t properly relax, no one else should either,” she said, deadpan. Attagirl; my routine wouldn’t be half as funny without my reliable straight man.

 

 “Well, that might be now, depending on what our peerless leader decides.” Harker came to a stop, peering around, and the rest of us straggled to a halt around him. We were in a small clearing where the surrounding khora seemed to have choked out any competition, but I personally wouldn’t have chosen this as a campsite. There was no flat ground, the forest floor sloping precipitously to our left toward a stream we could hear but not see, and the footing was made all the more treacherous by the knee-high prickly bushes which concealed the ground. “This is it. The beastfolk don’t have fixed borders or anything, but anybody who ventures into the forest often knows the approximates, and we’re at one of my landmarks. Til now we’ve been hiking through the fringes the squirrels don’t consider properly theirs. Any farther in and we start risking encountering their scouts. Much farther and we’ll be on turf they feel…proprietary about.”

 

 “Surely you’re not proposing to stop now,” Dhinell said scornfully. “We’ve been moving for scarcely an hour. It’s not even late afternoon!”

 

 “I am not in charge here, Sister, and neither are you,” Harker replied in an exaggeratedly patient tone that adroitly called her out for the attitude without actually risking a confrontation. “My job is to relay facts and present options. That’s me, expert fact-relayer and option-presenter, hired to explain what’s what in the deep forest so Rhydion can decide what to do about it.”

 

“You indicated previously that you don’t expect a first encounter with the squirrelfolk to be immediately violent, Harker,” Rhydion himself answered.

 

 “Correct,” Harker said, nodding. “They’re a lot more uppity if they catch a wolf or goblin rooting around, which is why those mostly stay out. We’re Fflyr, though, and they know what’ll happen if King’s Guild personnel go missing in the vicinity of their lands. Squirrels have even been known to give aid to dumbass adventurers who get hurt or lost out here. Especially with you and Rhydion both wearing Radiant Convocation colors, Sister, plus him with the fancy artifact armor.”

 

 If anything, her scorn only deepened. “You’re suggesting these creatures understand the significance of Fflyr heraldry?”

 

 “The beasts live in the shadow of their betters,” Harker said, his demeanor of performative patience taking on an extra layer of weariness. “Yes, they make sure to be acquainted with important symbols, both Fflyr and Shylver. I’m bringing it up now because of the timing. We make an early camp here, we can rise early and probably get to their village well before sunset. But if we press on, we’re gonna have to make camp inside what is definitely their territory. My previous opinion stands: I do not think the squirrels will attack us on sight. However, these are ambush predators, not up-front fighters like the wolves. If all the shit going on lately has changed their attitude and they do decide to get hostile, having most of us asleep when their scouts find us will play right into their strategy.”

 

“That would be true anywhere, or against any foe,” Rhydion murmured. “Can you opine about the likelihood that their usual patterns will have been changed by these events?”

 

He shook his head. “They’re the most reclusive of the beast tribes; even the lizards are happier to talk in the unlikely event you ever see one. Everything anybody knows about the squirrels comes from observing them at a distance, they don’t allow anybody a direct look at their culture. Lord Seiji’s tip about them having something to do with this so-called witch and the undead is the biggest single insight into squirrel business I’ve ever heard.”

 

The paladin nodded, then turned, facing his helmet deeper into the forest as he considered. We all waited with varying degrees of tension for his decree.

 

 “We should not tarry,” he finally announced. “This task cannot be undertaken without risk, and risks must be weighed. It sounds as if the risks of pressing forward are reasonable.”

 

He started moving again with no more ado, Harker falling into step beside him. The scout glanced back at me with a little smile.

 

“Pack treating you okay, Lord Seiji?”

 

Okay, come on now. A joke is all about timing; you have to know when to let it go. A good bit is only ruined by running it into the ground.

 

“Believe me, when I start to have trouble, you’ll know,” I said in my cheeriest tone, following along with Aster at my side, her eyes already roving the surrounding shadows. Dhinell had been left behind by our initial movements but bulled ahead to put herself between Rhydion and me, as before. Aster and I exchanged a glance, forbearing comment. Trailing along with everybody else’s eyes directed away from us suited my purposes just fine.

 

 And indeed, we were having no trouble with the heavy packs, thanks largely to the gift of goblin strength. Man I loved that; it would be well worth putting up with Zui’s general Zui-ness for that alone, never mind her other useful attributes. The best part was that it was a magical gift, not a biological augmentation of our muscles. That meant there had been none of the adjustment period I’d been worried about, no having to re-learn how to walk or crushing small objects we carelessly picked up. Aster, Nazralind and I had all adjusted instantly and still moved without difficulty, except now we were able to exercise up to about twice our normal strength, intuitively using the ability whenever and however we needed it.

 

 At least something about this fucked-up magic system was smooth and user-friendly.

 

 The main fly in my ointment was self-inflicted: my policy had been to present myself as close to highborn customs as possible, so as to assert the authority I required to move among them when necessary. And since their actual customs were either inscrutable to me or morally abhorrent, that mostly came down to dressing in highborn fashion.

 

The style of coat I wore, I had learned, was called a raddnythn, and it was almost as stupidly impractical to wear as it was to pronounce.

 

 Like a haori, it didn’t close in the front. Instead, conspicuous consumption was displayed in a tall collar that was starched to rise above ear level (interfering with my peripheral vision), wide cuffs that were rolled back almost to the elbow, and a sloping hem that was knee-length in the front and fell to a divided tail that descended to ankle height. Also, as I had frequently had cause to lament, it didn’t have pockets. The things looked rad as hell, I was willing to admit that and I’d be lying if I denied it was a factor in my embrace of the garment. Man, though, it was a bad design for any purpose except peacocking. It was as if the point was to emphasize that noblemen would never have to actually do anything constructive, including be outdoors for any length of time during the winter, and in most cultures that would be hyperbole but knowing highborn it might well have been the literal point of the design. To survive in this weather it was augmented with gloves, a long scarf, and a kind of padded waistcoat, plus a second smaller scarf which was wound around the head and ears in a turban-like arrangement.

 

 All this was impractical for everybody, but it posed a particular problem for me in that I didn’t have a convenient place to hide Biribo. In my Healer getup he could lurk deep in my hood, perfectly positioned to whisper tactical data into my ear as he sensed it. The raddnythn had literally no place to conceal him that wouldn’t have been an immediate giveaway. Luckily for Biribo, he still had his cozy padded nest in the pocket of Aster’s far more pragmatic, lowborn-style coat. He was undoubtedly the most comfortable of any of us, but the cost of it was that he couldn’t keep me updated on surrounding details in real time.

 

 He could, of course, still pop out and give a warning, but wouldn’t unless something so dangerous happened that it was worth spilling all the beans in front of Rhydion and his two lackeys…which ruled out almost every situation and if he decided to pull that trigger would only mean I was a different kind of fucked. 

 

Not ideal.

 

“It is ironic,” Rhydion said as we walked, “all our months of research have avoided focusing on the one topic which it turned out at the last moment was crucially relevant, and now we are going to visit the squirrels with little to no idea what to expect. I know you said information is scarce, Harker, but is there anything else you can tell us?”

 

 “Hmmm…” Harker didn’t pause his own careful perusal of our surroundings while considering his answer. You could tell just by looking that the guy really was a practiced wilderness scout; he put each foot down carefully without sacrificing speed and never stopped scanning the shadows. “Problem isn’t that there’s no information, exactly, so much as there’s nothing…reliable. Rumors, tall tales from some guy’s cousin when he was drunk… Going in with misconceptions can be worse than goin’ in ignorant.”

 

“A wise observation,” Rhydion agreed. “Consider patterns among the rumors, then. You have lived and worked on Dount for years in close cooperation with others who venture into the forest. Widely-repeated stories may still be misconceptions, but they can provide valuable hints.”

 

“Patterns, huh,” Harker grunted. “Actually… I suppose this might be wishful thinking, considering what we’re up to, but if you step back and consider what little gets repeated about the squirrels it does suggest they tend to be, uh…charitable.”

 

 “That’s hardly what you’ve been telling us up til now,” Dhinell huffed. “All your dire warnings about poisons and arrows out of the dark…”

 

“All definitely true, Sister. The squirrels are territorial and reclusive. Nah, it’s a matter of how they relate to the few people they’ve decided aren’t a threat. I mentioned them helping injured King’s Guild people, those are verified accounts.”

 

“Undoubtedly attempting to forestall retaliation from the Guild,” the priestess sniffed.

 

 Harker shook his head, not bothering to look back at her. “Easier for them to let nature take its course. They haven’t attacked any Guild parties, and have such a long-established history of not doing that it wouldn’t be anybody’s first suspicion. Could just let a dumbass die in the forest; that’s what a lot of fellow adventurers would do. Nah, I think it says something that they do help. Plus, there’s a persistent pattern of stories that they’re kinder to half-breeds than most.”

 

Aster glanced at me and I deliberately refrained from perking up my attention in a way that would be noticed. Half-breeds, huh? Sato hadn’t mentioned the squirrel folk, but then he hadn’t exactly been in a relaxed or chatty mood. Should I have asked him?

 

 “Half-breeds,” Dhinell scoffed. “Surely there are hardly enough of those for it to matter.”

 

 “No half-squirrels,” said Harker. “I’ve never seen or heard of one, and there’d be no mistaking those fluffy tails. But nah, there are a handful of half-wolves and half-cats roaming around Dount. The beast tribes aren’t any more friendly toward ‘em than we are, so they tend to stick to the deep forest, either in the unclaimed reaches or the territory of whichever tribe doesn’t attack whichever kind they are on sight. I’ve talked with a few over the years. Seems the squirrels don’t tolerate outsiders poaching on their land, but they’re allowed to pass through and even trade with the squirrel tribe, so long as they keep their paws to themselves. That’s a better deal than they get on the rest of Dount.”

 

 “Ugh, half-breeds,” Dhinell grumbled in the tone of someone who just wanted to grumble and this happened to be the topic currently dangling in front of her. “I cannot imagine how those abominations even come to exist in the first place. Disgusting.”

 

And this was why I did not feel bad about heckling her for my own callow amusement.

 

 “Well, you see, Sister,” I explained in my most serious tone, “when a man and a beastwoman, or vice versa, love each other very much, or get very drunk—”

 

 “Refrain from being any more repulsive than you can help,” she snapped. “Have you ever seen a beastman? The idea that anyone could… Some people are truly beyond the Goddess’s light.”

 

“At least beastfolk are intelligent,” Aster said, deadpan. “Actual zoophiles exist, you know. I hear it gets boring out on a farm.”

 

I had to suppress a snicker. Harker glanced back at us with a fleeting smirk of his own. Yeah, all things considered, I liked Harker.

 

“They tend to crop up in waves,” the scout explained in a blithe tone not unlike Aster’s, which I was starting to recognize as the distinctive cadence lowborn used when deliberately winding up the highborn with a veneer of deniability. “Beastfolk swell in numbers, and get uppity without reminders of their place, so the Clans launch a suppressive action about every ten years or so. There’s always a handful of half-breeds a year or so later.”

 

There was a short silence while the rest of us did the math. Rhydion’s helmet shifted slightly toward Harker as they walked.

 

“Wait,” Dhinell protested. “So—why? I cannot believe—”

 

 “Point of a suppressive action isn’t to thin the numbers,” Harker said wryly. “Some of that happens incidentally, sure, but we don’t want to wipe out the beastfolk. They’re a comforting buffer between us and the dark elves. Nah, it’s about emphasizing their place. The goal’s to humiliate and demoralize. I was along on the last one into cat turf—lots of King’s Guild hirelings, but it was sponsored by Clan Yldyllich, who actually have to worry about the catfolk bordering ‘em.”

 

“You were,” Dhinell said in an openly distasteful tone which anyone could have warned her was just going to encourage him.

 

“Oh, sure,” Harker nattered on in what I can only describe as understated relish. “Confiscate valuables, set fire to some shit, smack ‘em around. You know, generally apply the Fflyr boot where it won’t be forgotten in a hurry. I dunno any of the lads who’re exactly chomping at the bit to get between a pair of furry legs, but hey, it’s what the cause calls for. And once you pummel enough compliance into ‘em that it’s not too risky to look away from their faces, well, pussy is pussy. Right, Lord Seiji?”

 

I no longer liked Harker.

 

 Aster was staring ahead with the fixed expression of someone whose real thoughts would combust on contact with the oxygen if she allowed them to leak. Even Dhinell had fallen quiet, her customarily disdainful look having morphed into one of quiet but solemn fury.

 

 “You’re a real piece of shit, aren’t you, Harker?” I answered in my calmest voice.

 

“Yeah, yeah.” He gave me just enough attention to smirk before returning his focus to the ongoing survey of the shadows ahead of us. “I’ve been called worse, by people who matter a lot more than you.”

 

 Oh, I was really looking forward to the day he learned how wrong he was about the second part of that. I began at that moment to lay plans for it to be properly dramatic.

 

“It’s a good case in point of the topic we were discussing earlier, Lord Seiji,” Rhydion commented into the suddenly icy silence. “Hearing that, your instinctive response is obvious. But what would it change?”

 

“I have many apt and compelling answers to that, some of them also rather droll, but I respect a good rant when I see one shaping up so I’ll let you continue.”

 

 “Thank you. What you’ve just heard is a description of an institutional practice—one with roots in culture itself, which would not be uprooted even by dissolving the institutions in question. What you are planning to do to Harker about it would change nothing.”

 

 “You know what, I’ve just realized something,” I said. “What was bothering me about your whole perspective that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. You’re a big picture guy, well and good. But these aren’t intellectual exercises we’re talking about, not vast social trends without consequences for real people. If you wanna get all ivory tower about it, what purpose does any kind of justice system serve? That perspective completely forgets that victims deserve retribution.”

 

“And is delivering that satisfaction to victims worth perpetuating an overall system which is certain to continue creating more victims?”

 

 “That’s an interesting and important question, well worth discussing. What it is not is an answer to the question I just asked you.”

 

“Perhaps you have a point,” he allowed. “A better rejoinder might be to remind you that abrupt retaliation by previously uninvolved parties is not justice. Justice is, itself, a system—not merely the mechanisms by which retribution is carried out, but an overall structure which assures those who live within it that fairness exists and will be protected. It is incompatible with violent vengeance.”

 

 “Right, just like nobody should have to drink muddy canal water but when it’s that or die of dehydration, they boil it twice and make do. Likewise, in a system in which there is no fucking justice, vengeance is all that’s left. Doesn’t make it ideal or even right, but it makes it the only option. People just have to get by with what they can.”

 

 “And in such a scenario, it seems to me that anyone seeking to enact retribution would have to do so with care and strategy, to avoid creating a decisive backlash. A fundamental weakness of vengeance as opposed to justice is its constant creation of cycles of violence; I refer to something different, hence my use of the word decisive. Blind retaliation risks an immediate and total reversal. Take Harker, for example.”

 

 “Thanks, I believe I will,” I said sweetly. Harker’s head shifted slightly to one side, not quite enough to look at me over his shoulder. But I could see him listening.

 

 “It is common enough for a man to use conversation to feel out new companions, seeking to discern their level of sympathy with his darker impulses. Common, almost habitual. Usually relatively safe—it is a practice developed for that purpose, after all. But in the presence of one unknown quantity, such a customarily safe practice may become a lethal mistake. Coming from the context of Fflyr Dlemathlys in general and the King’s Guild in particular, our Master Harker was not at all prepared for you, Lord Seiji. It would not occur to him that a person would plan and carry out a unilateral execution on a point of principle, and take the abuse of women and tribesfolk a sufficient cause, and consider the matter important enough to politely withhold action until some future date when I am no longer a mitigating presence. There are not only no people in his circle of acquaintances in which all those factors align; from a cultural framework of Dount and the King’s Guild, they tend to counter-indicate or even outright contradict one another. And so his normally safe enough testing of the waters resulted in an axe over his head which will never relent until it finds an opportunity to fall. You see my point?”

 

 Harker had not slowed his pace or altered his body language in the slightest. Like most lowborn, this was clearly a guy well-practiced in concealing his true thoughts in the presence of dangerous individuals. He glanced back, though—just barely, turning his head just enough that I glimpsed only the sliver of one eye.

 

“I do indeed,” I said sweetly, smiling directly at Harker until he looked away again.

 

“It falls to me, then,” Rhydion continued, “to emphasize that if Harker comes to an unexpected and grisly end at some point after our business is concluded and I have left, I will hear of it. I will also know with whom to take up the matter, and take it upon myself to finish it. That will be nothing more than fair, given the other party’s stated position with regard to retribution, don’t you agree?”

 

 “Your claim to moral authority is not helped by who and what you choose to protect, Rhydion,” I said coldly. “It’s funny how all of it comes down to nothing more than preserving the status quo.”

 

 “Indeed, inaction as a motivation is always wrong, on that we agree. Those who consider sitting astride a fence to be some kind of high ground are morally, intellectually and strategically bankrupt. Inaction as a specific course of action is another thing entirely. There are often situations in which the correct action is to wait for the right moment. For instance: now that I am the only thing standing between Harker and your violent expressions of sympathy for the downtrodden, I have the power to withdraw that protection at any second. And I will, should there be any further abuse of this kind against beastfolk or anyone else on his part.”

 

There was a pause in which Rhydion shifted his helmet to look directly at Harker, who did not respond. His acknowledgment wasn’t necessary, though; we all knew he’d heard and understood.

 

 “And now,” Rydion finally continued, “I have a muzzle on both your worst impulses. One which does not preclude the possibility of growth or redemption, nor eliminates all the good you two can still go on to do in the world—and grants me opportunity to guide you both toward that good. And all I had to do to achieve all this was sit back and let you talk.”

 

 I hated that it was such a perfect demonstration of his point that we all walked in acquiescent silence for the next couple of minutes, but I just plain didn’t have anything to say in response. Dhinell was radiating unwarranted smugness despite having done nothing and I suspected understood little of it; she just considered Rhydion’s wins to be her own by virtue of affiliation. Aster’s placid silence irked me more. If anything, I’d have expected her to be on my side with regard to Harker.

 

 “Seems unfair, though,” I commented after a while. “Harker’s a professional adventurer and a deep forest specialist. He’s definitely going to die suddenly and violently, one way or another. That was always true since well before I came along.”

 

 “Indeed,” Rhydion agreed. “And had you not made such a habit of expressing your moral virtues through homicide, it would not now be your problem. Lessons are all around us, Lord Seiji, if we are open to them.”

 

I was really starting to hate this guy.
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                    Didn't do my good mood any favors, either.  Man, this story is emotionally tiring sometimes.



                



4.18 In Which the Dark Lord Gets His Way


                As planned, our eventual campsite was well within what Harker informed us was squirrelfolk territory. He also claimed the squirrels probably had scouts watching us by now, but so far they hadn’t seen fit to introduce themselves. They also hadn’t shot anyone with a poison dart, so it wasn’t all disappointment.

 

We settled into the hollowed-out husk of a dead khora rather like the one in which the cat tribe’s Spirit was housed; Dhinell commented that such a huge quantity of intact khora shell was ideal for highborn architecture and worth a fortune if it were possible to haul it out of the dense forest and back to civilization. She didn’t think it was funny when I immediately began carving my name into it.

 

In kanji, for once. My dad wasn’t around to be confused and frustrated by my use of hiragana, which it turned out sucked all the fun out of it.

 

It was actually relatively cozy, once the asauthec fire in the center had time to work. The khora walls made a very effective windbreak; it wasn’t as warm as being indoors, but it beat the hell out of camping in the open in this weather.

 

I appreciated this even more when it was my turn to step outside and visit the designated pee spot. With night fallen and the relative warmth of a semi-enclosed space with a fire now cut off, the wind was like knives through my coat. It was also spooky as hell, whistling eerily through the hard shells and odd protrusions of the surrounding khora, their fronds withdrawn from the cold. But it had to be done, and not just to answer the usual call of nature.

 

Aster had gone right before me, and I found Biribo hovering quietly in the darkness, waiting. After buttoning up, I stepped a few meters further away from our campsite into the shadow of another looming hulk of khora before gesturing him to proceed.

 

“Harker was right, boss,” he said very quietly, buzzing closer to be heard next to my ear without raising his voice. “You’ve had at least one squirrel stalking the group at any given time during the last five hours. The first was replaced by another scout three hours ago and went off in the direction of the village at high speed, and an hour after that a second one joined ‘em following you. Two more have showed up since we made camp. They’re arranged around the site, watching.”

 

“So the whole village knows we’re coming,” I murmured as softly as I could. “Guess Harker was right about them not attacking, too. Well, so far, so good. Okay, I know the setup is the opposite of ideal given my current costume but I’m gonna need you to stick with me from here on, Biribo. Probably should’ve done it earlier, in fact. This is gonna be tight and a little awkward but there should be room for you to hide inside my scarf. That’ll keep you close enough to my ear to feed me intel, too.”

 

“Gonna be a bit tricky, yeah, I’ll have to actively hold it closed. But no worries, boss, hiding in clothes is all part of the familiar gig. Blessed with Wisdom always need to play it discreet.”

 

“Any sign of goblin support?”

 

“No tunnel entrances near here, boss. We’ve passed over some tunnels that came fairly near the surface, though, and there was movement in ‘em. Gizmit knows where you’re going, where you started from, and about how fast you can move. She’ll keep people as close to your position as possible.”

 

“Good point, Gizmit’s always on the ball. Anything else to report while we’re out here?”

 

“This may seem redundant, but be careful around Rhydion, boss. It’s a real bad sign that I can’t tell what that armor does; I should be able to identify enchantments on sight. That’s not unprecedented, but artifacts that block familiar senses are always the absolute highest tier. We’re talkin’ top grade enchantments on every piece and probably some massive bonus powers for having the whole set. And I’m pretty sure that helmet has some kind of…detection or oracular function. He picks up on too much to just be smart.”

 

“So, Rhydion knows more about everyone else than they do about him, and I probably can’t take him in a fight. Not news, but the confirmation’s worth having. Okay, let’s get you tucked in before I freeze my balls off out here.”

 

I returned to the shell, Biribo carefully hidden inside my scarf. Harker nodded once at me and stepped aside to let me in through the gap, his expression carefully blank. “Careful” was a good overall description of how he’d acted toward me since our earlier exchange. I gave him a sunny smile, because I knew he was smart enough to recognize that it was the most threatening thing I could possibly do with Rhydion looming over our shoulders.

 

 Harker was on first watch. I was not particularly worried about that, for all that murdering me in my sleep would be the most effective way out of the problem Rhydion had warned him he’d created for himself this afternoon. Because yes, that was absolutely a problem. Nobody got off the kill list until they got off the alive list; I was just going to have to be a lot more careful about it, or wait until I was confident I could deal with Rhydion and whatever he threw at me. But for now, even aside from having reclaimed Biribo, Harker knew what Rhydion would do to him if I woke up dead.

 

What a happy little band we were.

 

Aster was stretched out on her back against one wall of the khora shell, holding her sheathed greatsword like a teddy bear. Rhydion and Dhinell both sat against protrusions of it closer to the fire, leaning back in fairly relaxed postures suggesting they intended to sleep upright. Both were still, and while Rhydion’s state behind that visor was anyone’s guess, Dhinell still had her eyes open, staring into the fire.

 

I had just settled myself into the least uncomfortable nook I could find when she spoke, turning to look at me.

 

 “So. Whom, exactly, have you murdered, that you’ve apparently made a habit of it?”

 

“Criminals,” I said, also turning my head to stare at the flames. “Bandits, mostly. Also some city gangsters. Whether you consider those a separate group is just quibbling over definitions, really. A prolific serial child abuser one time. Oh, and some cannibals once—that was a weird day.”

 

I paused, feeling her stare on me but not looking at her, and frowned.

 

“Lots of rapists. Overlapping with basically every other category. Just…holy shit, so many rapists. Rape seems to be Dount’s national sport.”

 

“Hm,” the priestess murmured noncommittally. “You almost seem to take that…personally. Peculiar, for a man.”

 

 “Yeah, see, that’s exactly the kind of fucked up attitude that created this problem,” I lectured. “I don’t know how any person with a conscience can see the aftermath of something like that, or even just talk to someone it happened to, and not take it personally. That’s part of being human. What sort of twisted, soulless waste of air could just…do that to someone and walk away feeling like they still deserve to live?”

 

I turned to stare pointedly at Harker. He was still staring pointedly out into the dark, pretending not to listen.

 

“Well. I suppose that’s no one who mattered, then,” Dhinell finally said, grudgingly. “I was prepared to dismiss you as a monster, but there are indeed some individuals who are worth nothing but a swift removal from existence.”

 

I grimaced, shifting to look at Rhydion.

 

 “Does it sound that gross when I say it?”

 

“In what way do you imagine yourself to be fundamentally unlike anyone else who might express such a sentiment?” the paladin asked quietly. Yeah, I knew he wasn’t asleep.

 

 “Your hypocrisy is truly without bounds,” Dhinell snorted in disgust.

 

 “You know what’s really funny?” I mused. “Just…absolutely hilarious, the best joke the goddesses ever played? All of that is just in the last few months. Since this summer. Before that, in my home country… Hell, I don’t think I’d ever been in a physical altercation since my voice dropped. We don’t go around murdering people where I’m from. I would have derisively laughed at anyone who suggested I might ever find any reason to take a human life.” 

 

I paused for the requisite beat before delivering the punchline.

 

 “And then I came to Fflyr Dlemathlys, the worst place in the universe. Home to a staggering proportion of unsalvageable people who cannot be prevented from behaving like monsters except by being prevented from breathing. Not to mention a plurality of people who absolutely refuse to exercise basic common sense or moral decency until they’ve been made to understood that the alternative is a sword through the ribs. I’m not going to sit here and pretend to be a good person, but I will tell you this from experience: I’m glad to be as good a person as my surroundings will allow me to be. In this shithole country, that’s not fucking very.”

 

“I’m sorry we fall so short of your exacting standards, Lord Seiji,” Dhinell said bitterly, glaring into the fire.

 

“My standards are exceedingly lax. That’s the issue.”

 

“And yet,” Rhydion said quietly, “despite coming from a realm of peace and plenty, you find yourself so easily adapted to one of violence and privation.”

 

 “You think it was easy?”

 

“It is hard to avoid the conclusion, if it has only been a few months. You have become amazingly comfortable with it in a very short time.”

 

 “You think I’m comfortable?”

 

 “Perhaps that is not fair,” he acknowledged. “At the very least, violence seems to have become your first resort. I would think, Lord Seiji, this might prime you to have some empathy for those who have not been fortunate enough to grow up under the kind of standards you have. You mention wondering how a man can so casually commit rape, but have you truly wondered? Asked yourself what is it that causes such an abhorrent thing to be so widespread, so easy? If you had truly considered the way large forces shape people, I think you would be less willing to try something as futile as changing the world one death at a time.”

 

“Who are you under that helmet?” I asked suddenly.

 

Rhydion shifted his head to point his visor at me.

 

“For all intents and purposes, there is no one under it. No doubt you think I am being evasive, but I assure you, Lord Seiji, this is a spiritual matter for me. I have forsworn all privilege and rank, and even any identity beyond my given name. I am only Rhydion, graced with this armor and the mission that goes with it. I serve the Goddess, and that is all.”

 

 “Ah, so you are highborn,” I said, smirking. “I was pretty sure, but hell, for all I knew you could be a stack of three goblins under there.”

 

Dhinell muttered something that sounded unfriendly, but apparently I had trained her by now not to try engaging me directly.

 

“I am no one,” Rhydion stubbornly repeated. “Only—”

 

 “Yeah, yeah, I heard you. But you were talking about empathy, and origin stories, and I have to wonder: have you ever been made to feel truly helpless?”

 

“Anyone,” he said softly, “who has tried to make any kind of difference in the world knows that feeling.”

 

 “Sure, in the grand scale, cosmic sense. But I mean personally. Maliciously. Do you have any idea what it is like to have someone’s boot on your neck? To live under a person tormenting you for their own self-satisfaction, knowing you can do nothing about it? Because that is what every day is like for a lot more people than otherwise. And if you’ve never been in that position, it takes some fucking nerve to go on about systems and bigger pictures while people right in front of you are crying out for vindication.”

 

The firelight oscillated smoothly across the glossy surface of his armor, asauthec flames burning as they did more steadily and with less flickering and sparks than any campfire I’d known on Earth. For a long span of seconds Rhydion said nothing. I just stared at him in silence as it stretched out into a minute, and then more.

 

It sounded almost abrupt when he finally broke the silence.

 

“I was not dissembling, Lord Seiji, when I said that you and I have much to learn from each other. True, I do believe I can teach you a great deal, and I hope to guide your ambitions in a more productive direction. But it is also true that I am a deeply imperfect person, pursuing deeply imperfect efforts. Already, you do not disappoint. This perspective…is something I should consider.”

 

I shrugged, working my shoulders back into my chosen crevice and feeling the subtle shifting within my scarf as Biribo clutched it to keep himself secure and concealed. It was nice to get a win, for once.

 



 

 Well before they finally deigned to show themselves, I found myself starting to like the squirrelfolk. It was knowing that they were around us watching that did it—that, and knowing they knew we had to at least suspect. Drawing out the tension that way was some classic showtime. I could definitely work with people who had an appreciation for theatricality.

 

It was nearly noon the following day before they appeared and solidified my impression, four of them materializing out of the shadows around us in perfect unison. Dhinell jumped violently and shrieked; Aster and Harker both instinctively dropped into combat stances, reaching for their weapons. Only Rhydion and I did not react apart from stopping our forward walk.

 

I, because thanks to Biribo whispering to me, I’d had a few seconds warning. Really made me wonder what Rhydion’s deal was. What else could that helmet do? Or was he actually just that frosty under pressure?

 

“Peace,” Rhydion urged, holding out a hand toward Harker. Aster had already removed hers from the handle of her greatsword and straightened back up. “Forgive the reaction, friends. My companions were merely startled. Upon my word of honor, we have not come here intending harm.”

 

“Wise, to grab a weapon when suddenly approached in the forest,” a squirrel man replied. “Wiser still to release it when not threatened.”

 

“Unwise to sneak up on armed people,” I countered, ignoring Rhydion turning to stare at me. “Unless you already knew we were no threat.”

 

“Meaning no threat is not the same as being no threat,” retorted the squirrel, but then smiled. “But it still matters.”

 

 To an extent, these were very much like the cat and wolf people I already knew, at least in the sense of being animalistic humanoids rather than the friendly-looking furries of internet art from back home. They had the same basic traits: fur all over, animal heads, very large paws for feet, fluffy tails. My god were those tails fluffy, and enormous, arching up over their heads and twitching subtly. Even aside from that difference, though, something about them nagged at me as different.

 

It took me a second but I caught on: their faces were slightly more human than the wolves or cats. Still definitely squirrel-like but not exactly squirrel heads sized up and planted on a humanoid torso, for what I realized was the simple reason that squirrels were herbivores. Wolves and cats were predators, which meant eyes on the front of the face for depth perception. Herbivores, like squirrels, have them on the sides of the skull for wider field of view. These were altered just enough to have those eyes aiming forward.

 

“Well met,” Rhydion said, turning from me back toward the squirrel scout who had spoken. “We apologize for the intrusion into your territory. Our hope was specifically to speak with you.”

 

 “Hum,” the squirrel said in a noncommittal tone. “Promising, that you call it our territory. Or is it only because you want something?”

 

“Well, whose is it, if not yours?” I asked. “You live here.”

 

He shifted his inscrutable stare to me, and I took some comfort in the fact that while all four of them were holding bows, they were in a relaxed posture with arrows not drawn.

 

“The Fflyr claim to own the whole of Dount, last I heard. As do the Shylver. Living between the two, we are…cautious.”

 

I snorted. “I could claim Dount belongs to me and it would mean exactly as much.” For now.

 

He smiled again.

 

“From what I understand,” said Rhydion in a brave attempt to regain control of the conversation, “it is rare that you would approach outsiders so directly and openly. May I hope that you are amenable to cooperating, or at least conversing?”

 

“Hum,” the squirrel repeated, slowly shifting his head to size up each of us in turn. “Rhydion. Harker. And…Lord Seiji. The women we do not know, but a priestess and a warrior, yes? An interesting group.”

 

 Everyone glanced at me, all but visibly wondering how the squirrels knew my name. Quite apart from my disinclination to answer questions like that, at the moment I was rather curious about it myself.

 

“I assure you,” Rhydion continued doggedly, “our business is not with you, except incidentally. We are investigating the undead in this forest, and hope to stem them at their source. We’ve heard accounts of a witch at the root of this, and rumor that it is your tribe which can tell us more.”

 

“Ah, yes.” The squirrel turned back to stare at me in particular. “You helped the wolves. Chatty, were they?”

 

“Gotta say they didn’t come across as particularly fond of you, either,” I replied cheerfully.

 

“Unusual for them to be chatty,” he replied, his stare unwavering. “Not friendly to outsiders, the wolves.”

 

“I find that most people become a lot more approachable when they’re suffering the aftermath of a forest fire and undead outbreak and I have healing magic to offer them.”

 

“Ah. And this is the arrangement you offer us? In exchange for information?”

 

“We have not come here to make demands of you,” Rhydion said firmly. “Lord Seiji’s healing is but one of the things on offer. If you will help us, I am determined to provide fair compensation.”

 

“No,” I said suddenly.

 

Everyone turned to glare at me, which as usual I enjoyed. I kept my own expression intent and calm, though, fixed on the spokessquirrel.

 

“Lord Seiji,” Rhydion warned.

 

 “If any of your people need healing,” I said, ignoring him, “due to zombies or the Inferno or whatever else, I’ll offer it. No quid pro quo, no strings attached. It would be nice if you felt like being helpful afterward, but let’s consider that due to…a more favorable outlook on us. I won’t consider you indebted if you don’t. Either way, I’m not interested in letting people suffer if I can help.”

 

 I couldn’t forget my own agenda, here. Adding the squirrels to my Crusade would be a big win. With effective control of the entire western forest, I would be the dividing power between Sanorite and Viryan territory, and with my tentacles running all through the Fflyr presence on this island, I would finally have breathing room to turn and deal with Shylverrael before they decided to deal with me.

 

 “Hum. Interesting, interesting.” Part of it was doubtless due to his animal features, but it wasn’t just that; this guy was deliberately composed and difficult to read, in both expression and tone. “And is that the deal you made with the wolves?”

 

I smiled pleasantly. “What other deals I’ve made with whom is not, at this time, any of your business. Should it transpire that we become friends, I may change my mind about that. I’m sure you of all people understand the value of privacy, and discretion.”

 

Rhydion was staring at me so fixedly that I could feel it despite his all-obscuring visor. As much trouble as his displeasure could conceivably cause me, I could not deny a real element of satisfaction at having him on the back foot for a change.

 

“Interesting,” the squirrel repeated. “I am Vylkher. I will make no deals, and I will tell you nothing.”

 

“Now see here,” Dhinell hissed.

 

“Please, Sister,” Rhydion said, holding out a hand toward her. “Vylkher, I do not wish to—”

 

“That is not rejection,” Vylkher interrupted. “I am a hunter, a scout; I do not lead. You know what it is, I think, to answer to those more important than yourselves? Some of you more than others, perhaps. I have my orders. The Seer has foreseen your coming, considered it carefully, and made her decision. If you wish, you may come with us. She will speak with you and discern your truth. Until she gives leave, none of our people will deal with you.”

 

A Seer? I began to have a bad feeling about this. That could be just a religious or ceremonial title, but on a world with Spirits and Blessings of Wisdom, it could also mean someone with a very real power to penetrate deceptions and secrets—in short, exactly the last person I wanted to be in a room with.

 

So, of course—

 

“We agree,” Rhydion stated, nodding. “Thank you for your cooperation, Vylkher. It will be an honor to converse with your Seer. Please, lead the way.”

 

Yep, there it was. Story of my life.
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Incredibly frustrating development.  I was making good progress finally, but I ended up having to backtrack because what I managed to write pushed the story into a corner that cut off important future developments.  I had to toss out part of what I'd already written and now I have to take more time to retreat to the drawing board and re-plan.

 

The timing couldn't be worse.  I was trying so hard to catch up on the update schedule for Avenist chapters and now I can't see having this one done by next update time, let alone the last one.  

 

I apologize for this, but rather than let my top tier backers fall even farther behind on the rewards they're owed I'm taking a one-chapter release break.  So the current Scion chapter will go up to RR on Friday, and I will get the owed Avenist back chapter up on Friday.  For the skipped update, Avenists have already suffered it the previous date, this Friday will be the missed chapter for other Scions, and it'll be next Tuesday on Royal Road.

 

Again, I'm very sorry.  I'm having a real bad mental health time and this time it happened to coincide with a plotting error, with painful results.  I'm calling the break because I recognize a pattern I've fallen into before; if I don't give myself time to step back and reset, the mental strain will keep building and schedule slips will keep happening.  This should prevent that, at least, and confine it to one skipped update.

 

Thank you for your patience, everybody.




                



4.19 In Which the Dark Lord Tells the Truth


                Vylkher and the squad really knew how to apply pressure without overtly doing it; I loved watching professionals at work. In fairness, most of it was taking advantage of the golden situation we’d handed them. All they had to do was just walk in formation surrounding us in calm silence, responding to any attempts at conversation with noncommittal monosyllables or nothing at all.

 

Our party bore up under this pretty much exactly as I expected. Rhydion remained inscrutable as always; Aster and Harker, being professionals, were terse and tense but did not show unease beyond that, and Dhinell grew increasingly frazzled with every passing hour until Rhydion took to bringing her up alongside him so he could talk soothingly to her. I, of course, was fine, owing to that same old benefit of knowing more than anyone else here did. The squirrels might hold that advantage over everyone else (except Aster, to an extent), but they didn’t know about my goblin reinforcements following and surrounding us just below ground level, or about Biribo feeding me updates on that and on the other squirrels moving around in the vicinity. Nor, presumably, did they know how easily I could kill them all if they should give me a reason, or that I could demolish their entire village with a thought the second I gained line of sight on the khora it was built in.

 

Which wasn’t to say that my walk was without tension. I really wanted to sit down and work on my spell combination. Shock was nice in and of itself but I was sure it would yield some good shit once I was able to start combining it. Unfortunately spell combination took time, focus, and a lot of mental energy; it wasn’t something I could do while hiking. Nor something I’d dared to do while camping, both because depriving myself of proper sleep while on this excursion seemed like a bad idea, and because I was mindful of Biribo’s warning about Rhydion’s helmet. I doubted he would recognize spell combination, given how only one person had it at a time with at least multiple centuries between them, but I didn’t want to risk him catching on that I was doing something unusual and magically extreme.

 

So we walked in tense silence, through the uniform cold and occasional brief snowfall, for most of the remainder of the day. The afternoon light was just beginning to darken, and I was starting to wonder about the distance, when Harker grunted significantly and pointed up ahead. Between two khora I could now see a new kind I hadn’t encountered before: twice as tall as most khora, vivid crimson, and covered in enormous spikes.

 

“Yes,” Vylkher stated in response to the question no one had bothered to ask. “We are nearly there. Night comes; you have been invited and thus shall be welcomed until dawn, so long as hospitality is not broken.”

 

“Your courtesy is appreciated,” Rhydion said, nodding deeply.

 

Vylkher bowed to him, which made Dhinell gasp in scandalized annoyance, which I had to figure was at least part of the reason he did it. His furry face gave nothing away, though, and we continued on our path in silence.

 

The sight became clearer as we drew close, and I was almost disappointed by the mundanity. The squirrels lived in…well, treehouses. They hadn’t carved into the shells of the nhithra khora itself, merely using its huge spikes as attachment points for platforms and bridges. Onto most of these platforms were built walls and roofs, all made of cut planks of akorshil. They looked more or less like wooden treehouses from Earth, except in the pastel and jewel tones of khora rather than shades of brown. The thick ropes helping hold everything together were a very typical earth tone, however.

 

Also, the closer we got, the more I couldn’t help noticing the lack of any ladders leading up to the squirrel village. Visible ones, anyway. I could tell they would be necessary; even squirrels wouldn’t be able to climb the khora itself, which was smooth as glass in texture, with its thorny outcroppings too far apart to make handholds, and most also too big to grip. So they had some means of withdrawing access to the village. Made sense.

 

Instead of up, we were led down. Vylkher brought us to the edge of a kind of ravine formed between the roots of two of the enormous khora, leading into the space in the middle of these colossal specimens, directly below the village proper.

 

“The Seer waits ahead,” he stated, bowing again. “You are guests here, and will be safe. My people will defend ourselves if attacked. Otherwise, you shall not be harmed.”

 

“Thank you,” Rhydion said politely, “for your time and your assistance. We are honored by the trust you have shown, and will repay it fully.”

 

“Hum.” Vylkher blinked once, almost sleepily, then stepped back. His comrades did likewise, taking up an honor guard position flanking the entrance to the ravine.

 

Rhydion turned and began striding down into the shadows below. With nothing else for it, the rest of us followed.

 

I felt a subtle tugging at my scarf as Biribo lifted his head just enough to whisper right below my ear.

 

“Squirrels all around, boss; they’re at the base of the khora, hidden from view and just out of reach from the floor down here. Most armed. Bows and arrows, darts, and also containers of liquid. Don’t start any shit with this Seer.”

 

I hadn’t been planning to, but still, good to know.

 

The space between the massive khora’s equally massive root system was clearly used for ceremonial purposes, and appropriately spooky. I didn’t know whether something about nhithra caused this or the squirrels had hollowed it out deliberately, but the whole area had been stripped of most of the soil, leaving only hard-packed dirt along the bottom, giving way here and there to bare rock. All around us, the smooth red walls that were the rock-hard shells of the roots ascended to ridges behind which the tribe now lurked, with the khora superstructure towering above. Intricate carvings and paintings covered almost the whole surface, apparently just decorative or at most ceremonial in purpose—it wasn’t writing in any conventional sense, anyway, since I couldn’t read it despite my Blessing of Wisdom.

 

It was obvious where we were meant to go. Though there were other corridors branching off between the roots, the arrangement was far from complex and the destination was visible from the entrance. We carefully descended the sloping path to a wide, empty space in the center of the formation. The towers of khora rose up on all sides, the bridges and platforms of the village suspended above casting shadows across it; ropes stretching across the space were hung with long streamers of charms which created a constant rattling, chiming and humming from the cold wind that whistled through this chasm.

 

And in the center of the depression, behind a low altar upon which a wide, shallow bowl held a bright asauthec flame, stood the Seer.

 

I was a little surprised, finally. When you picture a village’s major oracular figure you tend to think of someone elderly, but this squirrel woman was trim, healthy and upright in a way that suggested youth. Their furry faces obscured many of the signs of aging, and her fur was a pattern of tan and white that would tend to conceal graying, but I had the distinct impression she was of prime fighting age.

 

None of that was what commanded my attention, though.

 

 The Seer had a squirrel sitting on her shoulder. Not another squirrel person, a squirrel. And yet, not a squirrel, to judge from the fact that it was a gleaming white and seemed to have a subtle, luminous aura, with blue eyes that glowed like LEDs. As we all straggled to a halt before the altar, the squirrel stood up on its hind legs and pressed its nose against the Seer’s ear, apparently whispering.

 

“Is that…?” Dhinell asked quietly.

 

“Hn,” Harker grunted. “A familiar. Blessed with Wisdom, don’t see those every day.”

 

Ssssshit.

 

Okay. My objective here was ultimately to get the squirrels to voluntarily join the Dark Crusade. I had to maneuver them toward that right under Rydion’s nose without letting him, with his mysterious helmet powers and general political savvy, figure out what I was up to. As if that wasn’t going to be enough of a trial, I now had to do it in front of somebody whose entire job was seeing through secrets.

 

 How much did she know? There was no way to be sure, no telling what Wisdom perks she had—and Wisdom perks might do fucking anything, in this bullshit unbalanced cheater-enabling magic system. Bare minimum, she had to know she was dealing with a Champion of a Goddess; familiars could identify Blessings on sight and hers would be able to tell her I had all three. Did she even know which I was? The Seer was studying each of us in turn. Even as I rapidly considered the possibilities, her eyes lingered on me for a moment and she smiled.

 

Smugly.

 

I could live with smug. Smug meant she was going to hold this over me, which beat the hell out of blurting it in front of this whole company. With Rhydion standing right there and a host of heavily armed squirrels lurking above, I did not want to try fighting my way out of this.

 

“Seer,” Rhydion said, nodding his helmet deeply to her.

 

“Paladin,” the squirrel woman replied. Her voice improved my ability to estimate her age by a bit; she was probably older than me, but I doubted much more than thirty. Younger than Minifrit, certainly.

 

“We are grateful for your time and attention,” he said. “The undead are a plague upon us all; they do not discriminate by faction or race. Our mission is to seek out and destroy their source. May I implore the aid of your people?”

 

The Seer remained impassive; her familiar whispered in her ear again and her big fluffy tail twitched twice.

 

 “Everything in its place and time,” she said after considering Rhydion for a drawn-out moment. “Our leader will decide whether we shall help you. I will decide whether he shall see you. His business is in facts. Mine is in truth.”

 

Interesting; separate hierarchies for the religious and political leadership, like the wolf tribe. The cats’ system was a lot more complicated, and I hadn’t wrapped my head around all of the details. Maybe my familiarity with the wolves would help here…

 

“I’m sorry, but… Facts, and truth? Could you clarify that?” Aster asked pointedly.

 

The Seer smiled at her. “With a long and involved discussion of spiritual philosophy which at least one of us would enjoy, yes, I could. Here and now, what matters is that I will be the judge of who and what you are, and the leader will judge what we shall do with you. If, that is, I judge it worth his attention.”

 

“Then consider us at your disposal,” Rhydion interjected before anyone else could derail the conversation. “What do you require of us?”

 

Instead of answering, the Seer stared at him, and slowly reached out one hand over the flames. She opened her fingers, dropping a fistful of powder into the burning oil, which caused a gout of spicy-sweet smoke to billow up. My vision wavered—

 

Heal.

 

 Everyone’s heads snapped around at the pink flash around me. I held a hand over my nose, waving away smoke with the other. “Sorry. Reflex. Y’know, it’s considered polite to give people warning before you administer mind-altering drugs to them. Or, if you’re feeling generous, ask permission.”

 

 “You’re a wary one,” the Seer said, insufferably amused. “Peace, Lord Seiji. You have been invited here under hospitality and will not be harmed or permitted to suffer harm so long as hospitality is respected in kind. My spirit is primed with the necessary medicine; your senses will not be affected beyond the first rush.”

 

“Warning would still be appreciated,” Rhydion said evenly. The others had backed away from the smoke, leaving him and I standing before her with the rest of the party a step behind us.

 

The Seer inclined her head deeply in a posture which mirrored his earlier one, then straightened. With both hands, she made an expansive, clearly ritualistic gesture, as if gathering up the smoke from the fire and wafting it toward her own face. The smell was…not exactly pleasant, but true to her word, I didn’t notice any further effects after that first rush of intense pungency had caused my eyes to water.

 

“I will know what brings you to us,” she said, and the cadence of her voice had changed. This was now ritual. The familiar’s sapphire eyes shifted to fix on each of us in turn, following the gaze of the Seer as she studied our party one by one. “Your business of the moment is not important.”

 

 “It’s a little important,” Harker muttered. Rhydion made a sharp gesture at him.

 

 “It is what brings you,” the squirrel woman intoned. “What drives you. Who you are is too large a question. But…what you believe.”

 

She closed her eyes, inhaling slowly and deeply through her nose, repeatedly wafting the smoke toward her face with both hands. After filling her lungs completely she let the air out far more quickly from her mouth; it was visibly smoky. Finally her eyes snapped open, and I could not be certain it wasn’t just the firelight or the pageantry, but I thought they held a soft, golden luminosity that wasn’t there before.

 

 “You believe in nothing, save yourself,” the Seer stated, staring directly at Harker. “How paltry. You, in the same, but with…layers.” Her gaze switched to Dhinell, who bristled slightly. “Religion, culture, all channeled through that sole fixation on what is best for you. No less paltry, and the more contemptible for it.”

 

The priestess was practically quivering with indignation, but very much to my surprise, she kept her mouth shut. There was much glancing at Rhydion involved; at least his presence served as a mute reminder to stay on mission.

 

“You believe in your lord,” the squirrel woman continued, turning to fix her stare on Aster. “Not without virtue, that. Nothing exceptional about it, though, nor interesting.”

 

 “Well, you’re just full of judgments,” I retorted. “And what do you believe in, that’s so much more profound than the welfare of your own little tribe?”

 

“Lord Seiji,” Rhydion said, more sharply than he’d ever spoken to me.

 

 The Seer’s shoulders shook, though, with quiet and brief laughter. “Ah…and then, there is you two. Here, I find more complexity than I can see through at a glance. One allows the humiliation of his subordinates in service to a higher cause; one bridles at a much milder critique of his. And neither the one a person would naturally suspect. Interesting!”

 

She lowered her hands to fold in front of her waist, smiling with a kind of…canny benevolence. I don’t know how else to describe the expression, but it did not put me at ease.

 

 “I will have truth,” the Seer stated. “To tell me falsehood will cost you everything. Speak your truth, then. What do you believe?”

 

Her eyes focused on Rhydion, then me. He and I turned our heads slightly to look at each other sidelong.

 

 “Aside from the superficial and obvious,” the Seer added, with another amused curl of her lips. “’I believe in the Goddess’ and ‘I believe this is silly,’ respectively. Tell me your deeper truth.”

 

I had to grin at that, albeit reluctantly.

 

Lucky for me, the Seer turned her expectant stare back to Rhydion.

 

 “Deeper truth,” he said slowly. “I believe many things, Seer. I gather that you seek…a foundational answer. The belief that, below and supporting all others, motivates my soul and all my actions?”

 

She canted her head slightly to the side for a moment in a gesture that was half nod, half shrug, and all annoyingly inscrutable.

 

 “I believe in people.” Rhydion’s voice was quiet, but firm, and unhesitating. The conviction was audible in every word. “Perhaps… Yes, I think, even more deeply than I believe in Sanora. A goddess is a priceless source of guidance, inspiration, hope, countless virtuous things to elevate the spirit, but a goddess is also a distant thing. It is for the people that I do all that I do, and because I have faith in them that makes it seem worth the effort. People want to be better than they are—they want to do right, to uplift themselves and one another. To live in peace, with love. I believe that they will do so, if only they are shown how, inspired to try, and given the opportunity. All around me, everywhere, I see people failed by those they trust—denied that opportunity and that faith. But I believe that things can be better. One fingerhold at a time, however many lifetimes it takes, we can raise people up, to become all that they have the potential to be.”

 

He stopped speaking, and stayed quiet long enough I thought surely he must be done. But the Seer continued staring fixedly at his helmet, and I followed her lead. Indeed, finally, he added in a bare whisper that resonated with fervent certainty.

 

“They are worth it.”

 

Slowly, the Seer nodded once at him. “And that is your truth.”

 

She turned to gaze expectantly at me.

 

 “I, uh… Well, that was a hard production to follow,” I admitted. “Look, lady, I’m an atheist. If you wanted me to talk about the things I don’t believe in, I could do that all night. This, though, uh… This is something I haven’t given much thought.”

 

The Seer tilted her head slightly to one side, just staring at me.

 

“Okay, any thought,” I acknowledged. “Like, ever.”

 

 “Then this is an important moment for you, Lord Seiji,” she said, again with that amused little smile. “Think on it. Give it the time it takes and be certain, because all of this will end, immediately and without amity, if you try to tell me falsehood.” Her smile widened, and there was something implacable behind the superficially gentle expression. “These others follow the two of you—it is your beliefs, your hearts, that tell me what you will do. And the tension between you that will tell me how it will go. I will hear this truth, or you will leave this land.”

 

 I inhaled, tasting the frigid winter air, the incongruous stank of whatever hoodoo she’d put in that brazier. What did I believe? Not fucking much, to be honest.

 

“The hell is an atheist?” Harker muttered from somewhere behind me, followed immediately by a muffled thump as somebody elbowed him.

 

 Belief? I’ve never been an adherent of any political philosophy—that was really starting to bite me on the ass here on Ephemera. I could tell you exactly what’s stupid and wrong about every major system, but none had positively impressed me. Being a child of two countries and cynically realistic about both, I can’t say I’ve ever felt very patriotic. As for religion… Sure, Japanese daily life is filled with little rituals, and they mostly have some origin in Buddhism or Shinto, but that’s just…stuff we all do. Culture. It was never significant to me, except as a set of general expectations for getting by in society. I was acquainted with Christianity from my time spent in California, as my grandparents had gotten into it. I could see why it appealed to people, but to be frank, Christianity as Americans practice it tends to either amuse or scare me.

 

 What did I believe? Why was I doing this? Because I couldn’t go home and Virya would horribly kill me if I didn’t, of course. But now that I actually considered the question… That wasn’t all. I had changed a lot in my short time here. I was driven by more than survival and self-interest. I just had never sat down and reflected on what. What was I doing? Why was I doing all this?

 

I thought about all the misery I had seen. The bloodshed, the despair, the diseased and hopeless and abandoned. The casual cruelty of those who elevated themselves above it, from smirking Fflyr highborn to Virya grinning as she twisted my spine nearly in half. My constant…frustration.

 

And suddenly, I laughed.

 

The Seer smiled; everyone else stared at me in a mixture of expectation and alarm.

 

 “I believe,” I said as soon as I could speak clearly again, “in people.”

 

Rhydion’s armor rasped almost imperceptibly as he shifted position to give me a more direct look.

 

“You’re not supposed to lie,” Aster hissed from behind me. I ignored her.

 

 “I believe in the darkness in people.” I spoke to the Seer, the words flowing from me as if suddenly liberated from some grim confinement. “People will forsake and abandon and betray almost anything if they’re pressed over it, and you know what, why not? I don’t think I even blame them anymore. The universe is unfeeling chaos and life is mostly suffering; who are any of us to judge anyone else for cracking under the pressure? Loyalty, love, virtue, none of it stands up when it’s truly tested. But you know what never fails?”

 

My own clenched fist rose in my vision before me; I hadn’t actually decided to brandish it, but the gesture felt too appropriate to drop. I was grinning, I knew, reveling in the unexpected freedom of articulating something I hadn’t even consciously considered before.

 

“Anger. Time and time again, I have seen people stand up, turn on their tormentors, and break the wheel. Win, when they absolutely should not have been able to. All the pain, the humiliation—if you only figure out how to burn it the right way, it becomes fuel. Rage grants energy that will roar when love flickers out. Hatred keeps you focused no matter what oppression and drudgery is imposed on you. So long as people can find the will to fight back, I believe there’s hope. We can make a better world. We can be free, and stronger, and have peace and space to catch our breath without having to scrabble and claw for every scrap. And the only thing that will get us there is being too pissed off to stop.”

 

Wind whistled through the canyon, carrying the biting chill of the winter evening, the quietly odd music of all the charms dangling above us.

 

Slowly, the Seer blinked her eyes once, expression inscrutable.

 

“And that,” she said quietly, “is your truth.”

 

We gazed at each other in thought for a moment.

 

“That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard,” she added frankly. “You’re a scary guy, aren’t you, Lord Seiji?”

 

I settled back into an upright posture, lowering my fist, and let my grin relax into a smile. A calm, serene, beatific smile, just like hers. I looked pointedly at her familiar, and then back into her eyes.

 

“Yup.”

 

Aster began muttering constantly under her breath, mostly too low to be audible. The only phrases I caught were “needs a hug” and “punch him in the kidneys.”

 

Rhydion was still staring directly at me. More even than usual, I’d have given a lot in that moment to know what his face looked like.

 

“Truth I asked,” the Seer finally intoned, “and truth you have given me in good faith. I have…the answers I sought. Perhaps I do not know them yet, but you have given me much upon which to think, and meditate.” She paused, tilting her head again, then nodded once. “What an interesting group you are. I think…that your quest is worthy of support. Very well, you shall go before our leader, to plead your case to him.”

 

Rhydion turned his focus back to her, and deliberately folded down his hands in the traditional Fflyr gesture. “We are grateful for your consideration, Seer. If the Goddess grants it, we can reach an accord with your leader, and work for our common good.”

 

“Oh, goodness, no,” she said pleasantly. “He’s not gonna give you anything, not a chance in hell. But hey, you might as well ask him anyway. It’s not as if you have any better ideas.”
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                Well, she sure called it.

 

“You have been offered hospitality for the night, and our word is good,” the squirrel chieftain stated minutes later when we were brought before him. After all the exertions of the last day I was finally slightly winded; climbing what amounted to three stories up a ladder was a rough use of different muscles than I’d been habitually exercising. “You shall have food and a warm place to sleep for the night, and peace, so long as you respect the peace in turn. At dawn you will leave. Our intervention against the deep forest witch is out of the question.”

 

“We are grateful for your hospitality,” Rhydion said, swiftly enough that he got the word in before any of the rest of us could open our mouths, which was probably wise. “I must implore you to reconsider your verdict, however. There is great danger for all of us in continuing to ignore these developing events. From the Fflyr, even more than the undead.”

 

The leader of the squirrels was physically imposing. Not in the way of Rath Kadora, for example; they tended to be lean in build, rather than packing on muscle like the wolves. He was tall, though, his reddish fur beginning to show the gray of age around the ears and muzzle. Moreover, there was a stillness to him that lent him a palpable aura of authority. It was in the tail; every squirrel we’d seen so far tended to keep their tail arched up high behind them, and they twitched and jerked about seemingly with every little thought they had. Not the leader’s; he was like a statue, tail and all. Notably, he had not been introduced to us by name, nor the Seer by anything but her title.

 

Now he leaded forward from the bench upon which he sat like a throne, the motion slow and deliberate, showcasing his iron self-control.

 

“You have been offered hospitality,” he said softly, “and you issue threats?”

 

 “Very much the opposite,” Rhydion replied in a firm tone. “I give you my word that I will seek no retribution against you for this. Nor do I expect any of my companions would do so, but should they think to I will intervene to prevent it. No, on the contrary, I would warn any fellow traveler in the forest against a danger which threatened us all. I expect you would do much the same, sir.”

 

“Ah.” The chief’s eyes narrowed subtly, the very slight movement emphasized by his overall stillness. “So the Fflyr have decided to blame our tribe for the outbreak of undead, and seek revenge.”

 

The surrounding squirrels stirred in clear unease, though they were too respectful to begin speaking out. We were meeting in the largest structure in the village, built on a platform suspended directly above the altar far below, in the center of the huge khora formation; this public meeting space held what had to be at least half the tribe at the moment. The Seer, standing to the chieftain’s left, glanced around in silence and the onlookers quieted just as quickly.

 

This was the point where we could have skipped a big chunk of the ensuing conversation had Rhydion been willing to lie, or even dissemble. But no, Mister Honorable had to be virtuous and forthright no matter the circumstances. I honestly admired that about him, even when the specific results were annoying.

 

“At this time, I see no signs of it,” he stated. “If anything, the Fflyr are currently underestimating the threat these undead represent, in my opinion.”

 

The squirrel chief’s eyes narrowed further, pinching together at their outer corners to convey irritation. “Thank you for the warning.”

 

Man, that was perfect delivery. The sarcasm was utterly deadpan, as good as any lowborn production I’d heard. I decided I’d better jump in here and rescue Rhydion from his own misstep.

 

 “It has to do with how the Fflyr govern,” I said, causing all eyes to turn to me. “In a word: poorly. The regime is both incompetent and needlessly cruel, and most under it are constantly suffering. The only technique for maintaining control of such a situation without causing constant uprisings and rebellions is to scapegoat. The Clans are always on the lookout for someone to blame for the problems they cause, somewhere to misdirect everyone’s very justified anger over their miserable existence. And now, here you are, sitting on top of a source of zombies and refusing to so much as discuss it. It doesn’t matter how big a threat the undead are, or whether they truly are one at all. You’ve made yourselves the perfect excuse. The next time tensions run high and a distraction is needed, the Clans will come crusading out here to punish you. That is a matter of when, not if. Might not be for years, or it could start tomorrow. It’s too easy and obvious a gambit for them to pass up—easy and obvious gambits are the only kind they’re interested in.”

 

I paused, letting the nervous rustling rise and subside again, and then swooped back in before anyone else could regain control of the conversation.

 

 “If anything, Rhydion here is the only thing buying you time. When he comes out of the forest insisting that he doesn’t want to see any retaliation against you over this… Well, that means the clans will wait to do it until he leaves the island. And Rhydion is only on Dount to deal with the zombie issue. If you stop him in his tracks, there’s really nothing keeping him here.”

 

The Seer looked at the leader, catching his eye, and nodded once, her little familiar on her shoulder mirroring the gesture. I hated how cute that was. The leader looked from her to me, and then back at Rhydion, his silence a clear question.

 

“Lord Seiji’s political analysis is…broadly correct,” the paladin acknowledged. “I could quibble the details, but only by diving into minutia that I doubt would interest you. All I will say in rebuttal is that I do not intend to be dissuaded so easily. Even should you refuse to aid us, I will continue seeking other avenues until all possibilities are exhausted, or we achieve success. However… Lord Seiji may overestimate my ability to forestall the activities of the Clans. These four here I am willing to vouch for, insofar as I can influence their actions away from revenge. Should the Clans decide to retaliate against you, I doubt my disapproval will dissuade them.”

 

“Do you imagine, paladin,” the squirrel chieftain said very quietly, staring down his nose at Rhydion, “that you frighten me?”

 

 “I did not come here to threaten you,” Rhydion insisted, just as quietly and with total conviction.

 

Finally, the chief’s expression changed: one side of his mouth stretched slightly, in the bitterest little half-smile I had ever seen.

 

 “Because you do,” he said, just about a whisper. “I am not a fool. The Fflyr and their champions frighten me a great deal. But the witch… She frightens me far more. She is closer, and more aware of us. You have erred in your assessment, paladin. My people do not side against you. We refuse to side at all—and that is the greatest help I am able to offer.”

 

He turned his head, looking directly at our old buddy Vylkher.

 

“Show them the guest quarters, and make them comfortable.”

 

 “Well, hang on, before that,” I interjected smoothly, if I do say so myself. “If that business is tabled, there’s still my own promise. Healing, for anyone who needs it.”

 

The chieftain fixed a piercing stare on me. “You believe you can still influence my decision. Do not insult my intelligence.”

 

 “I’m curious whether this will influence your decision, but no. I was very clear when I spoke to Vylkher here, and I’m reasonably sure you had scouts listening in and reporting every word back. No strings, no tricks. If anybody’s sick or injured, I’ll fix it.”

 

“What a magnanimous thing to do,” the Seer all but purred, gracing me with a vulpine smile, “for a man who believes most ardently in darkness and rage.”

 

“You know what I’ve discovered, during my brief sojourn on your shithole island?” I retorted in my most pleasant tone. “Unnecessary suffering pisses me off. And when something pisses me off, I kill it. Now are you gonna let people come to me for free healing, or you gonna be the guy who kept it from them to make some kind of point?”

 

The Seer made a tiny “o” with her lips, sucking in a breath, and shot her counterpart the expectant look of someone who’d just seen a great play in some kind of sports match and eagerly anticipated the response.

 

“You,” the chief informed me quietly from below eyes narrowed to cold slits, “are not making any friends here, sorcerer.”

 

 I smiled, and shrugged. He was wrong, but there was no need for me to say it. Not when I’d already won this round.

 



 

“Ho ho ho! I hope you’ve all been good, because Seiji Claus is coming to town!” I arrived at our group’s designated high-rise hut with my arms fully laden, to find the rest of the party sitting around the asauthec firepit in the center, pausing in the process of distributing food to peer up at me in confusion.

 

“What under Her blessed light are you on about?” Dhinell demanded, squinting suspiciously up at me.

 

“He likes to make allusions to literature and culture from his home country,” Aster explained, deadpan and utterly calm. “It’s the most obscure stuff imaginable, Sister, don’t worry. No one could be expected to get his references.”

 

Even the sharp, seething glare Dhinell shot her could be chalked up to her personality, in a vacuum. You really had to be familiar with Fflyr culture to understand the blistering insult that had just been administered.

 

“That’s quite a haul,” Harker commented as I settled down near the fire and carefully put some of my armful down beside me. “What happened to giving out healing without taking payment?”

 

 “None of this is payment,” I said, tossing him a pouch of spiced jerky. “Everybody was very clear about that. The gift of healing was accepted with good grace and then everybody who got some felt the personal need to lavish me with presents just because I’m an honored guest and they like my company that much. I decided to let them.”

 

 “So I see,” Dhinell said archly, eyeing my pile of booty.

 

 “Here, this is tea,” I said, handing her a package. “It’s spicy; you Fflyr like that, right? Anyway, yes, there was no payment but I opted to let them out of accepting charity. I know the value of pride and I’m not looking to take anybody’s away from them. Besides, this approach is in the best interests of our campaign.”

 

“Not putting them in our debt gives us leverage how?” Harker demanded.

 

 “He’s right,” said Rhydion. “The squirrels made it clear we do not have enough leverage to gain their outright cooperation. That means any leverage we do gain over them will only increase ill feeling. It is more productive to cultivate goodwill.”

 

 “Ooh, they gave you a guitar?” Aster asked, reaching for it.

 

 “Ah ah! Hands off, that one’s mine.” I clutched the instrument protectively. It was beautiful, and unlike both Earth guitars and the Fflyr ones I’d seen. Rather than resonant akornin blades to produce sound like a Fflyr guitar, this one was made of thin akorshil with a hollow body like the ones I was more familiar with, though the shape was different. Its neck was thinner and longer, with a scrolling head piece not unlike a violin’s, and the back of the body had an odd concave shape with curious little vents. And it was beautiful, lacquered black and crimson with intricate spiraling designs in white and purple.

 

“Strangest instrument I’ve ever seen,” Dhinell sniffed.

 

“Yeah, pretty different, right? Only five strings and the finger spacing will take some getting used to. I’ll figure it out, though, the basics of strummed strings are all more or less the same. Here you go, Aster.”

 

“A…blanket?” she asked, accepting it.

 

“It’s some kind of shawl thing, actually. Their hunters wear them in winter. It’s got clips on the long parts that hang in the front there, I thought it’d fix pretty well to the lapels of your coat. If you buckle the sword on over the top it’ll leave your arms free. Here, this is supposedly good luck. Whether or not that works, it’s pretty.”

 

Rhydion gravely accepted the string of beads affixed to a thin slat of akorshil on which a bird had been intricately carved and painted. “Thank you. How are they? You were not gone as long as I expected.”

 

 “They’re better off than the wolves were. Seems they’ve avoided the worst effects of both the Inferno and the zombies, but they do live harsh lives, scavenging in the wilderness and surrounded by enemies. Plenty of injuries old and new, and some sicknesses even their alchemy didn’t seem able to treat. There…are going to be people who need my help everywhere I go.”

 

Rhydion just nodded at my solemn tone, giving me a moment to dwell on it before continuing. “Lord Seiji, I realize you have done more actual labor than any of us since we arrived, but I wish to ask more effort of you. After we have eaten, of course. You should rejuvenate your strength.”

 

“Oh?” I accepted a bowl of stew from Harker. “What’s on your mind?”

 

“If you are amenable, I would ask you to make our case again to this tribe’s leadership. On your own, in private.”

 

I paused with a spoon halfway to my mouth, staring at him.

 

 It was a surprising request, sure, but I was mostly struck by my innate fear of anything which seemed too good to be true. Talking to the squirrel leaders without him there to overhear was exactly what my agenda required, and I’d already been thwarted by said leaders themselves. They had slipped away while I was dealing with the villagers, both of them doubtless canny enough to see exactly what I was angling for. Most suspicious of all, I couldn’t think of a single damn reason for Rhydion to want that.

 

What I did know was that Rhydion knew more than he let on, and was constantly attempting to maneuver me in some way.

 

 “Interesting,” I said, finally, after taking a bite of the stew. Gamey stuff, but it was reasonably spiced in comparison to how the Fflyr made theirs. Also…okay, it definitely wasn’t miso or shoyu, but I was certain this had a layer of umami flavor that reminded me strikingly of home. I definitely needed to ask the squirrels about the seasonings they used. “I’m not sure what good you think that will do, though. I just made a pretty good impression on the villagers, yeah, but the leadership specifically may not be too excited about that. I did sort of undermine their authority in the process.”

 

“Yeah, we all heard you do that,” Harker grunted around a mouthful of his own meal. “Real clever move there, chief.”

 

“I realize you are prone to think the worst of people,” said Rhydion, “but do not discount the very real gratitude the chieftain and the Seer will feel for the good you have done here, Lord Seiji. I discern great care for their people in both of them. Would you not feel positively toward someone who rendered those you care about such a service?”

 

“Of course I would. I would also be skeptical of their intentions, because I’m not an idiot.”

 

“Just so.” His helmet nodded once, and it occurred to me that he wasn’t holding a bowl. Rhydion was sufficiently deft enough with watch and sleeping schedules that I’d never actually seen him eat, but…he had to do it sometime. Surely? “The fact is, you have had more success than any of us at getting on the squirrelfolk’s good side. I am also aware that you feel the need to…restrain yourself in mixed company. It is my hope that by removing some of the inhibition of your natural charisma, you can get better results than you might in our presence.”

 

I stared at him.

 

He stared at me.

 

 I hated that he was the only one of us with his face hidden. You cannot win a staring contest with a featureless visor.

 

 “Without being excessively cagey,” I finally said, idly swirling my spoon through my stew, “I can’t think of anything about which I am being…discreet…that would make much of a difference to the squirrels. At least, not in the direction of making a positive impression. I could cause a lot of damage without you looming over me, sure, but that won’t help anything here and also I have zero intention of doing it even if it would. These folks are only being recalcitrant out of self-preservation, not hostility. Their lives are hard enough and they don’t need any more shit from the likes of us.”

 

“We agree,” he said, nodding again. “As such, I would ask that you only make requests, and do not push so much as to make yourself a nuisance.”

 

 “What’s the point, then?”

 

“The point is that I am not inclined to give up at the first sign of opposition. We will, of course, seek other avenues of investigation if they can be found, but this lead is solid and should not be abandoned until it becomes absolutely clear that there is no progress to be made here. I do not believe that is the case, at least not yet. Very often I have found that persistence can change stubborn minds, so long as one acts in good faith and refrains from going so far as to become obtrusive.”

 

“Yeah, I’ve noticed that about you.”

 

“I am sure you have. However, one should take such actions with great care, and use only the appropriate method of approach, lest it achieve the opposite of one’s goal and drive the prospect away. For example, you’ll note I did not send Dhinell to persuade you to join this expedition.”

 

“And may the Goddess be praised for that,” Dhinell muttered.

 

 “All right, I take your point,” I said, amused in spite of myself. “Yeah, when you put it that way, I think you called it. It didn’t seem the squirrels were hostile to you as such, at least not personally, but…”

 

“But perhaps not as inclined to be receptive,” he said, inclining his helmet toward me. “Not unreasonably, either; I do represent the symbols of an institution which, as the chieftain admitted, they have cause to fear. And from what admittedly little I have observed, they seem particularly uninterested in befriending Harker.”

 

“Truly can’t imagine why,” Harker himself grunted, grinning sourly. “I’m the very soul of good manners and friendliness, I am.”

 

“It’s probably all the rape that does it,” I said in an aggressively casual tone. “Some people get weirdly pissy about that.”

 

 His face hardened and he set down his bowl. “You like to make assumptions, Lord Seiji. You don’t know jack shit about me.”

 

“Peace, please,” Rhydion projected beautifully, his voice filling the room. He’d really mastered that tone of voice which made it clear that no amount of ‘please’ meant it was a request. “If you concur with my reasoning then, Lord Seiji, once you have refreshed yourself…?”

 

“Sure, I follow you. I’ll give it a try, but don’t expect miracles.”

 

“In truth, I do not expect you to succeed.”

 

“Thanks, man.”

 

“Due to the nature of the task, not you,” he added apologetically. “Rather than a winning play, I think of this as another step in the dance. We should keep up our efforts, gently but persistently. Even if we do not have a breakthrough on this visit, we can work toward one.”

 

“Worth a try,” I said noncommittally, tucking back into my stew and already thinking ahead. Actually, he had a very good way to look at it. Something told me the squirrels weren’t going to be any more eager to drop everything and sign up for the Dark Crusade than they were to pick a fight with the witch of the deep forest.

 

But it was never too early to start trying.

 



 

 I wasn’t that tired, truth be told. Healing doesn’t take much out of me physically, and after Cat Alley administering to the hurts and illnesses of villagers like this wasn’t much of a wear on the psyche. But I had just hiked through the forest for the whole day and that soup actually did restore energy to me, even more than I’d realized I was missing.

 

Thus recharged, I slipped out of our assigned hut onto the walkway outside, the air icy with both the season and the altitude; we were above the general canopy of the khora forest here, and the wind was constant and piercing. I had expected us to be under watch and not allowed to just wander as we pleased. Sure enough, right outside was none other than our apparently designated minder, Vylkher, leaning against a support rail a few meters away with his arms folded.

 

He didn’t seem bothered by the cold. True, he was bundled up, but man that built-in fur coat had to be a godsend at this time of year.

 

“Ready to go?” he asked lightly upon my emergence. “They’re waiting for you.”

 

I stared at him with my mouth embarrassingly open for a second before my brain caught up.

 

“…right. Of course they are. So, does she just…know everything?”

 

“No one knows everything,” he said with a very small smile. “Even a Seer may be taken by surprise, and she has been. But she foresees enough to make…a convincing pantomime of omniscience. Words cannot describe how annoying it is.”

 

“You know what, I believe that. Well, lead on then, Vylkher old buddy. I’d hate to be such a poor guest as to keep my hosts waiting.”

 

He straightened up, bowed shallowly to me, and turned to walk away across a bridge without another word. Reticent chap, Vylkher. I liked that trait in people who weren’t me. Less competition for the spotlight.

 

So off we went, to my next performance. The squirrelfolk had not seemed terribly impressed with Lord Seiji the party member, and only cautiously hospitable to Seiji the free healer. Now we would see how they enjoyed meeting the Dark Lord.

            


4.21 In Which the Dark Lord Makes His Case


                “I will not step on the leader’s tail,” Vylkher said suddenly when we were halfway across a rope bridge over a terrifying gap I was fully occupied not thinking about, “but you should know that you have…sympathy, here. The healing you granted has helped, but even before that. Though our lives are less perilous than those of the wolf and cat tribes, there are many here who are eager for the kind of change you represent.”

 

“I think,” I said, speaking as carefully as I was currently stepping, “I’m going to refrain from sticking myself into your internal tribe politics, on the grounds that I know nothing about them and screwing around with complicated things I don’t understand is a quick was to break shit.”

 

He half-turned his head to give me a glance and a thin smile over his shoulder. “Wise.”

 

“So from an outsider’s perspective, though. What do you reckon are my odds?”

 

“The leader’s decision will depend on what you say to him. He is conservative, but he is reasonable and willing to change when he believes himself to have been wrong. Ultimately, his goal will be to avoid splitting the tribe.”

 

“Good idea. Civil wars are the ugliest kind.”

 

“There will be no war. If the tribe splits, it will be peacefully, by agreement. Our laws allow for this. It has never happened, though, not once since we have settled on Dount. No one wants it. All would prefer to find a compromise. The minority will almost certainly go along even if they do not agree.”

 

“That’s reassuring. Thank you, Vylkher, that’s a very useful perspective.”

 

He glanced back once more to give me a nod, and we continued the rest of the way in silence. I could appreciate a guy who only talked when he had something important to say.

 

We came to the big central structure where they held their meetings—at least, the non-spiritual ones that didn’t call for the altar down below. Even on approach I could see it was occupied, from the flickering lights in the ventilation slits open near the roof. There was also a subtle smell of smoke and something else sweeter and gently spicy. Ugh, more incense. Well, I knew the Seer was there, anyway.

 

Vylkher went right up to the door and stopped to one side of it, gesturing me in. I nodded at him and pushed through the heavy hide flap holding out the wind.

 

It was only my second visit to this spot, but it felt like the third. Though I’d been there constantly during the initial meeting and then the more convivial sessions dispensing healing, the atmosphere in those two encounters had been so different they were distinct experiences in my memory. This, now, was the first one all over again. The chieftain sat on his carved bench like a king on his throne, with the Seer standing at his side as before. Now, there was an akornin brazier made from the whole shell of some animal on his other side, letting out that smoky incense. Squirrelfolk lined the perimeter of the room in ranks two deep, as during our initial audience. The available space meant this couldn’t have been as much as half the village’s population, and I couldn’t be sure how many of them were the same as before.

 

Not in a “they all look alike” sense; on the contrary, I was finding beastfolk easier to tell apart than members of human ethnicities with which I wasn’t familiar, simply because their fur patterns did half the work for me. I just hadn’t been here long enough, nor been paying enough attention during my first visit, to recall most of the individuals. I recognized a few, though, including the man who had given me that guitar which I could tell was a treasured heirloom. I had healed his young son of what I’m pretty sure was some kind of cancer or autoimmune disease.

 

I dunno exactly. I’m not a doctor, I just play one in this stupid fucking isekai.

 

As before, I stepped up to the cleared space in the center of the room, facing the leader and the Seer, who regarded me impassively.

 

“So,” I said cheerfully, “I suppose you’re wondering why I asked you all here today.”

 

There was a faint whisper of shuffling paws and shifting tails from around the room.

 

“Not particularly,” replied the chief, staring me down. “You play a dangerous game indeed with that paladin, Dark Lord.”

 

“Dangerous games are the only kind I’ve seen since I arrived on this world,” I replied, unsurprised. Yep, they knew. As I spoke, I reached up to carefully tug my scarf loose. “I don’t play them by choice, they just won’t leave me alone. Regardless, your people have been admirably discreet in this matter. I respect the intelligence that takes, and I am grateful for the help, however subtle. I always remember those who have helped me.”

 

Biribo buzzed out from the loosened folds of fabric to hover in his customary place over my shoulder, prompting another rustle from around the periphery, this one accompanied by soft murmurs. The Seer’s little squirrel familiar leaned forward on her shoulder to hiss at him. She reached up and flicked its nose.

 

Wow, was it gonna be like this every time? Biribo and Radatina had warned me, but I could do without him going at it with every other Blessed with Wisdom I encountered like magic stray cats. He, at least, kept quiet and did no worse than stick his tongue out at his new rival.

 

“Then,” the chief said evenly, “will you consider our debt for the use of your power repaid?”

 

Wow, he was gonna be that mercenary about it, huh. I was not inclined to accept that interpretation of events, and not just because I was getting the worse end of that deal. No, that entire approach to relations between us wouldn’t lead in the direction I desired.

 

“Is that how you prefer to handle your affairs?” I asked instead. “A favor for a favor, everything neatly tallied up?”

 

“It gives…clarity,” he said tonelessly, “which is especially important in…complicated situations.”

 

 “Now, maybe this is just my experience with the goblins talking, but I would say that clarity only comes when terms are worked out and agreed to beforehand. Assigning value to things done after the fact seems like a terrible idea, to me. Besides, I don’t recall you ever being in my debt. I told you up front: healing is free, when I’m here to offer it. If I want anything in exchange, I’ll tell you before acting.”

 

“Then—”

 

“And I expect the same in return.” I kept my smile in place, but deliberately hardened it, along with my tone. “If someone aids me without being asked and then tries to demand payment, I will have to conclude I am being swindled. That kind of con really only works if you have the power to forcibly extract payment from the mark. Don’t you think?”

 

The Seer shifted her head slightly to regard the chief with raised eyebrows. He kept his own stare fixed on me, his shoulders rising and then falling in a silent sigh.

 

“Very well then, I expected it to come to this. Make your threats, Dark Lord.”

 

“Do I look stupid to you?”

 

Whatever he was expecting, it wasn’t that. The Seer looked amused and intrigued; the chief blinked twice, fumbling for a response.

 

“I…I didn’t—”

 

 “In the hypothetical you’ve just proposed,” I steamrolled on, “I would presumably demand your allegiance under pain of… I’m not sure what you think I’d do to you, so let’s just call it ‘threats’ and move on. Your people’s specialties are alchemy and stealth, as I understand it? Definitely aptitudes I would like to incorporate. So in this situation I would have placed a bunch of skilled assassins in and around the heart of my organization, while pissing them off. As if any moron couldn’t anticipate what would obviously happen next. Tell me, do I have STUPID printed across my forehead, or do I just give off a stupid vibe?”

 

The chief’s mouth hung open in surprise, and there was more rustling and soft voices from around the room.

 

The Seer, though, laughed quietly. Her counterpart gave her an irritated look.

 

“Truly, you are a man of layers, Lord Seiji,” she said, stroking her familiar. “Respect and restraint, fueled by cynicism and rage, and expressed through jokes. I genuinely have no idea what the inside of your mind must be like. Congratulations; that is something I can say about few people.”

 

“I bet you say that to all the Dark Lords.”

 

“Every one so far,” she agreed solemnly.

 

“You continue to sow confusion, but I will admit to relief,” the chief interjected. “It is difficult to credit the idea of a Dark Lord who does not wish to rule through fear.”

 

 “Then let me put it as clearly as possible: I will not conquer your people unless you provoke me to it. Those brought under my authority by force are only those whose aggression and general depravity has made it impossible for me to leave them at their liberty. It seems that your desire is to live as you have, in peace and solitude on your own ancestral lands, correct? Then yes, so long as your people conduct themselves thus, you will be left to do so with my blessing, even as my own holdings grow to encompass yours on all sides. I will seek peaceful relations with your tribe, respect your borders, and take responsibility for any infractions committed against you by those under my authority.”

 

I let them chew on that for a moment, not least because the ensuing muttering had grown to a volume that was beginning to be distracting. The chief was staring at me through skeptically slitted eyes; after a moment he turned to look a question at the Seer. She leaned close and murmured something inaudible to me.

 

“She’s confirming that your intentions are honest,” Biribo muttered in my own ear. “Worth keeping in mind that’s something she can apparently do, boss. Pretty standard Wisdom perk for a Blessed with the right path in life.”

 

 Hm. Refraining from lying wouldn’t hobble me too much; I did anyway as much as I could, just because I wasn’t particularly good at it. On the other hand, I did a lot of deception by omission and implication. If the Seer could pick up on deceptive intent, I had better step carefully. Well, it might be for the best. I was trying to recruit them, after all, and that could quickly backfire if they joined up and immediately learned it had been under false premises. Assassins, stupid, etc.

 

 “That said,” I continued after the chief and Seer had restored some quiet with some pointed looks, “I am indeed offering you a place within my organization. Offering, not demanding. If you decline, we can part in peace, hopefully as friends. If you will join your people to my cause, I will expect your talents to be used in my service—but you will also be protected and supported by the strength of every other faction on Dount which falls under my authority. I will shield you from harm if it is at all within my power, and should I fail to do so, I will avenge sevenfold any harm done to those under my protection. My people will share all resources we have to ensure none of us are left hungry or needy, and the skills and abilities of the broader community to aid and improve your lives in whatever way they can. Not to mention my own. You’ve already seen what my personal power can do for you.”

 

“These factions,” the Seer interjected. “You rule at least some of the bandit gangs and more recently, the other two tribes to the north, yes?”

 

“Do not overstep, Seer,” the chief growled.

 

“I’m not,” she retorted, and despite how seriously he was clearly taking this, the look she gave him could only be described as playful. “The leader decides, and the Seer sees. I am acquiring more information. Lord Seiji wouldn’t deceive us, after all.”

 

The woman actually winked at me. I felt like I might kind of like the Seer, if we weren’t meeting under such confrontational circumstances. Maybe if I was able to fold the squirrels into the Crusade we’d develop a good working relationship. Someone with her abilities would be crazy useful.

 

 “I rule all the bandit gangs,” I said, “both those in every quarter of the countryside and the city gangs in the Gutters around Gwyllthean. These I have reorganized from dissociated gangs into a unified force with a communications network and a clear chain of command. Both the cat and wolf tribes have joined me, as you seem to know. Additionally, I rule Kzidnak and all the goblins of Dount, by popular acceptance of their populace and the endorsement of those of their leadership figures who survived the Goblin King’s fall.”

 

I had to pause there as outright babble rose around me.

 

“Peace,” the squirrel leader ordered.

 

“He speaks truth,” said the Seer, now staring at me without a hint of a smile.

 

“I have brought one of the Fflyr Clans of Dount under my control,” I continued. “A smaller one, but they are only a start and have already served me well. I have achieved a significant measure of influence over the Kingsguard of Gwyllthean. It is not control, but I am able to leverage them to a small and careful extent so long as I don’t abuse the privilege. I have an alliance with a Fflyr trading company which provides me with funds and resources. My plans to destroy and replace both Archlord Caludon of Gwyllthean and Queen Lyvien of Shylverrael are proceeding well—at very early stages, both, as these are much more difficult targets. But I am moving the necessary pieces into place. And all of this I have achieved in the four months since my arrival on this world, starting from nothing. Have I lied, Seer?”

 

 “You have not,” she admitted, still holding my stare with the first signs of open concern I had seen on her. “Hearing this… I cannot help but question how you could be telling the truth. But he does not deceive, nor does he speak from ignorance,” she added, directing herself to the chieftain. 

 

 “The last two are so much fable and nonsense,” he grunted. “I could say I have plans to kill the Archlord and the Queen, and she would say the same of my claims.”

 

 “Caludon, perhaps, if you were a colossal fool,” the Seer demurred. “You know our best hunters have no chance against the shadow scouts of Shylverrael.”

 

“I also have those,” I commented. “In the very earliest stages of training, but I have a skilled Shylver shadow scout coaching them. Should you join me, I will gladly add their expertise to yours.”

 

 They stirred around me again. I wondered in passing just how badly Velaven’s initiative was going. Surely somebody would have signed on with her team by now. Well, I still wasn’t dissembling; that program was going to happen even if she failed her test and I had to step in and assign people.

 

 “And what if the Archlord and the Queen choose to bend the knee,” the chief asked, leaning forward. “As you are asking of us. Will you welcome their allegiance?”

 

“An Archlord or a Queen, in theory, yes. As I told you, however, I will not hesitate to conquer where conquest is necessary. Caludon and Lyvien are both cruel, selfish monsters. They die.”

 

 “And what,” he asked quietly, “would I have to do to earn a place on your kill list?”

 

 “Nothing I can imagine you doing,” I replied. “I realize I don’t know you well, but honestly, it isn’t fucking hard to stay off my shit list. I spend my entire existence in a state of constant shock that so many fucking people on this horrible hell island can’t seem to manage it. Am I really asking too much, by suggesting people not be sadistic morons?”

 

At that the Seer smiled again, and even the chief shook his head ruefully.

 

“We are all of us shaped by our environs, Dark Lord. My people have survived through discretion and endurance, and these have become our strengths. The Fflyr are crawns in a bucket; they live or die only by clawing at each other. I cannot condemn their souls for the circumstances into which they were born. I can only try not to step in the bucket.”

 

 “Nobody should have to live like that,” I said just above a whisper. “It shouldn’t be tolerated. They’re right to be murderously angry, all of them. Their rage just has to be directed away from each other, and at the real cause of it. Only the guilty should die. With them gone…we will finally have room to build something better.”

 

“You speak of carnage,” he retorted. “I don’t believe you know the chaos you are planning to unleash, Dark Lord. It was a revolution such as this that brought our people out of slavery in Savindar, and another that drove us to live isolated in the deep forest lest we be enslaved again. We remember what revolutions look like—what they do to the fortunate few who survive them. You would oil and burn the house you are standing in because your enemy is in the next room.”

 

He straightened up, and shook his head.

 

 “We hide. We endure. Out here, we are left in peace. If things could be better, what of it? Things can always be better. What business is it of ours if the Fflyr mismanage themselves to ruin? Or the other tribes, the dark elves, the goblins? None of them have ever lifted a finger to help us.”

 

 “Nor have you, to help them,” I said sharply. “The wolves at least resent you for it specifically. If that’s the attitude everyone has, no one will ever help anyone. Well, I am here now, offering help.”

 

“And demanding payment.”

 

“I have made no demands, and will not. It’s as I told you: anything you agree to with me will be clearly understood by all before you are committed. I want your willing, knowing allegiance, or nothing.”

 

 “Then nothing is still my answer,” he stated with echoing finality. “The only promise you make with certainty is violence and suffering. All you hope to achieve… You might, or might not. What makes you think you will succeed where Yomiko failed?” He shook his head again. “If your word is good, then I will accept your offer of peace. Let your Crusade pass us by. We need none of it.”

 

“Don’t you?” I asked softly.

 

The leader inhaled deeply, his lips drawing back to show off large teeth suitable for cleaving through wood, but the Seer placed a hand on his shoulder. He glanced up at her inscrutable expression and kept still, redirecting his attention to me.

 

“Did you know the Inferno was an accident?”

 

I let them rustle and stir for a moment before continuing.

 

 “I am sorry about that, truly. It resulted from my misunderstanding of khora biology, and how a certain spell I can cast works. I would never have done such a thing on purpose. But you see…power is like that. We all make mistakes, but for those of us who have power, our mistakes echo far and cause damage we cannot imagine in the moment we first misstep. Something tells me you know a thing or two about that, chieftain.”

 

I waited for him to give me a grudging nod.

 

 “The Inferno was only the beginning, you know. The mere fact of my presence, my existence, means that carnage and chaos you fear is coming. And it’s coming for us all; carnage does not discriminate, by definition. I won’t apologize for the result of me being here, because it was not my idea and believe you me I am not happy about it. It is what it is, now. Even if I manage never to make another single misstep, war and destruction are coming for us all—and I think you know the chances of me having a perfect record from here on.”

 

I shrugged, looking first at him and then at the Seer, but in truth, addressing the whole tribe.

 

 “Good job not stepping in the crawn bucket, but it’s about to be kicked over. Your options are to try to survive what’s coming on your own, or with all the protection and aid I can offer you. I won’t force your hand—well,” I amended, grimacing, “I will try not to. I don’t want to. But I sort of do just by being here, don’t I? Right, Seer?”

 

“Hm.” She tilted her head, seemed to contemplate something, and then nodded once as if reaching a decision. “You know, I believe you can call me Zhylvren.”

 

The rush of whispers that brought from the onlookers was on another level; even the chief whipped his head around to stare balefully at her. Apparently this was a much more significant thing in their culture than I was prepared to understand, and so—as per my earlier comments to Vylkher—I decided I was better off not fucking around with it until I knew more.

 

“I can try,” I said doubtfully. “I’m pretty sure several of those consonants don’t actually exist.”

 

 She grinned in apparent delight. Strange woman—likable, in her way, but weird, and alarmingly smart. Maybe I ought to make an effort to get and stay on her good side. The alternative was likely to be…problematic.

 

 “I…will deliberate,” the leader stated. He paused, noting that the undercurrent of shuffling and whispers had not completely subsided this time, and swept his stare around the room before correcting himself. “We will deliberate. There must be discussion about this among the tribe—discussion that will not involve you, Dark Lord. You have said your piece.”

 

“I have,” I agreed.

 

The Seer—Zhylvren, and holy shit there was no way I was going to try saying that out loud—leaned down to murmur something in his ear. Both of said ears immediately lay flat back against his skull and he turned to face her, baring his teeth.

 

What followed was a nearly silent argument, the chief clearly unhappy and the Seer calmly relentless.

 

I glanced up at Biribo. He flicked his tongue out at me without saying anything, and I decided to defer to his judgment. Having him narrate their discussion would definitely annoy them at the very least, and knowing what they were saying probably wouldn’t change the outcome. Besides, I could just have him tell me later.

 

It was with a distinctly disgruntled expression that the leader finally turned back toward me, but he mastered it quickly enough, raising his chin. At his side, Zhylvren straightened up as well, smiling beatifically.

 

“My Seer has shown me wisdom,” the chief stated evenly, “in a reminder of why I always make a point to listen to her, despite how annoying it tends to be.”

 

 The Seer beamed with intolerable self-satisfaction, and I found myself empathizing with him. Like, damn, she was helping me out here and even I kind of wanted to throw a drink at her.

 

 “What I said to your paladin friend was true,” the chief continued. “I fear the witch far more than the Fflyr. She is closer to us, and more aware of us, than they. But now, there is also you. Just as close, nearly as knowing…” He leaned forward again, regarding me with a fixed and piercing expression that seemed oddly lacking in hostility, compared to his previous stares. “…but you have promised, in what my Seer has said is good faith and sincerity, to leave us in peace as best you can. Or to share your strength and bounty with us if we agree to your terms. The witch, it must be said, has never so much as offered us either.”

 

I waited in silence, recognizing both his moment of production—you just didn’t upstage a fellow showman’s showtime, after all—and that he was making a decision he found difficult. I could relate.

 

“I still do not side against her. But I will, in consideration of these facts, tell you what I know.”

 

I bowed to him. “And I thank you for it.”

 

 “I’m afraid your need to conceal your…affiliation from Rhydion doesn’t end when you leave this village,” he said with a glimmer of dark amusement in his expression. “You go to face a vestige of your predecessor. The witch was once a powerful servant of Dark Lord Yomiko, who survived the fall of the Crusade but disdained to throw in her lot with the dark elves of Shylverrael. Nor has she offered aid or succor to any of her other former allies,” he added with clear bitterness. “Over the decades she had deigned to teach our people some few secrets of her alchemy, but not the merest fraction of what she knows. At best she has given us fair trade in potions for raw materials, and at worst, made demands which we did not dare to defy.”

 

 “She’s been there since Yomiko’s time?” I demanded. “How is that even possible? Wait—do elves live a lot longer than humans?”

 

 “Elves?” he asked in clear surprise. “A bit longer than your race or mine, I suppose, if only because they tend to live in comparative comfort and wealth. That is not the issue with the witch of the deep forest. The alchemy she uses, the experiments she carries out with life and death itself… Whatever she once was, she is now a thing. Something far more powerful and self-possessed than those shambling corpses she has made, but…”

 

The chief trailed off, turning to look at the Seer.

 

 “Occasionally she has exerted control over one bandit gang or another,” Zhylvren took over, “as sources for what she could not get from us. We have always refused to hand over our dead to her…experiments, and it seems there remains enough of a shred of decency in her that she has not seen fit to insist. Besides, she doesn’t appear to favor beastfolk corpses. Humans, mostly. Elves, if she can get them. We have learned to avoid the bandits who served her. They tend to become…bizarre. Twisted, and deadly even by the standards of bandits.”

 

Uh oh.

 

“Do they, by chance, tend to resort to…cannibalism?”

 

The chief and Seer nodded in grim-faced unison.

 

“Ah. And if someone were to, for example, wipe out a gang of cannibals operating out of the forest…”

 

“That person is owed the gratitude of all,” the chief stated firmly. “Such as they are not people anymore, merely abominations that can only be expunged. I might feel otherwise if the witch were driven in her hunger to prey on our kind, but whether she does still possess some form of conscience or simply has never been hungry enough, at no time in our records has she done so. On the rare occasions when she has turned to us for food, she has…bargained. Generously. So much so that some of ours have relented, despite the…price.”

 

“Ugh. So the witch eats people.” Fucking hell, how desperate must the squirrels have been to bargain for…what, an arm? Fingers?

 

Apparently not, though.

 

 The chief shook his head negatively. “Not that, thankfully. Those who fall too far under her sway tend to turn to eating the flesh of people; her influence teaches them to see people as prey, but in the end, what she needs for sustenance cannot sustain a man or woman of any race.”

 

“Blood,” the Seer said quietly. “She requires living blood. The fresher, the better. Directly from the victim’s veins if she can get it.”

 

For a second I could only stare at them in disbelief, before my mouth finally caught up with my comprehension.

 

 “Now, just a minute. You’re telling me I am dealing with a fuckmothering vampire?!”

            


4.22 In Which the Dark Lord's Expertise Comes in Handy


                 “And what is a vampire, exactly?”

 

 We were back on the ground and on the move at dawn, Rhydion and I being in agreement—albeit for separate reasons—that it was best to respect our hosts’ terms strictly and not impose on their hospitality any further. As such we had had a quick breakfast from our own supplies rather than suggesting they should feed us again, and lingered only long enough to have someone unroll a ladder for us and be escorted to the periphery of the khora grove in which their village was built. Now we were off again, heading through the frigid forest toward the southwest, where the witch supposedly was.

 

 That was all we knew: “southwest.” This promised to be a very annoying camping trip.

 

 “You’re asking me?” I couldn’t help being surprised at finding myself somehow the expert on fantasy bullshit. “You’re the folks who’ve got one in your own country. Aren’t you all professional monster-slayers, too? I figured you’d know all the details.”

 

 “Each part of that was more wrong than the last.” Dhinell seemed even grumpier than usual when cold and sleep-deprived.

 

 “I have never heard of such a thing,” Rhydion answered, still as patient and seemingly calm as when he’d asked a moment ago. “And I am probably the closest to a professional monster-slayer out of any of us. I assumed it was something rare from your homeland, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Oh, they’re not from my homeland. We don’t have vampires—in fact, where I’m from, these are myths. Nobody believes they’re real. I think the original stories are from Eastern Europe.”

 

 “And where the hell is that?” Harker grunted.

 

 “Even farther from here than my own country. Which is really saying something.”

 

 Actually, in the cosmic sense, Europe was more or less exactly as far from Ephemera as Japan. It felt farther, though. Japan was seemingly where the abduction portal came out.

 

 Dhinell suddenly stopped mid-stride and turned toward me with an uncharacteristically thoughtful expression, so I braced myself for something very annoying to happen.

 

 “You came here by Spirit, didn’t you.” By her tone, it wasn’t really a question. “It happens from time to time, someone appears seemingly from nowhere, speaking arcane gibberish nobody understands. They failed a Spirit’s trial or just said the wrong thing to it and were sent here from another archipelago with no landbridges to this one.”

 

 Huh. Well…that wasn’t so bad. In fact, that was actually what Lord Arider had assumed during our very brief acquaintance. It was, as I’d decided at that time, as good an explanation as any.

 

 “The language was the hardest part,” I said, putting on a small smile. “Not the worst part; Fflyr Dlemathlys is a nightmare for anyone who understand anything about economics, political science, or basic morality. But definitely the hardest. Honestly, what is it with you people and consonants? A syllable needs a maximum of one.”

 

 “You keep saying things like that,” Aster said, shaking her head. “I don’t believe any language could work that way and have enough vocabulary to actually communicate anything.”

 

 I turned my most aggrieved look on her. “Et tu, Aster?”

 

 Harker grunted. “And he speaks Latin, too. Somehow that seems about right.”

 

 It was all I could do to keep my own surprise contained at that. How the fuck did this guy know what Latin was? I thought back to the corrupted Spirits in Kzidnak, and the unidentified European language in which they were coded. Yoshi had suggested it was Latin, but… With this whole place being made by celestial weeaboos, that would be a weird and really random thing to toss into the mix.

 

 “That other boy around the Guild,” Dhinell commented, still staring at me. “The one with features like yours. He’s cagey about where he came from, too. Not that I’ve talked to him in any depth. The people he hangs around with tend to discourage civil conversation.”

 

 I had to grin at that. “Yeah, Flaethwyn’s a treat, isn’t she?”

 

 Dhinell narrowed her eyes at me. “So you do know him.”

 

 Shit, maybe I shouldn’t have said that. I know, I know, Seiji opened his mouth without thinking, stop the fucking presses. Well, on the other hand, denying it could lead to problems if Yoshi contradicted me later, or Rhydion’s helmet had the kind of truth-detecting feature I was starting to suspect it did.

 

 “I’ve met Yoshi a few times,” I said noncommittally. “Bailed his party out of jail once—that was also Flaethwyn’s fault, for the record. She’s like if the goddesses designed a whole person based on nothing but offensive stereotypes about highborn. Yoshi seems like a good kid, though. We don’t exactly hang out.”

 

 “Even though he’s from your country?”

 

 I shrugged. “Aren’t there people in Dlemathlys you don’t like? I’ve talked with Yoshi enough to know we have very little in common. I wish him luck doing the adventurer thing, but I’ve got my own stuff going on.”

 

 “Far be it from me to dissuade you from getting to know one another, but we are on pressing business.” Rhydion’s interjection served to bring us back to the present; he then accentuated the point by turning to head off again, forcing the rest of us to hurry along with him. “Lord Seiji was about to tell us about vampires. I would prefer to know what can be known as early as possible before we must confront one.”

 

 “Right, vampires.” I frowned in thought, trudging along through the snow and underbrush. “Shit… I was sort of counting on you to know how best to deal with them. The thing is, they are mythological creatures, or so I assumed until last night. There are hundreds of different stories and the rules are different in each of ‘em. I’m afraid anything I tell you in terms of strengths or weaknesses will turn out to be wrong and we’ll be screwed for going into this with incorrect expectations.”

 

 “How the hell are you so sure this is a vampire, then?” Harker demanded.

 

 “She’s immortal and has to drink blood to live. That’s it, those are the basics, the only universals of the vampire mythos. Beyond that…”

 

 “Incorrect expectations are indeed a risk,” Rhydion agreed. “One which must be weighed against the risks of utter ignorance, however. We must trust your judgment, Lord Seiji. What can you tell us that you deem likeliest to be relevant?”

 

 I chewed my lip as we walked, considering. Once again, here I was being screwed by the fact that I had never been all that interested in fantasy media.

 

 “Let’s see… All right, it’s a fairly common part of the myth that they are physically superior to humans. Much stronger, faster, et cetera.”

 

 “Lovely,” Dhinell muttered.

 

 “As for other extremely common elements… Well, a lot of the stories depict vampires as averse to sunlight. The possible effects of them being exposed to the sun range from instant fiery death to, uh…a weird visual effect that draws more attention than they want.”

 

 “What, so they live underground?” Harker demanded.

 

 “No, they only come out at night.”

 

 “What the hell difference would that make? You mean it’s only the full intensity of direct sunlight?”

 

 It took me a second to remember where I was. Right, Ephemera was a broken, fragmentary planet where the nights never got fully dark because sunlight always streamed through the misty space where the mantle and crust should be.

 

 “Yeah, I guess so. As I keep saying, these are old stories and I’m not an expert. Only other thing that seems extremely likely to me is that vampires are often described as being harmed or at least repelled by holy symbols. I’m not sure how much weight that has in and of itself, but it seems relevant here if the squirrels are right about where this one came from. Supposedly she was with the Dark Lord.”

 

 “I suppose they would know,” Harker grunted. “Yomiko brought them here, as well. Dount didn’t have any beastfolk before she came.”

 

 “Thank you, Lord Seiji,” said Rhydion. “We will keep these things in mind and proceed with care. If this creature is as dangerous as you suggest it may be inadvisable to confront her directly without more forces. In the absence of more evidence than we presently have, however, gaining further support will be difficult. I want to press on and attempt to confirm as much as we can about the source of the undead before withdrawing, but let us not take undue risks. Any danger which can press this group into retreat will justify a full response from the King’s Guild.”

 

 There was some nodding and mumbled assent in response to that; it was early and we were all tired, not to mentioned stiff with the chill. If Rhydion was disappointed with the lack of enthusiasm, though, he gave no sign of it. No shocker there, he didn’t generally give any sign of much.

 

 “Psst, boss.” Biribo was pretty good about not squirming around, at least not to the point of making the movement in my scarf visible. Now he extended his nose just enough to whisper right below my ear. “We’re being stalked. That Vylkher guy and four other squirrels following on both sides and behind, out of sight in the khora. No sign of hostility; they’ll probably keep an eye on you until you’re out of their territory.”

 

 Well, that stood to reason. Also, it suddenly occurred to me, it provided an opportunity to investigate the capabilities of my party members. One party member in particular, whose ability to detect an ambush was in fact immediately relevant to my interests.

 

 “Hey, Harker,” I called. “Are the squirrels following us?”

 

 “Definitely,” he replied without hesitation. He was still letting Rhydion take the lead, but Harker had moved to walk parallel with him in the front, a few meters to his right and with eyes constantly roaming the surrounding khora, clearly on the alert for threats. “They’ll watch anything we do until we’re far enough away they feel comfortable. Don’t worry, Lord Seiji, after last night I highly doubt they’ll attack us. We’re just as mysterious and scary as before, and now they also kinda like you. Some of ‘em, at least.”

 

 “Well, yeah, makes sense,” I said, disappointed. “I was asking whether you can actually detect them, though. You being the scout and all.”

 

 “Can I… What, sense people whose whole lives are built around moving silent and invisible through this particular forest? No, Lord Seiji, I cannot. I’m the best the Guild has; squirrel hunters are better. Your friend the Seer is the only kinda talent that can do that. I’m the wrong sort of magic.”

 

 He reached up with one hand to pat the ornate bow strapped to his back. It was an artifact, of course, but I wasn’t supposed to be able to tell that at a glance, publicly being just a sorcerer myself. 

 

 Anyway, this had been a productive exchange. Firsthand confirmation that Harker could be snuck on by squirrel hunters. What a specifically useful piece of information, which I had a feeling I would be able to put to work in the future.

 

 “Ah, so that is an artifact, then,” I said cheerfully. “I figured, it’s got that look. You don’t seem the type to blow coin on a fancy fake. What’s it do, then?”

 

 Harker gave me an incredulously scornful look before returning his attention to the surrounding forest.

 

 “This isn’t Lancor.”

 

 I glanced back at Aster, who just smiled and shook her head. Thanks, faithful lieutenant, real helpful.

 

 “I…have no idea what that means in this context,” I finally admitted.

 

 “Lancoral culture is built largely around their code of chivalry,” Rhydion explained. “In particular, they have very refined customs surrounding dueling and personal combat. When a Lancoral knight or adventurer faces a foe they deem worthy, it is customary to exchange polite greetings, and then each party will briefly describe their spells or the capabilities of the artifacts they use. I believe only orc tribes share the custom, and not all of those. Most other cultures, including the Fflyr, consider this practice…strategically dubious.”

 

 Yeah, no kidding. Forget chivalry, that was straight up shounen anime. You could really tell the goddesses—or at least one of them—had played a major role in the development of Lancor.

 

 “Interesting,” I said aloud. “Are you from Lancor, or is that one of those things I’m not supposed to ask while the armor’s on?”

 

 “Are you serious?!” Dhinell burst out.

 

 “It’s quite all right, Sister,” Rhydion soothed. “Lord Seiji is foreign, after all. I find it quite a relief to be treated as the sum of my actions rather than my origins. To answer your question, no. I am from Fflyrdylle originally. I was graced with the opportunity to spend several years in the Empire, studying with the Radiant Temple and training in the borderlands. Some parts of Lancor’s outlying islands are nearly as wild as Dount, and it shares landbridges with several Viryan states which do not endorse the Savin prohibition on expansion outside of a Dark Crusade. While the Empire as a whole is an admirable example of stability, its fringes require exactly the kind of constant effort that produces seasoned adventurers very quickly. Many from other countries journey there to test and improve themselves in the Emperor’s service.”

 

 “And just as many don’t,” Harker muttered. “The bureaucracy in that place is unreal. You gotta do more paperwork as an adventurer in Lancor than a court clerk in Dlemathlys.”

 

 “Heads up, boss, Vylkher’s on approach,” Biribo muttered just under my ear. It caused me to miss whatever Rhydion said to Harker in response, but that was probably fine; this would undoubtedly be more important.

 

 “South,” the familiar voice said suddenly from seemingly nowhere.

 

 We all stopped and turned, Dhinell starting violently and Aster and Harker both instinctively reaching for weapons before they recognized the speaker and lowered their hands. I, and…interestingly…Rhydion just turned to regard Vylkher without surprise.

 

 The squirrelman’s face had appeared above us, between the prongs of a kind of khora that I recognized would have a relatively flat top surrounded by a rim of branches, popular among hunters as ambush spots.

 

 “You’ll want to veer more south,” he clarified in response to our silent stares. “You are presently on course to pass dangerously close to the southern shore of the lake on your way to the island’s edge. Risk of meeting a naga patrol, there. The witch’s lair is less west and more south.”

 

 “Well, hey, thanks for the tip,” I said cheerfully.

 

 “Indeed,” Rhydion agreed in a more solemn tone. “We are grateful for any and all help, Vylkher.”

 

 “Not to sound ungrateful,” Harker added, “but can you be a little more specific? Nobody’s been in that whole part of the island except zombies and you people in a hundred years. Even bandits don’t go down there. ‘South’ is helpful, but…only up to a point.”

 

 “Hum. Yes.” Vylkher’s face vanished momentarily, and then the entire squirrel came vaulting out of the khora. He landed almost soundlessly in the snow alongside us—impressively agile, even for somebody who hunted for a living. Also definitely showing off, that couldn’t possibly have been the most efficient way to get down. “I can take you part of the way.”

 

 “We would appreciate that very much,” said Rhydion. “Are you sure it won’t get you in trouble with your leader?”

 

 “The tribe is deciding, today,” Vylkher said with a shrug. “There will be discussion all day, about you, and what to do about you. Where there is not yet consensus, I have room to exercise…judgment. I will not bring you too close—not enough that the witch might see me with you and take offense. I will not risk bringing her wrath on my village. But I can bring you close enough to find the rest of the way yourselves. The leader has not forbidden it. Anything which brings you quickly away from our lands will satisfy even the most hostile voices, I think.”

 

 “Then we shall be in your care,” Rhydion intoned, folding down his hands in a gesture that made Vylkher tilt his head inquisitively, “and in your debt. Please lead on, friend.”

 



 

 Our first encounter with the undead went much the same. 

 

 Vylker led us deeper into the forest, by midmorning passing a point Harker identified as the furthest the King’s Guild had sent scouts within living memory. Our guide was as taciturn as ever, speaking only when spoken to and even then only if he felt a reply was necessary. 

 

 The whole time, the tension slowly but inexorably rose in all of us, due to the lack of any monstrous encounters. Zombies had clearly made it as far as the eastern edge of the forest, and north into the very heart of wolf territory, and yet after over two days on the move we’d yet to encounter a single one. Neither Harker nor Vylkher could propose an explanation for this; Rhydion said that given the numbers of undead and sheer size of the forest it could be attributable to random chance, but advised us to beware the possibility of some strategy at work on the part of the witch. 

 

 The vampire.

 

 Biribo quietly kept me updated on the movements of our known stalkers. Over the course of the morning, Vylkher’s friends silently peeled away and turned back one by one until he was truly alone with us before we stopped around noon for a break and food.

 

 It was less than an hour after lunch that we finally met our first zombie, and it went down very much like Vylkher’s own appearance, starting with Biribo’s warning.

 

 “Zombie contact, boss. Dead ahead; one target, doesn’t seem currently aware of us. We keep on this course we’ll see it through the khora in a couple minutes.”

 

 I casually adjusted my scarf and rested my left hand on the pommel of my rapier, saying nothing.

 

 At the pace we’d taken it was less than two minutes before anyone spotted it. Even forewarned, I wasn’t the first.

 

 “Hsst,” Vylkher suddenly growled, dropping into a crouched stance.

 

 “I see it,” Harker muttered. “Rhydion, Delavada, best get front. They don’t hit hard but they’re filthy, we want armored fighters in the van.”

 

 Both of them drew weapons, Aster stepping up to stand parallel with Rhydion and moving to the side into a cleared area where she had room to fully utilize her greatsword.

 

 “It’s seen us, boss, going on the attack,” Biribo whispered, and a second later I saw it.

 

 The body of a human man, decomposing and apparently half-mummified, came staggering awkwardly out of the shadows beneath the khora directly in front of us, arms outstretched in a grasping motion and emitting a wet, rattling hiss from its gaping mouth. 

 

 For once, I found that fiction had more or less prepared me for this. A corpse is a corpse; if you’ve seen them walking around in movies, real life isn’t much different. If anything, my basic familiarity with zombie media probably lessened the impact compared to what my companions must be feeling. What was surprising was the coloration. This thing was tainted green, and not from any decomposition. Its eyes glowed a vivid, pulsating neon green, and drooling ichor of the same color was visible inside its gaping mouth, and peeking through breaks in its rotted skin.

 

 The zombie’s gait was awkward and halting, but not slow, and it was coming right at us with clearly murderous intent. Rhydion and Aster braced themselves, Vylkher and Harker drew arrows and aimed past their shoulders, and Dhinell began murmuring a quiet prayer to her goddess. In seconds it would—

 

 It tripped over a root and went sprawling in the snow.

 

 We all stood there watching in bemusement as the felled zombie fumbled about like an upturned turtle. Poor thing was seriously lacking in coordination. It clawed at the ground, flopping ineptly over onto its back, and then began laboriously trying to drag itself back upright by a grip on the nearest khora.

 

 Shaking my head, I stepped forward past Harker and held out one hand, aiming for the zombie through the gap between Aster and Rhydion.

 

“Shock.”

 

Damn that was fun! Lightning arced very satisfyingly from my fingertips to zap the undead. It immediately ceased its efforts, flopping onto its back in the snow angel it had just inadvertently made, smoking slightly and twitching.

 

 “Huh,” I commented to no one in particular. “For that to have worked, they must have some semblance of a functioning nervous system. Interesting.”

 

 Rhydion turned his helmet to face Aster, still keeping his body and sword angled toward the fallen zombie. “You have the superior reach.”

 

 She nodded once and stepped forward, grim-faced. Aster paced to just within range of the zombie, which was still jerking but making nothing that looked like a concerted effort to get back up anymore. Bringing her greatsword up overhead, she brought it down in a wide vertical slash that cleaved the thing in half along a diagonal and sliced into the earth below it.

 

 Aster pulled the blade loose and stepped back again, grimacing at the livid green smear across its blue akornin surface, and reached into her coat for a cleaning rag. The rest of us, meanwhile, crept forward to rubberneck at the slain zombie.

 

 Her attack had clearly finished it off. There was only a bit more twitching before its separate pieces finally went still. From the bisected halves, livid and slightly glowing green goo was seeping out to form an acrid-smelling puddle in between.

 

 “An astute observation, Lord Seiji,” Rhydion said quietly. “At a glance, this appears very like those slain beyond the forest. They do indeed appear to have some kind of nerve activity, as well as a circulatory system. Damaging most of the organs in the torso has little effect, but we have observed that destroying either the heart or brain stops whatever force animates them. That alone speaks to the nature of their creation. Undead made through pure magic are often harder to kill; these seem to be the work of a skilled alchemist attempting to reproduce…life.”

 

 “Hmmm.” I narrowed my eyes, watching the slime pouring steadily out of the corpse’s two segments and gooping together. Something about that was twigging my memory… “D’you suppose she’s trying to engineer a permanent food source for herself?”

 

 “I think it would be a mistake to conjecture about her motives at this juncture. We have little chance of stumbling upon the truth and risk prejudicing ourselves.”

 

 “Good point. That green stuff… I don’t remember seeing that in the ones back at the Ardyllen estate.”

 

 “Those ones were pretty well burned by the time you got there,” Harker replied. “They were the same when freshly killed. Fortunately that stuff burns off pretty good once you light some asauthec on it.”

 

 “Which we should do here,” Dhinell suggested. “Goddess only knows what devilry is seeping into the earth beneath us from that filth.”

 

 “Waste of oil,” Vylkher said laconically. “This is far from anybody. Animals aren’t stupid enough to eat it. Shouldn’t spread disease, in this cold.”

 

 “I’m not certain I agree, but considering how many more of these we are likely to encounter from here, we cannot afford to properly burn each one,” said Rhydion. “Best move forward.”

 

 “Hang on.” I leaned forward, kneeling in the melted snow to peer closely at the zombie.

 

 “Ugh, please don’t touch it,” Aster begged.

 

 “This…” I pointed at the livid green goo. It was moving together—slowly as chilled syrup, but with more motive than gravity alone could account for. “Did you guys investigate this stuff before you burned it?”

 

 “I declared it too hazardous to touch,” said Rhydion. “We lacked a sufficiently specialized alchemist to make use of any samples. Do you recognize anything significant, Lord Seiji?”

 

 “It’s…it’s slime.”

 

 “Well, it’s a good thing we brought him along,” Harker said solemnly. “Each new insight is more valuable than the last.”

 

 “No, I mean it’s…”

 

 I stood up, shaking my head, and stepped back. Pointing one hand at the puddle of green muck, I inhaled and projected in a dramatic way that I explicitly do not need to for spellcasting, both because it helped obscure my ability to silently cast and because I just plain enjoy things like that.

 

“Tame Beast!”

 

 Connection.

 

 I felt it, just like every other time I’d done this. The awareness in the back of my head, my ability to reach out with my thoughts and seize control. It wasn’t the same this time; the connection felt weaker, my instructions coming through but the response sluggish. Still, it worked.

 

 Right before our eyes, the glowing puddle began to shift, drawing its lingering traces out of the zombie’s decaying circulatory system with more effort than before. It all congealed in the melted depression it had made in the snow, then drew together and rose upward, finally building a form from its previously melted state.

 

 There it sat, a quivering, melon-sized ball of luminous green slime, clearly filthy with detritus from the forest floor and the inside of a corpse, not to mention diluted from all the melted snow it had absorbed, but still recognizable.

 

 “It’s slime,” I repeated. “Or more accurately, it’s a slime. This crazy witch isn’t raising the dead, she’s figured out how to turn corpses into slime-powered puppets.”
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4.23 In Which the Dark Lord Sponsors a Team-Building Activity


                 We all stared at the slime.

 

 I made an unnecessary hand gesture and directed it to slither out from the pieces of the corpse, causing everyone else to retreat a few steps. I couldn’t blame them; even aside from the visible filth and decay swirling in the slime’s interior, its neon green color screamed “poison.” I didn’t need the weakened connection from the spell, which was barely giving me a mental hold on it compared to normal slimes, to let me know something was very badly wrong with this one.

 

 “That’s a common enough spell,” Harker commented. “Didn’t realize it let you just…mind control animals, though.”

 

 “Really?” I said incredulously. “That’s your first thought right now?”

 

 He shrugged.

 

 “Anyway, it only works like that with slimes. They’re just…animated goop, barely even animals. They don’t have brains or nerves. Even crawns can’t be controlled this way.”

 

 “I’ve certainly never seen one that glowed,” Harker acknowledged, tilting his head and studying our new specimen. “Or was that color.”

 

 “The color is new,” Dhinell said quietly. “I have seen a glowing slime before, however.”

 

 Rhydion’s helmet shifted slightly toward me, but he said nothing.

 

 “Yeah, this is a pretty novel experience in terms of slimes,” I agreed. “Obviously the witch has done some major jiggery pokery with this thing—a slime in any kind of normal state can’t just…get into a body and control it. They don’t have the physical strength, or the ability to interface with the nervous system; it would have to be doing at least one of the two to make a corpse move around. That’s pretty clever, using it as a substitute for blood and letting it take over the body like that. We’d need a master alchemist to even start figuring out how it works, though. I’ve got no ideas.”

 

 But I did have a master alchemist. If I could get a sample of this into Youda’s hands… Rapidly considering my options, I was forced to file that away for a future project. I did have goblin scout teams under the surface in this general area under orders to unseal the tunnel entrances and be ready to move at need, but not a reliable way to communicate with them and avoid Rhydion’s notice. I could send Biribo, possibly even without the others noticing if I was clever about it, but with us going further into undead territory I wasn’t willing to have him separate from me.

 

 Rhydion seemed to be thinking along similar lines, which was becoming a running theme with the two of us.

 

 “This must be studied further. After returning from the forest I will seek the aid of skilled alchemists and see to taking one of these undead intact enough to extract its inner slime for analysis. None of that can be done here and now, however. For the moment, we had best press on.”

 

 “This is as far as I go,” Vylkher stated. He’d already stepped further back from the group and now knelt on the ground, setting his pack in the snow in front of himself and rummaging therein. “Closer to the witch and I risk drawing her attention to my tribe. Continue forward from here and you will reach a stream; follow that up the current for around a day and you will find her lair. The stream does not go to it but it passes by close enough you will see it. Here.”

 

 He had pulled out a big handful of what looked like ropes and leather straps, and now handed this to Aster. She looked nonplussed, but accepted it.

 

 “Harnesses,” Vylkher explained. “You will have to camp overnight. Do not sleep on the ground, not even posting a watch. The undead are too clumsy to climb khora; find one with enough space up top and sleep there. Strap these on, pound the spikes into the shell, and they will stop you rolling out in your sleep. Very few khora are big enough on top for a fire, so also take these.”

 

 Again, he picked Aster to be the recipient; she had to awkwardly tuck the bundle of harnesses under her arm to accept the package Vylkher now handed her.

 

 “Warm sticks,” he said tersely. “Alchemical. There are big ones and small ones. Break them in half and the pieces will be hot for a few hours. Nearly all night if they’re kept stifled away from open air, which is how you use them. Two small ones and one big one per person; put the halves of small ones in your shoes and gloves, prevent frostbite in the extremities. Those you can put on the skin. Bigger ones are to heat your body; they get too hot for that, so tuck them between layers of your clothes.”

 

 “Your generosity is deeply appreciated, as is that of your tribe, Vylkher,” Rhydion said. “For all the help you have given, we are in your debt. If I am able to aid you and your people in the future, I will do so.”

 

 “Hum.” The squirrelman smiled vaguely. “Perhaps you will have the opportunity; perhaps not. Life is endless surprises. It’s as you said to the chief: travelers should help travelers in the forest.” He shifted his eyes to me and his smile widened fractionally. “What kind of world would it be if no one helped anyone? Best to be the one who offers first, I think. Travel carefully. I wish you luck with the witch.”

 

 “May the Goddess watch over you,” Rhydion said solemnly.

 

 Vylkher’s fluffy tail twitched twice, and his ears once.

 

 “Your goddess has never helped us before—nor has the other one. I would be very surprised if they start now. Keep believing in people, paladin, they’ll serve you better.”

 

 Having thus snatched the last word, he turned and swarmed up the side of the nearest khora with astonishing speed. In seconds he was bounding away through the bare branches, which looked a lot easier than it would have been in a tree forest given how big most of them were.

 

 “Well,” I said, turning from watching his exit back to Rhydion. “What should we do about this? I don’t specifically know what could go wrong from leaving a corrupt zombie slime roaming around, but it feels like a bad idea. Slimes’re tricky things to kill, though, if you’re not willing to stop and douse it in whatever asauthec we’ve got left…”

 

 Harker nocked an arrow, drew, and before I could demand to know what the hell he was doing, fired it straight into the green slime point blank. Instantly I felt the connection in my head terminate, and the slime itself collapsed. All its cohesion gone, it was suddenly just a puddle of vile, viscous goop seeping into the forest floor.

 

 “There,” Harker grunted, retrieving his arrow and a rag from his belt pouch to thoroughly wipe the head. “That good enough for you?”

 

Interesting. The arrow was nothing special, I could tell at a glance; was that bow able to insta-kill magical creatures? Or magic in general? Surely it couldn’t be an anti-slime bow, that would be a very weird enchantment to make and not something Harker would bother carrying around. Well, he wasn’t going to tell me, but I could ask Biribo as soon as we were able to talk again.

 

 “Good enough indeed,” said Rhydion, nodding. “Thank you, Harker. Come, friends, let us not delay.”

 



 

 We found the stream easily. It was frozen solid, making “up the current” impossible to determine, but it wasn’t hard to tell which way was headed toward the southwest. Off we went, moving through the cleared channel carved by the small waterway.

 

 The forest itself didn’t discernibly change, but now that we’d finally encountered one undead, more began to appear with increasing regularity. None of them posed a threat; based on how they performed in combat, I didn’t figure they would unless they managed to take us by surprise. Biribo’s presence made that prospect impossible, but even so I never had to be the first to call a warning. Harker had the sharp eyes and ears you’d expect of a man who made his living hunting monsters in the deep forest, and Rhydion…

 

 Rhydion spotted as many distant zombies as Harker did. More and more I wanted to learn about the capabilities of that armor of his, and in particular the helmet, but something told me I was going to be disappointed in that hope.

 

 Most of the undead we saw before they saw us, which meant we took them out prior to any actual combat. Aster and Rhydion always moved to the fore, but only had to swing their blades a few times. Dhinell, Harker and I felled them with spells and arrows much more often. And indeed, one arrow from his artifact bow was enough to instantly kill a zombie.

 

 Rhydion declared a halt almost an hour before dark when we stumbled across a perfect campsite, declaring that a measure of security while we slept was better than faster progress which brought us to the vampire’s doorstep bedraggled and tired. The frozen stream bent fully around a particularly wide khora structure which featured a flat space on top, ringed by spiky protrusions which in other seasons would sprout very pretty fronds, but at the moment made for surprisingly serviceable battlements. Up there we had room for not only all five of us to lie down, but enough space to make a small fire in the center.

 

 It was tricky enough for us to get over the spikes and onto the top; no way could those awkwardly shuffling zombies manage it. Also we wouldn’t need to use Vylkher’s harnesses, given how the raised edge prevented anybody rolling off.

 

 Taking my cue from Rhydion’s judgment that the fire was an acceptable risk as we were unlikely to meet the witch herself this far out and nothing else wandering around here was smart enough to respond to our out-of-reach presence, after everyone had finished their share of travel rations, I began carefully unwrapping my lovely new guitar from the weatherproof bindings the squirrels had given me for it.

 

 “Really?” Harker asked wryly.

 

 “It’s cold, we’re all tired, we’re alone deep in zombie country and tomorrow we’re facing off with a monster out of nightmare,” I said, plucking the gut strings and carefully twisting the pegs to tune it. “Shit’s fucked, is what I’m sayin’, and it’s not like I can heal stress. If ever there was a time for some medicine for the soul, this is it. How about it, Dhinell? You’re up first.”

 

“Excuse me?” she demanded, her eyebrows shooting upward.

 

 “Pick the first song,” I explained, grinning. “I know a fair amount of Fflyr music by now, but you might have to teach me. That’s fine, I’m always glad to learn new tunes. As I recall, you have a fondness for church music?”

 

 “It certainly wouldn’t surprise me that you don’t know any proper hymns,” she sniffed. “What exactly is it you think you’re up to, Lord Seiji? This effort to pretend you enjoy my company is less convincing than you seem to think.”

 

 “I have been asked to make an effort to get along with everybody,” I said, winking at Rhydion. “You might recall; you were there. I am a firm believer that everybody does not need to be friends, so long as everybody can be professionals. If we all act with basic respect it shouldn’t matter how well anyone gets along. Besides…”

 

 I was plucking experimentally at the strings now. Unless I’d tuned it contrary to its designer’s intent, the string pitches were the same as a normal guitar, minus the upper E. Okay, I’d have a more limited range, but I could work with that. The finger spacing was a bit wider; that might trip me up, but the difference wasn’t enough to be too awkward.

 

 “Besides,” I continued quietly, staring into the fire, “music is…everything. Music heals and uplifts the soul like nothing else. Faith, love, loyalty, all of that shit will fall apart in the end, but music will still be there for you. Everyone deserves to be able to hear the music they love. Doesn’t matter whether I like them; doesn’t matter whether I like their musical taste. That’s sacred. No one should have to go without listening to the songs that move their hearts.”

 

 I strummed a few chords, having found the shape of it, and raised my eyes to look expectantly at Sister Dhinell. Her eyebrows were drawn together in an expression of consternation, or maybe puzzlement. She finally answered, though.

 

 “Do you know Auch Dhewlryrth?”

 

 “Doesn’t ring a bell. Can you hum it?”

 

 Dhinell’s pale cheeks colored slightly in the firelight and she averted her gaze. “Never mind, it doesn’t really matter.”

 

 “Hmmm mmm hm hmmmm hmm hm,” Aster hummed. “I like that one too. Actually I think you will also, Lord Seiji, it’s complex. The melody sounds all bright and happy by itself, but the chord progression is in minor key. You’re supposed to alternate it, doing just the melody and then the full harmonies, back and forth with each verse. Sounds totally different each time.”

 

 “Ooh, interesting! Walk me through it?”

 

 It was indeed a hymn, apparently; the lyrics were a bunch of piffle about Sanora’s grace in times of suffering, but I bit down my aversion and sang once I got the melody. I was dead serious about what I’d said. Sanora might be a bunch of bullshit, but her contamination didn’t make the music itself any less sacred. If it uplifted and helped heal the spirit, it deserved to be heard. In fact, I found I rather liked the tune myself.

 

 I’d expected Harker’s request to be some kind of bawdy drinking song and was fully prepared to bite my tongue again and oblige, but to my surprise he wanted to hear a Fflyr folksong which I happened to have learned already, a wistful ballad about an adventurer who never returned from a dungeon and the girl he left behind. And I already knew Aster’s favorite song, an upbeat dancing tune which was in minor key but managed to leave an overall cheery impression even if you didn’t listen to the lyrics about flowers and spring rains. She’d mentioned previously that it reminded her of her dad, in a tone which did not invite further questions.

 

 Everyone sang along with every piece, including Rhydion, to my surprise. He had a decent baritone; the echoing effect of his helmet added an odd layer to the sound but it wasn’t unpleasant.

 

 “What about you, boss?” I asked after we finished the third song, looking at him and strumming expectantly.

 

 “I think… I would like to hear a song from your home, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Hey, no fair jumping ahead,” I chided, grinning. “You’d better believe I wasn’t gonna skip my turn. Come on, everybody gets one.”

 

 “In uncertain times, I find it gives me more comfort to look beyond myself into the wideness of the world than back at what is familiar,” he said quietly. “It’s a mindset a mentor of mine taught me, long ago. Our problems tower over us when we stand before them, but if we only pull back, see the true, vast scope of the world and how little of it you truly know, gain some perspective into the real breadth of creation… Then, even the mountains seem small. We are tiny in the vastness of life, and so are our troubles.”

 

 “I’m…”

 

 “More prosaically, we should sleep soon. Tonight is unlikely to be restful and we must face tomorrow at our full strength. So, one more song. Indulge me if you would, Lord Seiji. I am eager to hear something from beyond my own experience.”

 

 I had been idly strumming and plucking while he talked, and kept doing so while I considered. Something from my home? In fact I knew quite a bit of proper Japanese music, and suddenly felt a prick of nostalgia for it. My father had insisted I learn the shamisen in return for indulging my pursuit of rock, and though I refused to let him know it, I had come to really enjoy the instrument and its traditional music. I missed having one. Still, when I thought back to what gave me comfort…

 

 My definition of “classic rock” is much looser than most people’s, encompassing large swaths of everything that came out of America between 1955 and 2005 or so. I had decided early on that what moved you, moved you; labels were for hipsters and other useless people who existed only to be poked at because of the amusing noises they made when upset. I knew what touched my soul, in all the broad range of it, and I felt no particular need for it to be categorized.

 

 And now, while I mulled, I belatedly noticed what my fingers had been plucking the intro to.

 

“I’ve heard there was a secret chord…”

 

 Maybe it was the sacred music from earlier… Maybe just the melancholy of our scenery and situation. It was hardly one of my favorites, and probably wouldn’t have been even had it not become so overplayed in popular media in the last couple decades. I’d been spared the worst of that as I didn’t go out of my way to watch Western movies or shows. I knew the song, though, and in that moment it was all about the mood. Wistful, solemn, bittersweet. 

 

 That is music. It doesn’t matter why. You can mull that after the fact if you’re interested in theory. In the moment, you just experience it. You go where the notes take you.

 

 None of them understood a word, of course; I sang in the original English. But there was that Wisdom perk I’d unlocked early on, the deeply affecting, almost hypnotic impact I could create by singing in a language the listeners didn’t understand. Dhinell’s eyes shone in the firelight; Harker’s usually guarded expression had finally relaxed, and he stared pensively out across the darkened forest. Aster smiled at me the whole time, a sad little expression that seemed to offer forgiveness for some offense I didn’t even recall committing.

 

“…hallelujah.”

 

 Full dark had fallen, and the dead were on the move below us; Rhydion was right about the need for rest before whatever came tomorrow. On that note, we turned in.

 



 

 Vylkher had slightly underestimated our pace; we discovered the witch’s lair well before noon the following day.

 

 Our path was blocked by a small cliff, down which the stream fell in front of us in a waterfall that was currently frozen solid. That made for a very pretty spectacle, but our attention was focused on the wide gap in the khora to our left, giving us a view over a downward slope south. In the distance stood a large mansion.

 

 It was in the Fflyr style, designed around the huge pieces of khora shell from which it was constructed, giving it flowing lines and an overall organic shape. More of the windows than otherwise were either boarded over or gaping empty, and even from this distance the masonry between the big shell pieces was visibly crumbling, but overall it was surprisingly intact for being out here in the wilderness.

 

 “What the hell is that doing here?” Harker demanded, neatly summing it up.

 

 “The political landscape of Dount was dramatically changed by the Dark Crusade,” said Rhydion. “Many old ruins dot what is now the beastfolk territory of the western forest, where entire settlements were left behind by the civilization which previously existed here.”

 

 “Yeah, I’ve seen, uh, one or two of those,” I said, thinking of North Watch itself, and the ruined village in the poison khora grove. “They looked a lot worse off than that place.”

 

 “Indeed,” he said, nodding. “That is approximately the condition in which I would expect to find a place that size which has been maintained for a century and a half by a single person who knows nothing of masonry or construction. It would seem we have found our quarry.”

 

 “How should we approach, then?” Aster inquired, absently reaching up to grip the handle of her greatsword. “A frontal charge doesn’t sound like a great idea if vampires are as dangerous as Lord Seiji says they might be. Most of this group isn’t really great at sneaking, though.”

 

 “Remember that attack is not our purpose here,” Rhydion said softly, gazing at the distant manor. “We will fight if the vampire attacks. Whatever transpires, remember that our goal is to gain information, not to destroy our target. We must live, and return to Fflyr territory with what we know.”

 

 “Okay,” I said, “but if a golden opportunity to take her out arises, ideally before she sees us coming…”

 

 “Then pass it up. If at all possible, I would like to talk to her.”

 

 We all turned to stare at him.

 

 “If she came here with Yomiko,” I pointed out, “she probably doesn’t wanna talk to you.”

 

 He nodded. “As I said, we will fight if pressed. But do not take this for a mission of destruction. I want to learn the true scope of the threat, and bring that knowledge back to the Clans.”

 

 “Excuse me if I’m missing something,” I retorted, “but you’re making it sound like you’d rather do that than actually take out the witch.”

 

 “Precisely.”

 

 “What the fuck?”

 

 Rhydion turned to face me.

 

 “You have repeatedly commented on the political situation on Dount and throughout Fflyr Dlemathlys, Lord Seiji—specifically, on the one and only strategy the Clans use to control the people. Designate a target, and redirect their subjects’ justified anger against it. They are using the weaker version of this gambit, by picking on imaginary enemies who are too vulnerable to defend themselves. The method is far more effective against a legitimate threat. Tell me, Lord Seiji: in your plans to forestall the abuses of the Clans and intercede on behalf of the people, have you ever considered how much you might be able to accomplish, if you could only force the Clans to turn in unison and face a single foe—one other than yourself?”

 

 I stared at him, completely gobsmacked. He was unreadable as always behind that damned visor, but the others… Harker was making a visible effort to conceal his thoughts, and Dhinell a somewhat less successful one to keep her own consternation under control. Aster looked about as dumbstruck as I felt in that moment.

 

 “…huh,” I finally grunted. To my immense embarrassment, that was all I could come up with.

 

 “I begin to be concerned, Lord Seiji, that in my efforts to dissuade you from rash and destructive actions, I have given you the impression that I do not see the urgent need for action of some kind to rescue this country from itself. That is very much not the case. If one’s actions will determine the fates of countless souls, the time for bold movement is when one has a large measure of control over the situation, and a reasonable certainty of success. And if one does not have those things, one must begin working to create them. Carefully and quietly, so as not to draw the wrong kind of attention. Flailing at your enemies in unthinking outrage will only feed them opportunities to vanquish you. Strike with purpose, in a time and place of your choosing, where they cannot see the trap until its jaws close upon them.”

 

 I blinked, twice, and finally remembered to close my mouth. Not a moment too soon; the cold air had really dried it out.

 

 “Come,” said Rhydion, turning and walking into the gap toward the long descent that led to the vampire’s mansion. “Let us visit this witch, and learn the truth of what we face. If the Goddess smiles on us, she will be deadly indeed.”
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4.24 In Which the Dark Lord Has His Ups and Downs


                It’s interesting how scenery alone can tell a story.

 

Approaching the vampire’s manor, getting a progressively better view of the house itself and its surroundings, was like unrolling a scroll, gaining more and more understanding of what had happened here from the last Dark Crusade to the Inferno. Not in any degree of detail or nuance, but the broad shape of it came together with every new piece of perspective we found.

 

Rhydion took us on a course that swung to the north rather than heading directly for the manor, because there was a ridge in that area covered with thick khora which would give us a better vantage over the grounds before we approached without leaving us exposed to sight ourselves. The hike was interrupted with increasing frequency by zombie attacks, to the point that Biribo stopped whispering me warnings unless one got uncomfortably close in a direction we weren’t looking. They were wandering all over the forest here, ample proof that we were approaching the center of their activity if we didn’t already know. Rhydion decreed a halt to spellcasting, dangerously close to the witch’s lair as we were, so Harker’s bow did most of the zombie-felling, backed up by Aster and Rhydion’s quieter sword work. Well, quiet compared to the flashy spectacle Dhinell and I would have made of it.

 

Climbing the ridge made things a bit easier as it was too steep on one side for zombies to clamber up, so that was one flank we didn’t have to constantly guard. It was the direction which gave us the view over the mansion, and progressively told the story of this land as we trudged higher and gained an ever wider perspective.

 

The first and most important thing we noticed as soon as we could see it over the khora canopy was that there was a village surrounding the manor. That arrangement was familiar from modern Fflyr settlements; what set this one apart was the defensive wall surrounding the village. This practice was banned in Dlemathlys, despite the large amount of bandit activity which would have made it very helpful; only cities occupied by the Kingsguard were allowed walls. Clan fortresses were almost universally walled, just not towns or villages. Can’t have the peasants seizing a defensible position when they inevitably revolt.

 

So that roughly dated the construction of this village. The state of the walls said a lot about what had been happening since.

 

Part of their bad condition was just normal wear and tear from being outdoors for a hundred and fifty years; even where the battlements weren’t broken, there wasn’t a sharp corner to be seen. I’d been told by my grounds crew in the course of North Watch’s renovations that akorthist could outlast stone construction under similar conditions so long as you maintained it properly, which was a process similar to regularly re-applying varnish to wood. As soon as that lapsed, however, the shell-based construction would start to decay—it didn’t rot, but erosion tore it apart rapidly. The village’s walls were clearly suffering from that, but more significant was the damage caused by the khora, in a reminder of one of the several reasons those were normally cut back before they grew too close to the walls.

 

 Roots crawling under the foundations had caused them to visibly buckle in several places. That problem at least had been avoided at North Watch because our foundations were set much deeper and apparently khora roots weren’t like tree roots; they either sank straight down from a central shell structure or spread outward along the surface seeking a new place to sprout one. These khora had not been trimmed back properly, but those closest to the walls were notably stunted, both in overall size and the profusion of their fronds and branches.

 

“Poison,” Rhydion stated during a lull between zombie attacks, while we paused partway up the slope to study the scenery. “Lacking the manpower to properly carve back the khora, she used an alchemist’s solution. Those which grew too close to the walls have been made to wither, their growth impeded when they were not outright killed.”

 

“Looks like that kinda backfired on ‘er,” Harker observed.

 

“Indeed, there are many reasons it is not ordinarily done.”

 

 To give the witch some credit, the Inferno had been an unpredictable event, but what had immediately followed itwould have happened eventually, just in one spot at a time rather than all at once. While the Immolate spell had restored the khora to their best possible health afterward, that didn’t stop the shells that were already weakened and withered from decades of poisoning from collapsing. From here it looked like close to half the stunted khora directly outside the walls had crumbled in on themselves or fallen over, and quite a lot of those had hit the walls themselves. Even in just the slice of view we had from this location, there was one total wall breach and three spots where huge chunks of shell were leaning against sections of the wall that had partially toppled inward under the pressure. Whole lengths of it looked about ready to collapse from the damage. And we could see less than half of the perimeter from here.

 

 “So that explains why so many undead escaped at once,” said Dhinell. “Hell’s revels, how many did she have in there? Why were smaller numbers able to escape previously? They’ve been popping up here and there since not long after the Dark Crusade.”

 

“Already we have learned much,” Rhydion said, turning to resume course. “Doubtless we shall learn more the farther we go.”

 

There wasn’t much more history to be gleaned from the view once we reached the apex of the ridge, took down three undead ambling about up there, and paused to study the manor in earnest. We did, however, gain some much-needed tactical data.

 

“Well, we ain’t goin’ in the front,” Harker observed dryly.

 

 From here we had the elevation and proper angle to see the grand entry to the mansion itself, which was behind its own set of walls from the village which were in much better shape than the outer defenses. The big, ornately carved akorshil doors were shut tight, but that wasn’t the true problem. In front of them stood a platform to which the manor’s front steps led, or would have if they still existed. The edge of the platform itself was uneven, the destruction was so absolute. Nothing remained of the stairs except some sad heaps of rubble at the base of a drop that looked at least a story tall. I’d seen this design philosophy in some of the swankier houses in Gwyllthean’s middle ring, where the “main” floor started on the second and the “basement” was behind thick windowless walls at ground level, since the Fflyr were averse to actually digging. We could…maybe climb that, since there were enough of us to help each other. Not if anybody was going to stand at the top and make it difficult, though.

 

 “Hm. That’s weird,” Harker added, squinting through his spyglass. It made sense for a scout to have such a thing; I thought fondly of my own, which was back at North Watch because I’d packed for a quick trip to Gwyllthean, not an extended forest adventure. “The masonry wasn’t broken in any…normal way. I’d swear it looks… Yeah. Holy shit, the front steps were melted.”

 

“That sounds like another alchemist’s solution,” Rhydion noted. “It must mean there is another entrance, if nothing else. Harker, are you able to tell from here how recently the damage was inflicted?”

 

“I doubt I could tell that even up close. You’d need another alchemist, or at least a mason.”

 

“I don’t think we wanna take the witch’s entrance, even if we can find it,” Aster said quietly. “That’d be down there at the ground level, probably. If she’s been making zombies for a hundred and fifty years…I bet the ones that’ve wandered out here are nothing compared to their numbers inside the walls.”

 

“And what of it?” Dhinell snorted. “They are feeble foes at best. Dispatching them one at a time has been trivial; taking out masses at once merely opens up more options for us.”

 

“There are many reasons I don’t wish to fight our way in,” Rhydion said firmly. “Be prepared for that eventuality, but please recognize that if that occurs it will mean we have lost control of the situation and failed one of our primary goals. Harker, do you see any good prospects for a more discreet entrance?”

 

The scout was moving his spyglass slowly, panning over the old manor in careful detail. “Actually… I think we’re in luck, for once.”

 



 

One important detail we discovered from that vantage was that the manor itself was not in the center of the village, but rather against its western wall, with the manor’s own outer defenses becoming those of the village itself on that side. The combination of the architecture and the damage inflicted on it by the witch’s khora poisoning and Inferno created an opportunity right at the point where the village wall intersected the side of the manor.

 

An hour later, after slaughtering our way as discreetly as possible through a thickening horde of undead, we stood amid piles of slime-infested corpses at the base of this spot, staring up at the point where an entire khora superstructure had fallen against it, wedging itself right into the point where the two walls connected. From down here we couldn’t see what was up there, but from the ridge it had been apparent that right above that point on the walls was a section of large windows. The glass was a strange amber color that made me suspect some alchemical tomfoolery and they didn’t look like they were meant to be opened, but… It was a more vulnerable point than the akorthist walls themselves, and there was an oh-so-convenient ramp leading right to it.

 

“You want to climb this thing?” Dhinell demanded, planting her fists on her hips and staring balefully up at Harker’s proposed access from its base. “There’s no way that’ll hold a person’s weight.”

 

“Doesn’t look too sound,” he admitted. “It’s wedged in there pretty good, though, and I’ve climbed worse.”

 

“You and I and possibly Dhinell could get up that, so long as we were careful about it,” I said. “Aster…probably. If someone else carries her pack.”

 

“Are you making cracks about my weight?” she asked in a mock-dangerous tone.

 

I rolled my eyes. “You are in armor and carrying a gigantic fuckoff sword. Lighter armor, so like I said, probably. There is no way that thing’ll hold up under Rhydion’s armor, though. And as curious as I am about what’s under there, this doesn’t seem like a great place to take it off.”

 

A large percentage of the fallen khora trunk lay in pieces around our feet. What rested against the walls, making a tempting ramp right to the top, was about half the shell, completely hollowed out and noticeably thinner than one of its species ought to be. The witch’s years-long campaign of poison hadn’t prevented it form growing upward, but it lacked the sturdiness or numerous prongs this kind were supposed to have and the Inferno had made it crumple like an empty can. The remaining hulk was dried-out, thin, visibly cracked in several places and generally looked like it wasn’t going to last much longer in that position even if no idiots came along and tried to climb it.

 

“I think Lord Seiji is correct,” Rhydion said, his helmet tilted back as he studied the fallen shell. Could that thing analyze structural integrity? Silly idea, but very little would surprise me at this point. “Still, I would like to leverage this if it is possible; we have not scouted the other side of the manor but prolonging our presence here increases the risk, and it seems unlikely we will stumble upon anything else so convenient. At issue is that the obvious means of using this involves splitting the group. I hope I needn’t explain why I am reluctant to do so.”

 

“Like I said, I can get up it,” said Harker. “I’m also the quickest and quietest mover, especially alone. If what we specifically need is a scout…”

 

“Actually…” I narrowed my eyes, peering up at the broken khora trunk and thinking rapidly. “A scout is not what we need; that’s somebody’s house, not the wilderness. It’s just an incredibly dangerous house, possibly full of monsters. I’ll go.”

 

“Lord Seiji,” Aster growled.

 

“Why you?” demanded Dhinell.

 

“I bet Rhydion gets it.” I turned my grin on him. “Don’cha?”

 

“Lord Seiji is certainly a more dangerous combatant,” the paladin said, peering inscrutably at me from behind his visor. “Especially in close quarters where your bow will be at a severe disadvantage, Harker. He is a competent swordsman even if his magic should fail. My concern with this plan is, again, it presupposes that this will come to combat, which is what we are specifically trying to avoid.”

 

“Mmm…not exactly,” I demurred. “We’re still going to try to avoid that, but keep in mind it’s not really up to us whether this turns to fighting or not. We can be as polite as we want but if the vampire decides to attack, that’s that. What it comes down to is that I have a better chance of fending her off, at least long enough to yell a warning in the worst case. With no offense to Harker, he’d get eaten in there.”

 

Harker folded his arms. “No offense taken. If what you’ve said about vampires is right, that’s probably true.”

 

“Plus, he’ll have me to back him up,” Aster said, giving me an Aster Look.

 

I heaved a sigh. “Aster…”

 

“It’ll be fine. As long as we both leave our packs with the others, the weight shouldn’t be too much. My artifacts weigh very little; that’s one of the advantages of them being artifacts.”

 

“Listen, Aster—”

 

“You listen,” she snarled. “You are always doing this, haring off on your own on some damn fool escapade or other. And what happens every time, Seiji? Every damn time?!”

 

I stared at her, slowly working my jaw as I sought a sufficient rebuttal. Man, I really should work on my ability to lie. If nothing else it’d make it easier to argue with people who are clearly right.

 

“You are doing your bodyguard no favors by allowing her to talk to you in that fashion, Lord Seiji,” Dhinell said in her iciest tone. “Eventually you will leave and she will have to again be mindful of her place in the Goddess’s hierarchy.”

 

Well, that decided me. I get to argue with Aster all I want, but I’m not gonna stand for her being talked down to by the likes of fucking Dhinell.

 

“There are two people you don’t outrank no matter who you are: your medic, and your bodyguard.” I sighed and began shrugging out of my pack. “Well then, unless Rhydion decides to veto the plan?”

 

“It is as sound as any option before us,” he said, holding out a hand to take my pack. “I am inclined to concur with Miss Delavada, in fact; if we must divide the party I prefer to leave no one isolated. As she has King’s Guild bodyguarding experience, she will be well-suited to watch your back. Be silent and be careful, Lord Seiji.”

 

“Hey, I’m pretty good at one of those things!” I said cheerfully, placing one foot gingerly on the base of the fallen khora shell.

 

“I don’t even know which one you mean because you’re shit at both of ‘em,” Aster muttered. I was far too dignified to stand around squabbling all day so I began my very careful ascent in silence, because I am totally capable of that.

 

The thing was more stable than it looked; at least it didn’t shift much under our weight. What it did do, though, was produce ominous cracking noises several times during our short but nerve-wracking ascent, each time causing Aster and I to utterly freeze for a moment. Despite the rounded surface it wasn’t too hard to climb on hands and knees; it was at a shallow enough angle that it might have been possible to walk upright, but fuck that. The rough texture of the shell provided good traction and numerous footholds, that was the best thing about it.

 

I was barely a meter short of the wall itself when it cracked even more loudly and the entire thing shifted slightly to one side. Right in front of me, I saw it slide down the wall a noticeable few centimeters, both the akorthist masonry and the edge of raw khora shell crumbling visibly where it ground together. For a few seconds I held utterly still, regaining control of my breathing and reminding myself that it was just a fall of…seven or eight meters, maybe. I would definitely survive that and Heal would fix anything else.

 

“Aster? You okay?”

 

“Please hurry up,” she said, her voice as tense as a guitar string. I was really glad I’d left my new guitar with Rhydion along with my travel gear. I would be enormously pissed off if I fell on that and smashed it.

 

The shell held, at least, as I made my way to the top. From there I had to reach up, and then haul myself with great care onto a perilously thin ledge, which was so thin because it was not a ledge but a decorative windowsill. As windowsills it was pretty beefy, but as a place to stand? There was barely room for my feet.

 

I edged to the side, pressed against the glass, while Aster clambered the rest of the way up and joined me. Only when she had her own boots on solid akorthist did I relax slightly and devote my attention to the fact that what we were both pressed up against was not glass.

 

The stuff was translucent; we couldn’t see through it into the room beyond, but this close I could see straight into the structure of the substance itself. Amber in color, it was clearly thicker than a pane of glass would be and filled with a profusion of white filaments, which were largely arranged in chaotic patterns but frequently resolved themselves into segments of hexagonal lattice. In fact, it looked like honeycomb. Maybe the honeycomb that would result if you gave bees cocaine. It wasn’t sticky; the outer surface was polished as smooth as glass and yet felt slightly tacky under my hands, but that appeared to be just a high-friction texture. Nothing came away on my fingertips when I pulled them back.

 

This vampire really was some alchemist.

 

“What is this?” Aster muttered, carefully patting the surface of the window against which she was leaning.

 

“Oh, so this isn’t a normal Ephemera thing? I’m never sure I can assume that when I encounter weird shit.”

 

“I’ve never seen anything like it. The purpose is pretty clear, though. Glass is pricey enough to get and hard to install if you’re not an evil hermit lurking in the deepest part of the forest.”

 

“Yeah, she’s got skills, all right. Well, at least it’s sturdy enough to—”

 

Right in front of me, the pane of alchemical not-glass cracked under my weight, hairline traceries spreading light lightning from a big central fissure that crossed right in front of my eyes.

 

“Oh, fuck off,” I complained, and an instant later the entire thing shattered, dumping me boots-over-hairdo into the room beyond.

 

“Lord Seiji!” Aster began sidling as carefully as she could to the hole I’d just made while I rolled over and picked myself up, cursing quietly.

 

Heal! Not that I felt particularly injured, but…general principles.

 

 “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I grunted, dusting shattered amber shards off my clothes as Aster stepped inside and tried to fuss over me.

 

 “Lord Seiji!” added another voice from below.

 

 I leaned back out, waving to Rhydion. “We’re okay! Don’t climb up. That thing is about to give up the ghost; I’m sure as hell not coming back down this way.”

 

He waved back. “Very well. Can you see anything from there which might provide us a way in?”

 

 “Hang on! Here, hold onto me.” I gave Aster my hand to grip and leaned carefully out, craning my neck to study the manor’s walls from this side. “Oh! Actually I think we may be in luck again. You see that tower over there?” I leaned further and raised my other hand to point, causing Aster to mutter imprecations as she threw her own weight backward to keep me balanced. 

 

Down below, Rhydion’s helmet turned in the direction I indicated and back, then nodded. “I do.”

 

 “Do you think you can get on top of it from the other side?”

 

“Just a moment.” He stepped back and conferred with Harker, who himself stepped away out of my line of sight. Seconds later he was back and made a quick and quiet report, which Rhydion relayed back to me. “Possibly, depending on what is on your side. There is a buckled section of wall with a khora shell leaning into it which Harker believes we can scale. Can you see the indentation? It’s just on the other side of the next tower down in that direction.”

 

 “Oh, come on,” Aster protested, hauling against me as I braced myself on the window frame and leaned further out.

 

 “Yeah, I see it.”

 

 “Are the wall parapets intact and the tower doors open?”

 

 “The walkway… From what I can see, it’s passable. There are some broken sections but nothing too big to hop. Second tower doesn’t have any intact doors; this one does, so we’ll have to get them open. But one of the doors on this tower, a little bit below the level of the walls, opens onto a smaller wall on the inside, separating the manor grounds from the village outside. There’s a walkway across that. Looks like that leads to a side entrance to the manor, too. Uh…”

 

 I chanced a glance down and grimaced.

 

 “Just so you know, it’s crawling with zombies down there.”

 

 “I shall include that in my reasons not to fall off,” he said gravely. “Then we have a plan. Make your way as carefully as possible to the side door and we shall begin the ascent from down here. Any sign of the witch? Or any other threat?”

 

 “It’s dead quiet up here.”

 

 “So far, so good. Then be as swift as you can without sacrificing caution, and we shall do the same.”

 

 I gave him a jaunty wave. “See ya soon!”

 

 “Hell’s revels, you’re heavy,” Aster grunted, finally letting me go as I leaned back inside.

 

 “Oh, now look who’s making cracks about whose weight.”

 

 “Hey, guys?” I hadn’t even noticed Biribo had come out of my scarf during the confusion of our entry, but his voice was now somewhat behind us, inside the room. “I think you better see this.”

 

 I winced, belatedly realizing we had been blithely standing there with our backs to a room in a vampire’s mansion which we hadn’t bothered to carefully scout first. Some days I was really forced to wonder whether I had the wits for this Dark Lord business. Well, Biribo’s tone didn’t suggest danger, at least.

 

 Aster and I turned in unison, then straightened up and blinked in unison.

 

 “…huh. Would you look at that.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Yeah, sorry about that.  I don't go out of my way to plan cliffhangers, it's just that this time my planned chapter ended up being two chapters because as usual I underestimated the wordcount necessary for the amount of story I wanted to put out, and I had to pick a place to break it.

Anywho, I had a really nice birthday.  Ready to get back into the groove.  If my ongoing brain problems will let me, that is.



                



4.25 In Which the Dark Lord Intrudes


                We discovered a new property to the gunk in the windows now that our backs were to them: rather than filtering the light amber as it seemed they should, those cobweb-honeycomb structures inside seemed to gather and amplify sunlight, filling the chamber with a clean white radiance that was even stronger than if the sun were just allowed to stream in normally. It thus made some sense why something so apparently brittle was in these windows, as this was a room that needed to be well-lit.

 

This was probably originally built as some kind of parlor or sitting room, though all the furniture was gone. The wall of windows along one side had a semicircular protrusion in the middle, right next to where we’d accidentally broken in, and mirrored by a round nook on the opposite inner wall. In this alcove had been erected… Well, it could only be called a shrine.

 

An obvious altar stood against the wall in the center, upon which there were the stumps of several well-burned candles, currently dark, a few flowers that looked freshly cut, and one cup of tea that had gone cold. All these were arranged before the true article of reverence.

 

Upon a clearly custom-built akorshil display rack rested an unsheathed katana, its scabbard held below it in parallel. This was the real deal, not just in its distinctive cross-wrapped handle and coin-shaped crossguard; the blade was steel, not akornin, and even had the characteristic uneven wave pattern along its length from the differential tempering of the cutting edge. And to my Blessed eyes, the weapon put off the telltale glow of a powerful artifact.

 

Somehow, that wasn’t the most striking thing on display.

 

The whole wall was covered in paintings. They had clearly started in the curved walls of the alcove, spreading outward from a huge portrait that was hung directly above the displayed sword. Evidently their numbers had swelled over the last century and a half, having filled the walls of the alcove long since and then crawled outward. By now they covered the entire wall of the room, which wasn’t small, and had begun to creep further along the side walls on both sides. All of them were paintings of one woman, in a variety of poses, costumes, backgrounds and activities.

 

A Japanese woman.

 

 Kurobe Yomiko was…really pretty. Like, movie star attractive. That surprised me for a moment, before I paused to consider the implications. It didn’t seem like a particularly useful trait in a Champion—I was no troll myself, but I was well aware that my success with girls had come from charisma and being a guitarist, not looks. And, well, there was no need to be mean to Yoshi even inside my head. But, I realized upon reflection, Yomiko hadn’t just been a Champion, she’d been a girl. In entertainment media, that made being unreasonably hot a necessary job requirement, and after all, the goddesses were just here to create their ideal live-action anime.

 

The whole thing felt gross and I really missed my pre-Cat Alley days when I didn’t have to think about stuff like that.

 

We stood in silence for a long few moments, slowly taking in all the pictures. Dark Lord Yomiko didn’t seem to have been a very expressive person; at least, in these portraits she rarely smiled, nor looked particularly angry even in obvious combat scenes, of which there were quite a few. Her resting expression seemed more serene than stern, though.

 

“She likes to paint,” Aster finally said. “Well. I guess…if you’re gonna be cooped up alone for a century and a half, you need a hobby. These are really good.”

 

“Hey, Biribo,” I said quietly. “What’s the enchantment on that sword do?”

 

“I…huh.” He buzzed over closer to it, flicking his tongue out. “Weird.”

 

“Weird? You mean you can’t tell, like Rhydion’s armor?”

 

 “No, it’s… Well, Yomiko did get spawned in the heart of the Savindar Empire and they were quick to adopt her. I guess with the resources of a whole-ass empire behind you, you can get stuff like this. It’s a custom enchantment, boss, designed to work with a particular Champion perk you don’t have. For anybody but Dark Lord Yomiko, this would just be a piece of sharpened steel.”

 

 “Do you want to take it?” Aster asked, turning to me. “We could think up something to tell Rhydion. It’s the sword of the last Dark Lord; there’s a case to be made that it should be yours.”

 

 I shook my head. “People who haven’t studied iaido have no business handling katanas. I’m the farthest thing from a traditionalist, but I met enough idiot tourists in Akiba to have a bug up my butt about that in particular. Besides, I know a stalker shrine when I see one. Rhydion’s not the only one who’d like a discreet word with this witch, so let’s not do anything that’ll send her into a berserk rage. She’s gonna be pissed enough about the window. Don’t touch anything.”

 

Aster nodded, turning her frown back on the wall of paintings. “You realize we can’t let the others see this.”

 

“It’ll be tricky to come up with an excuse to keep them out.”

 

 “Yeah, but… Seiji, I have now seen three Japanese people in my life and I immediately recognized this woman based on the other two. The eyes could maybe pass for highborn, but there’s no group on this archipelago who has those plus that hair and that complexion. The bone structure is distinctive, too, once you’ve seen a couple. Remember, those three hang around the King’s Guild; Dhinell specifically mentioned meeting Yoshi and I bet the others have, too. If they see this, they’re gonna have questions you don’t want to answer, and it might be putting Yoshi in danger as well.”

 

“Shit, you’re right. Okay…” I pivoted quickly, turning around. “Okay, this is workable. There’s only one door and it goes in the direction we need to head anyway. We can tell them honestly that this is a dead end and just not mention that there’s anything interesting in here. Biribo, any movement?”

 

 “Not in the last minute or so. There was one person in the house when we first crashed in, out at the edge of my senses. It’s a big house. Humanoid, I think female. She’s either got some kinda magical surveillance or uncannily good ears, though, because she bolted once we broke through the window. Up a corridor and then down a flight of stairs, and now beyond my perception.”

 

 So, the witch was home, but not in a sociable mood. Why run away? If she was a master alchemist and a century-old vampire she should be a match for any intruder. Unless she knew I was the Dark Lord, somehow…

 

“All right,” I said, “there’s only one way to go, then.”

 

“Right.” Aster stepped over to the room’s sole door and eased it carefully open, peering out. She didn’t draw her greatsword yet; while I knew she was capable of using the huge thing in tight corridors, it was prohibitively hard and not very effective. It was a better strategy for her to block the hall with her artifact armor and let me cast spells from behind.

 

I hesitated, though, turning back to stare once more at the altar, and then sweep my eyes slowly across all the paintings behind it.

 

It was…strangely awkward, having Yomiko humanized in this way. Seeing so many sides of her at once, I felt that… Well, honestly, we probably wouldn’t have gotten along. She seemed kind of…stiff.

 

Still.

 

 I knew what she’d gone through, at least some of it. Granted, I’d never had to juggle imperial politics and she had probably not had to worry about going hungry, but the core of it was the same. Brought against our will to this hell world, forced to fight a pointless war for someone else’s amusement. I knew Yomiko had been loved by her troops and respected by her enemies—that she had been fair, and merciful when possible. She had freed slaves and redistributed wealth to the poor. And for all that, she had died alone, on foreign—in fact, alien—soil, at the hands of a man who’d been simultaneously her sole link to her own homeland and by all accounts one of the biggest dickheads Japan had ever spat out.

 

“You did your best,” I whispered. Stepping over to stand directly in front of the shrine, moved by an uncharacteristic impulse, I bowed. “Otsukaresama deshita, Kurobe-san.”

 

It felt wholly inadequate. But damn it, I’m a rocker; ceremony is not my strong suit.

 

Aster was giving me an approving little smile when I turned back around, which I ignored on account of it being even more awkward. We stepped out into the hall without another word, Biribo clambering back into his hidden nest in my scarf and arranging it carefully to hide himself.

 

“So.” In the narrow hallway outside, I peered around. It was dim, but not dusty. Very clean in fact; this place might be dilapidated from the outside but it did not look abandoned. “We’re next to the outer wall of the house here; we need to stick left and find a way to the next level down so we can help those three get in.”

 

“There’s no direct path,” Biribo reported from inside my scarf. “Need to follow this hall, take a right at the intersection, then take the stairs down two levels to the lowest floor. Gotta go through a few more corridors down there, then back up another staircase, and that’ll bring us to the door we saw from the parlor.”

 

 “Oh, my fucking god, who would build a place like this?” I growled, setting off.

 

“Just be glad we’ve got Biribo to navigate or we’d be screwed,” said Aster. “So, um. Speaking of which, one look at this place and they’ll believe we got lost. If we wanted to…not meet up with them directly.”

 

“You’re suggesting we go after the witch alone?”

 

“There’s a real possibility she’ll be more willing to talk with you if the Sanorites aren’t there.”

 

 “…maybe,” I said pensively, considering. “From that room back there I get the impression she’s much more a follower of Yomiko in particular than Virya, in which case she might be more hostile toward me. And if she does pick a fight for whatever reason…well, Rhydion makes a better meat shield than you, no offense.”

 

 “None taken, and I’m not saying we should ditch them,” she hastened to clarify, “because I’m not sure that’s the best course. But I do think it’s something we ought to at least consider. Rhydion is… I don’t know. He’s always been held up as this paragon, the ideal of Sanorite and particularly Fflyr virtue. The way he was talking about the Clans back there, though…”

 

 “Don’t tell me you’re disappointed. Uh, it occurs to me, Aster, have I mentioned specifically to you that I’m planning to kill and overthrow the Clans?”

 

 She half-turned to shoot me an Aster Look. “Yes, repeatedly, and I’m not thick enough to miss that subtext even if you hadn’t. I’m talking about Rhydion, and the fact that he’s playing a game nobody even suspects, on levels we don’t yet know. Just for starters, that talk about getting the Clans united and combining their focus? That sounds like a terrible idea to me. That would spell misery and disaster for everyone living under their power, and especially everyone planning to do something about them.”

 

 “In a vacuum, yes, but there was context to that. He mentioned specifically the way they do it to the lowborn and everyone else: keep your targets’ anger directed to one place so you can hit them from behind while they’re distracted. If that’s his game, it’s a very good one. The huge, looming problem is that I have zero clue how exactly he is planning to capitalize on the Clans’ distraction if he can arrange it.”

 

“That’s no accident, you realize. He is leading you along, one crumb at a time.”

 

“Yeah, I noticed.”

 

“So…you gonna keep following him?”

 

I was silent for a few seconds, considering while we navigated through the halls to a grand staircase that descended two entire floors into an enormous, vaulted entryway. At the far end was the huge front door we’d seen outside, currently useless as it opened onto a melted-off ledge. The staircase descended one floor to a landing, then split around a central section which probably held some kind of statuary or painting right where it’d be visible from the front doors. We took the left flight, sticking close to the direction of the wall through which the King’s Guild party would be approaching.

 

 “It’s risky either way,” I finally admitted. “The witch is a complete unknown, and Rhydion is…a big barrel of puzzles and hazards. But I know some of what he’s up to, and the possibilities… I am not ready to burn that bridge yet, that wouldn’t only cut off the potential benefits but immediately kick off a full-on war with the kingdom which we’re not ready for. Maybe we can still scrape out a deal with the witch, especially if Rhydion tries to be polite with her. Even if not, though, the worst case scenario of making her an enemy isn’t nearly as bad as doing the same with him.”

 

She turned to me and nodded, pausing to glance around the huge great hall of the mansion. It was bigger than some of the Convocation temples I’d seen; this must have been a very important noble family in whatever regime had existed here before Dlemathlys was formed.

 

“Heads up,” Biribo interjected softly before Aster could respond. “They made good time out there, just got in through the side door. If you wanna lose ‘em, the window of opportunity is shrinking. You wanna link up, head down that corridor on the left and hang a right at the first hall with windows.”

 

“Thanks, Biribo.”

 

“’swhat I do, boss.”

 

I caught Aster’s eye, jerked my head to the left, and set off to meet our dubious, temporary allies, hoping I hadn’t just fucked up again and squandered a valuable opportunity. It was a frail hope, and a depressingly familiar sensation.

 



 

“Ran away?” Rhydion asked as I led them back to the great hall.

 

“I’m being very conservative with my declarative statements here, but that’s what the signs pointed to. Faking a retreat so as to then spring out at me from behind would be a good ploy, but…there’s been nothing. It seems like she fled as soon as she heard us break in.”

 

Obviously I wasn’t about to tell them about Biribo, so I’d housed my newly acquired tactical data in a story about hearing rapidly retreating footsteps, and hoped Rhydion’s helmet was not in fact a magical lie detector.

 

“Unfortunately,” I continued, “that’s the best I’ve got. ‘Away’ is an annoyingly complicated concept in here. This place is enormous, and the hallways are a fuckin’ maze.”

 

 “How’re you so sure she did run away, then?” Harker asked.

 

 “Well you see, Harker,” I said in a tone of syrupy patience, “my advanced training and long experience as a musician has granted me the little-known insight that sounds get quieter as they get more distant. I was able to leverage my skills to carefully deduce—”

 

“Peace, please,” Rhydion interjected in a far more genuinely patient voice.

 

Harker, to my mild annoyance, grinned at me. He was a guy who appreciated a good burn too much to be offended when one was directed at him.

 

 I was annoyingly uncertain about Harker. He wasn’t as mysterious as Rhydion, and not a fraction as important, but there were enough layers to the man that I hadn’t committed to an opinion about him. The one time I’d seen him genuinely angry on his own behalf was when I taunted him about raping beastwomen—a thing he had previously boasted about. What the hell was up with that?

 

People needed to stop being so complicated. All I asked was for my enemies to plainly identify themselves as such up front, and refrain from having sympathetic traits that made me feel bad about slaughtering them. Why was that so damn hard? I missed Hoy.

 

“Ugh,” Dhinell grimace, hugging herself and staring upward. I followed her gaze to observe, for the first time, that the vaulted ceiling of the great entry hall, almost four stories up, was completely swathed in enormous spider webs.

 

“Oh, damn. I didn’t even see that before.”

 

 “Not surprising she hasn’t had time to get to the rafters,” Harker observed. “This place is entirely too clean to have just one person taking care of it. Look at this, there’s not even any dust. She’s gotta have some help or she wouldn’t have a spare second to do anything but push a mop.”

 

“Think she’s got zombies doing the housework?” Aster suggested.

 

“Not the ones we saw out there,” Dhinell sniffed. “They haven’t the coordination for complex tasks, and probably not the ability to follow instructions.”

 

“We should not rule out the prospect that the witch has more effective servants than those left to mill about unattended outside,” said Rhydion. “Still, try to refrain from speculation until we acquire more evidence. It is a mistake to prejudice oneself when conducting an investigation.”

 

“Uh, hey.” Harker had stepped ahead of us into the hall, bow out but not drawn, and now was turned to stare at the low wall below the landing on which the grand staircase divided. “Speaking of evidence… I think I found her.”

 

We swiftly moved to join him, then stopped to stare. For Aster and I it was the second time we found ourselves gobsmacked by a painting, but this was a new experience for the rest.

 

This one was huge, almost a full story tall; it covered the wall from floor to just below the railing of the landing above. It depicted a woman—not Yomiko, thankfully, but a light elf.

 

Except, not quite.

 

 Her eyes were vivid crimson; her lips were parted in a lopsided little smile, just enough to display one overlong canine, a trait light elves did not normally have. The texture of the canvas itself would have obscured the subtly crystalline texture of elven skin if that was present, but it even so displayed her complexion as utterly bone white, lacking the faint jewel undertones light elves usually had. Her hair, too, was very pale, though it was a believable shade for non-vampire reasons. I’d seen highborn with hair that light platinum blonde, which suggested that at least some elves had it. There was just enough gold in its tint that it clearly was blonde, rather than white hair like Velaven had.

 

The witch was depicted wearing a stark black gown with a high collar, whose sleeves and hem were visibly ragged in such a way that they have to have been deliberately cut like that, rather than naturally frayed. She was holding a heavy book in her left hand and an unsheathed rapier in the right.

 

I took a step closer and bent down to read the simple inscription upon a brass plate on the bottom of the gilded akorshil frame.

 

 “Khariss Gwylhaithe.” I straightened up, turning back to the others. “So… I know in Fflyr names, the surname comes first for women, but she was here since before this country existed, so…”

 

“Khariss is a woman’s name,” said Dhinell, staring up at the vampire’s self-portrait. “Dreadfully old-fashioned, but I have met a few elderly women with that name. Also a few Gwylhaithe families among the middleborn. There is no Clan Gwylhaithe, at least not anymore. To think they were full-blooded elves only a hundred and fifty years ago. No doubt the Goddess cursed them for the perfidy of this corrupt ancestor.”

 

“Dunno about that,” Harker commented, “but I’ve gotta say that putting a giant-ass portrait of yourself on display in the front hall of your mansion is a level of egotistical I’ve never even seen a highborn match.”

 

“And so,” Rhydion said quietly, “we have a face, and a name.”

 

 I stared up at the vampire in silence. She had painted herself smiling, and it was not a nice smile. A perfect fusion of satisfaction and seething anger that resonated powerfully within me. This was the expression of a woman who knew what it was like to see her enemies broken at her feet, and planned on seeing it again.

 

And…she was pretty. Stunningly so, in fact, even more than Yomiko. Her face was angular to an extent that verged on hawkish, but still so perfect she looked designed by an artist. Of course, she was an elf; that was basically cheating. Looks weren’t the kind of thing to which I assigned much inherent value these days, but when it came to a non-human woman possessing immense, inherent magical power… To me, her attractiveness was a very relevant piece of data indeed.

 

What could I do with vampire powers, for myself and all my Queens?

 

I felt…a strange unease, thinking about her this way. Prowling through someone’s home made it hard to think of them in the abstract; I guess anything which taught you more about them would. Just minutes ago she had been a vampire witch. Now she was Khariss, the elf who did her best to keep her home clean despite the enormity of the task. She was an alchemist of great skill, and she liked to paint.

 

And strong indications were that she was gay, or maybe just Yomikosexual. The sword shrine I could chalk up to the respect of a survivor toward a much-revered leader, but there was just no hetero explanation for that wall of portraits. I don’t understand the visual arts enough to articulate the mechanisms the way I can with music, but the sheer adoration for their subject was obvious in the framing of every portrait of Yomiko, even to a philistine like me.

 

 The witch was a person, which meant there was just no outcome here that wouldn’t be awkward at the very least.

 

“Let us press on,” said Rhydion, turning away from the portrait.

 

 “Where?” I asked pointedly. “Look at the size of this place. And it’s one of those weird, organically shaped Fflyr structures; there’s no logic to how the halls are laid out. You…wanna split up and search?”

 

“Absolutely not,” he stated. “I believe we have pressed our luck in that direction as far as we dare already. But you are right, searching this place as one unit will be an arduously long process. I don’t suppose you can indicate a direction in which you heard our quarry retreat?”

 

Biribo would be able to, but there was no way to ask him with Rhydion’s full attention on me, and he had the sense to stay quiet and still.

 

I shook my head. “Sorry. Echoes in here are probably weird, but I doubt I could tell much anyway. She got more distant, that’s all I know.”

 

“What happened to all that musical training?” Harker asked innocently.

 

“Made your mom sing loud enough.”

 

“Ugh.” Dhinell turned away, grimacing. Harker just grinned at me, the bastard.

 

“Then we have freedom to choose our starting point,” Rhydion declared, setting off toward one of the halls branching off from the entry. Not, fortunately, the one from which we had originally come. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to work too hard to ward them away from the shrine to my predecessor. “This may go without saying, but remain alert and stick together.

 

And so we went deeper into the witch’s lair, which was a fantastically terrible idea that we were pursuing because we didn’t have a better one.

 

Story of my life.

            


4.26 In Which the Dark Lord Terrorizes the Help


                The hall Rhydion picked was on the ground floor—or I guess the second floor, with the actual ground being below us. Good, that put the party two stories separate from the Yomiko shrine I didn’t want them to see.

 

The downside was that it was…a hall. Clean and silent, with polished akorshil floorboards and decoratively carved akorthist lining the walls, with occasional doors. Everything was eerily spotless, but there was nothing to see—literally nothing until I summoned an Orb of Light, as this was an interior hall with no windows and unsurprisingly the vampire had not obligingly left torches burning in every corridor of her mostly empty mansion.

 

This wasn’t going to get us anywhere in a hurry.

 

Quickly growing bored with this, I stepped to the right once we appeared to be about halfway down the corridor and pulled open a nearby door, causing the rest of the party to stop and turn to me.

 

Beyond was a small library, lit by floor-to-ceiling windows and with its other walls lined by fully stocked bookshelves, with a comfy-looking reading chair next to the inert fireplace and a low table alongside that. It was also extremely clean, and generally looked like it belonged in any modern Fflyr manor house.

 

Aster craned her neck over my shoulder. “Hang on, is that a full set of the Encyclopedia Novara?”

 

“Is your plan to search every room in this place one at a time, then?” Dhinell asked acerbically.

 

Turning to her, I shrugged. “It’s that or aimlessly wander the halls. Don’t you think anything interesting is more likely to be in the rooms? Or do you just litter all your important projects and documents around the hallways of your house?”

 

“Sure, but here’s the obvious downside to that plan,” said Harker. “If I was gonna booby-trap a house, especially one I lived in, where I would put the traps specifically is on the doors. That’s how you snare people trying to rummage around in your stuff. One person in a place this size doesn’t need to use most of the rooms for anything; all she’s gotta do is remember which doors not to open and let dumbasses like us blunder into the rest if they make it this far.”

 

“You think the house is booby-trapped?” I asked.

 

 He jerked one shoulder in a half-shrug, peering suspiciously around at the empty and silent hallway rather than looking at me. “It’d be the logical way for her to defend herself. She’s an alchemist; that’s a specialty that lends itself to making nasty traps. She doesn’t seem to have reliable guards; those zombies are only a threat in big enough packs and too uncontrollable to be let in the house.”

 

 “I was wondering why someone as deadly as this witch has been hyped up to be would avoid us instead of offering a fight,” Dhinell admitted.

 

Harker nodded. “No point in fighting dangerous enemies if you can just dump acid or something on ‘em. Less overall damage to her home that way, too.”

 

Aster and Dhinell immediately scooted back away from the door. I followed at a more sedate pace, because such unseemly haste did not befit my dignity.

 

“Well, it seems the solution is obvious,” I said, grinning at Harker. “You should open the doors! You’re the advance scout, after all. The one we should trust most to spot a trap and not trigger it, right? And if something goes wrong, I can just heal you.”

 

“That’s an idea,” he replied blandly. “Alternatively: fuck you.”

 

“I will open the doors,” Rhydion interjected in his come-on-kids-stop-fighting voice, with which we had all become quite familiar by now. “You are both correct; anything of interest or value is certain to be secured in some kind of chamber rather than sitting conveniently about the halls, but Harker’s insight that the doors are a significant point of danger is an extremely good one. Thus, that duty should fall to the person protected by the strongest artifact armor. I was insistent upon bringing a healer, Lord Seiji, because in dealing with undead any injury or even contact can result in terrible side effects if not immediately treated by magic. However, the damage that can be inflicted by an alchemical trap is on another level entirely. It is no insult to your powers to say that you may very well be unable to remedy such harm.”

 

“All right,” I agreed. “So what’s our strategy, then? You wanna go hall by hall, start with the ones on the left?”

 

“Dhinell’s insight was also of value,” the paladin replied. “Such a search would take days. Rather, I have in mind to narrow our focus by looking for the rear stairs.”

 

“Ah.” Harker nodded, his expression clearing as if he’d just figured out something I hadn’t. It was something of a relief to see that Dhinell and Aster looked as confused as I felt.

 

“This manor was clearly built by our precursor culture,” Rhydion explained, “but it has enough features in common with similar Fflyr structures that I believe some of the same underlying logic will apply. We saw from the outside that the lowest floor is inside the thickest foundational walls, without windows and possibly no direct exterior access. That space is most likely used for all purposes which the nobles who built this house preferred not to see, just as now. Kitchens, stable access, storage, repair and production facilities, and so on. In the manor’s current state, chambers originally meant for those purposes would be best suited for performing complex alchemy—not to mention as defensible points to which the vampire might retreat. That, then, is where I most expect to find something worth investigating, if not our hostess herself.”

 

“Oh.” Yeah, that actually did make sense, and it was something I probably wouldn’t have spotted, not being a member of this culture. The Fflyr mansion with which I was most familiar was Caer Yviredh, which was an old repurposed Lancoral fort built along totally different lines. Which was to say, straight lines.

 

“Assuming the pattern holds,” Rhydion said, turning back around to resume course down the hall, “there will be servants’ stairs accessing the lowest floor in a discreet location in or near the back of the house, possibly hidden. Come, let us investigate.”

 

Well, it was nice not to be wandering around at random, anyway.

 

 “Boss, there’s a big spider around the corner,” Biribo whispered just below my ear as we progressed, causing me to nearly miss a step. He was warning me about that?

 

“Bigger than Junko,” my familiar added, apparently realizing his mistake.

 

Oh. Yeah, that was another goddamn matter. I’d envisioned a tarantula or something. I did not reach for my sword, not wanting to give away that I had a secret source of information, but I formed the comforting mental weight of Shock in the front of my mind, ready to fire.

 

As it turned out, I didn’t have to sit on my advance knowledge for long; the spider came around the corner ahead of us before we reached it.

 

 Everybody froze. Including the spider. In fact, it reared backward, raising its two front legs in a gesture of surprise that honestly verged on adorable. It helped that it was a fuzzy spider, not one of those bony ones that looked like a skeletal hand crawling around. Well, actually, it did have a lankier build than most of the fuzzier spiders I’d seen, but there it was: clearly fuzzy. Might have looked almost cuddly, were it not for the eight glowing eyes of livid, poison green.

 

 The same green as the slimes that powered the zombies, which cast the same glow in their eyes.

 

Rhydion and Aster drew swords; Harker raised his bow. In response, the spider lowered its bulk to the floor, partially covering its head with its two extended forelegs. Not the reaction I’d expected.

 

 “Hang on,” I began.

 

“Kill it!” Dhinell screeched, lest anybody have a sensible conversation about this. Harker’s general disinclination to follow orders from her seemed to terminate at Giant Fucking Spider; he took aim and drew.

 

 “Wait!” Rhydion, who had not taken the shield off his back, threw out his free arm in front of us; Harker lowered his bow, releasing some of the tension. “Lord Seiji?”

 

 “Yeah, I got it,” I said, stepping forward and raising one hand. “Tame Beast.”

 

 The spider peeked between its legs at me. Well, rather, it shifted its legs apart in a pointless gesture; the legs were too thin and its eyes too numerous to really block its vision of us. 

 

 I frowned and tried again. “Tame Beast!”

 

 My target finally burst into motion, executing an extremely awkward pivot which involved scampering halfway up the nearest wall as it about-faced and skittered away, back around the corner. Man, the sound of eight rapidly moving feet is a whole other level of horrifying when they’re carrying that many kilos.

 

 Behind me, Harker let out an amused little huff. “Hey, man, I hear it happens to most guys sooner or later.”

 

 Ignoring him, I turned to Rhydion. “That was like trying to cast healing spells on a corpse. Invalid target. Tame Beast didn’t work on it because…it’s not an animal. That thing was undead.”

 

 “Did you guys see what was on its back?” Aster inquired. “It had a backpack. Look, it dropped something.”

 

 Rhydion nodded at me, then stepped forward, striding toward the spot Aster had indicated. He carefully picked up the two objects left incongruously in the hall where the giant undead spider had been moments ago.

 

 “It’s a dirty rag and a…shovel?” I said.

 

 “This is what happens when you don’t contribute to the housework,” Aster retorted, earning an irate glare from Dhinell for some reason. “That is a dustpan, and a rag which has clearly been used for dusting. That giant spider was cleaning. And by the way: zombies doing housework. I told you so!”

 

 “Oh, shut up, you are not taking credit for this. Nobody called giant undead spiders!”

 

 “In fairness, none of us are quite crazy enough to have seen that coming,” Harker commented.

 

 “And for all of this,” said Rhydion, “what was most striking to me was its lack of aggression. Such a thing can only be described as a monster—yet it behaved much as I would expect of a maid upon finding her master’s house invaded by heavily-armed vagabonds.”

 

 “Damn,” I muttered. “I’m especially glad we didn’t kill it, now.”

 

 He nodded, managing to look grave and solemn despite not having an expression. “With every step, we learn more. Let us press on, friends. And do not assault the witch’s servants nor damage her property if it can be avoided. I still hope to engage in her a productive conversation before the end.”

 

 On we went, then, now with the prospect of giant zombie spiders to worry about in addiction to alchemy booby traps and of course the still-unseen vampire. Biribo waited just enough seconds for everyone to be fully occupied by walking and keeping watch in every possible direction before whispering to me in an extra-cautious volume that even I could barely hear.

 

 “Okay, boss, don’t get mad.”

 

 I immediately began to preemptively get mad. The knowledge that apparently I had a reason to was enough, even if I didn’t know what it was yet.

 

 “There’s some tactical information I don’t bother telling you because it’s just background noise and you got more important stuff to think about. One thing like that is how many bugs are around you at all times. Seriously, even indoors—bugs everywhere. That’s just life. So that’s why I didn’t mention there are spiders all over this house, because there are spiders all over every house, that’s normal and unimportant. But after that big one I started paying more careful attention and… There’s only spiders, and that is not normal. No crawns, no roaches, no ants even. Even in deep winter like now, that’s unheard of. Also, it really seems like there’s a whole century and a half of accumulated spider webs around the ceilings in here, which is pretty odd considering how carefully everything else is cleaned. The spiders are distributed pretty normally and don’t seem to be following you or anything, they just sit there in webs like normal spiders, but there hasn’t been a second since we crashed in here that we weren’t in sight of several of ‘em. My senses can’t tell if there’s anything, y’know…biologically weird about ‘em. Sorry.”

 

 By the time he finished, I was no longer mad. Biribo was dead right: it would be ridiculous for him to tell me about everything within the range of his senses, so he had to make judgments about that. He’d re-evaluated one based on new information, like a smart person does. At every step it seemed like he’d made the most rational call, and thanks to him paying attention we were now a leg up on where we would be otherwise.

 

 I casually scratched my ear, and gave a surreptitious pat to the Biribo-shaped fold in my scarf as I lowered my hand.

 

 Spiders, hm. He was right, it was the absence of every other kind of normal creepy-crawly that made this peculiar, that and the intact webs. I glanced up and…yep. They festooned the arched ceiling of this hallway. It wasn’t easy to make out due to the background color of the ceiling and the overall dimness in here, and they didn’t hang down over doorways; I probably wouldn’t have noticed if he hand’t told me.

 

 So the questions were: what did this mean, and should I tell the others? The second answer was reluctantly “no,” because I couldn’t think of a plausible way to bring it up without raising curiosity I did not want directed my way. But what was Khariss doing with the spiders? 

 

 How scared should I be right now?

 

 We had turned the corner while Biribo was whispering to me, finding the hallway beyond empty of any sign of life. Or un-life, as it were. There was, however, an open door, the first such we had seen since setting foot in here.

 

 Upon carefully approaching it, we discovered that this opened onto a narrow stairway descending to the lower floor.

 

 “Just as expected,” said Rhydion.

 

 “And left invitingly open,” Harker added, “which I don’t mind telling you spooks me. Place like this, in a situation like this, I’m nervous about anything that looks too convenient for us. Do we wanna go in a direction the witch wants to herd us?”

 

 “I would not assume this to have been Mistress Gwylhaithe’s handiwork,” Rhydion replied, “when we just saw a terrified servant flee in this direction, toward what can be assumed to be the servants’ quarters. People often fail to close doors after themselves under such circumstances.”

 

“People,” Dhinell scoffed. “That was a monster. Don’t assign rational motives to it!”

 

 “He’s right, though,” I said reasonably. “It was a servant, and it was clearly scared of us. So it’s a spider, so what? I still think Rhydion’s plan is the best one for now.”

 

 The paladin nodded at me, and stepped into the stairs. 

 

 Down we went, finding ourselves in dimmer, narrower halls with fewer doors. And more: here, finally, the ominous looming silence of the house was broken. The noise was faint, muffled; clearly separated from us by distance and at least one door. Rydion paused at the first intersection we came to, peering around.

 

 “Where’s it coming from?” Dhinell stage whispered.

 

 I shook my head. “Can’t tell. The echoes in here are weird, with all these irregular halls and arched ceilings. I believe I mentioned that earlier.”

 

We all turned to Rhydion, who was still surveying the options.

 

 “This way,” he finally decided, setting off with confidence down one corridor. I had to wonder: helmet magic, or just projecting certainty for the sake of group morale?

 

 Whichever it was, he turned out to be right. The muffled noise grew louder as we drew closer, till I could begin to pick apart individual threads. It was rhythmic—well, at least two counter-rhythms operating over each other. One was composed of thunks and soft scrapes, reminding me of some kind of large machine running, while another element sounded liquid. Not like running water, but like something splashing repeatedly into water. Additional, softer noises became clear with our increasing proximity, a set of rattling, rasping undertones.

 

 It was all very ominous, and in short order we found ourselves coming to a stop in front of a door positioned in the middle of a hallway. The sounds were clearly coming from behind it.

 

 Rhydion turned his head around to each of us, nodding once. We took positions, Aster next to him with her sword at the ready, the rest behind prepared to cast or fire. He reached out, grasped the door latch, and with one decisive motion turned and pushed it open.

 

 The wide room beyond was full of giant spiders.

 

 Two were operating a big apparatus which I recognized as a loom, weaving together threads that came…ugh…directly from their own butts. Another was behind a big tub of soapy water beside a heap of soiled linens, clearly doing laundry with a washboard. A slightly smaller spider was using a big device like a paper cutter to trim fabric, while three more were engaged in what it took me a moment to realize was dyeing; their fuzz was splattered multiple bright colors.

 

 All of them instantly halted what they were doing when the doors opened. Several sets of eight green, glowing eyes turned to fix on us.

 

 For an interminable moment, everything was silent and still.

 

 Then Aster, moving very slowly, gently pushed Rhydion out of the way. Very much to my surprise, he let her. She reached across him to grab the door handle he’d just released, and equally slowly pulled it shut.

 

 After a second, the various sounds of fabric production resumed.

 

 “Gonna be seeing that in my dreams for a while,” Harker noted.

 

 “I…yes.” For what I think was the first time since I’d met him, Rhydion seemed at a loss for words. “Well. Intriguing as that was, it is not what we were seeking. Come, let us continue.”

 

 “Why spiders, though?” I muttered as we moved on. The others glanced sympathetically at me, but nobody had an answer.

 

 The next door we tried was quieter, and a hall distant from our previous attempt. Rhydion paused with his hand on the latch, turning to look at the group.

 

 “Do you see any sign of a trap, Harker?”

 

 The archer shrugged. “No, but… I’m way more experienced at trapping in the wilderness than an environment like this. Besides, all she’d have to do is hide the mechanism on the other side of the door.”

 

 “Can’t hurt to ask,” Aster murmured.

 

 Rhydion nodded. “Indeed. Stand back, then.”

 

 We all did so, and he pushed the door carefully open.

 

 Nothing happened.

 

 Encouraged, Rhydion stepped through and paused, causing the rest of us to bottleneck in the doorway as we tried to follow him. At least I got stuck with a decent enough view of the room, if I craned my neck.

 

 This was another large, rectangular space similar to the cloth facility we’d just seen; I guessed this must’ve been meant as a warehouse area when the mansion was first built. Now it was an alchemy lab.

 

 The profusion of glass bottles and equipment all over the tables which lined the walls of half the room and formed an island in their middle was dizzying, most of it entirely unfamiliar to me, though I recognized a few pieces similar to Youda’s setup. The other half of the room was even more interesting, though, being given over to storage. A lot of it along the back wall was just inscrutable barrels and drums, but there were also whole racks of sample jars in which floated the most amazing variety of horrors. She had lots of miscellaneous body parts from all kinds of different species, as well as entire preserved corpses of various animals and a whole wall of bottled slimes, both normal and in various stages of whatever process made them viable zombie puppeteers. 

 

 There were three large operating tables in the middle of the floor dividing the alchemy and storage areas, one with a partially-disassembled human cadaver on it apparently in the middle of an autopsy. The flesh was greenish and looked…preserved, somehow. It had clearly been somewhat desiccated, but was not visibly rotting and smelled more like chemicals than decomposition. Spread across the other two were the components of a giant spider, obviously in the process of being constructed. 

 

 Now that I could see it in that stage… Holy shit, she had built those things? Obviously her green puppet slimes were part of the process, but they were also being put together from various parts, ranging from animal organs to pieces of crawn and khora shell being assembled in various configurations. That was a relief, both because it meant there weren’t colossal spiders just living on Dount, and because…

 

 This woman was obviously a genius. Or, well, maybe she was an average intellect who had just been practicing her craft for much longer than people normally live. Whatever the reason, Khariss Gwylhaithe was by a wide margin the most skilled alchemist I’d yet seen on this world. Mentally, I moved the possibility of getting her onto my team to a higher priority. If I could. Persuading her might prove…a challenge.

 

 “Well,” Dhinell stated in a tone of grim determination that frankly didn’t suit her, “if nothing else, finding this represents an achievement. Whether or not the witch continues to elude us, we can demolish this infernal hive of evil and do the people of Dount a service.”

 

 She raised her hands in a gesture preparatory to casting a spell, and I raised a foot preparatory to kicking the back of her knee.

 

 “Stop!” Rhydion said sharply, holding up his own hand in a warding gesture at Dhinell, then only belatedly moderated his tone. “Please.”

 

 “I cannot believe this,” the priestess hissed, and it was a real testament to her frustration that she was speaking to Rhydion of all people this way. “You are that determined to have some kind of civil discussion with this…this vile abomination? So much that you would leave this abhorrent perfidy intact?!”

 

 “I love how literate your culture is,” I commented. “You know more synonyms for ‘bad’ than anyone I’ve ever heard of.”

 

 For a second I really thought she was going to take a swing at me, but unfortunately Harker chimed in before the real entertainment could unfold.

 

 “You wanna smash an enormous room full of alchemy that you don’t understand? Sure, Sister, knock yourself out. Just kindly wait until I’m out of the house, and ideally half a limn away.”

 

 “Yes, exactly,” Rhydion said more soothingly. “It is not that I disagree with you, Sister Dhinell. But the destruction of volatile alchemy is a thing which must be undertaken carefully, by specialists. Applying brute force to the contents of this room would likely result in nothing but innovative new ways for each of us to die. Remember that ours is, first and foremost, an exploratory mission; a satisfactory conclusion to this entire affair was never our objective. Anything we are unable to fully settle still gives us priceless information. Already we have learned more about the kind of resources that must be brought to bear when forming a full expedition to pacify this site.”

 

 Dhinell subsided, looking embarrassed, while Harker wandered over to examine some of the sample jars. While I was mentally adding “doesn’t handle stress well” and “not too bright” to my ever-expanding list of Dhinell’s shortcomings, Biribo suddenly whispered to me.

 

 “The witch is nearby, boss. End of the hallway on the other side of this room, right at the edge of my senses. If you go out the opposite door, though, it’s a straight shot to her. And, uh, she’s got an axe now.”

 

 Oh, that couldn’t be good. Rationally, I knew adding a melee weapon to the kit of an immortal alchemist with vampire powers probably didn’t buff her appreciably, but there was also the matter that I had no idea what the real extent of her powers was, and she’d apparently felt it worthwhile to pick up that axe in the first place.

 

 “Hey, Lord Seiji, can you figure out anything useful about these?” Harker called. “You’re the slime expert.”

 

 I ambled over to him, playing it cool because that was my only viable move in this situation. “Slime expert? I can summon them and tame them with magic, that’s it. Only thing I know how to do with slimes is sell them to an alchemist. Which, uh, I am not. So no, I have no idea what—”

 

 The crashing was distant, being through a still-closed door and down a long hall, exactly where Biribo had warned me Khariss was. It was crashing, though. Even at that range, it’s hard to miss the sound of someone taking an axe to a wall.

 

 “Come!” Rhydion ordered, striding toward the door opposite the one we’d come in. “Be alert, and stay close. I believe this is it.”

 

 He pulled it open and stepped through, and the rest of us followed. Charging off to corner an angry vampire. With an axe. 

 

 Yeah, this was certain to end well.
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4.27 In Which the Dark Lord Falls For It


                Rhydion was across the room and through the door before any of us could react. By the time we thought to so much as follow, his voice was echoing from the hall beyond.

 

“Wait! Please, I wish to speak.”

 

We only avoided another doorway pileup because some of us (myself and Harker) had the presence of mind to hang back and not create one; Aster charged right through because that was the correct action given her role in the formation, and Dhinell did so because Dhinell.

 

 It was clear from the noise alone that vampires in this setting got at least some of the traditional power-ups, at least insofar as preternatural strength. That axe was hitting that wall harder and much faster than a slender elf would be able to swing it. Even as we regathered our footing and then bolted toward the noise, it intensified and then changed. The sound of repeated impacts gave way to a great cacophonous rending as she apparently abandoned the tool and started ripping chunks out of the wall with her bare hands.

 

 What exactly was Khariss up to, and how terrible an idea was it for us to be charging headlong toward it?

 

 “My name is Rhydion! We mean you no harm!”

 

 Biribo had said this hall was a straight shot toward the vampire’s location, but that was apparently only relative to Fflyr architecture, in which there were no straight shots of any kind. We dashed along with apparently the outer wall of the foundations to our right, consisting of huge rough-hewn akorthist—wait, no, this was actually built of stone. Huh. My attention was more occupied with the leftward curve of the hallway itself, which put the destination always out of our sight. Even Rhydion had made such good time we were only catching glimpses of his fluttering tabard as we raced to catch up.

 

 The sounds were closer now—dangerously close, just in time for the noise of ripping masonry to be replaced by the screech of torn metal. Okay, note to self, do not engage Khariss in a hand-to-hand contest of strength. At least we finally caught up just after that.

 

 Well, caught up to Rhydion—so fast, in fact, that we all very nearly piled into him and Dhinell only avoided impact by careening into the wall instead. He had stopped in front of the scene of utter destruction we’d just heard being created.

 

 “Lord Seiji,” he said into the incongruous silence, “can you intensify that light?”

 

 “Uh… I can hold it higher?”

 

 “If you please.”

 

 I lifted up the Orb of Light I was hosting, providing the best illumination I could to the end of this hallway.

 

 Actually, the end of the hall had itself been walled off. Someone had hastily rigged up a relatively flimsy barrier of akorthist planks, which was now lying strewn about in ruins with only the vertical posts on both sides still standing, one bristling with broken ends. We’d all run right past that before managing to straggle to a halt.

 

 It occurred to me, belatedly, that none of this had been a smart thing for us to do in a house we’d already suspected of being booby-trapped. Rhydion presumably knew what he was about; he’d already indicated he thought that armor would stand up to whatever she thew at it. The rest of us should probably have followed with more circumspection, if at all.

 

 Oh, well, too late now. 

 

 Self-recrimination aside, I was far more interested in the surroundings. Past the barrier of planks had been a much more serious obstruction, which was now destroyed. I couldn’t even identify what it was, except that it had been applied all over the walls, ceiling and floor, like… Actually, it reminded me of huge wasp nests I’d seen pictures of. Apparently some substance had been slathered all over the end of this hallway in layers which then hardened into something very like amber—not unlike the gunk in the windows up above, except without the light-refracting honeycomb filaments inside.

 

 I bent to pick up a piece, testing it in my grip. It was not brittle enough to have been easy to tear apart. In fact, there was the axe she’d used, a big double-headed battleaxe lying amid the rubble. One of its edges was badly dented by the impacts.

 

 Before it had been sealed up with alchemy, this hall had terminated in a doorway. Into that had been set an iron gate—actual iron, not akornin. Someone had spared no effort or expense in walling all this off from access. It was no secret who, but she’d just undone all her hard work in a matter of seconds. The rusted iron gate now listed from one hinge, the whole thing bent at a steep angle and with its latch torn in two, broken lengths of chain which had apparently secured it now lying scattered about.

 

 Beyond the demolished gate was a stairwell—one going down, which would have taken it underground. I hadn’t expected that, given the Fflyr distaste for digging and the fact that their predecessor culture seemed to have shared a lot of their sensibilities, but nevertheless…there it was. 

 

 The stairwell descended into darkness beyond the reach of my Orb of Light, but then farther still beyond the darkness. At the bottom there was illumination. Faint, and ominously red.

 

 “Ohhh, shit,” Biribo whispered miserably. “Boss, don’t go down there. Big trouble.”

 

 I waited, but to my vast, indescribable irritation, that was all he said. What in the cryptic fuck did he expect me to do with that?!

 

 “All right, I’m gonna put it out there,” said Harker. “If you were were still angling to have a civil talk with her, Rhydion, that really doesn’t look to be in the cards. If this is a fact-finding mission alone, then the facts we’ve got now are enough to get the entire King’s Guild, the Radiant Convocation and maybe a Kingsguard detachment out here. Stopping at this point wouldn’t be quitting. It’s an appropriate point to stop.”

 

 Rhydion nodded once, though he did not shift the direction of his visor from the stairs. “You are not wrong, Harker. Nor, I’m afraid, are you right. Could you really live with the cowardice of coming this far, through all we have overcome already, only to turn back at a flight of stairs?”

 

 “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve made peace with cowardice,” the archer retorted. “Anytime the alternative is unnecessary risk to my survival, cowardice is usually my call. I sleep just fine.”

 

 “It’s the curiosity rather than the shame that’d keep me up,” I admitted. “Frankly… I can go either way on this one, Rhydion. You’re in charge.”

 

 The paladin turned to me and nodded once. “We proceed.”

 

 Dhinell made a very soft sound that I pretended not to hear, because as much fun as it was to harass her it just never feels satisfying to pile more onto people who are literally making sad puppy noises.

 

 Rhydion went first, at least. These stairs were wider than the ones that had brought us down to the basement; there was room for us to go three abreast. We did not; nobody wanted to challenge Rhydion for the vanguard, nor share it with him, or even walk closer than four steps back. Aster kept alongside me behind the paladin, with Dhinell and Harker trailing along behind like the reluctant participants they were not even pretending not to be.

 

 At the bottom, Rhydion paused, then deliberately raised both sword and shield and stepped through the doorway into the chamber beyond. Aster and I exchanged a glance before following. Biribo didn’t make so much as a peep as we drew closer to whatever had spooked him so badly.

 

 There was another formerly sealed doorway at the bottom of the stairs: as above, it had been slathered over with that rocklike amber stuff, and another iron gate was affixed beyond that. These had been burst inward, lying strewn in fragments across the floor of the chamber below. Apparently Khariss had just torn down the stairs at full tilt and plowed right through the defenses with all her vampire strength.

 

 And the chamber beyond…

 

 I had seen places like this before. Not exactly like it, there were variations in the shape and décor and such. But the purpose, the general organization, that was familiar by now. An enclosure with one entrance, built to perfectly secure the single precious resource hidden away within. Undoubtedly this chamber, this spot, had been the reason a village and a highly defensible mansion had been built here in the first place. It really said something about the extremity of whatever violent upheaval had followed the previous Dark Crusade that this place had since been abandoned and forgotten by broader Fflyr society, and apparently even the Shylver elves.

 

 Not that it would have done them any good.

 

 The altar’s built-in lights had changed from their normal pleasant blue-green to a pulsing fire alarm red. Above it, where the Spirit’s projected head should have manifested, there was a slowly rotating error message written in midair.

 

 “Aw, Khariss,” I whispered. “I’m disappointed in you.”

 

 Rhydion glanced at me once, enough that his helmet shifted slightly, but then returned his full focus to the Void altar. Stepping closer, he moved to the side, clearing space for the rest of us.

 

 I frowned, suddenly taking note of something that occupied my attention even as Aster gently tugged me over toward the other side of the entrance, letting the others in. That message…



 

PENDING – STAND BY

 

 That was not what the other Void altar I’d seen had said. What was that message? I couldn’t recall exactly but I was certain it wasn’t this. That had been an obvious error code, I distinctly remembered the experience of recognizing what anyone from a computer-literate culture would: that the thing was broken. This wasn’t that kind of code. This Void altar was…

 

 Doing something.

 

 Well, that could not possibly be good. I shuffled back, pressing myself against the wall and pushing Aster along with me with one outstretched arm. She didn’t resist, just giving me an amused look.

 

 The next thing that distracted me was my sudden awareness that, despite Yoshi’s and later my own speculation, these things were not coded in Latin. It was disorienting because I was absolutely certain of that and it took me a moment to catch up with myself and understand how I was certain.

 

 Apparently I spoke Latin now.

 

 And I knew why, in hindsight. Biribo had explained how the auto-translation of the Blessing of Wisdom worked; I wasn’t fluent in every language that existed, but would gain mastery of any language I encountered. He’d mentioned that previous Champions had learned entire Earth languages just by writing down or saying aloud a few bits and pieces they happened to remember; I had immediately tested that, and yep. I was also now fluent in Swedish, because a few years ago I’d phonetically memorized the lyrics to Caramelldansen to amuse a girl I was fooling around with. More recently, I had quoted the famous but very short line from Julius Caesar, which…was apparently all it took. Wow, two words? Damn.

 

 So I knew this wasn’t Latin, because I knew how to say “pending, stand by” in Latin and it wasn’t that. I also knew I must be fluent in whatever the fuck language this was because I’d seen it written twice now, but I couldn’t whip it out and speak it because I still didn’t know what language it was, and evidently that was necessary for using it.

 

 Yet another example of this magic system being stupid and just generally badly designed. Fucking goddesses.

 

 “What’s wrong with that Spirit?” Harker asked, grabbing my attention. He and Dhinell had entered the room; I glanced over at them to find her almost silently reciting a ritual prayer to herself. Yeah, she knew.

 

 “It is no longer a Spirit,” said Rhydion. “The altar has been Void-corrupted. Do not approach it.”

 

“Shit,” Harker whispered. “I mean, obviously. I’m not gonna go over there and poke it, who would be that stupid?”

 

 “Why, that’s a good point,” Aster said in the utter deadpan of withering Fflyr sarcasm. “What sort of abject ninny would haul off and do such an unutterably boneheaded thing as that? It goes without saying, surely.”

 

 I ignored her. That didn’t stop Rhydion from glancing over at us, no doubt picking up on most of the story from those extremely sufficient context clues. Thanks, Aster. Normally I approved of her willingness to call me out but I was starting to think we needed to have a conversation about appropriate times and places.

 

 “Anyway,” Harker continued, shooting me a sour look that didn’t suggest he’d noticed any of the byplay, “what happened to your certainty that she wasn’t a Void witch? I seem to recall that being a big deal.”

 

“My certainty? That’s what the wolf tribe told me. As you pointed out at the time, there’s never been a compelling reason to assume they knew what they were talking about.”

 

 “On the contrary,” said Rhydion, “the ‘smell’ of the Void, as they put it, is something the wolves would very much have noticed, assuming that was meant metaphorically as I believe. The squirrels would also have been very much aware of it, and either far more eager to send us against her or too terrified to aid us under any circumstances. Void witches attempt to conceal themselves of necessity, and always fail. The nature of devils is to slowly expand their influence. The presence of one powerful Void witch is always noticeable over the span of years, even if their own subtlety is flawless, because by the nature of their power and the deals they must make to maintain it, devils are constantly working near them. Corrupting Spirits and initiating more Void witches—most of whom fail to be subtle, and fail swiftly. This woman has been here since the Dark Crusade, a century and a half. That there is a Void altar here means she not only does not practice that craft, but has gone to great lengths to suppress it, to deny the devils access to our plane.”

 

 “That hardly accounts for why she would charge in here when threatened,” Dhinell said sharply.

 

 Rhydion nodded. “This has just become more complicated. I see two possibilities, which demand opposite responses from us, and no easy way to discern which is truth.”

 

 “Either she’s a Void witch or not, right?” I said.

 

 “Those are the base alternatives, but I fear we are not so lucky as for matters to be that straightforward. There is strong evidence that Khariss Gwylhaithe has been devotedly keeping this altar suppressed—which means, even as a ranking Viryan, that we owe her all possible aid in so doing. The truce of the Goddesses and their servants against the Void is sacrosanct, and absolute.”

 

 “She would not have broken this open if that were the case!” Dhinell exclaimed.

 

 “It does counter-indicate that possibility,” Rhydion agreed. “Consider that none of us save Lord Seiji have ever heard of vampires. Devils shift between planes, and there are strong indications that travel through the Void itself is swifter than overland, for beings which can survive in there. It is likely they have contact with other archipelagos that we do not. Furthermore, if Khariss contracted a devil and demanded immortality, the vampire’s curse is exactly how such a creature might fulfill that promise: adhering to the letter of the deal, but afflicting her with weaknesses such as the thirst for blood and fear of sunlight that would grant them leverage over her.”

 

 “You’re suggesting she took what she wanted from a devil and then managed to lock their ass up in her basement, and spent the next century and a half minding her own business so hard that only the beast tribes even knew she existed?” I let out a whistle. “Damn. I’m starting to feel bad about breaking her window now.”

 

 “Don’t,” Rhydion said firmly. “The proscription on trafficking with devils is also sacrosanct. There is no justification, and no extenuating circumstance that could matter. It speaks well of Khariss Gwylhaithe that she has clearly done her best to suppress this Void altar, but poorly that her response to our presence was to flee to it. The question of whether it was she who corrupted this Spirit in the first place determines whether she is reluctant ally or persistent foe.”

 

 “Okay, I need to break in here,” Aster exclaimed. “Not that all this isn’t important, but am I the only one who’s noticed that she isn’t here? Do any of you see another entrance from this room?”

 

 We all paused, then looked around carefully. I raised my trusty Orb of Light to illuminate as much of the round chamber as I could. Its lower walls seemed carved out of living rock, with stone bricks above that forming a domed ceiling. The door we’d come through was the only one.

 

 “There is also that,” Rhydion finally admitted. “I suspect the question of what exactly has happened to Mistress Gwylhaithe in the last few moments will settle the dilemma.”

 

 “In fact,” I said slowly, “it raises a third possibility. If she’s a loyal Viryan who was so determined to take us out that she baited us to charge into this thing…”

 

 I turned fully to face Rhydion, making sure I had his attention.

 

 “Then, the truce is off.”

 

 “All right, sure,” Harker said impatiently. “But how do you expect us to find out? I mean, she charged in here and fuckin’ disappeared. If the bitch wanted to commit suicide, I gotta figure she’d have picked a cleaner method than the damn Void. So where’d she go, then?”

 

 “How is this anything but obvious?” Dhinell shouted. “She used Void magic!”

 

 “If anything, that is distinctly improbable,” Rhydion murmured. “Teleportation via the Void is one of the very few gifts for which devils are unwilling to accept souls. They seem to harbor a deep aversion to allowing mortals the use of their plane for purposes of transit.”

 

 I filed that tidbit away, as it was increasingly looking like everything I could find out about devils and the Void was going to be urgently important sooner than I liked. As if it wasn’t bad enough for me to have the Devil King’s personal attention, now this nonsense.

 

 Much as I wanted Khariss on my side, with her alchemical mastery and vampire powers and clear fondness for my predecessor, if she was in bed with the Devil King we were going to throw down on sight. I could not have that asshole working a prying fingertip into my Crusade.

 

 “We’re still standing around debating theory,” said Harker. “Fact is, the bitch poofed on us, we have no idea how except that it somehow involved that fucking thing, and I can’t see any way of getting answer that don’t involve screwing around with that Void altar ourselves. Rhydion, I don’t care if I’m out of line here: if that’s the call, I’m out.”

 

 “You are correct,” the paladin assured him. “Tampering with the altar is not an option. The Void is lethally unsafe to access without a devil’s guidance, and to seek their aid is to be embroiled in their vile schemes. If we cannot deduce an answer to our question here, then it seems this mission is indeed concluded. For that reason,” he added, raising his voice slightly as Dhinell opened her mouth to chime in, “I will not abandon our course until we are certain. Consider that even for an active Void witch, to do anything with a Void altar which would result in physically disappearing would be catastrophically dangerous. Borderline suicidal. We know very little of Khariss, but none of that little suggests she is so careless with her own physical safety, not after she has gone to such lengths to survive for so long. I think it highly likely that this is some manner of ploy—to escape us, or perhaps even to bring this to our attention.”

 

 “Seems…like a reach,” I said skeptically.

 

 “We will only know more if we learn more,” he replied. “Let us investigate this chamber as thoroughly as we can, if only to rule out whatever possibilities we can, before we abandon our quest.”

 

 “Rhydion, I know I just said you’re in charge,” I objected, “but you are playing with fire. I’m pretty sure we’re all within range of whatever this thing is capable of doing just by being in here. Poking around in this room when all we know about Khariss and this Void altar is that we don’t know what she just did with it seems…”

 

 “I think ‘suicidal’ was the word you just used,” Aster finished.

 

 Rhydion’s helmet shifted to regard the others.

 

 “They’re right,” Harker said tersely. “Zombies, giant spiders, that’s one thing. This is the Void. We’re already way closer than I like, and have been for too long. I say we pull out.”

 

 Dhinell’s breath caught, but after a moment she lowered her eyes and nodded agreement, looking shame-faced.

 

 “I understand,” Rhydion said gravely. “You are all correct; what I ask is dire indeed, and beyond the scope of what you have pledged to this mission. It was wrong of me to ask this of you, and for that, you have my humblest apology. As I have said, I cannot abandon this quest so easily, but I will investigate this chamber alone. All of you should retreat at least to the top of the stairs, and preferably beyond the first broken barrier. She would have erected those outside this altar’s range of influence, so you should be safe there from any effects I may inadvertently trigger.”

 

 “Now, hang on a minute,” I interjected.

 

 “I will ask only one thing of you,” Rhydion said, resolute as ever. “If I come to grief from this, in any fashion, it is you who will need to relay our findings to the King’s Guild and the Convocation.”

 

 “Oh, you asshole,” I groaned. “Son of a bitch, you know I can’t just leave you here to face the Void alone after that. Fuck it, I’ll take the left half of the room, you take the right.”

 

 “Lord Seiji,” he said with one of his rare tones of open exasperation, “not everyone who expresses a sincere sentiment is trying to manipulate you. In seriousness, you were right the first time. It is better for your well-being and for the mission for you all to retreat!”

 

 “Yeah, you heard him,” I said, turning to Aster. “Go with the others, we’ll—”

 

 “Oh, go fuck yourself.”

 

 “Can you not embarrass me in front of the paladin?” I protested. “Just once.”

 

 “The dilemma here,” she snarled, “is whether I stay and watch your back while you do something stupid—you know, like I always do—or punch you compliant and drag your ass up the stairs while Rhydion does whatever he needs to in here!”

 

 “Yeah, you lot talk amongst yourselves, I’m out,” Harker announced, turning and stepping back to the broken doorway.

 

 A single pulse of red light flashed up along the grooves in the altar, terminating in a bright glow at its top. The floating text above it ceased to rotate and changed to a new message.



 

COMPLETE

 

 “Damn,” I stated very calmly, “it.”

 

 The pulse that flashed out from the Void altar nearly knocked all of us down. Not because of the physical force of it—there was none—but because whatever magic had just been unleashed caused massive vertigo. Aster held herself upright, as did Rhydion, but I had to lean against the wall and Dhinell crumpled to her knees, retching. I couldn’t see what Harker was doing from this angle.

 

 Mercifully, that only lasted a moment. Once it ended, though, everything was subtly…different. I could almost have wished for a period of blissfully ignorant confusion, but the truth was, I recognized the odd greenish tint that suddenly filled the air, the sensation in my ears as if the air pressure had suddenly changed.

 

 Behind me, Harker barked the bitterest laugh I’d ever heard.

 

 “Triggered by trying to leave the room! Okay, I’m a big enough man to admit it. That was a good trap.”

 

 I turned to look at him, and immediately stopped looking at him.

 

 The iron gate across the door and the amber encasement beyond were…flickering. One moment they were in pieces across the floor, then firmly back in place. As if reality itself couldn’t decide whether this recent change in condition was canonical.

 

 “Everyone, be calm,” Rhydion urged, and I had to admire the way he projected calm, making his voice soothing even as it was firm. This guy really knew his way around a showtime. “Breathe deeply, recite whatever prayer you must, take time to meditate. We will spare it, whatever you need to do. Maintaining calm is absolutely vital.”

 

 I knew what was coming, but he went ahead and vindicated it anyway.

 

 “We have been moved, physically, into the Void.”

            


4.28 In Which the Dark Lord Finds a Familiar Face


                Dhinell began to hyperventilate. For once I wasn’t enjoying her discomfort; I had my hands full managing my own brain. While Rhydion stepped over to the priestess, placing one hand on her upper back and speaking softly, I furiously pondered this situation and its implications, finding I had slipped automatically into my performance mindset just to maintain outward calm.

 

Okay. I’d been here once before. But that was different. It had been done by a Spirit which wasn’t fully corrupted—and in fact, subsequent reports from Kzidnak were that lacking any further Void manipulation it appeared to have reset itself to normal status. It had somehow used this transition to resolve the hierarchical dispute between Hoy and myself, and enclosed us in some kind of magic cage.

 

So, we’d been protected from whatever dangers existed in the Void, in a controlled environment. This thing was different; it seemed to just transport people into the Void and leave them. Did it do that willy-nilly to whoever approached, or had Khariss specifically set it up to trap us? In either outcome, the famous Viryan/Sanorite truce was breached in her case, since at best she’d used a known Void hazard to ensnare a bunch of (what she presumably thought were) Sanorites. Worst case, she had some measure of control over the altar and had made it do this.

 

 “Or…did she,” I murmured aloud. The others turned to stare at me. “Nobody would go into the Void willingly. Even for a Void witch, it’s suicide. If she wasn’t expecting this, she could be as trapped as we are.”

 

 “That begs the question of what she thought would happen when she approached a Void altar that she had clearly sealed up for good reason,” said Aster. “Not to mention why that was her immediate response to seeing us approach.”

 

“She didn’t…see…us…”

 

 I trailed off, realizing. Had she, though? Her ability to evade us revealed she had some way of knowing we were there. Biribo’s spiders. They were clearly there on purpose, otherwise why leave the webs intact? Spider webs transmitted vibrations…information. The giant spiders has been extracting their own webs and making fabric from it. Alchemy was basically chemistry using components from magical flora, fauna and minerals, a way to bypass the Blessings system without relying on the Void and all its deadly caveats. It could do…unpredictable things. Could she see through the eyes of her house spiders? Or use the webs as some kind of…divination tool?

 

 If Khariss had seen us, somehow… She had seen a party of adventurers, including a knight and priestess proudly wearing Sanorite colors, and a man with Asian features. Khariss was one of the only people on this world who could recognize those, and know what they meant.

 

Holy shit. She probably thought I was the new Hero, come to finally finish her off. No wonder she had panicked.

 

 The two big problems with this theory were that I couldn’t be sure it was right, and that if it was I had no way of relaying it to Rhydion to earn her a bit of tolerance, not without blowing the whole game wide open.

 

Okay, that did it, new rule. No more having adventures and political maneuvering simultaneously. From now on, it was one or the other at a time. This was getting entirely out of hand.

 

“Listen to me carefully.”

 

 We all turned to Rhydion as he began to speak, and I for one did pay close attention, not just because of the clear importance of what he was saying but because he performed so well. It was genuinely impressive how he managed to make his delivery soothing—rhythmic, steady, designed to lull as well as to inspire. This guy was not new to leading people.

 

 “We are able to safely use magic through our Blessings, under the auspices of the Goddesses. What method the devils use to control magic is unknown, save that it requires the consumption of souls, which cannot be called anything but abhorrently evil. Even our alchemy is a practice of mixing together substances containing trace magic that has become part of the natural world, combining and processing them to create complex effects. All of these are filters. To use magic requires some barrier between us and it, making it amenable to control.”

 

On the surface, this situation seemed like the worst possible time for an expository lecture, but I could see what he was doing. Every word let him use his vocal technique to encourage calm, which I had a strong feeling was more important in this situation specifically than because of the general benefit of keeping a cool head in a crisis. And as for the actual content of his speech, I had a feeling I knew where this was going.

 

 “The Void is raw magic. Magic in its purest, unrestrained form. Magic, reduced to its basic essence, is that which imposes thought upon reality—the subjective made objective. Just as the workings of your own brain enable your consciousness to control your body—both actively in the voluntary movements of your limbs, and such passive functions as the heart and lungs that keep us all alive—magic enables the brain to exert control upon reality itself. But mortal minds were designed to control mortal bodies; they are not suitable to control reality. The inevitable result of raw magic—of Void magic—is utter, unrestrained chaos. Any trifling thought, even the constant deluge of noise that occurs under the surface of consciousness, written upon the world itself. Every second is a billion potential disasters.”

 

Yep. Called it.

 

 “This is why to stay in the Void is lethal,” Rhydion continued, slowly shifting his helmet to face each of us in turn. “Not because it is poison. It is a mechanism by which our own consciousness will unleash uncontrolled destruction around us. And so, we must be calm. Strong emotions and vivid thoughts will amplify the process and bring doom upon us all the faster. Thus I urge you, do everything in your power to reach for serenity. Sit in prayer or in meditation if you must. Perform martial arts, use simple breathing exercises. Anything. We must be calm.”

 

“Okay, but…” Harker glanced around. “I don’t doubt you, Rhydion, but I don’t see…uh, disaster.”

 

 “And that is why.” Rhydion pointed at the Void altar behind us, which looked the same on this side of the dimensional barrier. “It exists here and in the mortal realm simultaneously, as a function of how it draws and processes magical power. Its influence is stronger than ours. Staying in close proximity to it will give us the only approximation of safety that can be had here.”

 

 I recalled my previous brief sojourn in the Void, how the Spirit altar that had sent Hoy and I there had also kept us contained in a small space behind a barrier. I hadn’t seen any of the effects Rhydion was describing, but that had been done by a built-in function of the system itself, not whatever half-assed jury rigging Khariss had inflicted on this poor thing. I well believed we were less safe here.

 

“It’s…is the air…changing?” Aster asked warily.

 

It was. Focusing, I could see it, in the green haze that hung about us. Ripples, vibrations…odd little patches of thickening, as if some kind of ineffable ether was trying to coalesce into a real form and then being dispersed before it could make any headway.

 

“Calm,” Rhydion repeated, his tone still embodying that principle. “Breathe slowly and deeply, try to feel that sensation to the exclusion of all else. Yes, Aster, this is the effect I described. The Spirit’s aura of control is a constant; one person, perhaps two, would see little result if they stayed close enough to touch it. With all five of us in this room, it is struggling to impose order on the chaos our minds are trying to create just by being here. If we venture any farther from this spot, that chaos will begin to take form far more readily.”

 

It was a really good thing we were underground. Something told me if this group could see all the gigantic dead monsters that filled the core of the planet on this side of the curtain, nothing could have kept them from panicking us to death.

 

Dhinell had her eyes closed and was deliberately breathing as slowly as she could, though her lips quivered in the familiar motions of a half-vocalized prayer. Harker’s face had an unhealthy grayish tinge, but he was expressionless; it didn’t shock me that this dude had some practice at repressing his emotions. Aster, likewise, was a rock, at least on the outside. I knew she felt as deeply as anyone but her self-control was ironclad.

 

I was doing fairly all right, I figured. Absentmindedly, drawing some basic animal reassurance from the motions of self-grooming, I had begun touching my own clothing, adjusting my coat, reaching up to straighten my scarf—

 

I froze, the bottom dropping out of my stomach.

 

My scarf. It was just a scarf. No familiar weight in it.

 

Biribo was gone.

 

This was the Void, a realm of pure magic—a place familiars weren’t supposed to go. A place clearly outside the control of the goddesses and their Blessing system. Last time this had happened, he’d been caught outside the barrier and not transported in here with me. Minutes ago, he’d begged me not to come down here.

 

 No no no no. No.

 

 Never mind how incredibly useful he was, never mind that I knew damn well he was a spy for Virya who would have no choice but to turn on me in the end, he was my little buddy, the one constant in my life since I’d come to this horrible hell world. He couldn’t just be gone, not over something like—

 

 Now I was hyperventilating, a fact of which I was suddenly aware when it stopped. My Wisdom perk had kicked in. Absolute stillness took hold of my mind just as the fear and grief threatened to overwhelm me, emotion fading away to leave behind utter clarity of thought.

 

There was a noticeable lightening of the effects in the green air around us. Interesting.

 

“What’s our plan, then?” I asked tonelessly. “We can’t leave through the door. Are Void altars any less dangerous to tamper with on this side?”

 

“More so, I should think,” Rhydion replied. “But I see little other choice. However, urgent as the need to escape is, we have one other matter which presses upon us.”

 

I nodded. “Khariss.”

 

 Dhinell drew in a ragged breath and let it back out in the form of a shrill complaint. “You cannot still be thinking of—”

 

 “She came in here before us,” I interrupted, the coldness of my voice seeming to douse the growing emotion in hers. “Whether on purpose or not is a question we can deal with when we’re safe again. What matters is she is in here, and has gone beyond the range of the Spirit. That’s one more person whose mortal brain is now conjuring random nightmares, and she can’t have gotten far enough for that not to be an immediate threat.”

 

“I don’t see anything trying to come in,” Aster said warily, studying the room’s exit. The flickering had finally stopped, leaving the doorway resolved in its broken open state. “Or hear anything, for that matter.”

 

 “She’s an alchemist,” Harker commented. “There’s drugs for…you know, calm. Standing sleep, or maybe something weaker. Point is, she’s probably got some means of self-control. I bet that’s why she was willing to risk coming in here.”

 

“An astute observation,” Rhydion said, nodding at him. “Methods of mental stillness do exist, but against this realm any such will only hold partially, and for a short time. I am going to propose a course of action,” he added, turning to look at me directly, “which none of you are going to like hearing. I’m afraid we haven’t the luxury of time to debate.”

 

“You’re going after her alone,” I said, the pieces slotting neatly together in my mind almost of their own volition.

 

 “You can’t!”

 

“That doesn’t seem like a great idea…”

 

“Your funeral.”

 

 “Being fully trained by multiple religious orders, I’m sure you know all kinds of mental disciplines,” I said, hearing the echoing emptiness in my own voice and wondering in one corner of my serene mind what impression this uncharacteristic calm was making on the others. “And…that armor has additional measures, doesn’t it?”

 

 “Perceptive, and logical,” Rhydion agreed, nodding again. “You are correct, Lord Seiji. However, I was speaking also of myself when I said that any measures to counter the Void’s effects are insufficient, and fleeting. I believe I can maintain the necessary serenity to avoid causing acute disaster long enough to reach the top of the stairs, see if Khariss is still close enough to spot, and then return, with or without her. More than that I dare not do. Furthermore,” he added, raising his voice slightly against the several objections that nearly materialized from the others, “my absence will mean one less sapience in here pressing against the altar’s protection. I will be gone for minutes at most, seconds in the best case. Use this time to reinforce your own calm. Any of you who believe yourselves sufficiently in control, begin considering a means of escape.”

 

 That last was directed at me. He couldn’t have known it was a Wisdom perk—probably…surely?—but he could clearly see I was doing something to suppress my own emotions right now. Given the needs of the situation, that pretty much put me in charge.

 

“But—”

 

“I’m sorry. There is no time for discussion. I will be back momentarily.”

 

And just like that, he strode to the door and then up the stairs beyond, off into the Void alone.

 

I stood in stillness, my mind working rapidly and unusually smoothly. Considering possibilities, options.

 

I could use the Void altar. Champions of the Goddess…well, probably both kinds of Champions but definitely Dark Lords…were pre-attuned. I could get us out of here, as soon as Rhydion was back with or without Khariss. What was going to be tricky was doing that without letting them learn why. It was likely even Rhydion didn’t know about Champions having Void attunement…which might not be a good thing, as the alternative was they’d just assume I was a Void witch.

 

Okay. There were no good options, so I would go with the least terrible one: feign panic, grab the altar and tell it to send us home, and then feign ignorance as to why it had worked. It would undoubtedly create massive problems for me going forward, but I’d be alive to deal with them. Sometimes, that was the best deal you could scrape by with.

 

Rhydion had only been gone a couple of seconds and I had our escape plan sorted. Thus unoccupied, my mind snapped to the next matter, which turned out to be an interesting possibility that probably wouldn’t even have occurred to me were I not in a Wisdom fugue.

 

Last time I’d come to the Void I’d gotten a new spell. Granted, Virya had pre-programmed the system to give it to me, apparently, but with Rydion’s description of what magic was and how it worked, I had a sudden thought.

 

 Might spell combination be much easier here?

 

I’d not had the opportunity to try it during a Wisdom-induced dissociative state, much less in the Void. Now I called up the weight of Shock, my shiny new power I had not been willing to risk playing with, and the sense of other spells that was my combination perk. Around me, I could see in my mind’s eye the code that made up the spell system.

 

It was…different. Faster, fluid. Shifting about with every little nudge of my attention.

 

Interesting.

 

Rhydion had described the altar’s protection as a kind of aura, that got weaker with distance. I took two steps toward the door.

 

“Lord Seiji?” Aster said in a tone that was half question, half warning, “are you doing something stupid?”

 

“Possibly,” I said, my voice still curt and cold. “You’ll know what to do if I do.”

 

 “I’ll what? Fucking how?!”

 

 I ignored her, fully occupied with my magic. Yes, it was faster. Easier! I took another step, nearly reaching the door. This was so much easier than doing it normally—

 

Right up until I completely lost control of it, which was what happened at that point.

 

Blocks of spell code snapped together, not just unbidden, but suddenly outside my control.

 

Shock + Spark = STRIKE

 

Okay, I had a new spell, that wasn’t so—they kept coming. I couldn’t make it stop.

 

Shock + Heal = RESUSCITATE

 

 My whole body had locked up. Never mind my brain, I couldn’t control anything. It was like all the RAM of my consciousness was tied up scanning for potential spell combinations and brute forcing them through.

 

Shock + Summon Slime = SUMMON LIGHTNING SLIME

 

 Shock + Tame Beast = IMBUE BEAST

 

 Shock + Orb of Light = STUN FIELD

 

Now I was beginning to panic—oh, this had somehow overridden my Wisdom perk, fucking great. I was frozen in place, quivering all over, gaining more spells by the second at a rate I’d never have been able to achieve alone, unable to control it or stop. The pressure in my head—

 

Shock + Windburst = ARC

 

And then it got worse. The pressure redoubled into blinding pain as I ran out of valid two-spell combinations. Triple spells are brutally hard, and now my brain was using every bit of power it had to ram them through.

 

Blood started to trickle from my nose.

 

Shock + Spark + Orb of Light = STORM

 

 Shock + Spark + Windburst = CURRENT

 

 Shock + Summon Slime + Tame Beast = SUMMON BOUND LIGHTNING SLIME

 

Every muscle was locked up; I was twitching uncontrollably. It wouldn’t stop. Pain, everywhere, increasing—

 

 I was yanked bodily backward and thrown. My back painfully impacted the Void altar and I tumbled gracelessly to the ground, aching all over, especially where I’d been hit, but… Oh, thank god, it was over. It was taking all my focus to breathe properly, but I could again. I could move my body, the pressure in my head was gone.

 

“Lord Seiji!” Aster practically landed on top of me where she’d hurled me away from the door. “Seiji! Are you all right? Say something!”

 

“I…yeah, I…hang on, lemme—”

 

“Don’t!” Rhydion came striding back in, holding out a hand to me. “Do not heal yourself! You must not use magic here. What happened?”

 

 “He did a Seiji!” Aster snarled. “What did you do?”

 

“I…” I coughed, grimacing. Oh, man, this hurt. And no healing? Fuck. “I wandered too far from the altar and…ow. My whole brain… I locked up and…”

 

 “You were exceedingly fortunate,” Rhydion said sternly. “Both that you experienced an internal Void effect rather than filling this chamber with fire or some such, and that your friend was fast enough with her wits to drag you back into the altar’s protection.”

 

 “Are you okay?” Aster asked, worry breaking through her anger. “Seriously, how bad is it?”

 

 “I’m…sore as hell. Especially where I landed. But I think…nothing worse than that.” I wiped blood off my face with the back of my glove. “Fuckin’ ow. Yeah, nothing seems broken. It’s nothing I can’t heal once we’re back outta here.”

 

She let out a breath of relief. “Okay. All right. Good.”

 

And then she slapped me hard across the side of the head.

 

“Ow! Bitch, what the fuck?! I’m injured here.”

 

“Sorry,” Aster lied, baring her teeth. “I guess the darkness inside me made me do it.”

 

In the near distance, Harker snickered.

 

I narrowed my eyes accusingly. “You’re a rotten, insubordinate cow.”

 

“Yep.”

 

“I love you.”

 

“Damn right you do.”

 

“Like a sister,” I clarified. “A smug, pushy older sister. I wouldn’t bang you if you were the last woman alive.”

 

“I’m already out of your league without raising hypotheticals like that.”

 

 “Ahem.” We turned to regard Rhydion, whose loud throat-clearing interrupted our moment. “Sincere declarations of friendship are also emotionally charged. No doubt we all have many things to discuss, but later. Remember, calm.”

 

“Right.” Wincing, I clambered to my feet, accepting a hand up from Aster. “So, I don’t see a vampire. No luck?”

 

He shook his head. “Her fate is her own, now. I also discerned no severe chaotic effects—at least, none not attributable to my own presence, and I retreated before those could begin to accumulate into physically dangerous manifestations. Whatever has happened to Khariss, she has gone far enough that it will hopefully not affect us directly, at least until we have secured our own escape.”

 

 “Couldn’t’ve happened to a nicer cunt,” said Harker. “So about our escape, any ideas?”

 

Ah, right, I’d come up with a plan while my calm inducing Wisdom perk was still working. “Actually, I had a—”

 

“Excuse me.”

 

 We all spun to face the door, and the new person in it. No…the new devil.

 

 There was a devil here. Which was enough by itself to be a worst case scenario, but because this was my life, it was somehow even worse than that. This was a devil I knew, one who could say one word and blow my whole operation wide open.

 

Ozyraph regarded us all with a distasteful expression, raising one eyebrow.

 

“I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    As per the previously announced break schedule, the next two updates will be posted to Patreon only.  Updates on Royal Road will resume a week from Friday. Edited because I misphrased the return date.

Have a good one!



                



4.29 In Which the Dark Lord Deals in Absolutes


                “I don’t know you.”

 

I shifted to squint at Rhydion, who was staring at Ozyraph. That was his first comment?

 

 I was excruciatingly aware that I was not firing on all cylinders right now, physically or especially mentally. Every muscle ached because every one had just been violently seized up, and despite what I’d told Aster I was pretty sure my ribs on one side were at least bruised and probably cracked. At least I had miraculously not landed on my guitar. Not to mention the hangover-caliber headache that resulted from having all my brainpower diverted to spell combination with the safety limiters clearly disabled. 

 

This was the moment Ozyraph had chosen to make her appearance. I did not for one second believe the timing was a coincidence. Fucking devils.

 

 “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Rhydion,” she drawled. “Yes, I’m sure it must absolutely astonish you not to be the most important person in the room for once. We both drew the short end of the stick this time, as Lord Seiji’s self-insertion into my affairs was more recent and nearby than any of your…dalliances with Niaphrax. She sends her love, by the way.”

 

 I wasn’t too mentally cooked to recognize the weight of sarcasm with which she pronounced my title, but didn’t care too much about that because what the hell were they talking about?

 

 “You’re looking well, Ozyraph,” I said aloud, putting on the best smirk I could manage in my current state. “Have you lost weight?”

 

 Slowly, I drew my sword, savoring the hungry whisper of the blade escaping its scabbard, and pointed it at the devil’s heart. Deliberately, I let my smirk widen into a grin.

 

 “Would you like to?”

 

 The wench had the infernal gall to roll her eyes at me.

 

 “Let us review, shall we? When last you thrust yourself into my business, Seiji, you employed the expertise of someone far more intelligent than yourself to find and exploit a loophole in my contract, at which point I voluntarily withdrew my claim and departed, rather than sully the good name of my master by failing to adhere scrupulously to agreed-upon terms. Those were intricately extenuating circumstances which are in no way applicable to this situation. So please!”

 

 Ozyraph actually bowed to me, managing to make even that look sarcastic.

 

 “By all means, young man, try to stick that sword in me, here, in my own realm. Let us explore together where that sequence of events will lead.”

 

 I blinked, slowly, hating the bedraggled state of my brain and how many seconds it took me to run over what she’d just said and fail to find any argument. Finally I turned to Rhydion.

 

 “You think I should—?”

 

 “It is probably best if you don’t.”

 

 “Yeah, no fuckin’ kidding,” Harker muttered from somewhere behind us.

 

 “Was she talking about the Devil King’s ‘good name?’” Dhinell added in an incredulous sotto voce. “What utter absurdity.”

 

 “Story of my life,” I grumbled, sheathing my sword again, a bit awkwardly as my strained arms where having trouble with fine motor control. Yeah, it probably was for the best I hadn’t instigated a physical fight, upon reflection. “Every time I meet somebody who desperately needs stabbin’, I’m not allowed to.”

 

 “Anyway,” Ozyraph said loudly, “the Void is not for mud-footed mortals to traipse around in. There is no power here for you to grab, at least none that wouldn’t explode you and a big chunk of your surroundings if you tried, for which reason you are also not permitted to use this plane for purposes of transit. Ergo, everybody out. Now.”

 

 “Someone else preceded us,” Rhydion said in a carefully neutral tone. “Ah, but I suppose the rules are different for your own allies.”

 

 “Well look at you, trying to fish for information like somebody who thinks he’s clever,” Ozyraph purred, putting on a vulpine smile. “You must be terribly curious about dear little Khariss’s status vis a vis my faction. That seems like it would be…valuable intelligence to you—which is to say, not free. If you were of a mind to negotiate, now, that is worth postponing your eviction, provided that you little goslings stay safely next to that altar and refrain from creating a ruckus in my back yard. Yes, boys, I can tell you anything you could possibly want to know about Khariss Gwylhaithe, and plenty it wouldn’t occur to you to ask. Shall we discuss business?”

 

 “Oh, go fuck yourself,” I snapped.

 

 “We are not interested in conducting any commerce with the likes of you,” Rhydion added with more dignity. “Your kind only wants one thing, and it is not up for barter.”

 

 “Yeah, what he said!” I agreed.

 

 “Well, no, I hardly expected either of the actual players in this game to underestimate the value of their souls,” the devil smirked, “but let’s face it, none of these three seem terribly important. What about him?” She pointed at Harker, who raised his bow in response and drew a bead on her. “Is his existence really more valuable than crucial strategic data in your hands?”

 

 “You can’t do that,” Dhinell said shrilly.

 

 “Yeah, now you’re just wasting time,” I added. “We all know you can’t take a soul without the permission of its owner.”

 

 “You would remember that particular detail, wouldn’t you,” Ozyraph replied. “How quickly you forget that there are very rare circumstances in which that rule is in abeyance. Very rare indeed—I believe this is the first time I’ve had a bunch of marks charge headfirst into them. But here you are, so it seems a shame not to take advantage, no?”

 

 “Harker,” Rhydion said evenly, “even passive artifacts like mine may be risky here; triggering one with an active effect will have very unpredictable results. Don’t fire your bow. In case it does not go without saying, we are not bartering your or anyone’s soul to this creature.”

 

 “What a pity,” Ozyraph said with a sigh. “It would be nice to recoup some of what you cost me, Seiji. I suppose I shall have to content myself with the meager satisfaction of booting you out. A pyrrhic victory, since it’s ultimately for your own good.”

 

“That was her play!” I clapped a hand to my forehead as an epiphany burst within me, and immediately regretted it as my skull was still pounding and my arm horribly sore. Ignoring the pain, I kept right on blurting my thoughts. “She dosed herself with calming drugs and bolted to the broken altar that just dumps people in the Void, knowing we’d follow her, and then made a beeline right back up that hall knowing a devil would catch her and kick her back out into the real world. Best case, we might blow ourselves up because there’s five of us together—hell, that’s exactly what would’ve happened if Rhydion didn’t know the rules in here. Even if we survived long enough for the devils to kick us out, she’s no longer cornered.”

 

 “Yes, I’m sure that’s all very fascinating to you, but if we’re not doing business we’re sure as hell not engaging in small talk,” Ozyraph said in a bored tone. “I will be kicking you out, now. This, however, places me on the horns of a dilemma. Using Void magic to allow mortals rapid transit between different parts of the material plane is prohibited in the strictest terms. However, if I simply flip you back into this room on the other side, you’ll just be brought back here as soon as you try to leave. Unfortunately, any of the means by which I could coerce you to just sit in there until you all starve to death fall well outside my mandate. So I shall have to make a…slight compromise, and trust that my master agrees with my judgment.”

 

 She paused, looking expectantly at us. I don’t know why; what the hell was there to be said about that? 

 

 “What?” Ozyraph said dryly. “Not even a thank you?”

 

 “Thank you,” said Rhydion.

 

“Seriously, man?” I exclaimed.

 

 “She is, after all, helping us,” he pointed out. “That she does so reluctantly and is in the first place a vile monstrosity with an insurmountable weight of sin upon her own soul does not fundamentally negate that fact. Courtesy is of moral value chiefly to he who extends it.”

 

 “What a pair of charmers you are,” the devil drawled, reaching behind herself. She pulled out, somehow, the same tablet computer I’d seen her using before. “Well, not that it hasn’t been an absolute delight, but this is farewell. I’ll be setting you down at a slight distance from your point of entry, so as not to catch you in the same trap and force me to do this twice. Believe me when I say I earnestly hope never to see any of you idiots again.”

 

 “Hang on,” I said suspiciously, squinting at the rapid flicking and tapping motions her fingers were making on the surface of the tablet. “Just how many button presses does it take to—”

 

 If anything, the sensation of being yanked across a dimensional barrier was even less comfortable at the hands of a devil than when a passive Void altar did it. Granted, I was in much worse physical shape than on my last trip a few minutes ago, but also I wouldn’t have put it past Ozyraph to make the passage extra rough, just to be an asshole. Whatever the reason, it drove me to my knees, retching and out of breath, my vision swimming with tears.

 

 I pulled my head up immediately, of course, to take in my new situation. It was…sub-optimal for two very important reasons, neither of which was that I was now outdoors in the frigid winter air; Khariss didn’t exactly keep her house toasty anyway. No, the real problems were that, first of all, I was alone—that fucking devil had split up the party, no doubt dumping everybody in a separate, dangerous section of the house to deal with on their own.

 

 And second, I was now out in the front courtyard. Standing amid the weird rubble that had been Khariss’s front steps, now lying in smoothly rounded shapes like hardened lava where her alchemy had melted them away. Before me extended a wide courtyard with a gate opening onto the village beyond, enclosed by tall walls…

 

 And completely full of zombies.

 

 Dozens…no, easily hundreds of them. They were packed in like the crowds at a concert, barely enough room to shamble about. Slow creatures that they were, it took a moment for my presence to be noticed. For whatever reason it seemed they avoided the molten ruins of the steps, so I had a few meters of personal space. No sooner had I forced myself back upright, though, than half-rotten heads began to swivel toward me. Hundreds of luminous green eyes fixed on me.

 

 “Oh, you bitch,” I said wearily.

 

 They raised desiccated arms and began shuffling toward me with murderous intent.

 

Heal! First things first; I put myself back in fighting shape with a thought, pain and mental fog washing away in a flash of pink light. Second order of business was some breathing room.

 

Windburst! Windburst! Windburst! Windburst! Windburst! Windburst! 

 

 Conditions weren’t ideal for it; Yoshi’s Force Wave would’ve been a better match for this situation, but…beggars and choosers. The bursts of concentrated air rocked them back, halting their forward momentum and even reversing it in some cases, but I was fighting an uphill battle here against the sheer inertia of the much bigger crowd behind, all of which were trying to press forward to get me. This couldn’t go on, I’d be overwhelmed in moments.

 

 Well, much as I’d have preferred a more controlled testing environment, I did have a bunch of new toys to play with.

 

“Stun Field!”

 

 Pale blue light rippled out from me in an arc that widened as it dissipated, causing visible crackles of static electricity along the limbs and rotting clothes of the zombies it washed across. More importantly, it stopped them in their tracks. Most of them immediately fell over onto each other, turning their attempted forward press into a domino chain of collapse.

 

 Okay! So that was basically an area-of-effect Shock; useful to have. Shock had enough voltage to stun but not usually kill or seriously burn a human opponent, and I’d observed many times on the way up here that zombies had enough residual neural activity for it to work the same way.

 

Stun Field! Stun Field! Stun Field! I flashed the undead trying to flank me from both sides and then tried to aim a final shot over the fallen heads of my first victims to stop the ranks behind. That last one didn’t work as well; apparently the range was too limited.

 

 Still, we were making progress. I had enough room to try out more new tricks.

 

 Almost directly in front of me, one zombie hadn’t fully fallen, catching herself against two of her felled comrades in what was almost certainly a total accident. The poor old corpse twitched as she turned sightless green eyes back upon me, emitting a groan and attempting to take an awkward step forward.

 

 I pointed at her.

 

“Strike!”

 

 Man, you really don’t appreciate what a lightning bolt is like up close, especially if you’ve seen enough modern fantasy or action TV to expect a visible progress of arcing electricity, just slow enough for the eye to follow. That might be more narratively useful, but holy shit is it not as dramatic as the real thing.

 

 A single column of blinding white radiance connected the ground to the sky, passing straight through the unfortunate zombie I’d targeted. It existed for an instant and then was over, leaving behind only the destruction of its passage. The light was blinding; from a few meters away I could feel the wash of terrifying heat. And goddamn, that thunderclap. At that proximity, it set my ears ringing so hard I immediately cast a Heal on myself to fix my vision and hearing.

 

 That zombie was down, smoking and not even twitching. So were the four nearest the impact point. This was no carefully controlled voltage like Shock, my magical taser. This… This was one of nature’s many reminders that it does not give a fuck about us. People do survive lightning strikes… But then again, people also win lotteries, and the odds of that aren’t much better.

 

 Something like adrenaline began to flow through me, but oddly warm, almost gentle. Unbidden and outside my control, my lips parted and curled up in a breathless grin. Ah, yes, I knew what that was, had experienced this sensation a few times.

 

Power.

 

“Strike! Strike! Strike! Strike! Strike! Heal!”

 

 For a few seconds I amused myself blasting nearby clusters of zombies into charred jerky, then had to cast another self-Heal because there were still consequences for setting off that kind of destructive force this close to myself. Smoke rose from around me; in a few nearby places where the limbs of fallen zombies didn’t obscure it, I could see bits of the rough gravel which covered the courtyard seemed to have been partially melted.

 

 Now, what else did I have to play with?

 

 The zombies were still trying to press forward, of course. Incapable of fear or self-preservation, they were only slowed by having to crawl over their fellows which were still dazed by my Stun Fields or destroyed by Strikes. The danger to me was less urgent, but not gone. 

 

 Not yet.

 

“Arc!”

 

Ooooooh, new favorite toy! This one fired from my outstretched hand, not the sky, discharging a burst of searing electricity which struck a target, then jumped to another, and another, and so on. With the first shot I wiped out eight zombies trying to clamber over a pile of their own fallen to get to me.

 

Arc! Arc! Arc!

 

 Over and over I cast it, from each hand in turn, testing my boundaries as much as I was defending myself. I didn’t seem able to exert any fine control over this one. The direction in which the arc jumped was seemingly random, as was the number of targets it flashed through before flickering out, ranging from six or seven to almost twice that. Nor could I adjust the power; this hit much harder than Shock. Though it didn’t have the searing destructive force of a full lightning strike, it was clearly a killing spell.

 

 A multi-killing spell. Just what the doctor ordered for dealing with a horde of zombies.

 

 Now…could we do better?

 

“Storm!”

 

 In the air above, maybe three meters off the ground, a wisp of gray cloud formed. The way it unfurled outward was actually extremely pretty, spinning itself out in fractal patterns to extend whimsical little puffs of fluffy cloud in curling patterns over an area some fifteen or twenty square meters wide.

 

 It took maybe a full second to fully form, and then all at once, from every part of it, discharged a torrent of lightning bolts into the ground and everything in its way, then dissipated. 

 

 No more cute, puffy clouds. Just smoldering corpses marking the space below where they’d been.

 

 My grin was so wide it literally hurt, and I didn’t care. My face probably would have looked scary enough to be off-putting, had any of my friends been here to see. Didn’t care about that either.

 

“Storm! Storm! STORM!”

 

 There was randomness to this one, too; the clouds unfurled themselves in unpredictable, almost artistic patterns, and then discharged a torrent of white-hot electric death straight down, reducing flesh to charcoal and gravel to black glass.

 

“Current!”

 

 Okay, this one might be objectively less potent, but it quickly took its place as my favorite.

 

 Lightning arced from my fingertips, flowing continuously in a stream wherever I aimed it. Naturally arcing electricity is not a precise weapon; it would jump and spark toward any path of least resistance—which meant bodies, in this case—twisting like a rebellious living thing where it couldn’t. Twisting in every direction except back at me, that is. Oh, but the features of this one I could control; I could produce a feeble flicker even weaker than Shock, which would barely so much as sting an enemy, or a full torrent of searing energy that hit like a Strike and just kept coming. There was no end to it! So long as I focused, I could keep the flow up indefinitely.

 

“CURRENT!”

 

 Oh my god it got even better. I could use it from both hands simultaneously! Wait, could I cast other spells at the same time, if they didn’t produce their effect directly from my hands?

 

“Strike! Storm! Strike! Strike! STORM! Spark! Shock! Strike! Storm, Storm, STORM!”

 

 And all the while, I waved my hands wildly back and forth, raking two continuous Currents of destruction across the crowd of zombies and the entire courtyard, even as I conjured more electric death from the skies above to rain down on them.

 

 Never in my life had I felt so…liberated. So free, so satisfied. Reaching out, decreeing death and carnage wherever I pointed. I could hear myself laughing like a lunatic above the thunder and explosions.

 

 “UNNNNLIMITED POWEEEEEERRRRR!”

 

 Okay, you know what, I’m the fuckin’ Dark Lord, I can be as cheesy as I want. Let me have my moment.

 

 When I finally let the Currents drop, there was silence so incongruous it rang like an unholy choir. Smoke filled the air, along with the stink of charred meat and burning chemicals. There were no functioning zombies left in this courtyard, and relatively few still functionally intact. Black lines of pitted akorthist marked the walls where I had raked Currents of lightning across them.

 

 This was it. This was what I’d been searching for and longing for ever since I landed on this shithole planet. What I needed, if I was going to swagger around calling myself something as ostentatious as Dark Lord. No more limiting myself to spells of either horrible torture or minor nuisance. No more flinging fucking slimes at people.

 

 This was the real shit. The power I needed—the power to wipe an army off the face of Ephemera like crumbs from my lapel.

 

 This. Changed. Everything.

 

No more Dark Lord Nice Guy.

 

Bless that fucking goblin! No credit to Khariss or the Void; I’d have worked out all these spell combinations eventually anyway without their help. But Gizmit and that scroll of Spark had just changed the entire game. Would it be sexual harassment if I swept her up and gave her a big ol’ smooch on the mouth? …yeah, as her boss that probably wasn’t cool. Also she’d stab me. I’d just give her a raise, she’d probably appreciate that more anyway.

 

 Oh, and I still hadn’t even tried everything!

 

 I pointed dramatically at the nearest smoldering corpse.

 

“Resuscitate!”

 

 Nothing. 

 

 Well, no surprise there; it was obvious from the name what that spell generally did, but just as obviously, terms and conditions would apply. It stood to reason being killed, zombified, and lightning-fried in that order put you well out of warranty.

 

“Boooooooooossssss!”

 

 Just when I thought I’d achieved peak Everything’s Comin’ Up Seiji, somehow the fates deigned to give me more good news. Biribo was letting out a long wail of relief even as he came zooming around the corner of the manor.

 

“Biribo!”

 

 He didn’t even stop, just cannoning right into my shoulder hard enough to rock me back a step. I didn’t care; I grabbed him with both hands and pressed him into my coat in the closest thing to a hug I could manage for somebody so tiny.

 

 “Oh thank fucking god, I thought you were gone.”

 

 “Me? You thought I was gone?! One minute we’re there in that room with that Void altar, then suddenly everybody’s disappeared! Nobody nearby and I could sense you clear out here in the front! What the fuck happened, boss? And what is all this? Since when do you have these spells?!”

 

 “Wait, hang on.” I pulled him away and held him up in front of my face, frowning. “You—immediately sensed me out here? No lost time at all?”

 

 “No, it was instant. Shit gets weird if you fuck around with the Void, boss, I thought you’d learned that lesson already in Kzidnak. I told you not to go down there!”

 

 “Yeah, maybe next time tell me fuckin’ why! C’mon, you know I had to play along with Rhydion; what was I gonna say to him, huh? So, wait, does time stop moving inside the Void?”

 

 “You were inside the—”

 

 “Okay, hold up.” I released him to hover in the air. “Clearly we need to go over this and try to figure out exactly what went down, but right now we haven’t got time for that or a proper reunion. Sorry, buddy, but we gotta work. That fucking devil spread us out all over this damn place and there’s no telling what’s happening to the others right now. I need your senses. We need to find Aster, and the rest of the team, and Khariss, in that order of importance.”

 

 “You got it, boss!” He did a loop-the-loop in the air in front of me before turning to zoom off in the direction he’d come. “Let’s get you back inside and back in business! Follow me!”

 

 I set off after him at a dead run. Already I was resolved to introduce Khariss to all my shiny new toys. If anything had happened to Aster, though, Ozyraph had just jumped her spooky ass to the top of my list.

 

 It was a long list, but damn me if I wasn’t gonna get to everyone on it.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Aw, isn't it sweet how close he and Aster are now?  I sure hope nothing bad happens to her. :)



                



4.30 In Which the Dark Lord Has Had Enough


                Biribo led me around the side of the house, where we immediately found—naturally—more zombies. I skidded to a halt as the next horde turned their slack jaws and glowing green eyes on me, but this was a whole different situation. I had the hang of this now.

 

Storm, Storm, Storm, Storm, Storm, Storm, Storm…

 

 I could more or less place the canopies where I wanted them, and this time rather than lashing out in all directions made a methodical sweep, covering the entire space of packed zombies from the corner of the house to the far wall. Due to the erratic formation of the clouds from which Storm launched its attack, it didn’t provide full coverage of the area, leaving me a few stragglers to clean up.

 

Strike, Strike, Strike, Arc, Strike, Arc, Strike.

 

 “Holy shit,” Biribo whispered in awe. “When the hell did you—”

 

 “Biribo, I promise I’ll catch you up on everything, but we’re on the clock, remember?”

 

 “Right! This way!”

 

 He zipped ahead and I followed more carefully, having to step with circumspection around the smoking limbs of fallen zombies and patches of ground where the gravel was cooling but still slightly molten.

 

 The smell was truly incredible.

 

 I had no trouble finding the side entrance, at least. When this had been built however many centuries ago the kitchen door had undoubtedly been rather discreet, but currently there was a big, organic-looking buildup around it of that amber stuff—and this sample was more like the windows upstairs, in that it contained those white filaments. Drawing closer, I paused for a second to study them, which was easy as they glowed vividly in the sunlight. Their position within the amber was somewhat erratic, but the two patterns in evidence were definitely honeycombs and spider webs, jumbled together.

 

 Like the stuff which had been sealing up the Void Altar, the substance was lathered and layered on in a built-up formation like a wasp’s nest. Could Khariss actually be using giant insects to build these things?

 

 Or spiders?

 

 At any rate, it did leave a tunnel-like passageway through to the actual door, which seemed incongruous within the glowing amber all around it. I grasped the handle, turned and pulled, finding it unlocked—and noting that amber had been carefully and strategically carved away in the right spots so it had room to open.

 

 Inside was what had clearly been the kitchen originally, and was currently a mad science nightmare.

 

 I didn’t let my focus linger on the massive racks of bubbling alchemy equipment occupying the kitchen counters, instead turning to the other side of the room, where huge bins and barrels were being drip-fed solutions from some of that equipment and were themselves full of squirming…things. Enormous grubs, crawns, worms, a veritable buffet of creepy-crawlies, and I don’t choose that word for no reason. What directed my focus in this direction was the huge fuzzy spider currently at work mashing up a selection of grubs and worms in a large mixing bowl.

 

 We stared at each other for a second.

 

 Hesitantly, the spider set down its bowl of creamed spider chow and, visibly trembling, brandished its goo-dripping pestle at me.

 

 I pointed aggressively at its eight luminous green eyes.

 

 “Don’t start none, won’t be none.”

 

 The spider reared up on its back four legs in what I first took for a threat display. Fortunately, even as I readied to cast Current at it, the creature dropped its pestle, about-faced and scurried away, trying to stuff itself into a corner between the cabinets and the wall. That did not work, it was just too huge; I was left staring at its huge fuzzy spider butt, sticking out into the room and quivering in terror.

 

 Well, great. Now I felt bad.

 

 “Biribo?”

 

 “I’ve got eyes on Aster, boss! The others are…right out at the edge of my senses, but she’s on the floor above us. This way!”

 

 “Sorry!” I called back at the spider cook as I followed him out into the corridor beyond.

 

 Here we were back on familiar ground; these bottom-floor corridors all looked the same. Biribo led me through a couple of turns and straight runs to the same staircase the party had taken to get down here, narrating as he flew.

 

 “She’s moving at a walking pace through a corridor above, currently away from us. Dunno what her destination is. Boss, there’s one of those giant spiders with her.”

 

 “What do you mean, with her?”

 

 “I mean in immediate proximity! Close enough she could pet it. I dunno what they’re doing together, they don’t seem hostile, just…walking. Oh, they’re heading for the front, I think. Just turned into a passage that’ll take ‘em out into the great hall.”

 

 I huffed in frustration, vaulting up the steps three at a time. So far the big servant spiders seemed pretty timid, but I wasn’t about to make assumptions. If Aster had been taken hostage or something…

 

 “Khariss is above us,” Biribo reported as we tore down the hall. “Two floors up. Dhinell’s on that floor, I think she’s going after her.”

 

 Aw, shit. Okay, Dhinell was a sorceress, she wasn’t helpless. And if she got eaten by a vampire…well, I would feel guilty if I could have stopped that and didn’t, but honestly it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. The woman was as useless as she was unbearable. 

 

 First things first.

 

 I burst out of the passageway into the great hall again, and relief flooded me at the sight of Aster, striding calmly toward me.

 

 Beside her was, yep, another giant spider. It flung up its four front legs in surprise just like the one down below, and again that made the animal part of my brain recoil in instinctive fear, but the creature actually shuffled back a couple of steps.

 

 “There he is!” Aster let out a sigh of relief on her own, and then, to my amazement, turned to the spider and folded down her hands. “Thank you very much, I can take it from here. I won’t keep you from your work any longer.”

 

 It did a peculiar little dance, shuffling back and forth for a couple of steps while waving its two foremost legs at her, then turned and scuttled off back into the dark hallways at top speed. Yep, the sound that made was still nightmare-inducing.

 

 “Making friends?” I demanded.

 

 “Hey, I know something about what it’s like to work for a powerful and unreasonable boss with absolute authority over your life,” Aster retorted. “So do you, as I recall. I hope you didn’t Immolate any of the bugs, they seem pretty harmless.”

 

 “I had a run-in, but yeah, it was quick to back down. Anyway, thank god you’re all right.”

 

 “You, too,” she said fervently, striding forward and giving me a quick, surprising hug. “After that damn devil scattered us all over the place, I heard the most godawful noise outside. It was like an entire day’s worth of thunderstorms going off in a five-minute period. Somehow I suspected you were in the middle of that, but…here you are.”

 

 “Oh, yeah…that was me, actually. Ozyraph put me out front, with the zombies. I got rid of them.”

 

 She squinted. “What the hell do you mean, you got rid of them?”

 

 “I mean they’re gone now. No more zombies. I may have lost my temper a little bit.”

 

 “You? I find that hard to believe. You’re so even-natured and serene.”

 

 “Okay, if you’re feeling up to being an asshole, you can move. C’mon, we need to get upstairs. Biribo thinks Khariss is cornering Dhinell as we speak.”

 

 “I guess we probably shouldn’t let her get eaten, huh,” Aster agreed, falling into step beside me as I turned and began bounding up the stairs. Biribo affixed himself to my neck en route, squirming back under my scarf and rearranging it to hide himself. That was not what I’d call a pleasant sensation, but I kept quiet as it was the correct action; we were heading back toward people who weren’t supposed to know about him.

 

 And not a moment too soon. Biribo just barely had time to mutter a quick heads up to me on the next landing before pounding boots on the carpet announced new arrivals, and in the next second Rhydion and Harker came careening around the corner at us.

 

“There you are,” the paladin said with clear relief. “Good, I hoped the rest of the group had begun to find each other, as well. No sign of Sister Dhinell yet?”

 

 “I hope she’s not outside,” Harker grunted. “Something that sounded apocalyptic went down out there.”

 

 “Oh, that was me. Nothing to worry about, I just wiped out most of the zombies.”

 

 They stared at me.

 

 “You…did what?” Harker finally asked warily.

 

 “I’m a sorcerer, remember?” I shrugged. “That fucking devil set me down in the middle of them, and we are clearly past the point of trying to sneak up on Khariss. So I used my good spells.”

 

 Just as I was racking my brain for a way to segue into searching upstairs without revealing how I knew to, Rhydion suddenly hissed and held up one armored hand. “Shh!”

 

 In the ensuing silence, the noise was clear. Faint, distant, but obvious. Pounding feet, scuffling, a female voice raised in a muffled shriek and then the sharp crackle of some kind of spell going off.

 

 “Come!” Rhydion set off up the stairs at a dead run, the rest of us drawing weapons as we followed.

 

 Altogether it was a pretty easy hunt; Dhinell was clearly not going gently into that good night. We just had to follow the sounds of yelling, scuffling and spells.

 

“Sanctify! Holy Light! Burn Abomination!”

 

 “You tell ‘er, Sister,” Harker growled in an uncommon show of solidarity.

 

 We turned at an intersection and found we had the pair of them cornered in a little sitting area where the hallway itself terminated in a semicircular protrusion walled entirely by windows, with an astonishing view out over the khora forest beyond. Dhinell was slumped against a wall, bedraggled and bleeding, but she had clearly been holding her own; Khariss was literally smoking from spell impacts. Regardless of her objective strength in spellcasting, the priestess’s particular magical arsenal was fine-tuned toward countering monsters, and had been extremely effective against the undead on the way up here.

 

 In trying to pick us off one by one, Khariss had been wise not to go for me or Rhydion first, but of the remaining three she had chosen her worst possible mismatch.

 

 Now, though, the board was flipped yet again as our arrival distracted the beleaguered Sister, who gasped aloud in relief, turning her face toward Rhydion. It gave Khariss the opening she needed to swoop in behind her, swiftly seizing Dhinell in a headlock and twisting her about to face us.

 

“No closer!” the vampire hissed.

 

 Dhinell drew in a ragged gasp. “Consec—”

 

 She broke off with a strangled croak as Khariss sank her fingers cruelly into her throat.

 

 “Silence from you now, Goddess bitch!”

 

 “Stop.” Rhydion planted himself in the center of the hallway, staring the vampire down. “Release her, and let us have a reasonable discussion about this.”

 

 Khariss laughed derisively at him. “Just how stupid do you think I am, boy?”

 

 “No one thinks you’re stupid,” I said soothingly. “We have seen enough in here to recognize you are a genius of the highest caliber. We think you’re crazy.”

 

 “Lord Seiji, enough,” Rhydion said, the merest tinge of annoyance creeping into his tone.

 

 The vampire’s red eyes fixed on me. “You.”

 

 “Me? What did I do?”

 

 “Weren’t you just saying you killed a lot of her zombies?” Aster suggested.

 

 “And you did break her window,” Harker added.

 

 “And,” Aster continued, “I bet you were unnecessarily rude to the spiders.”

 

 “This is not how this ends, Hero,” Khariss snarled, squeezing harder on Dhinell’s neck and making the priestess gasp painfully to breathe. I guess she couldn’t cast without vocalizing, or at least not while under this kind of pressure. “I survived the last one, I will survive you, and the next!”

 

 Shit. Didn’t take her long to spit out exactly what I did not want her to say. I had practically no time to deflect.

 

 “Hero? I can see why you’d think that, but he’s not the Hero. Wait…” I turned toward Rhydion, suddenly frowning suspiciously. “Are you?”

 

 The vampire’s eyes darted to the paladin, back to me, and then across the rest of the group. Blessedly, she said nothing else for a moment, and we had a brief pause in which to size one another up.

 

 Khariss Gwylhaithe was recognizable from her big, ostentatious self-portrait, but she had clearly been generous in her depiction. She was hollow-cheeked, her red eyes sunken deep in dark circles, and her pale blonde hair trailed about in frizzy disarray almost as bad as Nazralind’s. The woman looked painfully underfed and sleep-deprived. That black dress of hers was not artfully designed to look ragged as in the painting; it was legitimately faded and torn, covered in stains and burn marks which suggested she wore it while doing her painting and alchemy both.

 

 “You should take his offer,” I said, breaking the silence in the hope of seizing control of this conversation before it went sideways on me again. “Look at the situation you’re in, now. Nowhere else to run. Talking is the only way you get out of this, and harming Dhinell will put an end to that chance.”

 

 The vampire laughed bitterly. “Oh, please. You think you’re the first Goddess lackeys I’ve had to deal with? There is no talk with you except as an excuse for more murder and destruction.”

 

 “You broke the truce, Khariss,” I said quietly. “You were obviously keeping that Void altar sealed up; we’d have helped you, knowing about that. Using it against us, though? That’s—”

 

“Damnation take your truce and all parties to it!” she shrieked, re-tightening her grip on Dhinell’s throat just as it had begun to relax slightly. “Virya, Sanora, Devil King, you beasts are all the same! Monsters and the collection of dupes and villains stupid enough or contemptible enough to serve them! May your bitch goddesses and that evil piece of work in the Void slaughter each other and leave me in peace!”

 

 “If you do not serve Virya,” Rhydion said in his best diplomatic tone, “we need not be enemies. Given that we entered your home uninvited, I am inclined to overlook your various actions against us as at least partially justifiable. Please, release her, and let us talk.”

 

 “Talk, talk,” she sneered in a mocking singsong tone. “Of course, you’ll definitely talk once I give up my leverage and not resume the mindless violence that is the only thing you’re good for. No. First, we’ll see whether you actually have any regard for your friend’s life. I’m guessing not, goddess followers that you are, but you may prove me wrong.”

 

 I was done. If we let her weasel her way out of here we’d just be back to running around this maze of halls and doors like an old British slapstickbut with undead.

 

 “Yeah, about that,” I said, raising my hand.

 

 “Lord Seiji,” Rhydion warned.

 

 “Sorry about this, Dhinell.”

 

 “Stop him,” Dhinell gurgled frantically with what little air she had left.

 

“Shock!”

 

 Both women shrieked—one more quietly given her relative lack of available air—and stumbled apart on suddenly boneless limbs as electricity coursed through them.

 

 Rhydion instantly took advantage, lunging forward—but not with his sword, which he actually dropped. Instead, he grabbed Dhinell by the first thing he could reach—her hair, unfortunately—and yanked her out of Khariss’s range.

 

 If only it were that simple.

 

 Having taken only half a stun spell, and also being a vampire, Khariss recovered almost immediately. I barely had time to register the throwing motion with which she smashed something into the floor at our feet before white fog as impenetrably thick as a Hokkaido blizzard filled the entire hall with a powerful hiss.

 

 Oh, not on my watch, you smarmy leech.

 

“Windburst!”

 

 Ah, right, there was a reason I didn’t use that in close quarters.

 

 There were several loud curses as most of the party were knocked down and I was slammed painfully into the wall by the blowback of my own spell. It was probably lucky I hadn’t accidentally flung myself through the plate glass windows.

 

 It had worked, at least. Raising my head, I beheld the rest of my team struggling back to their feet, except Rhydion, who had managed to keep his. The smoke was gone, though. 

 

 So was Khariss.

 

 “How many times in one day can one elf wench fight us to a draw?” Harker complained.

 

 “Dhinell!” Heal, I cast without vocalizing it. They’d already seen me use the spell; no need to tell them it was actually the apex healing spell. Most likely this group would assume it was something weaker. “Sorry about that. You okay?”

 

 “Y-you…thug,” she wheezed, scrabbling upright against the opposite wall.

 

 “He saved your life, Sister,” Rhydion said soothingly. “It was a clever use of a stun spell. I am also sorry for handling you so roughly.”

 

 “I…that’s…you’re right.” Amazingly, she actually looked abashed. “I apologize, Lord Seiji. Thank you for your quick thinking.”

 

 “Hey, no worries, you’re having a rough day. I can relate. More importantly, here we are again!” I shrugged, turning back to Rhydion. “She’s gone. We’ve learned a lot, aggravated the witch, and done some miscellaneous damage to her home. Are you about ready to call this a day?”

 

 “You are the one familiar with that devil, Ozyraph. In your estimation, is it likely she has a relationship with the vampire?”

 

 “Khariss seemed to feel the same way about the Devil King and both goddesses,” Aster pointed out.

 

 I narrowed my eyes, staring at his blank visor. “I’ve become accustomed to a more sophisticated caliber of deflection from you, Rhydion. I guess even the best of us aren’t in top form after getting this kind of runaround all day.”

 

 “I hope I needn’t emphasize that the presence of devils fundamentally alters every equation. It is immediately relevant to our purposes, and our very odds of survival. One incidental brush with the Void we can put behind us; if this is going to become a recurring pattern we must withdraw, at least for now. This group is not equipped to contend with that.”

 

 “I think you know this very damn well, but I have no idea and no way of acquiring any idea. I’ve met Ozyraph once before, and it wasn’t exactly convivial. She is definitely sly enough to feign enmity to throw us off Khariss’s scent, but I do not get that vibe from Khariss herself. That altar wouldn’t have been sealed up that thoroughly if she actually planned on using it. That seemed to me like a panic reaction.”

 

 “I tend to concur. I am impressed, Lord Seiji, that Ozyraph considers you enough of a threat to show herself in front of me.”

 

 “I…uh, what?”

 

 “Devils prize their secrecy,” he explained. “If someone they consider a formidable foe interacts with a devil even once, any future efforts against the Void will be met by that same devil, if they can at all arrange it. They do this to focus all your attention and awareness on a single target, which can then be denied you at need. To have a designated devil nemesis, you must have done significant damage to one of their schemes. In the future if you attempt to interfere with the Devil King’s activities, Ozyraph will be the one to sabotage and dissuade you, so that you are unable to acquire direct information about any of her comrades. I have pressed against the Devil King’s plots often over the years, and several times struck deeply enough to warrant a response. This is the first time I have ever been met by any devil other than Niaphrax. You must have left a truly great impression.”

 

 “Oh, come on,” I groaned, covering my eyes with a hand. “You mean I’m stuck with Ozyraph? I’ve gotta tell you, I do not care for that woman.”

 

 “I would be rather concerned if you did,” Rhydion said gravely.

 

 “You know what I mean, I’m talking quite apart from her being a soul-stealing thing who needs to die. She’s also, just…uptight, and full of herself. I’ve got a feeling we wouldn’t get along even if she was a real person.”

 

 He sighed softly from within his helmet. “Well, that is hopefully a concern for another time. If we are not to be pressed by the Void, friends, then we must ourselves press on. Difficult and halting as it has been, this is still progress. A little more persistence and I am certain the witch will yield to us, at least insofar as to engage in a relatively civil discussion.”

 

 “I really…don’t think so,” Aster said with some hesitation. “She’s wound up awful tight. It sounded like her base assumption was that the only reason we’d be here was to kill her and destroy her stuff, and let’s face it, we haven’t exactly done anything to alter that impression.”

 

 “Come on, you’ve surely dealt with paranoid people before,” Harker added. “Bitch has been stewing on it for a century and a half. There is not a reasonable discussion to be had here. There just isn’t.”

 

 “Regardless,” the paladin stated, “we have come this far, and we must try. Come, we will pursue her and try again.”

 

 Both of them went blank in the face and stiff in the body language in that way lowborn did when a highborn was being completely unreasonable. Dhinell…actually looked miserable. I knew she couldn’t still be feeling any physical pain after I’d Healed her, but her hand went to her neck and for just a second before she regained control, it seemed like she was about to cry.

 

 So, stepping between them and Rhydion, I made the call.

 

 “Yeah…no. We’re done. I’m out. Come on, Aster.”
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                    c'mon, if I was gonna kill Aster I wouldn't warn you



                



4.31 In Which the Dark Lord Finds a Weak Spot


                “Lord Seiji.” The paladin turned to face my directly. “I thought we had an understanding.”

 

 “Yeah, the understanding was for one mission: go into the forest, investigate the source of the zombies. Job’s done, Rhydion. We know enough—more than enough—to prepare whatever proper response is called for and come back with the resources and personnel to carry it out. I don’t know what this sudden personal obsession of yours with having some kinda parley with the witch is about, but it’s above and beyond, and I am done. I’m not risking my life or Aster’s fucking around with vampires and giant spiders and devils. I did my part. Now we’re leaving.”

 

“And you believe that determination is yours to make?” he asked quietly.

 

 “There’s nothing to determine! I am relating obvious facts. We have done what we came here to do. Now you’re trying to do something entirely different which none of us signed on for and which has come far closer to getting us killed than the actual mission. It’s done, I am out. If you want to hold me in violation of our…agreement…”

 

I sighed, letting the motion move my shoulders into a fatalistic shrug.

 

“Then I guess we can get on with deciding who’s left.”

 

The ensuing silence was one of the tensest I’d ever shared with somebody I didn’t think was actually going to try to kill me. Aside from that being out of character for Rhydion, he still hadn’t picked up the sword he’d dropped when rescuing Dhinell. He just…stared at me. Moments like this made the blank ambiguity of that visor seem downright oppressive.

 

Harker cleared his throat. “So, question for you, Lord Seiji. That business he was saying about you planning to murder me. What’s that about?”

 

Weird moment for that interjection, but okay; I was mostly just grateful for the break in the tension.

 

 “I have suspicions about you, but despite what Rhydion seems to think, no. I need quite a bit more to go on than that before I straight up execute somebody.”

 

“Good to know,” he said, nodding. “That being the case, if you’re bugging out, I’m coming with you.”

 

Rhydion’s helmet shifted to face him, and still he said nothing.

 

 Harker shrugged, his expression defensive. “Look, the fact is, he’s right. I know what I signed up for and I’ve done my job, but you’re talking about something else, now. This was a scouting mission; we’ve got the intel we came for. I’m not even complaining about the zombies or the devils, you said up front there might be Void shit at the back of this. But what you’re doing now, Rhydion, is dragging us all into repeated fights with dangerous shit because you’re fixated on cornering a woman who wants nothing to do with you. There’s a lot wrong with this, starting with the fact I wouldn’t’ve come along if I knew where this was gonna end up. If Lord Seiji and Delavada are leaving, I’m goin’ with ‘em.”

 

“I see this perspective is broadly shared.” The paladin shifted his attention once more. “And you, Sister Dhinell? Do you feel it is time to end this campaign?”

 

“I…I know my duty. I joined this mission in good faith and I will see it through to whatever end.”

 

In an odd, backward way, I think Dhinell’s assertion was the clincher. The words were siding with him, but her voice was small and wavering; the woman looked terrified and miserable.

 

Rhydion finally bent, picked up his sword, and returned it to its sheath. “Very well. The truth is, I understand your point, and when laid out this way I find I cannot disagree. While I will not deny it disappoints me that you are unwilling to continue… It remains true that this has become something other than what we set out to do. That being said, I have a request.”

 

We all tensed.

 

“Go on?” I prompted after a moment, when no one else did.

 

“Once we have returned to civilization,” the paladin said, slowly shifting his helmet to look at each of us in turn, “I ask your discretion. Please leave to me the sole duty of determining what shall be reported to whom. Understand that all of this has become more complicated than I anticipated, and the response to it will have repercussions beyond settling the matter of occasional zombies emerging from the forest. It must be handled with care, and with strategy.”

 

We glanced around at each other.

 

“Please,” Rhydion said quietly. “This is important.”

 

 “Well, I mean…sure.” Harker shrugged again. “You’re the boss. I’m not gonna stand up to formal questioning or anything over this, but as long as it doesn’t turn into that I’m happy to let you handle it however you like. Wouldn’t be the first job I had to be discreet about, not by a long shot.”

 

“You are my superior in rank in both the Convocation and the King’s Guild,” Dhinell added, nodding emphatically. “It’s quite proper for the matter to be handled as you see fit. I am well within my prerogatives to say so to anyone who asks.”

 

“Same, I guess,” Aster added more laconically when his attention turned back to her. “Far as the Guild goes, you’re the designated lead on a sanctioned mission. The report’s your job.”

 

Silently, the helmet turned to me.

 

 “Well, you’re not my superior in anything,” I said, “but on the other hand, I don’t report to anybody else, either. No worries, Rhydion, there’s nobody in the Fflyr power structure I particularly care to keep appraised of my activities anyway.”

 

“That,” he said, “is an example of one of those more skillful deflections you mentioned a moment ago, Lord Seiji.”

 

“It’s also the plain truth,” I said sweetly. “I’ve no intention of going over your head and I don’t care what you say to any of your superiors, nor do I want to talk with them at all. Scout’s honor.”

 

He stared at me.

 

 “Nor,” I amended after a moment, “if it worries you, am I interested in bringing any other factions or major players into this.”

 

None except my own, of course. Hopefully that would satisfy him.

 

 “Which leaves,” the paladin said very softly, “using what we have learned here for your own purposes, Lord Seiji. And what, I wonder, might those be?”

 

No, I didn’t really think so.

 

 “What might yours be?” I retorted. “This was obviously a spur of the moment choice for you, Rhydion. You didn’t set out wanting to powwow with Khariss and hammer out an arrangement; you didn’t even know she was here, or that she existed until I came along with my tip from the beast tribes. For a last-minute diversion, you’re pretty damn invested in the idea. Why is it so important to you? What do you want with her?”

 

“It seems to me, Lord Seiji, that you and I should have a conversation in private.”

 

Oh, fucking great.

 

“Sounds delightful,” I said, smiling pleasantly. He probably didn’t need a magic lie-detecting helmet to see through that one.

 

“Such things can wait until we have attained more secure surroundings,” Rhydion said, suddenly brisk. “Very well, let us withdraw. Hopefully, if Mistress Gwylhaithe truly desires above all to be rid of us, she will not hinder our exit.”

 

 “The way Aster and I first came in is no good,” I said. “We could use the path you guys took, or the kitchen entrance in the basement I used to get back in here after Ozyraph’s fun little prank. I did take out most of the zombies in the courtyard outside, but there’s a high probability of running into more giant spiders that way, not to mention that level seems to be where Khariss goes to ground, and we’ve all seen what she’s like when cornered.”

 

I paused, an idea occurring.

 

“Or…we could just walk out the front? I was out there a few minutes ago, and like I said…no more zombies. The front steps are gone, but the drop isn’t too bad. Worst case, somebody breaks an arm and I can fix that in seconds.”

 

“That…might be the most expeditious route,” Rhydion agreed. “We have options for navigating such a descent that don’t involve breaking any limbs. Come, let us waste no more time.”

 

I forbore comment about just who had been stubbornly wasting our time and we all fell into step, watching our flanks. It was a pretty straight shot to get out: up the corridor, down the stairs, across the great hall and out the front door. Easily the most straightforward route we’d had to take in this ludicrous spider-filled labyrinth of a house.

 

“You know what’s really weird, though?” Aster mused.

 

 “Where do I start?” Harker muttered.

 

 “Those giant spiders are… Well, I dunno if their intelligence is on a human level, but they show clear personality, and they can obviously follow orders and carry out complex tasks. How is it she can get spiders to work that well as undead, but can’t make the corpses of actual people do anything more than moan and shuffle around?”

 

“Moan, shuffle around, and attack,” Dhinell said darkly. “Wretched, bloodthirsty things.”

 

“Well, my point stands.”

 

 “Makes sense to me,” Harker said, shrugging. “Humans are way more complicated than bugs. Especially the brains.”

 

“Yeah, but spiders normally can’t—”

 

“You wanna turn around and ask her?” I inquired pointedly.

 

Aster shot me a scowl. “I was just wondering. You can’t tell me it’s not weird.”

 

“Aster, it’s me, Seiji. I do not have the attention span to keep track of everything about this place that’s weird.”

 

She gave me a Look and a long-suffering sigh, and dropped it.

 

Fortunately, Rhydion called this one right: Khariss did not put in another appearance, nor did any of her spider lackeys. We were left strictly alone all the way across the house. In just minutes we had shoved the front door open, with some difficulty—it wasn’t even locked, but clearly had not been opened in years, and the hinges didn’t want to cooperate—and were standing on the ledge beyond. Well, it was a ledge now; before the stairs were melted, it had been a…

 

Do you call it a porch when there’s no roof and it’s in front of a huge mansion? Somehow that didn’t seem right.

 

Everyone had to stop and take in the scene. Looking at it all from this vantage, I had to consider that I might have overdone it a bit. Charred zombie corpses carpeted the entire courtyard in pieces, some still lightly smoking; most of the ground under them was blackened by lightning strikes. Huge black marks crisscrossed the inner walls where I had, entirely gratuitously I must admit, raked them with streams of furious electricity.

 

“Your good spells, huh,” Harker said finally, his voice impressively even.

 

I shrugged and smiled. “What can I say? I was in a bad mood.”

 

Rhydion studied me in silence.

 



 

Getting down wasn’t all that hard, and from there it was a straight shot right out of zombie town.

 

We had to fight our way out, of course. My little tantrum had cleared out the worst concentration of them, but there were still more zombies around the third side which came shuffling over to investigate as we passed through their territory. Then, too, there were a lot in the village outside; not nearly as tightly packed as in the manor grounds, but this village had been their stomping ground, after all. Even once we slipped out through a gap in the damaged walls, the surrounding area was still zombie country for a good distance in every direction.

 

As fights went, it wasn’t that hard; just tiring because it was so constant. We fell smoothly back into our previous strategy, with Aster and Rhydion taking point, me largely applying Shock to stun targets to they could be finished off by one of Dhinell’s large arsenal of anti-monster spells or Harker’s anti-magic bow. It took us mere minutes to carve our way out of the village, and the rest of the day to get to what we considered was a safe spot to camp for the night. We pushed it, taking only a few breaks to rest our legs and otherwise taking turns to chew travel rations on the move, or pause when somebody had to go behind a bush.

 

The others kept glancing at me as I continued to do nothing but stubbornly Shock zombies into submission, but nobody said anything and I wasn’t about to. There was a very real strategic reason for them not to see exactly how I could single-handedly wipe out an army, but to be honest, I was enjoying making them wonder even more than I would have enjoyed making them tremble in awe.

 

Especially given the high likelihood of that second one happening eventually, whether I wanted it to or not.

 

We pressed on past nightfall, a move that was objectively risky, but we had a good reason: there was no way of getting all the way out of zombie territory before dark, and we already knew of a secure campsite. And indeed, after having to navigate by my light spells for barely half an hour, we were there again. The flat-topped khora was just as we’d left it, right down to the minor damage we’d caused to the shell from climbing up and down it.

 

“All clear,” Harker reported from up top, leaning over and waving at us. “Fireplace is still good, no sign of critters or enemies being up here. C’mon up and let’s settle in.”

 

“Thank you, Harker,” said Rhydion. “And to all of you, my friends, for all you’ve done today. Please, get some rest; I will take the first watch. Before that, I beg your patience for just a little bit longer. Lord Seiji, a word?”

 

 Oh, we were doing this now? I didn’t see what the hurry was—but then again, there were a lot of possible reasons he might want to have this particular conversation at the end of a long and very hard day, when I was exhausted and generally not at my best. So this was gonna be one of those talks, huh.

 

“Sure,” I said magnanimously, gesturing ahead. “Lead on.”

 

Rhydion led me a distance away into the night, me keeping my Firelight bobbing along above my hand. He was careful to bring us out of easy earshot of the campsite, but not out of view of it; the glow of a fire appeared in moments, making for an easy landmark.

 

“Did you know there used to be a dungeon on Dount?”

 

Huh. Not the opener I’d expected.

 

“Yes, I did.”

 

The paladin turned to face me. “I am surprised, Lord Seiji, and impressed. That bit of knowledge is not merely esoteric, but actively suppressed. To have found it after being here such a short time speaks well indeed of your resourcefulness.”

 

 See, this shit right here was why he wanted to do this when he knew fatigue was wearing at me, I just knew it. I had to be careful with this guy. It was my policy in general to lie as little as possible, but with Rhydion especially… He definitely had some magic in that helmet that let him see more than his eyes could unaided, whether or not it was an actual lie detector. But magic or not, he also made heavy use of the classic strategy of always knowing more than he let on. It left me constantly uncertain what I could afford to say.

 

 “I mostly talk to and hang around with the kind of people the regime you represent doesn’t think of as people. They know things that might surprise you.”

 

He nodded once in acknowledgment. “And do you also know what happened to the dungeon?”

 

“Same thing that happened to the landbridge to Savindar.”

 

 “Satoshi Hara is a revered figure in multiple nations, now. As the last Hero, he must be; many of those who hold power today prop themselves up in part on his legacy. Having been born into privilege, I have been graced with the opportunity to peruse a number of texts which are not available to the public at large—and even the more sensitive documents pertaining to Hara are strikingly uncritical of him. Directly, that is. I was also graced with a good education, however, and the attendant ability to…read between the lines.

 

“There are contemporary accounts of the Dark Crusade which do not shy away from the brutality of Hara’s tactics. His overt cruelty toward captured sources of information, and disregard for collateral damage. Oh, not in so many words, of course; it is often the driest descriptions of his battles that are the most alarming. It is beyond question that the Hero was not the paragon that today’s institutions require him to have been. Generously…he could be interpreted as a man driven by purpose and willing to embrace any necessary means.”

 

He paused, and I waited; I was very familiar with the character of a pause for dramatic timing. You gotta respect another guy’s showtime.

 

“A man very much like you.”

 

 Okay, that stung a little. Still, I kept my mouth shut as Rhydion continued.

 

 “I am…not inclined to be so generous. There are other accounts, even less direct, but which lay bare the truth for those willing to examine the dates and the subtext. Many mentions of the Hero’s feasts and festivals—parties which, if one cross-references other materials, occurred in times and at places where it is hard to imagine a Hero being at the feasting table rather than the front lines. Not to mention the careful measures taken by his allies to keep him out of the presence of their wives and daughters. Many accounts of how eager the adventurers of the day were to fight alongside the Hero—and not mentioned explicitly, but still recorded, the interesting detail that female adventurers almost never sought a second mission alongside him.

 

“The historians could not call attention to these things, nor editorialize on their meaning. Even then, they knew what would happen if they did. Any volumes which record such thoughts are long since destroyed, those not in Viryan hands. But still, they made sure the facts were preserved, so that the truth could be discerned by those willing to look. No one hides things in plain sight better than a scribe.”

 

Holy shit. I’d known about the dungeon and the landbridge, obviously, but… Fuck. Hadn’t this guy killed Yomiko, in the end? I suddenly hoped to God all he’d done was kill her, and relatively quickly.

 

 “So that was the Hero, Satoshi Hara,” Rhydion said with a weary sigh. “And of course, his conflict with Yomiko Kurobe was in many ways a proxy duel between two empires, Lancor and Savindar. Of them I will only say that nations do not have friends, or morals—only agendas. In the end… Of the major players in the Dark Crusade, I think the only one who was truly trying to do the right thing, or at least the closest they could manage to it in an intractable situation, was the Dark Lord. And she came to the end people usually do, when they try to impose virtue through straightforward brute force.”

 

I wasn’t sure I liked the implications of him telling me all this. I was even less sure I understood what those implications were, but they made me as uncomfortable as a spider in my bedroom that disappeared the second I looked away from it.

 

“So,” I said quietly, “is this…an offering of trust? You tell me something that could get you in big trouble with your superiors if I repeated it, a little thing I can hold over you so I’m inclined to feel more favorably toward you?”

 

“Hardly,” he said in an amused tone. “It would be my word against yours, and you could not induce my superiors to listen to you if your life depended on it, Lord Seiji. No, I… Well, I suppose I do appreciate having the opportunity to discuss ethics in a context I cannot afford to repeat in front of most people. But it is all germane, also, to our situation.”

 

“Our situation with Khariss?”

 

“Our situation on Dount, and in Fflyr Dlemathlys. Between Lancor and Savindar.”

 

 He knew. He knew something. The question was what did he know. How much?

 

“You’re thinking a little bigger than I am,” I said, accurately. Dealing with them was an inescapable inevitability, but one far down the line for me. I hoped. I had way too much on the plate right in front of me to worry about the Empires. “Let’s zoom back in, shall we? What you wanted to discuss was Khariss, or so I thought.”

 

 “Yes, there is that,” he said quietly. “You know the thing that most surprised me today, Lord Seiji? I knew the name Khariss Gwylhaithe. She was indeed a historical figure—minor, but known to those who care about such things. A confidant of no less than Dark Lord Yomiko, and a woman not known to have had any great power, but to have been close to Yomiko. A friend. She disappeared in the turmoil following the Dark Lord’s death in Lancor, when her beaten armies retreated all the way to Dount, those surviving settling into the regime in Shylverrael. And no, before you ask, Khariss Gwylhaithe was never anything but an elf Yomiko happened to have liberated from slavery. I was not feigning ignorance of the vampire legend. However she ended up that way, by her own alchemy or the auspices of some devil, it occurred after the Dark Crusade collapsed.”

 

 “Okay, that is pretty interesting,” I admitted, “but I’m having a hard time picturing you being as insistent on making friends with her as you were based purely on historical curiosity.”

 

He shook his head. “No, I cannot picture us being friends, under any circumstances. Even if she is as opposed to Virya as she claimed… Well. My intentions toward her, Lord Seiji, are less than pure.”

 

Very slowly, I raised my eyebrows. “Now, you listen here, mister—”

 

“Not like that.” His tone of blended amusement and irritation was muted, but still one of the more expressive voices I’d heard out of him. “I have already told you what I intend. This country must be saved from itself, and that will never happen so long as the individuals and powers invested in its status quo are able to see change coming. As soon as there is a threat to their power, their constant infighting magically ceases and they form a united front. The only way to overcome this is to make them form that front, and then devote their energies in a direction that will simply waste them while their support system is dismantled from beneath them. And…I intend to use Khariss as that distraction.”

 

He paused, his armored shoulders moving just slightly, providing the barest hint of the steadying breath he drew in before continuing.

 

 “So you see, Lord Seiji, it matters very much to me whether Khariss is a devoted Viryan, or a Void witch…or whatever else. In some potential outcomes, I dared to hope she might be persuaded to assist willingly in this plan; if nothing else, it represents a chance at revenge against the regime which destroyed her own. A conflict is never just between the two parties involved. There are always a thousand surrounding factors which shape how it may go. In some ways…what we found was the worst possible outcome. The appearance, at least, that Khariss Gwylhaithe is a woman who has suffered much, done as little harm as she could manage, and wants only to be left in peace.”

 

“But you’re gonna turn the Clans on her anyway,” I said softly.

 

“I think that will likely be the outcome.” Rhydion had been gazing into the surrounding darkness, but now turned to face me again. “The decision is not necessarily mine to make.”

 

A prickle ran down my back. “Come again?”

 

 “I realize your experiences have left you predisposed to think the worst of the Clans, but the reality is that change will most likely come from within their ranks. There are always those among the privileged who recognize injustice when they see it—or at least, when it is pointed out to them. And more prosaically, those are the people most likely to have the resources, education, and free time to actually do something about it.”

 

I thought about the Yviredhs, about Nazralind and her friends, and about overly idealistic college kids back home.

 

 “Okay,” I said warily, “I’m willing to entertain that notion in theory. Still pretty dubious about this notion that you wouldn’t be the one making the decisions, though.”

 

 “You think so much of me?” he asked wryly. “Indeed, I began my career with all the untested conviction of a young highborn that I knew best, that if those who refused to yield to my justice were broken before me, the rest would fall in line. I…don’t know how many people you have gotten killed, Lord Seiji, but I know how many I have. And the thing that troubles me most about you is your willingness to continue on the same course. Because I know what that feels like.”

 

 Oh, this was really hitting below the belt now. The slow rise of anger and adrenaline had banished my cloud of fatigue; now I was fully occupied with control of my expression. I drifted above the current in the familiar grasp of showtime, ready to unleash all that energy at need, but revealing none of it.

 

“And so you found yourself someone else to make the hard calls and take the responsibility? That smells like sheer cowardice, Rhydion.”

 

He turned away from me, once again staring out into the night.

 

“I…very much fear you are right.” The paladin’s voice was softer than I’d ever heard from him, with undercurrents I couldn’t fully untangle. “More than any other, that is the fear that plagues me.”

 

“Oh? I thought your biggest fear was somebody with your convictions and no restraint.”

 

 “That is the disaster whose inevitable outcome I dread the most, but not that which perpetually costs me sleep. I have made my alliances with care, Lord Seiji; I am not such a fool as to follow the dictates of anyone who has not proven a command of strategy and an ability to get results. But still. No matter how often I reconsider my situation from every angle, no matter how intellectually certain I remain that I am pursuing the most effective strategy… There is no escaping it. The fact that this…most effective strategy…is exactly what you say: delegating the moral responsibility to another. Avoiding the cause of my own worst failures and darkest memories, allowing me to stick to simpler actions which are more within my skill set. You see what I mean, do you not? Even if it is the right thing, objectively, I can never escape the worry that I am simply being…a coward.”

 

I considered his armored back, mulling. This was certainly more vulnerability than he’d ever shown me. Obviously, there was no ignoring that it was manipulative, but just because something was manipulative did not mean it wasn’t sincere. The best manipulations were.

 

 “This may sound odd coming from someone who’s called you a coward multiple times, including just now, but when you lay it all out that way… I think that sounds like one of those questions.”

 

He half-turned, presenting the side of his visor to me. Apparently that thing didn’t impede his peripheral vision too much, which was just straight up unfair.

 

 “Come on, you know the ones. You’re Fflyr, I know you’re well-versed in literary tropes. ‘Am I a coward’ seems right up there with ‘have I gone mad’ and ‘do I have a soul.’ If you’re even capable of asking the question, you have the answer.”

 

After a moment, he inclined his head once in a nod. “You are surprisingly adept at offering reassurance, Lord Seiji. Perhaps you should make heavier use of that skill.”

 

“Hey, now, I’ve got a brand to consider.”

 

 I had a lot of other things to consider, too. Some nebulous resistance, rooted in the highest levels of power in Fflyr Dlemathys and dedicated to carefully making this place less abhorrently shitty? Oh, that was big fucking news—as was the fact that Rhydion was apparently not even the highest up in it. Something like that changed every other calculation. Depending on how well I played this, they could either be exactly what my own plans needed, or present a bigger obstacle than I’d faced so far.

 

Not least because their plan was to use Khariss as a stalking horse to distract the Clans and undermine them from behind while they weren’t looking. And the fact was, Khariss made a way less suitable target for that maneuver than I did. I could not afford to ignore these people.

 

 “So that is your question, answered,” Rhydion said, turning back to me. “You now know why I care so much about assessing the witch as closely as possible. I believe mine remains, Lord Seiji. Why do you?”

 

Oh, I was going to have to handle this as carefully as I ever had anything in my life. Okay, I could do this.

 

Showtime.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Schedule Interruption Announcement

Hey folks.  I hate that these seem to happen every other month these days, but painful experience has taught me that leaning into this is the best way to put it to a decisive end rather than letting it stretch out into a long-term problem.

Basically I've been having mental illness-related problems which have had me running late on the highest tier backer chapter for the last week or so; today was my best opportunity to catch up, and today has been a complete loss due to a combination of physical and mental health issues that are feeding into each other such that not only have I lost any productivity for the day but I clearly need to take a short break and focus on my health for a little bit.

The missed update for Avenist (highest tier) backers is (this last) Tuesday; the missed update for other Patreon tiers will be Friday, and for public readers next Tuesday.

Sorry to let you down, I always hate having to do it.  I'm in damage control mode now, though.  As frustrating as this is for me, this is what I've learned needs to be done to interrupt the spiral and let me get back on track.

Thanks for your patience, everybody.



                



4.32 In Which the Dark Lord Receives an Invitation


                “You remember the squirrels?”

 

“From yesterday, and the day before? My memory is not so feeble as that, Lord Seiji.”

 

“Well, it’s been a big day since then, lots of revelations. Makes it easy to gloss over the fact that our visit to squirrel town was pretty revelatory in its own right.”

 

He nodded once, apparently willing to indulge me in this rhetorical tangent. “I feel the Seer’s insight into your own motives and methods brought me great reassurance.”

 

That brought me up short. “Wait… Reassurance? Did you…perhaps not hear what I said?”

 

“It wasn’t what you said, and come on, Lord Seiji. What part of that did you think would be surprising to anyone who knows you? In fact, I meant her offhand comment to your bodyguard. That the thing she most believes in is you. I have taken the liberty of inquiring about Delavada Aster around the King’s Guild. The fact that she would put such faith in you when your relationship is clearly not romantic says…a great deal.”

 

“Hm. I suppose so.” Damn it, this guy had an absolute genius for derailing me. “But I was thinking, specifically, about your bright idea to send me to talk with their leaders alone.”

 

“It did seem to work to our mutual advantage.”

 

“Yeah, I have a way with people when I need to. Surprising as that may be.”

 

“For someone so overall prickly, perhaps,” he concurred. “I think it matters which people, though. You seem to engender an instinctive and powerful sympathy among the…aggrieved.”

 

“Congratulations, that’s the politest way I’ve ever been called an asshole. My point was that, regardless of how it turned out, we both know there were layers of motive in you asking me to do it.”

 

Rhydion tilted his head very slightly to one side, just watching me in expectant silence.

 

“I’ve been trying to puzzle that out,” I continued, staring at him with the full force of my intent. “This whole expedition was supposedly a means of reconciling our…differing opinions about how to address this country’s problems, at least as a secondary goal to the zombie thing. Since you were, allegedly, very concerned about the havoc I might cause if left to run around unsupervised, right? So it seemed like a strange move to encourage me to potentially expand my own power base while you weren’t watching. Don’t even pretend you weren’t aware of that prospect.”

 

“And what do you make of that?” he asked mildly.

 

“Oh, it makes perfect sense now. I was confused at the time, but then I didn’t realize your whole plan for the zombies and their source was to distract the attentions of the highborn. And if they didn’t pan out as a suitable threat… Well, we know of another, better alternative, don’t we?”

 

Moving with slow care, clearly to reassure me that he wasn’t going for a weapon, Rhydion shifted to parade rest stance, folding his hands behind his back.

 

“And so it would seem the question of your own plans for the witch is more relevant than ever.”

 

“I’m pretty sure she’ll talk to me, without goons in Sanorite colors swarming all over her house. Especially if the alternative is me finishing what I started with her front lawn. As for what I might do with her… Honestly, I question how much she’s good for. Clearly she’s a brilliant alchemist, which is doubtless worth something if she were supplied with proper resources that don’t involve bartering with bandits and beastfolk. Keeping her fed would be…an issue. But most importantly, we’ve learned that vampires aren’t as big a physical threat as I feared, not if Dhinell can fend her off solo.”

 

“Worthy points of consideration, all, but none answering the question.”

 

“Are you familiar with the concept of a loyal opposition?”

 

“And to what, Lord Seiji, are you loyal?”

 

“My principles,” I said, surprised at how swift the response popped out, and especially at how sincerely I meant it. “I won’t pretend I don’t still have major qualms about your approach to dealing with the corruption of this kingdom, or that the reverse isn’t true. But…I think we have learned some important things about one another. Come…closer to reconciliation. Mostly, I just needed to know that you actually do intend to do something to achieve the necessary change.”

 

“And I,” he said quietly, “that you possess far more restraint and patience than I gave you credit for. After seeing the aftermath of your attack on the undead in that courtyard… The fact that there are any highborn left alive on Dount since your arrival, much less nearly all of them, shows exactly the awareness of consequence and the need for strategy which I feared you lacked.”

 

It was funny because he was right, just not for the reasons he thought. I couldn’t have unleashed that caliber of destruction until minutes before I went and did it, but the fact remained, I understood very well and had been struggling with the need to act slowly and carefully rather than bringing the unmitigated wrath of the entire Sanorite world down on my head.

 

My results were mixed, but I was trying, damn it.

 

“You mentioned your hope of gaining Khariss’s active cooperation,” I continued, watching him carefully for the tiniest tell. It took that kind of close regard to pick up anything from under that all-concealing armor. “In fact, I’d venture to say you were very eager to achieve that outcome, given how insistent you were on getting her to sit down for a talk.”

 

And here it was. As showtime went, this was very subdued, but absolute control of this presentation was no less important than any bombastic speech I’d ever given.

 

“I am asking you, Rhydion, to leave her to me. You’ll have the threat you need to hold over the highborn. In the worst case… Exactly the situation as it exists now, including the headache of keeping them fixated on the vampire long after a reasonable person would have realized she’s mostly harmless. But in the best? A threat with which you can discreetly coordinate. One operating under a more…cogent authority than Khariss herself seems capable of.”

 

“In short,” he said quietly, “you are asking for a great deal of trust.”

 

“Trust is earned, and that takes time. I am asking for, and offering, a mutual opportunity to earn it. This is the best deal you could hope for, Rhydion: there’s basically no risk to you. If I tried to turn around and use Khariss or anything else against you…well, that just gives you exactly what you need to go forward with your original plan, without me.”

 

Very slowly, he nodded his helmet once.

 

“Understand that there are others for whom I cannot speak, Lord Seiji. But your proposal is, in many ways, an ideal outcome. After we emerge from the forest and reconnect with the King’s Guild, I must travel to Fflyrdylle and report. I am confident that, if I present the situation you advocate, your plan will meet with approval.”

 

“And I will trust,” I said with a pleasant little smile, “that you’ll do what you must to persuade the relevant parties toward that outcome, and extend me the courtesy of a little forewarning if you fail. Not because you don’t want to find out what happens when I am extremely pissed off, but because you appreciate the value of developing closer cooperation. You being the big-picture guy, and all.”

 

“They are both excellent motivators,” the paladin said gravely. Finally releasing his rigid posture, he took a step forward and extended his armored hand. “Trust, then. In the hope that it will grow in the days to come.”

 

I met his approach, clasping his cold gauntlet firmly.

 

“Here’s lookin’ at you, kid.”

 



 

The way back was less interesting, but less fraught.

 

We were met the next day by our old pal Vylkher, who very politely informed us that the squirrel tribe was fully occupied in discussion about the community’s future which were strictly private, and as such they would not be hosting any visitors for the duration. It wasn’t exactly mysterious what they must be talking about, but as curious as I (and doubtless Rhydion also) was, there seemed nothing to be gained by pushing the issue.

 

Escorted openly by Vylkher, and more discreetly by a rotating roster of squirrelfolk scouts who remained out of view, we passed through their territory over the next two days. Our route took us close enough to see the village as we went past it, since it was pretty hard to miss for kilometers in every direction, but Vylkher led us on a course that did not bring us into proximity. As always, Biribo kept me surreptitiously appraised of the movements of the squirrels and also goblins passing through tunnels close to the surface. It was a little harder to assign meaning to the latter, but he was of the opinion they represented heightened patrols in the vicinity. That stood to reason; they wouldn’t have any way of knowing exactly where I was, and Gizmit’s orders had been to stand by for my call, not send scouts up top to find me.

 

Our guide left us with his usual blend of mysterious, laconic affability once we were close enough to the edge that Harker seemed to know every trail and landmark. We picked up our pace for the last stretch of the hike; tired and cold as we all were, more than anything we were eager to be done with this and enjoy some of the comforts of civilization before the inevitable consequences of our mission began to set in.

 

It came as more of a relief than I ever would have imagined when we emerged from the forest almost exactly where we had entered, with before us a wide field and beyond that the still-intact fairgrounds surrounding the village and looming structures of Caer Ardyllen and its adjacent barns. Evidently they were keeping eager watch for us—not eager enough to actually send scouts into the forest, but almost as soon as we passed out from the shade of the khora an outcry went up that was audible all the way across the field. King’s Guild adventurers began trotting through the snow toward us, intercepting our group halfway and slowing us down as they clustered excitedly around Rhydion.

 

I paused, watching him for a moment as he had halted to reassure everyone that we were well, that our mission had proceeded favorably and that he wished to report to the Guild proper and the Convocation as soon as possible, then decided none of this really required my presence. I had my own things to get back to as quickly as could be arranged, starting with a return to Gwyllthean from where I could catch a tram back to North Watch. And, assuming Highlord Lhadron would deign not to throw a fit about it, starting before that with a brief visit to his hospitality tent to drink something hot and at least wash my face and hands. Nothing’ll leave you feeling quite as grimy as a week spent stomping through the forest with a big zombie battle in the middle.

 

I left the rest of the team behind, beelining toward the big tent with Aster in tow, singularly focused on this goal. As usual, I did not get what I wanted.

 

“Lord Seiji?” someone had the absolute gall to interrupt me before I even made it into the shelter of the brazier-heated tent. I turned, not bothering to keep the impatience off my features, to find myself confronted by a lowborn man in a warmer coat than most of them I’d seen in this town, thrown on over what looked like servant’s livery in what I assumed to be Clan Ardyllen colors. He folded down his hands at me, breath misting on the air. “Welcome back, and the Goddess be praised for your safe return. A banquet has been prepared in your honor in the manor house, at which your presence is respectfully required.”

 

I blinked at him. What?

 

“I was…not under the impression that the good Highlord was so kindly disposed toward me, last time I was here.”

 

The man cleared his throat diffidently.

 

“Your pardon, my lord, but it is not at my master’s invitation, though of course it will be a great relief to him to see you present and hale. Clan Ardyllen has had the honor of hosting no less than Archlord Caludon and his wife the Highlady Nazfryn of Clan Aelthwyn for these past three days. They insist upon the immediate presence of yourself and your party upon your safe return.”

 

“And they just happened to have all this prepared right as we got back? What downright miraculous timing.”

 

He managed a thin, tired approximation of a smile.

 

“The Archlord has commanded that a reception suitable to celebrate your triumph be ready and waiting upon your arrival, my lord. The feast has been continuously in progress. For three days.”

 

In other words, this assclown had been sitting around eating Lhadron out of house and home since we left Khariss’s house? I did not much care for Lhadron, but I couldn’t help sympathizing with him in this case.

 

“I see. Well, I’ll be along shortly, I just need to freshen up.”

 

The servant folded down his hands again. “My lord, my humblest and most sincere apologies, but the Archlord’s command was explicit. You are to be escorted to the banquet hall immediately upon your return.”

 

“My guy, have yourself a look at me,” I said irritably. “I have been hiking through the zombie-infested forest for a week; you can plainly tell that I look and smell like it. I guarantee Highlord Lhadron does not want me tracking mud across his carpets in this condition. The Archlord can wait another ten minutes.”

 

“My lord,” he said, cringing, “I beg your forgiveness with the utmost humility, but… Archlord Caludon does not wait.”

 

“Well, he’s about to—”

 

“Lord Seiji.” Aster placed a hand on my upper back; I turned an annoyed glare on her and then checked myself at the intense look in her eyes. She leaned close enough to murmur at a very discreet volume. “Caludon Aelthwyn is dangerous in a way that none of the highborn you’ve met come close to. If you piss him off, it won’t be you who pays for it.”

 

Her golden eyes flicked meaningfully toward the servant, and I took a closer look at him. His hunched posture and widened eyes I had initially taken for symptoms of cold, but now that I paid attention, this man was terrified. And not of me.

 

“That is a salient point.”

 

I barely managed not to jump as Rhydion, preposterously stealthy in that armor as usual, materialized right behind us.

 

“I will remind you further,” the paladin continued, “that any attack against an Archlord, for any reason, will be deemed an attack upon the power structure of this kingdom as a whole and beget immediate reprisal from every legal and religious institution it hosts, both independently and in unison.”

 

I heaved a sigh, scowling at him. “Man, you really think I’m some kind of rabid dog, don’t you.”

 

“I think,” Rhydion said in an unnervingly even tone, “that upon meeting Archlord Caludon Aelthwyn after he has been kept waiting for three days, we are likely to see something which would drive a man of normal or even mellow temperament to violence. I would not personally condemn any reaction you produce, but I will remind you that whatever is about to happen will have consequences which spread farther than you know. Dealing with his ilk demands the utmost restraint.”

 

I studied him for a second, then nodded once before turning back to the servant, who was nervously dry-washing his hands.

 

“Well, I guess we’d better go entertain his Lordship, then. Lead on, my man.”

 



 

The banquet hall of Caer Ardyllen was the second such I had seen, discounting the small private dining room in Caer Yviredh; this one was laid out so similarly to the mess hall in North Watch that I had to assume there was a cultural significance to the design. It resembled a school auditorium in shape, with an elevated stage at one end, upon which the higher nobility and their esteemed guests were seated, to loom over and be admired by the hoi polloi down below. Here, it was all highborn at the public tables, which really said something about those in the high seats.

 

And about the Fflyr as a culture, but that was nothing I didn’t already know.

 

“Rhydion,” a dignified servant in different livery than Clan Ardyllen’s greeted us, folding down our hands even as he lifted his chin to stare down his nose. “Lord Seiji. Clan Aelthwyn bids you welcome. Seats have been prepared for you in the company of your hosts at the high tables. The lowborn will wait in the gallery.”

 

He swept a disdainful gaze across Aster and Harker, then pointed with his nose toward a shaded area along one side of the room, separated from the main banquet hall only by pillars. This was an architectural feature North Watch did not have, doubtless signifying the difference between a noble household and a military facility. Servants of various Clans stood there, alongside tables of food and drink, watching for the needs of their respective masters.

 

Aster and Harker ghosted away in that direction without another word. The servant, however, stepped forward, planting himself directly in front of Dhinell when she took a step after Rhydion.

 

“Lowborn to the gallery,” he sneered.

 

Dhinell, with her light tan complexion and brown hair no darker than his own, went wide-eyed with shocked outrage. “I am—”

 

“Sister.” Rhydion gently interposed himself, lowering his voice. “You are aware that the Archlord has a contentious relationship with the Radiant Convocation. Please be mindful that any insults given by Clan Aelthwyn are likely deliberate provocations for political purpose, and remember the Goddess’s teachings.”

 

She swelled with a deep breath, then let it out slowly, deliberately marshaling her expression. “Patience and endurance in the face of those who would subdue us. Yes. Thank you, Rhydion, for the timely reminder.”

 

With a final, scathing glare at the servant, she turned on her heel and stalked off to join the others. He ignored her, turning back to us and folding down his hands. “My lords, if you—”

 

“Oh, just shut up,” I snorted, brushing past him and deliberately jostling his shoulder with my own. Frightened servants being bullied by their irrational masters had my sympathy. Petty, unctuous little toadies borrowing others’ power to inflict vicarious cruelty were another matter. Fuck this guy.

 

I was aware of the stares and whispers of everyone in the banquet hall, of course, and ignored them with all the aplomb of a Dark Lord in his own domain. Swaggering very much as if I owned the place, I strode toward the dais and bounded up the steps to it three at a time, reaching the top in two strides.

 

“And here, at last, he is! Lord Seiji, I belatedly welcome you to our dismal, muddy, sheep-infested little smudge of an island. It shames me that you have been so lacking for diversion that you felt the need to wrangle zombies in the forest.”

 

I think I would have hated Caludon Aelthwyn at first sight even if I didn’t already know what a twisted monster he was. The man was sprawled so lazily in his dining chair that he made it look almost like a bed, and had his shirt unlaced halfway down his chest in a way which showed off an awful lot of skin for the season and which I knew wasn’t customary fashion for Fflyr highborn. His hair, too, was rumpled as if he’d just been asleep, rather than meticulously combed up in those spiky styles the highborn seemed to favor. He had that relentlessly smug expression of a trust fund baby who not only thought he was better than anyone, but knew he actually wasn’t and was enjoying the unfairness of it. Being an elf, of course, the man was impossibly good-looking, which just made it worse.

 

“Sometimes, Archlord, people do things for reasons other than wanting to be entertained.”

 

“Yes, so one hears,” Caludon said lazily, flicking his fingers. “Mostly those who lack imagination, however. I am quite certain that is not a failing of yours, my lord. In fact, I feel very confident we shall find ourselves to be kindred spirits.”

 

“Oh, very much so,” purred the gorgeous elven woman seated to his right, leaning toward me. “I just cannot tell you how I have anticipated the delight of your company, Lord Seiji. And at last, here you are! Our very own Moonlit Messenger, passing through the fields of Asmiradh.”

 

I bowed to her, mostly because Fflyr didn’t seem to like that, and was annoyed when it actually made her smile. “You do me far too much credit, my lady. I’m just Commodore Perry arriving in his little boat. I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure?”

 

“Not yet,” she drawled with a heated look that would have set off warning bells in my head even if her husband hadn’t been sitting right there. “I am the lady of this blighted little demesne, to my eternal disappointment. Please, you must call me Nazfryn.”

 

“Must I?”

 

She let out a peal of delighted laughter, clapping her hands, and I took a quick glance around at the others present in the high seats. There was an elf I didn’t recognize in Radiant Convocation robes more heavily embellished with gold than most, and to my surprise, Lord Ruell. The Lancoral elf nodded upon catching my eye, his expression far less jovial than seemed to be his habit. And, of course, I recognized my hosts, although I had already forgotten the Highlady’s name.

 

“Highlord Lhadron,” I said, inclining my head toward him. “My sincere apologies for darkening your door again, and especially in this…disheveled condition. I’m given to understand this is something of a command performance.”

 

“We have all our superiors to appease, Lord Seiji,” Lhadron replied, nodding back. “I never judge a man for yielding to inevitability, but only by the grace with which he does so.”

 

The air here wasn’t hard to read at all. This guy didn’t like me any better than when we’d parted, but right now, we weren’t enemies. At the moment we had a problem in common.

 

“Isn’t it lovely that we can all be friends,” Caludon said in a tone of saccharine sarcasm that caused a spike in my baseline state of wanting to Immolate him. “Already, Lord Seiji, you fail to disappoint—in fact, I daresay you exceed my already lofty expectations. Truly, your arrival is a blessing. Finally, a man so much like myself.”

 

And there was that again.

 

“You think so?” I mused, putting on a bland smile. “I’ve gotta tell you, Archlord, I don’t see the resemblance.”

 

“Oh, but surely you do,” he drawled, actually hooking one leg over the arm of his chair and sprawling against its winged back so aggressively I thought it might tip over backward. With a languid wave of one hand, he dismissed the banquet hall and everyone in it. “I can see it in your eyes, in every shift of your bearing. Your…impatience with the patent absurdity of all this. The polite games of these ravening dogs who presume to deem themselves high society, as if they don’t rut and gorge themselves like any other beast the instant eyes are not upon them. You and I know the difference between their pretensions and true power.”

 

Highlady Nazfryn leaned toward me in a posture that was such a deliberate invitation to look down her dress it almost seemed rude not to, which was only part of the reason I didn’t. Never mind my…cleavage-related mental hangups, there was something about her wide eyes and their pinprick pupils that set my teeth on edge. The fact I could see that at all was telling; like most elves she had black eyes, but there was something off about their texture, as if she was…focusing in a way they weren’t designed for. I could smell the crazy wafting off this woman like thick perfume.

 

Everyone else on the dais, meanwhile, just looked uncomfortable.

 

“Sure,” I said quietly after a moment. “I get it. You can have everyone in this manor killed.”

 

Caludon and Nazfryn, clearly of one mind and heart, smiled widely at me.

 

“I,” I continued, “can kill everyone in this manor.”

 

Their smiles faded. After another pause, I put on one of my own, and shruged.

 

“Yeah, we’re the same. A lion is a cat, so every cat is basically a lion, right?”

 

Caludon’s expression slowly faded into blankness. Nazfryn bit her lower lip, giving me the most aggressive bedroom eyes I had ever seen.

 

And then the Archlord smiled again. This time there was something far less amiable behind it, and I reminded myself of Rhydion’s warning. Gratifying as it was to get under his skin, I wasn’t performing for my own sake, here. This was a man who amused himself by making starving peasants fight for scraps of bread. If I gave him any of what he actually deserved, he would either inflict that misery tenfold on thousands of uninvolved people, or the entirety of Fflyr Dlemathlys would come after my head.

 

“Truly,” the Archlord mused softly, “a breath of fresh air in this dank pit. Please, my lord, be seated. I have so eagerly awaited the pleasure of your company. I think you will be most diverted by what I have prepared for you.”

 

Oh, yeah. This was going to be the worst dinner party ever.
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4.33 In Which the Dark Lord Keeps Up With the Aelthwyns


                “Lhadron, you are remiss,” Caludon stated, arching an eyebrow. “Here stands our guest of honor, deprived of introduction in violation of all rules of civilized hospitality.”

 

“Ah, then you are quite done monopolizing his attention?” Lhadron countered evenly, raising himself a notch in my estimation. I wouldn’t blame a guy for playing it safe with a viper like Caludon in his house, but the Highlord had a spine. Then again, maybe the truth of the situation lay in all the nuances I didn’t know; rather than looking piqued, the Aelthwyns both smiled at him, the expressions evidently quite sincere and not one bit more pleasant for it. “Welcome again, Lord Seiji, to the demesne of Clan Ardyllen. I see the good Archlord and his Highlady have taken it upon themselves to usurp my prerogative as host and provide their own introductions. Allowances must be made for…eccentricity. And of course, you recall my lady wife.”

 

“But of course.” I gave her an insincere smile, which she reciprocated. Damn it, I was hoping he’d repeat her name. What was the wretched woman called? Oh, well, it probably didn’t matter.

 

 “I am also informed that you are acquainted with our esteemed guest from the Empire, Lord Ruell.”

 

 “No less charmed than previously, ol’ boy,” Ruell said with his usual sunny smile.

 

 “Cheerio, pip pip.” The elf blinked in confusion, as did everyone else present. Screw ‘em, I enjoy my jokes.

 

 “And alone in possessing the dignity and bearing to be presented properly before heating up the air, it is my honor to host, and to present to you, Archbishop Sabider Naelloch, our most revered conduit to the Goddess here upon Dount.”

 

 “One servant of Sanora, no more esteemed than any other,” lied the elf wearing the robe which was not only richly embroidered with thread-of-gold but stitched with actual plates of what looked like solid gold wrought into impractically fanciful shapes and polished to an excruciating shine. He inclined his head graciously to me but did not perform any heirat. “It is a distinct pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, Lord Seiji. You truly do stir the current of rumor with each little step. My thanks especially for your service to the mission of our own Rhydion. The Goddess favors those who aid her most stalwart servants.”

 

 I turned to him and bowed. “What an absolute honor to be in your most holy presence, Archbishop.”

 

 The elf didn’t exactly look uncomfortable, but there was a fleeting pause before he answered. “We customarily do not…bow, my lord. Particularly on formal occasions.”

 

 “Indeed, I’ve had worlds of fun getting acquainted with Fflyr customs. The first thing I decided was to follow them…selectively.”

 

 Caludon chuckled; by his and Nazfryn’s expressions, they were enjoying my little production a lot more than the Archbishop was. “Lhadron brought his Grace here in the hope that he would counteract my own worst excesses.”

 

 “Is it working?” I asked innocently.

 

 The Archlord grinned at me, saying nothing. Nazfryn licked her lips. Look, I’m a guitarist, I know what it’s like to be stared at by horny women. She reminded me more of a monitor lizard eyeballing a steak.

 

 “The Archlord has far too high an opinion of my abilities, if he thinks I could summon an Archbishop at will.”

 

 “I assure you I don’t,” Caludon disagreed casually.

 

 Lhadron kept his expression composed, but his wife was staring fixedly into the distance.

 

 “A humble priest can only go where the Goddess’s grace is most needed,” Naelloch interjected smoothly, “at least as best as fallible mortal perceptions can determine Her will.”

 

 “Anyway, you needn’t bother introducing Rhydion around,” Caludon added, lazily flapping one hand in Lhadron’s direction. “Everyone knows him, and he already knows everything. Don’t you, Rhydion?”

 

 “It is not necessary to know everything,” the paladin replied from behind me, where he had silently arrived during the preceding conversation, “when one knows enough.”

 

 “Ooh, the subtext,” Nazfryn purred, leaning toward me again. “Such a shame, our Rhydion. Once in a while he shows off how he has the capacity to be the most interesting man in the room, were he not so utterly dedicated to being so unbearably tedious.”

 

 “Maybe I should try that,” I suggested. “I bet it’s great for avoiding dinner parties.”

 

 “Please be seated, Lord Seiji,” Lhadron said, gesturing smoothly toward one of the empty chairs. “The place of honor has been reserved for you, next to the Archlord himself. Rhydion, I realize you do not customarily eat while in armor in front of others, but I hope you will grace us with your presence nonetheless. A place has been kept for you, as well.”

 

 Fflyr high dining customs were…interesting. Rather than a large table, each chair had its own small one at the right hand, laden with a variety of small dishes, tapas-style. Actually the result was more table space per person than a more conventional arrangement. The chairs on the high dais were arranged in a concave arc, such that all of us could see each other clearly, the better to converse—and, lacking a table between us, admire one another’s outfits. That was probably one of the motives for this custom, given how these people liked to peacock. What was most interesting to me was that the lesser highborn were arranged at more conventional tables on the banquet floor below.

 

 I seated myself as directed, whereupon a servant darted forward to pour me a glass of wine. Ignoring that for the moment, I instead picked up a skewer of meat and peppers, taking an experimental nibble.

 

 …okay, I felt disloyal for thinking it, but this was way better than Gannit’s cooking. Thankfully after all this time I’d become mostly accustomed to the way Fflyr spiced their food. I hadn’t exactly learned to enjoy the burning in my sinuses, but I had at least gained the ability to eat it without embarrassing myself.

 

 “Tell me, Lord Seiji,” Caludon drawled in the too-casual tone of a man who was about to twist a knife, “what is it about our lowborn that so fascinates you?”

 

 “Nothing about anyone fascinates me,” I answered instantly. Without particularly noticing it I had instinctively immersed myself in the fluid energy of showtime, because I was going to need it to get through this without igniting a civil war. “People are only disappointing if you expect anything from them.”

 

 He chuckled. “Ah, once again, you show yourself a man after my own heart. But that only intrigues me further, you see. Wherefore the interest you take in them, if it is not personal?”

 

 I was already chewing the meat and peppers I had strategically shoved in my mouth, and continued to do so, merely giving him a shrug in response.

 

 “It’s quite the fashion you ignited, just before you left,” Nazfryn said in a particularly saccharine tone, lounging against her own serving table in a posture that fell just short of the inappropriate languidness of her husband’s probably because it was calculated to show off the lines of her body. “Scarcely a week later, and already it is the thing to compete by dressing up one’s peasants! Just imagine! Lowborn, primped and fed and gussied up like show ponies. Well, it is the dreary season, I suppose. Even so, what a novel idea you introduced!”

 

 I cleared my throat with a sip of wine—excellent wine, I had to admit—and made a show of blinking once, slowly. “Is that what the highborn have been doing? Huh. I guess I understand you people even less than the lowborn.”

 

 On the one hand, it was a rather amazing success; that off-the-cuff gambit seemed to have worked even better than I thought. On the other…the fact that these two were showing an interest in the results could not possibly portend anything good.

 

 “I’ll tell you this about highborn,” Caludon drawled. “Manipulating them into pursuing some nonsense or other is not particularly impressive—we are not an incisive or discerning breed. It can be extremely amusing, however, as you discovered.”

 

 “You flirt with heresy, Archlord,” Naelloch said gently. “The blood of elves—”

 

 “Why, of course, Archbishop, we are in public. I would never offend your sensibilities by properly fondling heresy right here at the table.” Caludon gave me a sly look as if we were sharing a joke at the priest’s expense; I was busy sampling some kind of roasted, honey-glazed nuts and tried to look boring and aloof. “So, Lord Seiji, you find yourself…disinterested? How intriguing that nonetheless you surround yourself with the lowborn. After all, you have scarcely put in an appearance among respectable company since your arrival here. Some commerce in the merchants’ quarter, the odd visit to the King’s Guild, and of course your legendary appearance at good old Lhadron’s barn. A fellow might begin to suspect you preferred the low to the high. Hmm?”

 

 Don’t kill anyone, Seiji. Actions have consequences. He hadn’t done anything kill-worthy yet (at least not during this dinner), but I reminded myself anyway; I could see it coming with every slithering word.

 

 “Lhadron is quite skilled with horses,” I commented, holding up a morsel to examine it as I spoke. It was a wedge of what seemed to be toasted wyddh with some kind of spread or thick sauce piled on top. “You have to respect a man who’s good with animals. Oh, and Rhydion over there is very adept at swinging a sword.” I paused to carefully sniff the appetizer. Spicy, of course. “Ah, forgive me, I forgot to add context. I mostly occupy myself with material pursuits; that was my complete inventory of highborn who are in some way useful. No offense intended, Archbishop.”

 

 I bit into it. Yep, spicy. But also creamy, and the crunchy flatbread toast beneath was an appealing contrast to the texture. Interestingly, it seemed so far that highborn liked their food with less heat than what I’d been mostly eating so far.

 

 “It does not pay to become personally agitated over every little thing,” Naelloch replied with a benign smile which I didn’t believe for an instant. “As a general rule for life, and a particular one for dining with the Archlord.”

 

 “Yes, of course I can see the utility of, for example, whores,” Caludon commented, watching me with a sly little smile.

 

 Crunch, crunch, crunch. I chewed slowly, watching him in turn with a deliberately disinterested expression. Shit. Okay… This wasn’t a complete surprise, the Healer thing was close to an open secret already. Total security had never been realistically possible and I’d been less careful than I should, as others had pointed out. There were people who I knew knew. The question was, what did this fucker plan to do with that information?

 

 “Orphans are a bit more of a stretch,” Caludon continued lazily, picking up a wedge of the same thing I was eating. He examined it while speaking, turning the snack this way and that as if it might reveal its secrets if viewed from the bottom. “Though I suppose, upon reflection, I can see some of the uses to which they might be put. Particularly by a man of imagination.”

 

 With a flick of his fingers, he tossed the toast wedge over his shoulder. In my peripheral vision I saw the lady of the house narrow her eyes briefly enough that it was almost a twitch.

 

 “Are we just…listing categories of people and what they can theoretically do?” I asked in my blandest tone. “Well, hey, if that’s your idea of fun.”

 

 “Do you know the secret to fun, Lord Seiji?” he asked with a serpentine smile.

 

 “I’ve got a terrible premonition that I’m about to.”

 

“Preparation.” Caludon leaned over toward me, winking. “One must be willing to endure a great deal of tedious setup, to make that moment of magnificent release all the sweeter.”

 

 “Oh, I get it, it’s an entendre,” I said with a sigh. “Good one, very nice. Though describing the ‘setup’ as tedious makes me feel sorry for your wife.”

 

 Nazfryn burst into delighted laughter. “Oh, you are too sweet! But I assure you, my lord, you needn’t be.”

 

 Holding eye contact with me, she deliberately licked her lips. Fucking hell, woman, people were eating here.

 

 “Caludon does enjoy his little japes,” the Archbishop said, projecting serenity. “We make allowances for—”

 

 “You bore me.” The shift was sudden and palpable. Caludon was staring at Naelloch with a sudden complete lack of even a mask of joviality. “This game was amusing for a long time, Sabider, but I have lost patience, and interest.”

 

 “I am not here to entertain you, Archlord,” Naelloch replied, still outwardly calm and beatific as if he were leading a worship service.

 

 “Are you not? It may not be your intention, but I assure you that you have no other function here.” Slowly, Caludon straightened up in his chair; he made me suddenly think of a cobra rising up in preparation to strike. It did not help that Nazfryn was practically squirming in her own seat, watching this shift in mood avidly, and helped even less that she was watching me as much as her husband. “Truly, it was fun for a while. A good, respectable while. But you see, it is the easiest way in the world of making the lot of you dance to my tune—a tune not even played by me. Merely steps laid out in advance by our forebears. They all hate me, you know, Lord Seiji.”

 

 I sipped my wine, ignoring the sudden intensity of his stare. “Ah, yes, truly the cardinal complaint of a mature adult.”

 

 “Oh, I do not say they are wrong to,” he purred. “Their only real crime is their own insignificance. Around people interesting enough to matter, why, I would conduct myself with more restraint. After all, that is what a civilized person does, is it not? Sadly, I am constantly surrounded by people who refuse to matter. These…highborn.” He flicked his fingers disdainfully at the nobility gathered below, who fortunately were not close enough to hear him. “The religious, as exemplified by the good Archbishop. And oh, the lowborn, definitely. The servants of my own household in particular. Ah, how they despise me, one and all. Very much as you do, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “You say that as if expecting to be praised for your cleverness in noticing. The sun rises in the east, Archlord Caludon.”

 

 “So it does,” he agreed, grinning broadly. “And so, loathed and detested by one and all, you would think I would be swiftly dispensed with, yes? Surely assassinated or something similarly decisive—or, at the bare minimum, removed from my seat of power.”

 

 Caludon slouched back down in his chair, now glaring out across the space before him—over the heads of the other highborn, as if they themselves weren’t even deserving of his notice. It was the first true crack in the facade I’d seen, the hate-filled expression of a man who truly detested the world and everything in it. On his other side, his wife was watching him with the opposite aspect: biting her lip, flushed, eyes shining in rapturous adoration. God she was creepy. At least she wasn’t doing it at me for the moment.

 

 “And yet,” Caludon whispered.

 

 “And yet,” Nazfryn cooed, reaching over to lay a hand upon his arm.

 

 “They smile at me,” he said, heaving a sigh that sounded, of all things, disappointed. “Smile, and curry my favor. Oh, how easily the powers I antagonize every day of my life could expunge me from this miserable world, yet all they can think to do is debase themselves for scraps of my regard. And do you know why this is, Lord Seiji?”

 

 “Ah, grand,” I sighed, fortifying myself with a sip of wine. “We’ve come to the portion of the evening where he explains his evil plan. All right, proceed. Let’s try to make this quick.”

 

 Both Aelthwyns gave me looks of pure fondness which made my skin crawl, not that I let that show. I had long since figured out that any sign of weakness in front of these people would trigger an attack. They really were just…predators.

 

 “Tortured backstory first, evil plan later,” Caludon corrected, leaning against the arm of his chair closest to me and smirking. “All things in their proper moment; we are great lovers of literary tradition in this country. It is their own power, Lord Seiji—what little there is of it. The feeble fiction which props me up is the same creaking structure that supports everyone in this wretched country who has a scrap of influence, and in their desperation to cling to it, they dare not so much as carve their initials into the smallest of its supports. All these who fancy themselves lords and ladies—why, what claim have they to it, save the whims of a Goddess who has never deigned to validate them? Golden hair and crystal complexions, dark eyes and pointed ears, those are the absurd keys to power in this kingdom.”

 

 “Be careful,” Archbishop Naelloch warned in a much less convivial tone than before.

 

 “Be silent while my husband is speaking, you prematurely wizened coot,” Nazfryn snapped. “Or at least conjure up something to say which is worth our time to hear.”

 

 “So they refuse to touch me,” Caludon drawled, slumping still lower in his chair. “After all, if the highest among them can face consequences for his actions…why, how much more easily will they suffer the same? And that is the one thing the highborn can never tolerate, you see. Just imagine what would happen to this country if those running it got anything they deserved. And so, Lhadron here placidly tolerates me, bends his neck to avoid drawing my displeasure no matter how I insult him.”

 

 Staring deliberately at the Highlord, Caludon held out his own wineglass. A lowborn servant instantly ghosted forward and refilled it from an expensive looking bottle. The Archlord lifted the glass to his nose, swirled it once while inhaling the scent with an appreciative smile, and then hurled the filled glass over his shoulder.

 

 Lhadron, pointedly ignoring him, bit into a skewer of pepper mutton. His wife’s jaw tightened, but she likewise refused to outwardly react.

 

 Behind us, servants scrambled as silently as they could to clean up the sprayed wine and broken glass.

 

 “Good old Sabider is even worse,” Caludon continued, shooting the Archbishop a contemptuous glance. “He has all the same personal distaste for my conduct, but also a moral imperative to oppose me. At least, were he remotely sincere in the convictions of the faith which appears to be his entire personality. And yet! The Goddess dictates that I am the best and most correct of all her creations, being an elf with a high inherited position. Yes, I’m entirely sure it is faith in his Goddess’s commandments and not the practical awareness that being a well-bred elf is the entire source of his own high position that stays his hand from commanding my destruction.”

 

 “All your antics delay the moment you face judgment, Caludon,” Naelloch said softly, “they do not spare you from it. She is not my Goddess, but yours also, whether you like it or not. Were I a creature of strict pragmatism as you claim to be, I should forbear from offending such an entity.”

 

 “Good old Sabider,” Caludon sneered wearily. “I can always count on him to prove my point with a prime serving of driveling piffle.”

 

 “As a visitor to our lands, Lord Seiji,” the Archbishop said to me with his mask of calm beneficence back in place, “you may not realize that the Archlord exaggerates my power for the sake of his argument. Where I capable of commanding his destruction… Well, his continued existence serves to demonstrate that I am not.”

 

 “He’s my favorite, you know,” Caludon added to me. “Still too spineless to do anything, but at least he’s willing to say it. None of the rest of them are.”

 

 “Girls, please,” I drawled. “You’re both pretty.”

 

 “And the lowborn,” Caludon continued, curling his lip. “Why, their numerical advantage alone. That the common people of any nation are cattle is proven by the fact they remain common. A man with a will and a soul, surrounded by countless more of the same, united in position and purpose… Why, what couldn’t they accomplish? If, that is, they truly were men with will and souls. And yet what do they do? They suffer.” His sneer deepened until it was nearly a snarl. “Politely. What well-bred, well-behaved little sheep, truly.”

 

 “Should I have questions about the source of this…mutton?” I inquired.

 

 “You needn’t worry, my lord,” Lhadron said dryly. “The Archlord has no role in the selection of my household goods. Merely in their waste.”

 

 “What about it, Rhydion?” Caludon asked, actually waving at the paladin. “You must loathe my style of leadership more than anyone here—and unlike most of them, you have the power and perhaps even the authority to do something about it! Why, if you were to strike me down here and now, surely even the Convocation and the King would support you! If the great paladin himself decreed that the Archlord needed to die, everyone would accept that. Right? So draw your blade and carry out the Goddess’s will!”

 

 Nazfryn turned her eagerly expectant stare on Rhydion, as if she actually hoped he was going to murder her husband and possibly herself then and there.

 

 “It truly reveals the poverty of your mind that you can conceive only summary execution as the appropriate way to redress your offenses, Archlord.”

 

 Caludon sighed dramatically and rolled his eyes, while his wife slouched in her seat, pouting in outright disappointment. “You see, Lord Seiji? Piffle. They moralize and spout platitudes and do nothing. Whatever he may claim, Rhydion forestalls himself because of consequences. His would undoubtedly be lesser than those of anyone else, but ah, how nervous it would make the power structure of this wretched little kingdom if he were to do what he so clearly wants. His ability to move and act throughout Dlemathlys would be significantly curtailed in the aftermath.”

 

 “It’s just such a shame,” Nazfryn cooed, batting her eyes at me, “to learn that such a celebrated warrior is, in the end, merely a coward.”

 

 “You, though,” Caludon whispered.

 

 I did not like the way they were both suddenly looking at me. Even less than I’d liked it so far, which was really saying something.

 

 “Oh, I know what you think of me, Lord Seiji,” the Archlord said in an unsettlingly breathy tone, holding my eyes with the sheer intensity of his own. “What about it? You are an outsider here—both in origin, and in the base of your power. Let us speak as equals and ignore all these clowns who feel the need to dance around the truth. You oppose the entire structure itself—plan, overtly or not, to cut it down. What better place to start than here? I have such hopes for you, Seiji. Show me something…interesting.”

 

 I finished chewing my current mouthful, swallowed, and carefully brushed crumbs from my lips with the provided napkin.

 

 “You’re a weird li’l dude, aren’cha, Cal?”

 

 The elf grinned broadly at me, an expression of happiness that seemed purely sincere if only because it was openly unhinged.

 

 “Nearly as much as your good self, I should think, Seiji. Just promise me that you will look after my Nazfryn.” Casually, not even looking at her, he lifted his hand to caress her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “I hereby bequeath her to you, in the event you should take my life. I think you’ll find her quite pleasing—she really is a delightful pet, if kept properly disciplined.”

 

 She was rubbing her face against his hand—and not in any kind of subtle way as might be somewhat appropriate for a public display, but avidly, like an affectionate cat. A cat in heat. All while keeping her dark eyes fixed on mine. It was really fortunate for purposes of my PTSD that I couldn’t make myself see anything this woman did as erotic, no matter how blatant the intention. She was just…disturbing.

 

 “Consequences, Caludon,” I said, remaining relaxed aloof in demeanor only through the sheer power of showtime. “I’m no Rhydion, certainly no Archbishop. Being actively hunted as a criminal by the Convocation, the King’s Guild, every Clan and everyone else would be a headache of truly massive proportions.”

 

 I leaned toward him, and he matched my posture, our heads tilting together conspiratorially.

 

 Then I reached across and booped the Archlord’s nose.

 

 “Little buddy, what the hell makes you think you’re worth it?”

 

 Smiles drained away from their faces in unison. I did not reveal satisfaction any more than I had unease. I refused to give them the satisfaction of knowing they had any effect on me at all. Instead, I just straightened up in my chair and began browsing among the selection of finger foods at hand, which I noticed a servant had discreetly replaced while I was distracted.

 

 “Why…that is the question of the hour, is it not?” Caludon murmured. “After all, now that backstory is dispensed with, I believe you are owed a recitation of the evil plan.”

 

 …maybe I shouldn’t have said that.
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4.34 In Which the Dark Lord Hurts Some Feelings


                Suddenly, Archlord Caludon rose from his chair and crossed the distance before us in two long, decisive strides, bringing himself to stand precariously on the very lip of the stage upon which we sat. The shift in his demeanor was as absolute as it was abrupt. Everything changed; his posture, body language, facial expression. It was like an entirely different person had slipped into his skin, a charismatic and outgoing man who bore no resemblance to the elf who’d been lounging indolently at his dinner seconds before.

 

This was the most impressive display of showtime I’d seen from the outside, and I found it…disquieting. Was this what it was like for my own followers, watching me?

 

 Instinctively I scanned the gallery, quickly finding the rest of our expedition party clustered together in the corner farthest from the stage. Dhinell was visibly seething, Harker had managed to get his hands on one of those pepper mutton skewers and was stoically chewing, while Aster leaned against the wall with her arms folded, expressionless.

 

 “Lords of Dount!” Caludon boomed, throwing wide his arms. “Welcome! At long last, our patience is rewarded, as our most intriguing guest has returned from his mission into the deep forest. Truly, we all owe a debt to Lord Seiji for enlivening what would otherwise be the dull season of death. What fascinating games and pursuits he has introduced to us!”

 

 The assembled highborn below applauded politely, which seemed almost eerie. Given the weird stuff Fflyr did in place of normal Earth actions—like their absurd heirats instead of bowing—it felt odd that they would slap their hands together like regular folks. I wouldn’t have been shocked if they snapped their fingers or belched in sync or something.

 

 “Indeed, I know how you have all been enjoying the trend sparked so recently by our mysterious visitor! The lowborn of our fair isle have never looked finer, and for that alone we must be grateful. Anything that makes them a tad less repulsive to the senses, eh?”

 

 Polite laughter—and in some cases, not so polite. Caludon shifted position just enough to smirk at me sidelong over his shoulder. I munched a toast point, letting my eyes roam the room in apparent boredom.

 

 “But I know this is not the only thing upon everyone’s minds. Thank you kindly, my noble brethren, for your most generous patience as I have awaited the safe return of our adventuring guest about whose welfare I have been so concerned. I have kept you in suspense regarding the matter which I know has weighed most heavily upon your minds, that I might render this important announcement to all whom it may concern at once!”

 

 Yep, here it came. The generally bad feeling I had about this intensified by the second.

 

 “I do hope the overseers I have dispatched to your homes have not proven an undue burden. Mindful as I am of the obligation by the highborn of Dlemathlys to accommodate an Archlord’s decrees, I endeavor at all times not to abuse your trust.”

 

 Despite the tension in the air, I did rather enjoy the expressions of a bunch of aristocrats who had just been lied to and insulted right to their faces and didn’t dare look unhappy about it in front of their unstable overlord. 

 

 “By now, my accountants and enforcers should be well into the task of tallying up all resources recently bestowed upon us by the kingdom, as well as our generous neighbors in the Empire, thanks to your gracious accommodation. Truly, we are blessed to have such magnanimous friends among the faithful of our great Goddess. Inconvenient as it is—for you as much as myself, I am sure—this task is unfortunately necessary. I’m sure it must shock you as much as it did myself to learn that these gifts may have been distributed…inappropriately.”

 

 Pause for effect, while the audience looked increasingly confused and uncomfortable and I deliberately did not.

 

 “I am sure,” Caludon intoned in a voice so solemn it was mocking, “you share my distress at this news. Obviously, we cannot be seen in the eyes of our benefactors to be unworthy stewards of their largesse. But fear not, my friends! As your Archlord, I have applied myself without fail to the task of determining proper distribution of resources. In the days ahead, once the full accounting has been done, the Kingsguard shall begin the process of redistribution. My steward tells me it should be no more than another week before the final tallying is done, the resources already spent weighed against those remaining. Until that time, of course, any further use of these assets must cease. Everything must be strictly proper and aboveboard, as I am sure you all understand. But be not dismayed, lords of Dount! This delay shall give you the perfect opportunity to begin preparing for the correct distribution! And that task, lest you wonder, will be ongoing for the remainder of the winter, or until such time as these kind gifts have been fully expended toward their purpose of relieving the suffering of our people.”

 

 He shifted again, this time not looking in my direction but making sure I had a good enough angle to observe his vulpine smile.

 

 “To ensure the most ethical and efficacious distribution, relief supplies shall be dispatched to those worthiest to receive them, in the amount most justified by the performance of each Clan. Ah, but you see the great question! How best to determine this? For many hours did I wrack my brain, grappling with this most crucial of dilemmas, before my darling wife, the Highlady Nazfryn, came to me with a great spark of her own imagination, and the solution to our problem!”

 

 There were a few scattered, desultory attempts at polite applause; many of the highborn now looked some mix of frustrated and seasick. I had the distinct impression that the combination of the words “Nazfryn” and “imagination” was deeply alarming to the citizens of Dount. No surprise; I refused to validate the woman by glancing in her direction, but I could feel her hungry eyes on me.

 

 “My love has reminded me to also credit our new friend Lord Seiji for providing the inspiration for her own brilliant idea! My humblest thanks to this most esteemed of guests. Truly, what fun we have all had this past week! Why, of all the matters over which we might compete, it must be the well-being of our subjects which best serves this fair domain we call home. We have become better shepherds of our flock, while also expressing our own style and panache—it is the best of all possible pursuits. It is my hope, friends, that this endures to become a tradition practiced every winter here on Dount—and perhaps, if the Goddess smiles upon our endeavor, throughout Dlemathlys! Indeed, as it is through the lowborn that we now display our mastery and pride, it shall be through them that we demonstrate our fitness as custodians of these gracious gifts.”

 

 The sinking feeling in my gut bottomed out when it met the rising tide of anger coming the other way, and as always with me, anger won. I hung doggedly onto my outward composure, fury beginning to pound behind my temples even though I didn’t yet know what to be furious about. I knew it was coming, and I knew it would be a doozy.

 

 Caludon clapped his hands, beaming in delight at the increasingly sour-faced highborn assembled before him as he laid out his demented master plan.

 

 “This winter, we shall hold an ongoing contest! Each Clan shall compete, and with the closure of every round, the supplies granted us shall be redistributed and an allotment of them permitted for use—explicitly for the betterment of the lowborn, as surely would be preferred by the Goddess, the King, and our very kind benefactors in Lancor. Yes, indeed, it is for the lowborn that all this is done, and so it shall be by them that it is done! Clan Aelthwyn shall sponsor events pertaining to each economically useful task characteristically performed on Dount—every kind of craft and manufacturing, handling of livestock, tending to khora, indeed every possible activity which can at all be performed in the winter. Worry not, my lords, for I am hard at work drawing up a suitably fair calendar of competitions. Every Clan’s specialty shall be represented, every Clan given an opportunity to shine.”

 

 Ridiculous. An absolutely bonkers waste of resources, not to mention an administrative and logistical nightmare. That couldn’t be the worst of it; he was reveling in his villainy far too hard to be up to no more than this clownishness. The other shoe was about to drop…

 

 “Every event,” Caludon continued, a silken undertone beginning to permeate his enunciation that truly emphasized the cruelty beneath his jovial mask, “will be judged by representatives of Clan Aelthwyn, and undertaken by two lowborn representing the Clan to which they owe fealty, to be selected by that Clan’s Highlord. And most important of all! As the reward for each such victory is the opportunity to extravagantly feed and dress the peasantry, so as to parade them in front of one’s peers as prized livestock, the actual competition will have additional measures in place. All to ensure it is…honest, and fair. Above-board.”

 

 He paused, letting the anticipation hang. I breathed slowly and evenly, munching on a canape I couldn’t even taste through the coppery tang of murderous rage.

 

 “Every competition will be held outdoors, feature one male and female lowborn. To be displayed, for their glory and Her own, as the Goddess created them. By which I mean, in the nude.”

 

 Yep. There it was.

 

 Caludon grinned down at his subordinate highborn while they hissed and muttered among themselves, practically daring anyone to challenge him.

 

 Not a one of them did, the abominable chickenshits.

 

 Never mind the dehumanizing humiliation of this proposed idiocy—though of course, that was surely the biggest draw for him. I had just spent a week out there in a Dountol winter. None of these competitors would be lucky enough to get off with just losing limbs to frostbite. Outdoors, in the winter, long enough to fully perform agricultural tasks? They would die, almost without exception. Most before they had any opportunity to finish their assigned jobs.

 

 “Naturally,” the Archlord continued in a grandiose tone as if he were bestowing some great kindness upon his audience, “I realize that not everyone has the same taste in fun. So of course, I would not presume to make such a festive event mandatory for any Clan! No, no, you may of course feel free not to participate. In that event, the Kingsguard shall simply retrieve all relief supplies allotted to the declining Clan, to be distributed fairly among those who perform well in the competitions. Of course, this may present a small hiccup as some of those perishable resources have already been consumed or otherwise expended, but you need not worry, my friends. By the time events are scheduled to begin, I will have a thorough accounting of everything that has been distributed and everything that has been used. It will of course not burden such well-administered and successful Clans as your own to fund the success of your rivals from your own coffers.”

 

 You evil shit.

 

 Breathe in, breathe out.

 

Fuck it, I can put a stop to this now. All of it. Right now! He was one fragile little man—

 

 And I’d immediately be in a fight with every Clansguard represented here—and also Rhydion, who I was not at all certain I could actually take.

 

Worth it, that would be worth it to wipe this stain of a man from existence. With a thought I could—

 

 Kick off a war I was not prepared to fight, let alone win.

 

That was then, this was now! Let them come! I could call down lightning on every motherfucker who dared cross me.

 

 The Kingsguard, the King’s Guild, the assembled Clansguards…those weren’t mindless zombies. Simple soldiers might not stand up to the spells I had now, but I’d be fighting Blessed, in large numbers. They’d keep coming and coming until they overwhelmed me. If the local Guild adventurers didn’t, the mainland King’s Guild probably could, and the forces of Lancor would without question.

 

They would learn fear before I died. He would be Immolated a dozen times before I ended his misery, and that was still kinder than he deserved. I’d take them on. So what if they killed me? That was my fate the second Virya had brought me to this shithole planet. I would go down punishing Ephemera for being the worthless heap of vile stupidity it was.

 

 And the people I’d taken under my protection? Promised to lift up?

 

I only promised them vengeance. I was careful not to promise them victory.

 

 That was a lie. I had grown beyond that. I told the goblins we would find a better way. 

 

Wouldn’t it be worth it?! To put a stop to THIS monstrosity?!

 

 They would all die. My people. The women from Cat Alley, the beast tribes, Naz’s brave girls. Countless goblin civilians. The Gutter Rats…my kids.

 

 Breathe in, breathe out.

 

 I regarded the back of Caludon’s head impassively, belatedly remembering to chew.

 

 “And of course,” he declaimed, oblivious to how close he was to an excruciating death, “I must remember to give thanks to our honored guest, Lord Seiji! Without his inspiration, I would never have been able to think of these delightful diversions. Please, my friends, think of all the fun we are going to have over the coming months, and show our favorite outlander Lord your appreciation!”

 

 He turned back to me, smiling broadly, and began to applaud. Behind him, on command, his noble lackeys did likewise. In contrast to Caludon’s beaming smile, they either glared icy daggers or just stared flatly, their own displeasure successfully redirected to me.

 

 I put on a small, lopsided smile, and lifted my glass toward the Archlord in a silent little toast.

 

Maybe not here, maybe not now. It’ll come at a time and place I decide, little man. For every additional day you live, you will give me another scream before you die.

 

 I could feel a literal spike of pain in my temple, the rage had driven my blood pressure so high. Figured my Wisdom perk only protected me from shit like grief and fear; I could’ve really used a moment of icy detachment right then.

 

 He sauntered back to his chair, flopped down into it hard enough to make it scoot backward, and smirked at me.

 

 “That, good sir,” I said, astonished at how calm I sounded, “was distinctly other than cash money of you.”

 

 Caludon and Nazfryn both looked momentarily confused, sharing a glance, before they recovered.

 

 “Oh, you needn’t worry about such petty details as the financials,” he drawled, waving a hand airily. “I have people to arrange such trivialities. No, Lord Seiji, let us look forward to the fun we shall have! I have the strangest feeling you and I are going to derive more enjoyment from the games I have planned than anyone.”

 

 He had obviously set this up with care. He was prepared to deal with a sorcerer, with a bandit boss, with the Healer, maybe even with the Dark Lord. But he was not prepared for Omura fucking Seiji. Just because I can’t torture someone doesn’t mean I can’t torture them.

 

 “Y’know…” Idly, I swirled my wineglass, then took a small sip, pausing to inhale through my nose and really savor the bouquet before swallowing. “I think you two have to be the most boring people I’ve ever met.”

 

 Caludon and Nazfryn had been smirking at me like living avatars of smugness. At that, their faces instantly went blank—no, not blank, trying to be blank enough to conceal sudden fury. I couldn’t have achieved a better effect by dumping a bucket of ice water on them.

 

 Beyond them, peripherally, I saw Lhadron’s wife smile viciously into her own wine before she could master her own expression.

 

 I simply kept on, showtime alone preserving me. Even the strength of rage howling through my soul like a hurricane only lifted me higher on a cloud of performance, emotion fueling my presentation—in this case, a presentation of idle, lazy disinterest.

 

 “Oooh, look at us! We’re eeeeevil because we’re rich and bored.” I finally looked over at them, directly, my expression channeling every iota of condescension I had ever felt in my life toward the combined tourists and otaku of Akihabara at its worst. The faint, smug, indulgent smile of a man too unimpressed even to be disappointed. “How does anybody over the age of fourteen make an edgy literary trope their entire personality? Actually, wait, that’s the wrong question. If you’re gonna do that, how do you manage to pick the most tired, worn-out cliché of them all? I thought you Fflyr liked books.”

 

 They stared, outwardly expressionless. Nazfryn had gone white as the snow outside; Caludon was gripping the arm of his chair as if hanging from it. Despite his bombastic performance, somebody clearly wasn’t as good at showtime as me.

 

 I actually laughed—a small, indulgent chuckle, such as one might give a child who had just boasted about performing an extremely mediocre trick.

 

 “So, apparently you set all this up to antagonize me? Okay, we’ll leave aside the question of how that’s the best use of your time you could manage to think of. Your master plan was…what? To make it personal by involving a bunch of randos I don’t know or care about?”

 

 My smirk was a masterpiece of amused disdain, if I do say so myself.

 

 “Really, now. All your education and resources, and that’s what you came up with? Well, in a way, this is sort of inspiring. It’s really touching how the two of you found each other. Between the pair of you, you’ve got almost half a normal person’s allotment of imagination. It just goes to show, there’s hope for everyone! We should never give up on true love.”

 

 I drained the last of my wine, and then set the glass down on my little table with exacting care, a deliberate contrast to the way Caludon had tossed one earlier. With a sigh, I stood up and stretched.

 

 “Welp! Thank you for the invitation. My earnest compliments to the chef, and especially the sommelier. Highlord Lhadron, your hospitality is exquisite as always. It’s a shame about the company.”

 

 “Isn’t it just,” he agreed pleasantly.

 

 “And now if you’ll all pardon me, I have just been hiking in the forest for a week and was on my way to a much-needed wash before some petulant toddler demanded my attention. Cheerio; I’m sure I’ll be seeing you all again soon.”

 

 I sauntered past the group, down the stairs, and just to show off how I didn’t give a shit, chose the central aisle between tables to make my way directly toward the double doors at the opposite end of the banquet hall. They stood open, currently flanked by a pair of armored Clansguard who held their spears crossed over the passage. Wait…not Clansguard, those dudes wore Radiant Convocation colors. Huh. Well, I’d Immolate that bridge when I came to it.

 

 The assembled highborn whispered and glared at me as I passed, which I ignored with all the effortless savoir faire of a man who could kill everyone in the room by thinking about it. Halfway across, Aster joined me, having glided over from her position in the lowborn gallery. Falling into step in her usual position just behind and to my left, she matched her stride with my own. We headed right toward those Convocation guards without slowing.

 

“Delavada Aster.”

 

 At that, however, she froze. So did I, a step later, turning to look back at both my lieutenant and the speaker.

 

 Highlady Nazfryn had taken the position her husband had occupied moments ago, perched on the very lip of the stage, staring down at us with a wide and wild-eyed grin that said she was tired of the polite pretense of not being a few cuckoos short of a clock.

 

 “I think,” Nazfryn said in an echoing voice which managed to be sultry and sinister despite being skillfully projected from the diaphragm, “this is the perfect opportunity to open the coming festivities. You will give us a demonstration, Miss Delavada. Show off your mastery with that artifact weapon—yes, perform a sequence of strikes for our guests. And do be sure to make it impressive.”

 

 Aster had not turned around, was staring woodenly ahead. Her right hand twitched, as if part of her wanted to reach for her sword, but not the part making the decisions.

 

 “And of course,” Nazfryn continued viciously, “you will demonstrate properly. In the nude. Strip, girl. Now.”

 

 Aster’s face had drained of all expression. She was better at it than the Aelthwyns, the legacy of a lifetime of having to control herself around her arbitrary betters.

 

 “Well?” Nazfryn snapped, her smile vanishing. “You were given an order, lowborn. You will obey it. Make me wait, and it’ll mean a lashing.”

 

 I don’t know what it was inside my head that snapped, but I’m pretty sure it was something physical. I could feel the resonance, hear it echoing in my eardrums. It was strangely harmonious. F minor, I believe.

 

 “Fuck it.”

 

 At my nearly inaudible whisper, Aster’s golden eyes shifted to regard me sidelong.

 

 “We’re gonna kill them all eventually,” I breathed. “If they wanna start it now? We’ll start it now.”

 

 Wrong call. I knew when I made it that that was the wrong call. After all the inner production I’d just made of controlling myself and not kicking off the war by ending Caludon the way he desperately needed to be, it was pure stupidity to do it now, over this. Was I really going to throw everything away and start blasting just because they went after Aster?

 

 Actually, when I considered it in those terms… Yes, that was exactly what was going to happen.

 

 Aster shifted her right foot in a semicircular slide across the floor, then half-pivoted on it, bracing herself in a fighting stance as she turned to look back at the smirking Highlady, even though she didn’t reach for her weapon.

 

 “Bitch, come over here and make me.”

 

 The room exploded into exclamations ranging from mutters to shouts, none of them happy. Aster immediately turned back around, and thus was spared the sight of Nazfryn’s face instantly transforming to such utter, visceral delight I thought she might start groping herself right there on stage. I had a bad feeling that reaction portended much worse than if she’d just been enraged.

 

 We took two steps forward, toward the still-unmoving guards, before Naelloch’s voice rang out.

 

 “Weapons aside, men. Let them pass.”

 

 “Archbishop,” Caludon bit out, “are you not the guardian of the Goddess’s sacred order? That lowborn just dared defy an order from—”

 

 “You never have bothered to read Liau’s Interlocutions,” Naelloch interrupted in a tone that was both powerfully projected above the outcry and beatifically calm, “no matter how often I recommend it. The first rule of leadership: never issue an order which will not be obeyed and cannot be enforced. By all means, Archlord, send your own men to be publicly tossed about the room by that sorcerer, if you have so little regard for your own authority.”

 

 The two guards had already raised their spears to a neutrally vertical position and were staring straight ahead, as expressionless as Aster had just been. Of course; they were lowborn, they knew the score. Expressing any opinion at all about any of this could be suicidal.

 

 We made it another step before the Archbishops continued in a more solemn tone.

 

 “Have a care, though, Miss Delavada. No patron can protect you from the very Goddess except in the extremely short term. The time for repentance is short, and beyond it there is only retribution.”

 

 Her eye twitched, and I knew she was experiencing the same snapping sensation I just had. Aster halted, turned, and pointed at the Archbishop, her own voice ringing through the hall.

 

 “Your religion is made up. Sanora does not care about the rules that keep you in power. You’re not better than them because you’ve got nicer manners.”

 

 Oh, the uproar at that was delicious. Scandalized and outraged highborn were yelling, fainting, and brandishing fists on all sides. You loved to see it. Ignoring them, Aster resumed course for the doors, me sauntering alongside her.

 

 “See here!” blustered a nearby blond man I’d never seen before, drawing a rapier as he stepped forward into my path. “If you will not control that lowborn, I demand—”

 

 “Sit your ass down or I’ll kill your entire family,” I said, giving him a benign smile.

 

 Dude clearly didn’t know what to think of that. We didn’t even slow, and he shuffled awkwardly out of our way, still blinking and making fish motions with his mouth.

 

 The pair of us strode out past the guards and into the carpeted corridor leading to the manor’s front doors.

 

 “Think I may’ve overdone it a tad,” Aster muttered.

 

 “Yep.”

 

 “Worth it, though.”

 

 “Damn straight.”

 

 She inhaled deeply and let the breath out. It shuddered slightly on the air. 

 

 “Well,” I mused quietly, “looks like we just made a shitload more work for ourselves.”

 

 “Aye. Best get to it.” 
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4.35 In Which the Dark Lord Barks Up the Right Tree


                Noble households were usually swarming with functionaries, guards, and attendants of various kinds, but Aster and I made it the entire way down the corridor, through the big grandiose entry hall a Fflyr just had to have, and out into the bracing winter air before we encountered anyone, these being the two Clansguard stationed flanking the manor’s front doors. It was almost as if the nearby lowborn had just observed something going on that they wanted to be nowhere in the vicinity of.

 

We descended the front steps into what became the main street of the village just outside the gates up ahead. People were going about their business or winter festivities out there, depending on their social class. It was comparatively still here on the manor grounds, along the path between the highborn oasis behind us and the outside world ahead. It felt symbolic, though of what I wasn’t literary enough to discern. At any rate, I had the distinct feeling this was the last moment of peace and quiet I’d see for a while.

 

Almost exactly midway along the path, I heard footsteps behind us. They sounded…heavy.

 

I turned around, and yep, there was Rhydion striding right toward us. Behind him, Lord Ruell was just emerging at a more languid pace from the manor doors, his foxwoman companion having materialized at some point in the interim. Had to wonder what she’d been doing unsupervised in that mansion.

 

 “You handled that well, Lord Seiji,” Rhydion said by way of greeting.

 

“Did I? Wow, and here I expected you to be full of criticism as usual.”

 

 “Because you deliberately antagonized an unstable monster of a person who is already plotting harm?” He shook his head once. “In this case, I do not think it matters. Caludon Aelthwyn lives every moment of his life inflicting the greatest cruelty he can devise on everyone around him, and that is his fundamental strategic weakness. There is nowhere for him to escalate. Nothing he is about to do in response to you is anything he wasn’t planning to anyway. On the contrary, given how unpopular he is, inflicting a public humiliation upon him won you a great deal of goodwill among the attending highborn. And…I know very well how much restraint it took to sit through that without exploding into violence.”

 

 Did he, now.

 

 “Consequences,” I grunted in reply.

 

 “Miss Delavada’s contribution was unfortunate,” Rhydion added, turning his blank helmet on her. “I fear that will cost us all dearly in the days to come. That crowd was primed to begin resisting Caludon’s depravity, but you tainted that resistance with the specter of defiance against the whole system that props them all up. Now, we will find supporting any counter-efforts a very hard sell among the nobility, to say nothing of those who will have been prompted to outright assist in Caludon’s scheme. Sometimes, Miss Delavada, one must bow one’s head and accept a lesser suffering to forestall a greater.”

 

 “Yeah? And you can just shut your great, echoing, gilded gob about it,” Aster snapped, her breath curling visibly in the air like the flames of a rousing dragon. In that moment I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen her so openly angry at anyone, much less Rhydion, her own personal hero. “All your talk about patience and you’ve never once in your whole life had to bow your head, except maybe metaphorically. You with your noble rank and invulnerable armor have nothing to say to people who have to bleed for their choices! And you have the gall to lecture me about the worth of my dignity?”

 

 “The lady has the right of it, ol’ chap,” Ruell commented, sauntering up behind Rhydion and patting him on the pauldron. “This is an unwise hill on which to plant your flag. To say nothing of her individual case in point, persecuted peoples everywhere are accustomed to hearing patience and forbearance preached by those who want nothing ever changed. There’s more than one voice tainting the waters here.”

 

 “I…see your point.” Slowly, Rhydion nodded his head once, turning back to Aster. “I apologize. Though I don’t believe I was incorrect, I can see now that by opening my mouth I committed the exact error of which I accused you. Forgive me.”

 

 I glanced between Ruell and Rhydion. “Did you guys really leave poor Lhadron alone with Bishop Fancy Pants and the Crazies?”

 

 Hey, new band name.

 

 “He’s a big boy,” Ruell said dryly, “and I’m told suffering builds character.”

 

 “In my experience,” said Rhydion, “that greatly depends on the suffering, and the character.”

 

 “What’s your next move, then?” I asked, at least as much to steer this in a less awkward direction as because I wanted to know.

 

 “My initial plan has not fundamentally changed. I must report in at the Guild and the Convocation in Gwyllthean, and then return to Fflyrdylle to do the same. These events only add to the pieces I must set in motion. Remember, Lord Seiji: no one whose cause is just is ever without allies. You do not fight alone in this. I will not be silent because I am absent, and the powers I can shift into motion will help matters here on Dount.”

 

 I folded my arms, making my face an entire museum of my skepticism. “How much?”

 

 “Not enough,” he admitted readily, “not nearly. There is no single, decisive action that will solve this, at least not without immediately escalating to far greater problems. Lest the point pass unmade, I will clarify that any open rebellion against a sitting Archlord will result in savage reprisals, not only against those involved, but all the vulnerable people across Dount. The regime knows no method against resistance save making brutal examples. Whatever you are about to do, Lord Seiji—and for reasons both personal and practical I do not wish to know—I urge you to be…strategic.”

 

 His helmet shifted minutely as he glanced at Aster and then back at me.

 

 “And yes, patient. Not with the patience of a slave awaiting rescue which may never come, but the patience of a hunter seeking an opening.”

 

 “Poetic,” I grunted.

 

 “I could have just referenced Alamon and Fthemrys to make the point, but I am told foreigners find that rather annoying.”

 

 “Boy, howdy.”

 

 “I’ve a few ducks of my own to set in a row,” Ruell added with a deliberately vacant smile that didn’t fool me in the least. “This is hardly my customary stomping ground, but I fancy I’m resourceful enough to make do without other people’s resources. There are a few interesting questions I’d like answered…ah, but that’s tomorrow’s business. You lads take care. I’ve a feeling we’ll chat again soon.”

 

 He bowed, grinning, then turned and sauntered off toward the gate, hands in his pockets. Arrkeen followed, giving me a long inscrutable look in passing.

 

 “I also must not tarry,” Rhydion stated. “This business has made my next planned actions more urgent, not less. Remember, Lord Seiji: patience and strategy. I have faith in you.”

 

 “And you remember,” I retorted, “don’t fuckin’ sit on your ass. I’ll be as patient as I can afford to be, I promise.”

 

 “And with that, I shall be content.” The paladin folded down his hands at me. “Goddess guide your steps, Lord Seiji.”

 

 Well, at least one of them definitely would.

 

 “Why’re we all saying our goodbyes here in the middle of the path?” Aster muttered as we stood there, watching them go. “Everybody’s gotta leave through the same gate. Now we have to stand around in the cold waiting for them to bugger off or it’ll be awkward.”

 

 “Hey, boss,” Biribo whispered from inside my scarf, poking his nose up just next to my ear. “Gizmit wants a word with you. Over at the shed where you talked with Maizo before heading out into the forest.”

 

 “Wait, what?” Aster looked sidelong at me, but said nothing, clearly figuring it out from context clues.

 

 “Yeah, she found an underground spot near the surface right under the manor, then stomped around flapping her arms to get my attention, and said the message with big exaggerated mouth motions. That goblin’s got a scary accurate read on the range and acuity of my senses, boss.”

 

 If there was one person who’d have sussed out details like that, it was Gizmit. God damn I was glad I had her on my side.

 

 “That sounds important, then,” I muttered, setting off down the path along which Ruell and Rhydion had just disappeared. “Let’s go see what’s wrong now.”

 





 

 “Maybe nothing,” Gizmit’s voice reported from within the cracked shed on the outskirts of the village when I was lounging next to it, minutes later. “I have people keeping an eye through every tunnel entrance around this village, including a very handy one just inside the khora forest nearby. That’s how I learned there are a bunch of squirrelfolk out there.”

 

 “The squirrels?” I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “I thought they avoided the Fflyr.”

 

 “This is far closer to Fflyr territory than I would expect to see even one squirrel hunter,” she agreed, “much less what appears to be about fifty. Any Fflyr who spot them will likely assume they are massing for an attack.”

 

Fifty? That had to be most of their hunters.

 

 “Surely they wouldn’t…”

 

 “It would be suicide, and of the four beast tribes on Dount I would consider the squirrels least likely to attempt something so rash. I suspect this has something to do with you, or perhaps Rhydion—I don’t believe in coincidences and it seems pretty characteristic that your first visit to their territory would spark some…improbable behavior in response.”

 

 “Thanks, Giz.”

 

 “So no, I’m not sure what exactly they’re doing but I don’t believe it is urgent. I would have waited to report this until you made your way back underground, except they’ve captured Maizo.”

 

 I bared my teeth, letting my breath out slowly in a long hiss. The cold made that slightly painful, which felt appropriate.

 

 “He has not been harmed,” she hastened to clarify. “He’s the goblin I had on the surface out there, keeping watch. My man hidden in the tunnel entrance stayed to make sure they’re just holding him. They’re not letting him leave, but he’s not being mistreated. Considering what squirrelfolk usually do to snoops, that’s practically a gesture of peace in and of itself. I don’t blame them for plugging an obvious leak; this is how I would handle a known scout belonging to another party I didn’t wish to antagonize.”

 

 “Seems like letting him report back would be the more sociable approach,” Aster commented.

 

 “If they were certain of our goodwill and intentions, perhaps. Personally, I wouldn’t be, in their position.”

 

 “All right,” I growled. “I will go get Maizo. Thanks, Gizmit, good work as always. I need you to send a message back to North Watch; we’ll be returning there directly once I pick up our guy, and I want my command council assembled and ready to discuss when I arrive. We have a lot to do and very little time to do it in.”

 

 “Consider it done. Maizo will be able to guide you to the nearby tunnel entrance in the forest; I’ll have your artifacts waiting for you there. Do you need any backup?”

 

 “I will either be bringing new squirrelfolk allies with me, or leaving a bunch of squirrelfolk corpses in the forest. Thank you, but neither will require guards.”

 

 “Understood. What’s your approach strategy? If you just cross the field from here, that’s a lot of miscellaneous adventurers and highborn who will see you disappear into the forest…”

 

 “Good. That is exactly what I want them to see. Let them chew on that and keep chewing on it while they wonder where I’ll pop up next.”

 

 “I do like your style, Lord Seiji.” Her voice was amused, and already diminishing as she retreated down the tunnel. “See you back at base.”

 



 

 Fifty human-sized squirrels are not hard to find; I didn’t even need Biribo’s help. They were barely deep enough in the forest to be hidden, which made me seriously question what the hell they thought they were up to. If the King’s Guild decided to send out scouts for any reason there would be big trouble.

 

 Aster and I were not stopped by the outlying sentries; they simply made a series of short, whistling calls, causing the rest of the squirrelfolk to shift aside. All were armed, but no one raised a weapon at me. The various hunters moved to clear a path for us toward a clearing deeper in, silent and watchful.

 

 Under other circumstances that could have been intimidating. I could Heal any poison they shot me with and blast half this forest to shrapnel; I couldn’t say I was worried.

 

 There were voices up ahead, which turned out to be Maizo himself, seated apparently calmly on a flat stump where someone had cut down an old khora shell, chatting quietly with none other than Zhylvren the Seer. I was surprised to see her so far from the village, and even more so to find her counterpart.

 

 The squirrel chieftain approached me as I strode into the clearing, his hands folded before himself at the waist, bearing stern and calm as usual.

 

 “Dark Lord. The tribe has convened and discussed these last four days. On the matter—of—”

 

 I brushed right past him without slowing. “You okay, Maizo?”

 

 “Hey, Lord Seiji!” he said, waving and showing off his gold tooth in a grin. “Yeah, can’t complain. Look, they gave me a shawl! Pretty decent thing to do, if you’re gonna keep a guy out in the snow.”

 

 “But they’re not letting you leave.”

 

 “Yeah, well…” He shrugged. “You know how it is. We’re all professionals here. Didn’t see any reason to make things any more tense. I like this lady, she’s funny.”

 

 He winked at Zhylvren, who smiled knowingly at me. I wasn’t in the very specific mood it would take to find her all-knowing and mysterious routine anything other than irritating.

 

 “Yeah, she’s a hoot. C’mere, please. We’ll be leaving presently.” 

 

 Maizo immediately hopped down and trotted over, looking rather smug about the lack of anyone trying to stop him.

 

 “As I said,” the leader resumed, clearing his throat. “We have come here on the most solemn concern—”

 

 “Do you remember me telling you I protect my people?” I interrupted, turning to stare him in the eyes. “And that I avenge those I cannot protect?”

 

 The chief hesitated mid-speech, then nodded once, wariness clear on his face. “It is a point that has been brought up repeatedly in the discussions of the last few days.”

 

“That is one of my people,” I stated, pointing at Maizo. “I appreciate your restraint in not harming him. I’m less pleased at finding him detained against his will.”

 

 “Understand our position,” Zhylvren said gently. “This close to the Fflyr, and especially those adventurers, we cannot risk more than we have simply by coming here. I foresaw that you would arrive shortly and ensured your man was ready and waiting, in good health.”

 

 “I appreciate that as well,” I replied, “which is why this discussion remains civil so far. But let me be clear.” I turned back to the chieftain. “You are not grandstanding. You are deescalating.”

 

 I folded my arms and raised my chin.

 

 “You may begin.”

 

 The squirrel leader stared at me for a long moment, then let out a short sigh through his nose that swirled away in a puff of frigid mist.

 

 “I suppose when one is the Dark Lord, one gets to make pronouncements like that. I do understand, Lord Seiji, and it heartens me to see you as protective of even one of your people as I would be of any of mine. If it improves your mood, we have come here to give you an answer.”

 

 That was probably as good as I was going to get. I supposed it spoke well of him that he wasn’t easily intimidated, nor willing to grovel and scrape. In fact, it was probably better for me not to surround myself with bootlickers and yes-men; I’d done well so far to cultivate subordinates who’d stand up to me when it mattered.

 

 “I’m curious why you had to bring so many,” I said, allowing my posture to relax. “You’re playing with fire, here. If the Fflyr find you this close to their land there’ll be hell to pay.”

 

 “And perhaps it was for nothing,” he agreed. “Depending on what unfolds, it may be that we shall all return to the deep forest, no better for the journey. That is up to you, Dark Lord. For these last days, the tribe has convened in discussion of the serious matters you laid before us. At last, we have come to a decision, and followed you here to lay it before you.”

 

 He paused, dramatically, and I reminded myself that I respected dramatic pauses out of principle. My nerves were still vibrating from my confrontation with Caludon and it took an active effort of will not to take it out on these people.

 

 “We have decided,” the squirrel chieftain intoned solemnly, “how we shall decide.”

 

 Very slowly, I inhaled a deep breath of bracing winter air, and let it out just as slowly through my nose.

 

 “You know… If I had a silver disc for every time I encountered an entire culture built around being as exasperating as possible, I would have two silver discs. Which isn’t a lot, but it’s weird that it’s happened twice. I bet you guys would thrive in Australia.”

 

 Many of the assembled squirrels exchanged curious looks. The chief looked miffed at having the air let out of his solemn moment, and Zhylvren tried not to grin, but didn’t try very hard.

 

 “In fairness, Dark Lord,” she said, “I think your perception of us has been colored by the fact that most of your conversations have been with me.”

 

 “The fact that she so readily admits it does a lot to make her more tolerable,” the chieftain said sourly. “I see you have no patience for ceremony when it is not your own, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Look, I apologize,” I said, “sincerely. You’ve come along at a worse moment than you had any way to know. I’ve just had a front-row seat for the unveiling of the most evil thing I’ve ever heard of, and I’m in a hurry to get back to my people and set about minimizing the damage as best I can. So what is it you’ve decided, exactly?”

 

 The amusement and annoyance had respectively faded from their faces at my explanation.

 

 “Very well,” the chief said seriously. “What it comes down to is this: a majority have decided that we are willing to join you if you can satisfy the great looming question that concerns us the most. If it proves so, then these hunters, a large part of our total numbers and most of our effective forces, have come here, willing to be put to use at your command.”

 

 “All right,” I said, frowning. That was actually better than I’d dared hope; for just a moment, I allowed myself a flicker of cautious optimism. “What’s your question?”

 

 “As it stands,” said the chief, “we can see no approach you can take that will not be crushed by your enemies. We know the power of a Dark Lord, but no singular Blessed no matter how strong can overcome an empire. Our ancestors came here with your predecessor, and Yomiko had the strength of all Savindar behind her. I will not consign my people to be slaughtered by Lancoral knights if your only idea is to flail at them with spells and artifacts until they wear you down. But if you have a strategy to employ that will prevail… Then we will join our strength to yours. No, that is poorly spoken,” he corrected himself with a frown. “We know what it means to serve a Dark Lord. Understand how much we prize our independence, and the significance of what it means when I say that if you can satisfy this one point, we are willing to pledge loyalty, and…obedience.”

 

 I could, indeed, see it cost him something even to say the word. Glancing between him and Zhylvren I could tell despite their composure who in these discussions had been heading up the pro- and anti-Seiji camps. Maybe they were onto something, having a bipolar system of authority like this. In a way, the solution they’d found was a pretty elegant resolution of such a dilemma.

 

 However…

 

 “So that’s all you want?” I asked quietly. “My grand strategy? You want me to lay out for you exactly how I plan to take on the great powers of this world, with the understanding that you might then decide not to join me and take that information off to do who knows what with it?”

 

 “I do not downplay that concern, Dark Lord,” Zhylvren said, for once without any kind of smile or smirk in place. “But let me ask you this: to whom would we betray you? Any of your enemies would have to first go through you to even reach us. And you represent the only faction in the entire history of our tribe who has deigned to address us as equals. Be they Fflyr or Shylver, the alternatives would seek to either destroy or enslave us, and we are not so naive as to think that would change if we offered them something of value. It would only better position them to enact their worst impulses toward us, as they always have.”

 

 “There is also the matter that we are not idiots,” the chief added rather dryly. “I assure you, Dark Lord, I do not require a detailed explanation to know what you would do if we aided your enemies against you.”

 

 That had basically been their stance toward Khariss, at whom they’d sent me the second I showed up with the right blend of appeal and intimidation.

 

 Still.

 

 Taken in totality, I had to sympathize with the position I’d put them in—I knew a thing or two about trying to find your way out of a mess where the only paths forward were varying types and degrees of shitty.

 

 “In the short time I’ve been hangin’ out with ‘em, they’ve struck me as a surprisingly reasonable bunch, boss,” Maizo said softly, “if my opinion counts for anything.”

 

 “I think we owe them some fairness,” Aster added in response to my look in her direction. “And the benefits outweigh the risks.”

 

 Considering it, I nodded; they were both right. Which meant I was suddenly in a higher-stakes situation than I’d come here expecting. Oh, well, must be Tuesday. There was always time for showtime.

 

 Turning back to the squirrel leader, I put on a smirk deliberately reminiscent of Zhylvren’s customary expression, and leaned forward as if about to whisper conspiratorially; I did lower the pitch of my voice, but projected well enough to be audible to the onlookers.

 

 “The secret ingredient,” I said, “is crime.”

 

 They blinked in unison.

 

 “You’re right to be concerned.” Straightening back up, I looked around at the alertly watching squirrelfolk. “And your assessment of the situation is correct—I quickly came to exactly the same conclusion. Yomiko was a warrior and a general; she accomplished what she did with armies. What I started with are bandits and prostitutes. Then, as my reach has slowly expanded, goblins, a few disaffected nobles, the odd merchant syndicate, and tribesfolk from the forest. No, that will not overcome the armies of Lancor; right now, it’s an open question whether it could take on Fflyr Dlemathys in a straightforward fight, and that’s only even a question because this is the most pathetic country on either of the planets I’ve lived on. So…why would I give them a straightforward fight? I will meet my enemies on my terms, not theirs.”

 

 I lifted my chin again, making myself look smug and knowing. And okay, yeah, deliberately channeling more than a little bit of Zhylvren, both because that would be familiar to this audience and because I’d learned from her that with the right piece of showmanship backing it up, that actually could look impressive rather than just obnoxious.

 

 “I will take the shadows from beneath their feet. Bandit gangs and urban crime syndicates will end as those on Dount already have: either kneeling before the Dark Lord, or wiped out and replaced by those who did. I will find the countless sympathetic figures created by the cruelty and incompetence of the Sanorite regimes—the goblins, the beastfolk tribes. The poor and abused, the neglected and abandoned. The ignored, who will continue to be ignored even as they are silently gathered under my wing. There will be no conquest, no armies, no confrontation. Bit by bit, the Dark Crusade will spread through the darkness where it belongs—through the tunnels underground, through the deep forests where the light elves and their subjects fear to tread, through the back alleys, dives, and dens hidden within their own cities. One day Sanora’s people will wake up and find that I am everywhere, all around them. That the Dark Lord owns their cities and countrysides, such that not one coin passes through anyone’s hands without my approval. They will never know they’ve been conquered until it is over and done with. And even then, I may never bother to tell them. Who cares what banners fly over the battlements? Once I can wield enough influence to make them stop being shitty to people, I’m perfectly content to let them have their pageantry and feel like they’re in charge. I don’t need to sit on any thrones to alleviate the suffering of the oppressed, or punish those responsible for it. It seems to me that sitting on thrones just tends to lead to more of that happening.”

 

 I gave them another pause to consider; I could see from the assembled expressions that I was indeed getting through to them.

 

 “So when I said I would meet my enemies on my terms, what I meant was: not at all. Fuck ‘em. I’m not gonna play their shitty games. They will play mine.”

 

 Silence reigned when I stopped. I allowed it, giving them time to think.

 

 “Huh,” the squirrel leader said at last. He looked and sounded…well, flabbergasted. “That… That could work.”

 

 He turned to Zhylvren, who was smiling. She nodded deeply to him, once. The chieftain slowly pivoted his head, sweeping his attention around the forest, taking time to meet the eyes of every one of his assembled people, taking in their expressions. I kept my peace, recognizing the importance of this. He needed certainty.

 

 And by the time he finished and returned his attention to me, he had it. I could see the outcome in his eyes.

 

 “You have given us a satisfactory answer, Dark Lord,” he stated, raising his head and letting the solemn serenity of his authority settle over himself like a mantle. “Thus, as we have discussed and agreed as one people, we give you ours.”

 

 The chieftain knelt to one knee in the snow, his Seer instantly following suit. All around, the rest of the assembled hunters did the same.

 

 “And so we return to the fold, Yomiko’s heir,” he said. “I, Naarosh, pledge myself and my people to your cause. Once more we serve the Dark Crusade.”

 

 At least something had gone right today.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    The original line was "You know, in the two entire planets I've lived on, you guys are the only culture I've ever encountered based entirely around being as exasperating as possible."  But then I remembered that as of that one scene in Book 3, Seiji is canonically aware of Australians, and I didn't want to introduce a plot hole.



                



4.36 In Which the Dark Lord Weaves a Tangled Web


                Nothing like a week spent trudging through the snow to make you appreciate an actual transportation system. The whole network wasn’t yet back to full functionality but fortunately there was a working line that stopped close to Caer Ardyllen, so barely an hour after my meeting with the squirrels, I was back in North Watch, sitting at my conference table with a cup of steaming blood tea and my command staff assembled. God, I loved goblins. Especially their trams.

 

Zhylvren and Vylkher were also impressed by the trams, as well as Kzidnak in general as we passed through. A bit less so by Ydleth, who had met us at the underworld entrance with my artifacts and a quick update from Sneppit—in short, things were under control, but management was having to work hard to defuse the sudden tension within the organization that had come from the swift incorporation of the cat and wolf tribes. Something told me the squirrels were not going to help with that; I was very glad I’d decided to just bring a couple of representatives to look around and send the rest back to their village for now. Also, Zhylvren’s expression when Ydleth asked to pet her tail was a work of art. If anyone could be counted on to flap the unflappable, it was our Ydleth.

 

“Oh, that is just demented,” Sneppit complained once I had brought everyone up to speed. “And I don’t mean the absolutely psychotic cruelty of it, that’s just Caludon being his usual fucked up self. Why the fuck would he set it up this way?! Auditors in every Clan hold, sure, you probably can’t trust them to self-report on something like this. But redistributing resources from every different location, progressively at the outcome of every ‘game,’ having to arrange…” She actually grabbed at her own head in confused frustration. “It’s logistical suicide! A fucking nightmare! Just recover the supplies and distribute them as needed from a central location! What is that idiot doing?!”

 

“The expectation of enemy action creates additional pressures that conventional logistics may not be suitable to counter,” Velaven said, her calm demeanor a counterpoint to Sneppit’s agitation. “If the supplies are moved to a central location, then that location—or, more likely, the transit route to and from it—is vulnerable to attack. The benefit of an over-complicated, multiply redundant system is that it has no single point of failure for an enemy to strike.”

 

 “While I’m sure that’s true, Uncle Caludon isn’t a strategic thinker,” said Nazralind. “Wait, that’s not what… I mean, okay, he is a strategic thinker, he’s very good at board games and such. But his motives aren’t strategic. He is doing this to force Lord Seiji to engage with him, constantly, all over Dount, all winter long. The fact that it’s putting a massive burden of inconvenience on every single Clan and also his own administrators is just cream atop the cake to him. I’m sure he’s not blind to the strategic benefit this gives him, but never forget he’s not going to approach this the way a sane person would.”

 

She turned to meet my eyes directly, her expression intent and haunted.

 

 “Caludon likes his games, but he doesn’t want to win them. He just wants to make sure everyone else has a miserable time.”

 

A glum pause ensued while everyone digested that, the only sound the soft scratch of Ydleth’s pencil from where she was taking minutes in the corner. I glanced around at the grim expressions—grim, and in the case of our beastfolk representatives, profoundly alarmed. Djast, Rath Kadora, and Zhylvren were sitting in on the council as the voice of their respective tribes, and it seemed they were acquainted with Fflyr cruelty mostly as an abstract fact of life, not in the extreme embodied by Archlord Caludon. I knew very well the impact his sadism could have on a person when revealed to them for the first time. Hearing about the winter games had visibly shocked all three.

 

 “Naz,” I said slowly, “explain something to me. Why the hell hasn’t anyone killed his ass? And don’t tell me about the Convocation’s prohibition on spilling highborn blood, I was willing to accept that explanation before I met the guy in person. Assassination isn’t socially acceptable anywhere, but people much less dangerous than Caludon get taken out all the time. A ruler like that just isn’t…tolerable. Eventually someone would snap. Probably one of his household staff, if the rest of the highborn are too gutless.”

 

 “I don’t think you appreciate how extreme the punishment is for a lowborn who murders a highborn,” Aster said quietly. “It only ends with their own drawn-out, horrible execution. Their entire family would be purged and them forced to watch first. Possibly their acquaintances, even their whole village… The specifics vary, but it’s enough to dissuade anyone remotely sane.”

 

 “The thing is…” Nazralind sighed and looked down at the table. “It’s the same as the reason for basically everything else about this country: we’re kept this way because greater powers than ourselves find it useful. The first time a Highlord, let alone an Archlord, is assassinated and the guilty party not swiftly found and punished, Fflyr Dlemathlys will tear itself into a hundred minuscule warring kingdoms within two weeks. And that would be extremely bad for Godspire’s monopoly on the northern trade route, not to mention Lancor’s interest in keeping a subordinate client state on its border. So the two finest intelligence agencies on the archipelago have free reign throughout Dlemathlys, simultaneously eliminating any prospect of the Fflyr organizing into a stronger country and propping up the system that exists. Highborn do get assassinated from time to time—and the Radiant Convocation produces conclusive evidence of a rival Clan’s guilt within days, so the Clan in question is stripped of noble status. We all politely pretend they have the Goddess’s own providence ensuring justice and don’t acknowledge who actually does the investigation and tips them off, as if we don’t know.”

 

Fuck. It was just as the man himself said: literally everyone hated Caludon Aelthwyn, but no one was willing to do anything about it. He was too useful to the powerful and the implications of his removal were too frightening to those below him.

 

 “Soft power,” I whispered. “It’s all soft power. I could personally walk into Gwyllthean and raze Caer Aelthwyn off the map with my brain, except I can’t because pulling any thread that hard collapses the entire deranged spider web and we’d be fighting the whole Lancor Empire within the week! So now I have to go play Robin Hood with this rabid dog of an elf. And not one of the cool Robin Hoods, I’m gonna end up as the Disney cartoon version with the talking animals, I just know it.”

 

 “Leaving aside whatever any of that means,” said Minifrit, “you have in fact done extremely well at gathering soft power, Lord Seiji. It’s just that we’re in the position of comparing the result of a few months’ work to systems which have been built up over centuries. This…it’s a fight I believe you could win on Caludon’s own terms, in a few years.”

 

 “It’s not in a few years, Min,” I said, exasperated. “It’s now, and we’re fucked.”

 

 “You’re not wrong, but neither is she,” said Aster. “We’ll deal with it, somehow. Don’t despair, Lord Seiji, we are building something better. Bit by bit; it’s going to take time, and none of us ever thought the process would be smooth.”

 

“There’s…a loophole,” Nazralind whispered.

 

One look at her expression and I decided not to push it, just waiting for her to continue. Fortunately, everyone else seemed to come to the same conclusion.

 

 “Any Clan which deliberately spills the blood of fellow highborn is considered bereft of the Goddess’s grace and will be stripped of their highborn status by the Convocation. That…includes their own blood. This provision isn’t invoked every time; usually violence within a family is left to that family to handle, as a courtesy. However, if Archlord Caludon were to be murdered by a member of Clan Aelthwyn, the Radiant Convocation has the option of declaring them anathema and removing the entire family from power. And… Let’s face it, the Convocation and in particular our local Archbishop hates him. Given the option…”

 

 I leaned back in my chair, studying her. “That…changes a lot, yes. I can see how this would be a fraught prospect for you, Naz.”

 

 “Oh, that’s not it,” she replied with a bitter little laugh. “Let me put it this way: removing Caludon is the most important thing, but if you send me to do it, I’m going to insist on taking out Aunt Naz too. The entire world just needs to not have those two twisted freaks in it any longer. The problem is… Well, I think Gizmit can explain better than I can.”

 

She turned to the goblin in question, who nodded and turned to me.

 

 “Not all of our highborn have been disowned by their families, Lord Seiji; some of their Clans still have active retrieval efforts ongoing. Nothing I can’t easily deal with, don’t worry. It’s only been an issue as of this week, as they’ve had agents hovering around the Auldmaer Company trying to press information out of our girl Milennid. Auldmaer has handled that extremely well, shaming them into ordering some of his expensive shit instead of forcing a confrontation. Smart guy; he thinks like a goblin. What is important here is that you should not mistake an overall lack of focused effort for the highborn on Dount not knowing exactly who those girls are, and roughly what happened to them. They are deliberately keeping it quiet for the sake of their own reputations, and because the girls in question haven’t been drawing attention to themselves. But they were known to be engaged in banditry and sedition, and then disappeared. If their ringleader pops up again and takes out the Archlord right after he goes out of his way to force a confrontation with you…”

 

 “Then,” I finished, “the Clans and everyone fucking else will realize that Dount’s highly effective new crime lord is working with a group of rebel highborn with a taste for insurrection. Fuck. That’ll bring Fflyrdylle down on us, with all the King’s Guild and the Convocation. Okay.” Not to mention those foreign intelligence agencies I’d just been warned about. I ran a hand over my face. “That’s still an important piece of the puzzle. Thanks for the information, Naz, and for, uh, volunteering. It sounds like we can’t afford to hang all our hopes on that option, but depending on how everything else lines up, it might still be…on the table.”

 

She nodded, expression darkly resolute. “I’ll do more than volunteer. If it comes down to physically taking out my uncle and there is not a specific reason I can’t… I’m claiming the privilege.”

 

 “Just about everyone on this island has earned a crack at him,” I agreed, “but your claim is more…intimate. I will keep it in mind. The important question is what we are going to do. Obviously, we can’t just…let Caludon do this. What we need is a strategy that doesn’t involve playing along with his game. I’m open to ideas.”

 

 “What if…” Slowly, Aster leaned forward, resting her arms on the table and frowning. “What if soft power is the answer?”

 

“Go on?” I prompted.

 

“I think… Archbishop Naelloch may have given us the hint, Lord Seiji. I haven’t read Liau either, but that rule is pretty universally known: if you want to keep your authority, don’t give orders you know won’t be obeyed. Naz, you know highborn matters better than any of us. Caludon’s asshole scheme requires the Clans to cooperate with it. What if they just…don’t?”

 

Everyone paused again, absorbing that idea. I couldn’t help noticing a strangely universal reaction among the goblins: while the rest of us frowned in contemplation, Sneppit, Zui, and Gizmit all grinned approvingly.

 

 “Let’s see… He’ll be relying on his taxation authority to do this,” Nazralind said thoughtfully. “Which is already a stretch, when it comes to distributing relief supplies given by the crown and foreign powers. If a Clan refused to cooperate with that, it would go to the courts, and then it becomes a matter of which magistrates and clerks and bailiffs have been bribed and/or intimidated by whom. Clan Aelthwyn does have a lot of influence there, but Caludon might actually not win that. Everyone hates him and the Convocation itself would throw its own weight against him.”

 

“This Archlord,” Rath Kadora rumbled. “He cannot force his will on the other Clans? Does he not have that power?”

 

“Over the lesser ones, yes,” Aster answered. “Like our friends the Yviredhs, for example. The ruling Clan isn’t allowed its own Clansguard, but that’s a formality that doesn’t matter much as the local Kingsguard detachment answers more directly to them than the actual King. Smaller Clans like Clan Yviredh can’t stand up to the Kingsguard.”

 

 “But there are others,” Nazralind continued. “For example, Clan Olumnach and Clan Yldyllich have the military power to just plain ignore the Kingsguard. And even smaller ones for whom that would be a closer conflict occupy defensible homes, which is a militarily advantageous position. Huh. That is…that’s actually a real prospect, Lord Seiji. The only thing is it’ll be hard to convince any of them to be the first. But if we can somehow get a trend started, especially if we can get one of the bigger Clans on board… They’d all love to stand up to Caludon, as long as we can create the impression they can get away with it.”

 

 I kept it firmly repressed, but I couldn’t deny the prickle of excited optimism that ran up my spine. “And not only do I have leverage with Clan Olumnach, my own plans for Highlord Caldimer involved goading him into a fight with Clan Aelthwyn anyway.”

 

 “Yes, but the plan was for him to lose that fight,” Gizmit cautioned. “If he actually pushes Caludon out, we have another big problem. Caldimer’s not half the monster Caludon is, but he definitely intends to turn on us as soon as he has the governorship.”

 

 “He’s not going to get the governorship,” Nazralind scoffed. “He’s almost as unpopular as my uncle—it’s not like everyone doesn’t know he was running the bandit gangs, and most people think he still is. And that was even before Lord Seiji goaded him into pissing off most of the smaller Clans.”

 

“We’ve been setting this up for a while,” I agreed, “pushing Caldimer to think he has a better chance than he does against Caludon. Even if we have to rally the other Clans behind him, actually sparking that confrontation presents…opportunities. Right, Gizmit?”

 

 The goblin smiled coldly. “Indeed. If violence breaks out, so does chaos in general, and assassinating a Highlord or even Archlord becomes much easier. And even if they don’t come to blows, an opportunity is presented to remove one and frame the other. Decapitate one Clan and have the Convocation strip the other of its status. I like it.”

 

 “Then we have a strategy,” I said, laying my hands flat on the table. “An overall one—there are a lot of details in this that still need to be ironed out, and the situation will continue to change. While pursuing that overarching program there are smaller battles to be fought, though. We have probably days at the most before Caludon’s little winter games actually kick off, and once that starts we will have to play along. I’m not going to just let him do this unopposed.”

 

“We’ll have to be a lot more careful,” Aster cautioned. “I assume you’re talking about disrupting these events themselves, and seizing any relief supplies that get redistributed. That’s exactly the kind of thing that draws attention we don’t want.”

 

“Which means not just war, but showtime,” I said grimly. “There’s no way not to draw that attention—so we’ll have to direct it somewhere else. All right, people, start laying plans. Aster, make sure our forces are ready to move; I want everyone on high alert across the island and prepared to respond wherever they’re needed.”

 

“They should be already, but I’ll put out the alert.”

 

“Sneppit, I assume all the underground entrances are fully defended? We’ll need to use them to cross the island faster than our opposition, and every use creates a new risk of one being discovered.”

 

 “Please, what do you take me for?” she said disdainfully. “That was priority two right after getting the trams running again. I’ve got defenses placed at every spot, and the tunnels beyond them rigged to be collapsed at need. We’ve even pulled in artists to rig up fake living quarters in some of the bigger ones; that’s how we fool King’s Guild parties into thinking they’ve taken out an actual goblin settlement. The butts always fall for it. At worst, the tunnels will give us the ability to move invisibly to our enemies; the tram network is still being repaired but more lines are going up every day. We can get people across the island much faster than the opposition to…I’d say about a third of Fflyr territory, and that’s expanding all the time.”

 

“Attagirl. Gizmit, I know you’ve got your own resources and have been over all of Maugro’s files. Tomorrow I am going to move out and apply pressure to the two Clans under which I already have a lever. I need more options; whip me up a list of who can be potentially shifted to defy the Archlord, and what the best method is to use. Feel free to grill any of our highborn about any details they can provide—in fact, Naz, I want you to assign all of them who aren’t immediately necessary for messenger duty to help Gizmit with this.”

 

“You got it, Lord Seiji.”

 

“I’ll get on it immediately.”

 

 “Good. That’s what we can do about that for right now, which leaves the fallout from our exciting trip into the deep forest to take care of. Kasser, I’ve got some assignments for you.”

 

“I’m all ears, Lord Seiji.”

 

“First, inform Youda that he’s gonna be dissecting some zombies for me. I need him to set up a suitable lab space, and he needs to have all necessary equipment on hand to experiment on slimes. It turns out that corrupted slimes are what make the zombies work.”

 

 “They what?” Rath Kadora exclaimed. Zhylvren wrinkled her nose, reaching up to comfortingly pat her squirrel familiar.

 

“We’re going to catch him some zombies to play with. In a perfect world we’ll soon have their actual creator to compare notes with him, but she’s…let’s just say, not the most reasonable person I’ve ever met.”

 

Aster snorted loudly.

 

“And,” I continued, “I am unwilling to bank on the witch of the forest being cooperative. I want to know everything about those slimes and how they work that Youda can reverse-engineer. Which leads me to your second project: I need a containment system to capture and transport zombies.”

 

“So, a cage?” Kasser said dryly. “Actually, no—they don’t need to breathe and we do not want those filthy things reaching through bars at people. So you want me to build a box? I think I can manage that.”

 

“It’s not gonna be that simple, smartass. I need this ‘box’ to be transportable, not only through Kzidnak corridors but through the deep forest where the actual zombies are.”

 

 “Okay, that’s more of a challenge,” he mused, frowning. “Wheels’ll work in Kzidnak, but out there… Shit, this is gonna require manpower, Lord Seiji. I can’t see any solution that doesn’t involve strong people picking this…containment system up and carrying it.”

 

 “Call upon my people,” Rath Kadora said, thumping his own chest with one fist. “We are the largest of those under your command, Dark Lord. And we are eager for some retribution against those shambling horrors.”

 

“You heard the man, Kasser,” I said approvingly.

 

“So, a box with wheels and carrying poles,” he said, ostentatiously solemn. “Sneppit, I may need to requisition additional resources and personnel.”

 

She rolled her eyes and ignored him, fortunately unable to see Ydleth grinning as she scribbled notes. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure why Sneppit insisted on having her assistant take minutes of these meetings, but Sneppit had so far never failed to know what she was doing and it was my policy not to meddle with her instructions.

 

“The other thing,” I said, “is for Zeckl. Inform her I can now summon lightning slimes.”

 

 Kasser leaned forward, suddenly interested and not at all jocular. “Did you say lightning—”

 

 “So I need her to rig up something that can safely contain an electrified slime while using it as a power source. Basically any kind of waterproof non-conductive container with a metal rod stuck in it. Somewhat more complicated, I’ll need her to put together a containment system we can use to breed and move the things around, longer-term; I want living batteries that don’t require me to individually summon them. Tell her to be careful and ask me if she needs a refresher on what materials do and don’t conduct electricity.”

 

“Oh, she’s gonna be bouncing off the ceiling,” Kasser muttered. “This’ll advance goblin engineering almost as much as the truck.”

 

“Tomorrow I will deal with the Clans I can deal with,” I continued. “The day after, we move on Khariss. Biribo, I know you sensed the goblin tunnels we passed over on our way there and back; if I have Sneppit bring you a map of the underground in that part of the island, can you cross-reference it and find us the nearest tunnel exit to the zombie village?”

 

“Piece o’ cake, boss. I think I may’ve already spotted it on the way there, but checking a map would be a good idea before we commit to anything. I wasn’t exactly conducting a detailed survey.”

 

“I’ll get on that as soon as we’re done here,” Sneppit promised. “You’ll have your map within the hour, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Perfect. Aster, put together a force to move into the village. Our objectives are threefold: we are going to capture enough zombies for Youda and his team to experiment on, kill the shit out of the rest of them, and gently persuade Khariss to join our merry band.”

 

 “Am I alone in seeing a slight contradiction there?” Zui asked pointedly.

 

 “I fully intend to be as calm, kind, and considerate with Khariss as I possibly can,” I stated, “which I very much fear is going to be not fucking very. After everything we’ve learned I have a lot of sympathy for her, but the fact remains she is crazy from decades of isolation, she’s been making zombies and failing to properly contain them for most of that time, and I don’t even know what she was doing with that bandit gang that caused them to go cannibal but apparently that happened more than once.”

 

“More than ten times, across the years,” Zhylvren chimed in. “They tend not to last long once they reach that point. But more than half the human groups who had any consistent commerce with her turned to it in the end.”

 

“My own people kept a careful watch on the most recent group, the one you wiped out,” Djast added. “We never saw evidence of any fell magic—I have always suspected that it was just the mental effect of trafficking in human body parts that caused them to start seeing people as meat.”

 

 “Right, whatever,” I agreed impatiently. “She may be a misunderstood little vampire cinnamon roll, but she’s got some shit to answer for. Since we’ve all got shit to answer for I don’t mean to be excessively hard on her, but I’m not going to coddle her undead ass either. Her nonsense cost the wolf tribe their home, just for fucking starters. I intend to negotiate with Khariss in good faith, after I have made it explicitly clear to her that the alternative is I blast her fucking house to kindling around her pointed ears. Aster, in addition to a larger force with heavy weapons to deal with the undead, I would like a smaller one representing the full diversity of the Dark Crusade. This elf knew and fought with Yomiko; I’m hoping the reminder will shake some sense into her. That necessarily means Nazralind and Velaven, but I’ll leave the rest of the assignments to you.”

 

Aster nodded. “I think I know just the people for the job.”

 

“Then unless anyone else has more business, we’re done here. Make your preparations and rest up while you can, people. As soon as everything’s in position, we go to war.”

            


4.37 In Which the Dark Lord Has Issues With the Women in His Life


                It was a start.

 

There were more arrangements to be made, of course, but having gotten the necessary balls rolling, and since I now had the unbelievable luxury of competent subordinates to whom I could delegate details, I indulged in some time to actually recover from my deep forest adventure. A full bath would wait, but I did manage to get thoroughly clean before dinner, which I then spent with the kids, surrounded by the cheerful noise of the mess hall. Junko wasn’t ordinarily encouraged to be present at mealtimes, but she was frantically excited to see me again and content to sit silently on the floor beside me, as she had all through the staff meeting.

 

Man…I really, really needed all of that. I hadn’t realized how much.

 

But it wasn’t like I was on vacation, and there were a lot more details to iron out before our unfortunately rough outline of a strategy could be put into action, so after dinner, just late enough that things were beginning to quiet down for the night, I was back in another meeting. This one more discreet and held in a secure room set aside for the purpose down in Kzidnak.

 

“Thanks for telling me,” Gizmit said, nodding. “Do you have a rough timeline for this?”

 

“ASAP, but exactly how quick that is will depend on the engineers. I’m meeting Sneppit and the others next to give the official order; just wanted to keep you in the loop because your job requires knowing as much as possible about everything going on. Speaking of which, you requested this private chat so I know it wasn’t for the sake of my news. What’s up, Giz?”

 

 “Not an urgency, but something that I think will be relevant as you implement plans over the coming days,” she said. “I wanted to check in and offer a word of advice. So, I heard about Velaven’s apparently amazing performance after you called her down and then launched her little training program. Based on description alone I am deeply sorry to have missed that.”

 

I sighed, “Zui, you gossipy bitch.”

 

 “It was Nazralind,” Gizmit corrected with one of those composed little smiles that on her were as much as a belly laugh from anyone else. “Zui’s several annoying personality traits do not include a lack of discretion. But back to the point, it’s what that little episode signifies that I wanted to bring to your attention.”

 

 “I’m all ears, if you have any insight,” I said frankly. “Because I was completely baffled by that.”

 

“Do you remember your conversation with the Hero party during the uprising, about sarcasm and how inscrutably different it can appear from a different cultural framework?”

 

 “Sure, I—wait a second, you weren’t there for that.”

 

“But it was revelatory and important, so you’d better believe I learned about it,” Gizmit answered with a particularly bland expression. “You’re paying for the best, Lord Seiji, so that is what you get. I have two potential theories about Velaven’s bizarre display, considering the context. One is that you pissed her off, and so she insulted you right to your face in a way that only a Savin or maybe Shylver would understand.”

 

“Okay,” I nodded, “I could see that.”

 

“The other is that it was a legitimate attempt at flirting. And with regard to that, I again have two theories: in the first, that as a clearly trained spy she has observed the…issue you have with open displays of sexuality, and so carefully signaled her interest in as brazen a way as possible without risking a trigger event.”

 

 I clenched my lips, but nodded in silence. Obviously I didn’t love having this be a subject of conversation, but it would’ve been frankly absurd to imagine Gizmit of all people wasn’t fully aware of the issue. It was continuing to get better, anyway.

 

 “Alternatively, she is genuinely interested and is just that bad at expressing it.”

 

“That…seems like a stretch,” I said skeptically. “We’re talking about someone with a royal upbringing, and training in espionage.”

 

 “Training in some aspects of espionage, specifically field scouting. Her counter-insurrection against Jadrak was promising, but remember the role luck played in it succeeding instead of dooming us all. And the error she made in trying to manipulate the cat tribe amounted to assuming they weren’t clever enough to notice a single, major inconsistency. She has blind spots. More to the point, she was the absolute monarch of a strictly matriarchal culture, and was aloof enough to allow a coup to brew right under her nose. I highly doubt Velaven has ever needed to flirt with a man before. If Shylver culture is anything like the opposite-pole sexism of Fflyr society, well…highborn men generally arrange their marriages using money and influence.”

 

“Hm. All right, point taken. What is it you’re suggesting, then?”

 

 “Fortunately, in all of the above cases the solution is the same, and even more fortunately you have a golden opportunity immediately upcoming. What I think you should do is take the time to befriend Velaven. And since you’ve decided on including her in the expedition to the zombie village day after tomorrow… There you go. It’ll be a lot faster by tram than hiking overland, but a campaign like that will still offer enough downtime for a few good conversations.”

 

 “Gizmit, that seems…iffy. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Velaven is not an easy person to like, and that’s with her deliberately being on her best behavior. I’m a lot more inclined to trust mutual professionalism than any kind of hypothetical intimacy.”

 

 “You’re popular in Kzidnak,” she countered, “and sure, some of that is due to your natural personality. But from the moment you set foot down here, you were wise enough to pay close attention to us; youdid your best to learn about goblin culture, and you applied what you discovered to your decisions. Adjusted your leadership style to something that would get the best results from us as a people. Well, you’re planning to take over Shylverrael—presumably without massacring and/or oppressing its population, right? Velaven is your only conduit to that culture. And it’s a culture that’s been fiercely isolated for a century and a half, one that’s grown into something peculiar enough that none of us understand half the shit she does. This is important, Lord Seiji. You need to leverage this asset.”

 

“I see your point,” I agreed slowly, frowning in thought.

 

 “And as for intimacy… I’m not saying go overboard with that, but don’t underestimate it either. You and I aren’t exactly bosom buddies and sure, we could play our parts based on professional standards alone if need be. But you like me and I like you, and it would be absurd to claim that doesn’t make some difference.”

 

 “Maybe…I am being a little unfair toward Velaven,” I admitted. “It’s hard to get past her initial introduction. She tried to manipulate us out of sheer self-interest, and people died for it. Including people who were important to me.”

 

 “I know what she did,” Gizmit said softly. “But I think you have a good handle on when it is and isn’t worthwhile to hold a grudge. Velaven is out of her depth and doing her best in a world she barely understands, after having everything taken from her. Seems you two have some common ground to start from.”

 

“Huh. I guess…that’s not wrong.”

 

“Anyway, that’s what I got,” she said more briskly. “You’re the boss; it’s up to you what you do about any of this. But as your head of intel, I can’t claim to be doing my job properly if I don’t offer my input.”

 

“Thanks, Gizmit. Even if I don’t end up following your suggestions, I always appreciate them. All right, c’mon, Junko, let’s move out.”

 

 My spymaster glanced casually at the dog as she rose to her feet, tail wagging. Gizmit had never shown open fear in front of me and didn’t now, but there was just something about Junko being in the room that made it obvious when she was covering. I’m sure it did not reflect well on me that I found it amusing, but dammit, I’m only human. 

 

 Goblins really did not like dogs.

 



 

 “That’s my good girl,” Zui cooed, aggressively scratching behind Junko’s ears with both hands, which she had to reach up slightly to do. “Who’s a good girl? You have disgusting stinky breath, yes you do.”

 

“Oooh, look at Zui, she’s not afraid of the dog,” Sneppit sneered from the other side of the room, safely behind a desk. “Quit showing off, you wench.”

 

 “If showing off teaches the gigantic murderbeast who her friends are, then that is what I will be doing,” Zui stated, turning her head aside to avoid Junko’s ecstatic panting. “You never did appreciate the importance of building relationships, Snep. Don’t think I haven’t noticed it takes Minifrit and Ydleth both to keep you out of trouble as well as I did on my own.”

 

“That’s at least partly because Ydleth causes more problems than she solves,” Kasser remarked. “Anyway, Lord Seiji, I’m pretty sure this wasn’t what you called this meeting for. Do we need privacy?”

 

“Actually… Well, privacy, yes, but only in terms of random passersby. Zui, I’m not entirely sure why you’re here but I’ve sorta made peace with you inserting yourself into stuff, and in this case I think it’s just as well for you to be in the loop. Shut the door, please. With yourself on whichever side of it you choose.”

 

 “Well, well, he is trainable,” my insubordinate Goblin Queen said, smirking up at me as she sauntered over to push the door closed. With herself still in the room, of course. “For the record, I was willing to leave once you arrived and got started, but until confidential matters are being discussed I’m allowed to talk to people.”

 

There were now five of us in the room, six counting Junko. Zeckl was cowering behind the desk with Sneppit, slightly more intimidated by the dog than she was by all the high-ranking company. In hindsight, bringing Junko along to a meeting that was planned to include two goblins may not have been the most considerate move, but she’d been clingy with me ever since I got back, and dammit, I had missed her, too.

 

“Junko, heel. Lie down.”

 

The three goblins relaxed slightly once the dog was peacefully on the ground at my feet, though all three kept sneaking careful glances at her.

 

 “So, this shouldn’t take long,” I said seriously. “Sneppit, Kasser, Zeckl, I have mentioned this to you all previously, but only in passing as a hypothetical. After recent events, I’ve decided to make this official, and you three need to be the first informed as you’ll have to get the work started. I am formally greenlighting Project Death Star. Item one on the agenda is getting that started. Kasser, you’ll have to decide on the proper locations to build the emplacements and prepare them for installation. Zeckl, obviously, designing and constructing the actual munitions will fall on you and your team. Sneppit, I need you to make sure they have access to whatever they need. Item two is figuring out…let’s call it public messaging. I want this discreet, and above all I do not want to start a panic among the troops. However, this is not something that can be kept secret, or should even if that were possible. People will have to be aware of the damn thing, and know what to do in preparation if we should need to use it. That’s why I didn’t bring it up at the staff meeting, I want to roll this out carefully, and in a manner that doesn’t overly alarm anyone if possible.”

 

There was silence in the aftermath of my pronouncement, three of my audience looking solemn and unhappy, the fourth confused and unhappy.

 

“Uh, scuze me.” Zui raised a hand. “What the hell is ‘Project Death Star,’ and why’s it got the most pompously edgy name anything has ever had?”

 

“A weapon of last resort,” I explained. “Something made possible only by goblin expertise, and the full resources of Kzidnak.”

 

“You’d better not be cooking up another Inferno,” she warned.

 

 “Nothing remotely on that scale, Zui. If I wanted another Inferno, I could do that without anyone’s help, just like the last one. More importantly, I do not want the kind of attention that would draw. On the contrary, the Death Star is a trump card to be played only if we get that kind of direct attention and need to blind all the eyes looking at us.”

 

“Yeah, I guess a shitload of pure destruction is one way to erase a trail,” Sneppit muttered.

 

 “The destruction alone isn’t worth anything,” I said, “otherwise I’d just say ‘build me the biggest fucking bomb you can’ and then roll it down the road at Gwyllthean. I’m talking about a recourse that won’t be good for anything unless a specific set of circumstances unfolds, but if that set of circumstances does befall us, I want it ready to fire. In that worst case scenario, the ability to wipe out our opposition and cover our escape will be the single most important deciding factor in preserving our long-term prospects.”

 

Zui did not look any less curious, but for the moment she just watched everyone else’s faces rather than peppering me with more questions. Gizmit was right; after years as an executive assistant, she really was admirably discreet.

 

“Right, so…these extremely specific circumstances you refer to,” said Kasser. “They seem to pretty much involve us being so screwed that setting off what amounts to a smaller, more controlled Inferno is the least terrible option. Exactly how immediately are you expecting that to come up?”

 

“I wouldn’t say I am specifically expecting it,” I answered. “This is very much a ‘better to have it and not need it’ scenario. It may never be necessary in the form I first described to you. Best case scenario, we’ll have what amounts to a large stockpile of carefully rigged explosives that can be dismantled and deployed elsewhere. It’s more that… I’m trying to think ahead, to plan for as many possible outcomes as I can imagine. The one thing I’m sure about, when it comes to this bullshit with Caludon, is that one way or another it’s going to spiral out of control. I just want us covered in the event the worst happens.”

 

“What kinda timeline are we talkin’, here?” Zeckl asked quietly.

 

Instead of answering, I turned to my Chancellor. “Sneppit, I saw that Rads and his team finished their project ahead of schedule. How’s their next one coming along?”

 

 “A bigger tunnel from Kzidnak to North Watch was one thing,” she said. “What you asked for next… Look, Rads’s crew are efficient beyond all measure, to the point I’ve both approved provisional pay raises for all of ‘em and set an auditor to make sure nobody in that outfit is bein’ overworked. You do not want excavators dropping details or making mistakes. Even so, at their very best, the hole you’ve got ‘em digging is a major undertaking. I don’t expect to see that finished until at least after the tram network is fully reconstructed. Weeks, minimum.”

 

 “All right, that’s fair. I want the budget opened up fully for that project. Have it done as fast as it can be done, and make sure they get anything and everything they need to make it happen.”

 

“Lord Seiji, you gotta moderate your expectations. There are some projects that can only be aided so much by throwin’ money and warm bodies at ‘em. Past a certain point, extra is just getting in the way.”

 

 “I understand. I want you to find that point and ride it, Snep; you’re the best administrator on at least this island and probably the several nearest. If anybody can toe that line perfectly, it’s you.”

 

“Just so ya know, flattery doesn’t motivate me,” she said with a smirk, “but I appreciate it anyway. If those are your orders, I’ll make it happen.”

 

 “So…you want your Death Star rigged up by the time Rads is done with that tunnel?” Zeckl asked. “Because…honestly, Lord Seiji, I don’t see it takin’ that long.”

 

 “Good. Have it done as quick as you can without cutting corners. I brought up the tunnel because until that is done, we’re not going to need the Death Star; it won’t do us much good to set it off before that point. But making sure things up top don’t deteriorate that far, that fast will be up to me, so if the timing doesn’t line up, that’s not your fault.”

 

She nodded. “Okey dokey, then. I’ll get started planning. I’ll need final figures that won’t come until Kasser’s got those installations designed and tallied up, but I can start putting together the munitions.”

 

“I’d like to come down to your workshop and see what you’re working with first,” Kasser said. “Get a feel for the kinds of devices you can rig up; that’ll help me determine the best ways to install them and pick locations.”

 

“I want a look at that, too, for similar reasons,” Sneppit agreed. “Unless there was anything else, Lord Seiji?”

 

 I shook my head. “That’s it. Thanks, everybody. And remember: no need to be secretive, but be discreet.”

 

“Next time we talk about this, I really hope he’ll explain what the hell that even means,” Kasser muttered as he followed Sneppit out. Zeckl trundled along at his heels, her eyes already far away and lost in planning.

 

In their absence, Zui stared pensively up at me. I regarded her back for a moment, then sighed and headed for the door myself.

 

“Well, I’d better turn in. It’s gonna be another long one tomorrow.”

 

“Good idea,” she said, following me.

 

“What’re…oh, yeah. I keep forgetting you took a room in the fortress.”

 

 “And I’m not going all the way around to use the fancy new outdoor tunnel,” she added archly, “when the old one is right there and it’s late enough even Gannit’s probably turned in.”

 

“Fair enough, I wasn’t either.”

 

Rads and his phenomenally effective team had bored us a much more suitable underground access while I’d been away, which was wide and tall enough to move cargo and large groups efficiently, and also connected one corner of the North Watch courtyard to a broad tunnel intersection in Kzidnak, rather than linking a cramped kitchen to a cramped underground office. We were still using Maugro’s old place for the kind of discreet meeting I’d just held, and so Zui and I didn’t have far to go to reach the old kitchen tunnel.

 

“It’s North Watch,” she said suddenly, pausing just inside to look back up at me, her reddish violet eyes glinting in the dimness. With the gift of goblin dark vision I’d borrowed from her, I could of course see the shape of her fully in the unlit tunnel, but blocked by my own shadow that faint gleam of light reflected in her eyes was the only color visible to me. “I’m just working off context, here, but you are talking about destroying North Watch in the event it comes under direct attack. Evac everybody underground and turn the entire fortress into a weapon.”

 

I nodded. “Good guess.”

 

 “Guess, my ass,” she snorted. “It was unsubtle enough I seriously gotta wonder why you felt the need to be all cryptic. And honestly, Death Star? Really, man?”

 

 “Hey, it wasn’t my idea to call this whole rigamarole the Dark Crusade, but I can at least iterate on a theme.”

 

 “Yeah, yeah.” Zui turned and resumed walking; I had to hunch slightly to follow her. It was annoying, but with the new tunnel in place it hadn’t seemed worthwhile to expand this one. “Hm. I’m not exactly well-read on military history, but I bet that’ll be a new one. Doubt any besieging army has ever suddenly found the thing they encircled turned out to be a giant fucking bomb.”

 

“Killing the enemy is only part of it, like I said. Our profile is too high; eventually, we’re going to be found. Vanishing into the shadows will involve leaving behind a big enough mess that people will believe we bit the dust ourselves in the process.”

 

 “Nobody’s gonna like this,” she said quietly. “I can see all the care and effort that’s gone into North Watch in the last few months. You’ve really turned this old ruin into a home.”

 

“We have,” I agreed. “I don’t like it either, Zui, not one bit. But… We can build a new home. It’s the people who have to be preserved. Nobody’s replaceable, and we’re already inevitably going to lose a lot more. I have to…to do…what I can.”

 

She pushed open the door into the fortress’s kitchen and paused just inside, turning to regard me thoughtfully. It was dim, and quiet, everything washed and put away. I hadn’t realized it was this late. Gannit, Donon and Madyn were nowhere in evidence. The only person present was Minifrit, seated at the prep table with her pipe and a glass of wine, watching us without apparent surprise.

 

 “I can’t say what’s gonna happen, Seiji,” Zui said suddenly. She stepped closer and reached out to press one hand against my thigh for just a moment, which I took to be the equivalent of a touch on the shoulder but…where she could reach. “You’re right, things are gonna get bad. But seriously, it makes all the difference that you care this much. Ridiculous asshole that you are, everybody here knows you care. We’ll all get through it, as long as you don’t lose that.”

 

 I…was not prepared for that. She’d caught me worn out a the end of a very long day, and for an uncomfortably vulnerable second, showtime eluded me, leaving me to welter in the…sincerity. I hate that. It took a moment and an active effort to relax my posture and control my expression, and then by the time I opened my mouth to produce a glib answer Zui was already speaking again.

 

“And now you’ll make some inappropriate joke, because anything’s better than admitting you feel anything but anger and smugness. I’m not paid enough to deal with your bullshit, Seiji, that’s Aster’s job. Good night, Junko. Night, Minifrit.”

 

She turned, waving over one shoulder as she slipped out through the corridor toward the mess hall.

 

“G’night, Zui,” I called after her, getting another wave, and then she was lost to view. For a second I listened to the soft footfalls vanishing up the hallway, and only then turned around.

 

Minifrit was smiling broadly at me, her eyes half-lidded and as self-satisfied as I’d ever seen her.

 

“What?” I demanded, suddenly suspicious.

 

 Her smile widened by a full centimeter, and she shrugged. “Surprising, but…I approve. You do have pretty good taste.”

 

“Oh, don’t even start, you—”

 

 “Don’t you start.” She pointed the stem of her pipe at me. “You are talking to an expert, Lord Seiji—as well as someone who has made it her personal business to mend that drawer full of loose prickleburrs and broken glass you call a heart. Just spare us both the indignity of flimsy denials. I have taken note of exactly how many women your eyes follow that way, and here’s a hint: it’s exactly one.”

 

“Yeah, well, that’s just… It’s only…” I held up both hands in front of my own chest in a cupping gesture, making squeezy motions with my fingers. “Y’know?”

 

“Mine are bigger,” she rejoined, still smirking. “In absolute terms, if not proportional to height.”

 

 “So…what? You’re telling me I’m into shortstacks? Well, that is a revelation. Guess I owe Donon an apology.”

 

“Sneppit is prettier, by most any standard,” Minifrit countered. “She certainly works harder at it. I’m serious, young man, you may as well quit wasting time deflecting. What are you so afraid of, anyway?”

 

 “…fuckin’ hell, Min, where do I start?”

 

 “There is an overall pattern here, you know,” she said in a gentler tone. “Of all the people who either oppose you with everything they have or fawn over the earth you walk upon… Zui is the one who makes you work the hardest to impress her, and then actually rewards that effort with genuine approval. I think that your type is women who challenge you. Trust me, Seiji, as someone who has seen every vice and predilection of men and personally catered to more of them than otherwise: you got the best one.”

 

I found myself unable to cough up a glib answer to that. Instead, scowling in displeased contemplation, I just shuffled over to the table, pulled out a chair, and flopped down in it. Junko trotted over and leaned comfortingly against my leg, tail wagging.

 

 “She likes you too, y’know,” Minifrit added, leaning her chin on one hand and smiling at me. “And she is definitely going to be as prickly as you about it. At least. I am confident that pursuing the matter wouldn’t be a waste of your time, but I’ll caution you not to do all the work. You deserve to have someone impress you, too.”

 

Slowly, I shook my head. “It’s not happening, Min. Seriously…not on the table. Not with that one, at least. You know how Enjoin works.”

 

“Yes, I know. But—”

 

 “It isn’t just that.” I scrubbed a hand over my face, feeling suddenly too worn out for this conversation. “I don’t… I do not have the free space in my head to deal with this. I just haven’t got the energy. I’m juggling too many plates, I am not fucking doing the whole tortured romance bit right now.”

 

 “Okay,” she said quietly, still gazing at me with that gentle smile. Actually setting down her pipe for once, she reached over to brush an errant lock of hair away from my forehead. “And that is a completely valid choice, if that’s what you’ve decided. It’s just that it’s important to actually decide, and not torture yourself trying to deny it or accidentally lead her on.”

 

“That’s…how it has to be for now.”

 

“Then so it shall be. Would you like company tonight?”

 

“I think…” I caught her hand in mine, pressing a kiss to her palm, and then gently setting it down on the table. “I think tonight, what I need to do is just sleep. Tomorrow’s gonna be rough. Thanks, though, Min.”

 

“You are, as always, most welcome.”

            


4.38 In Which the Dark Lord Sets Up His Pieces


                “Are you quite sure you comprehend what you are asking?” Lady Elidred inquired of me in deadly calm.

 

“I was present when the Archlord laid out his idiotic scheme,” I said. “Yes, I understand the enforcement methods, and I am prepared to completely obviate them in your case—which, rest assured, is a boon I am offering only to Clan Yviredh out of every Clan I mean to pressure, by every means at my disposal, to comply with my resistance. If you don’t comply with his ludicrous scheme, Caludon will fine your Clan an amount equivalent to the cost of any relief supplies already spent here. I am given to understand you have a good chance of recouping that amount through the courts after the fact—which will be even better the more Clans press similar suits, which they will—but in the meantime, I will personally reimburse you.”

 

Highlord Adver and his wife exchanged a guarded glance.

 

“I should caution you, Lord Seiji,” said Adver, “that whatever you have been told, regaining any coin through the courts is…far from a sure thing.”

 

“Of course. I wasn’t talking about a loan; I will cover any financial distress caused to you by this business, no strings attached. If you can get your money back legally, you keep that as well.”

 

“How generous,” Elidred replied, her deadpan delivery conveying more skepticism than an openly skeptical expression would.

 

It would be a lie if I denied having thought about holding it over them, but fortunately I’d done that thinking before this visit to Caer Yviredh and quickly determined that aside from being an unnecessarily dickish thing to do, it wasn’t in the long-term interests of my campaign here. I got better results from people by arranging situations such that meeting my needs naturally met their own.

 

“You have been exemplary allies despite our…rocky start,” I said aloud. “In particular, Lady Elidred, your quick thinking at Caer Ardyllen last week was responsible for alleviating a lot of needless suffering on this island. It’s unfortunate what resulted from it afterward, but the antics of an unhinged beast like Caludon Aelthwyn are inherently unpredictable. I intend to see that Clan Yviredh is safe, protected, and well-supported to the extent I can arrange it. Seems fair, don’t you think?”

 

“Ah, but you have named the problem exactly,” Elidred said softly. “Under any normal circumstances, the relief and support you have offered would more than cover our needs.”

 

“The circumstances, however, are anything but normal,” Adver continued. “All this is happening because Caludon Aelthwyn has taken an interest in you, my lord. He wants to play—and you are truly a newcomer to this island if that sentence does not turn your very blood to ice. Surviving under that man’s rule is very much a function of doing nothing to draw his attention. What you are asking of us is to stand against him when he is already in the mood for one of his horrific ‘games.’ And not only that, but to be the first among the Clans to do so.”

 

“Lord Seiji,” Elidred added with quiet intensity, “we have children.”

 

I nodded, slowly, letting them see that I was listening and taking their concerns seriously. In a situation like this, where so much was wrapped up in subtext and context and history, my bearing and expression were as important as anything I actually said. Not all showtimes are loud.

 

“Let me ask you this,” I said after giving it a moment to sink in. “Assuming you decline to play Caludon’s game and pay his fine… Does he then have any legitimate, legal recourse to punish you further?”

 

“None at all, which is hardly the point,” Adver replied with a sharp edge to his tone. “A man like that is even less constrained by legalities than the average Archlord, which says a great deal. If he decides our suffering would entertain him…”

 

 “I must spare you a demonstration, as any such would be damaging to your property,” I said with a very thin, very calm smile, “so you will have to accept my word that I am capable of annihilating Caludon, Nazfryn, and any forces they bring to bear. Just myself, personally, to say nothing of what my entire organization could do. That, in fact, is the most frustrating thing about all this, to me: I am decidedly less capable of facing down the ever-escalating repercussions of such an action. Full-scale military action by the central government would spell doom for us all, and so I must tolerate that man’s continued existence despite having the raw power to end it.”

 

 I paused, letting my smile widen.

 

 “Matters are different if he were to send surreptitious agents he cannot afford to acknowledge to meddle in my business—or yours, my lord and lady. I continue to keep a watch posted on your lands; in the days to come, I plan to increase it, in capability if not in numbers. I mean to be certain my people spot any shady characters sniffing around your affairs. I shall take great satisfaction in making them disappear.”

 

 They met each other’s gazes again, having one of those swift, silent conversations long-married couples seemed able to.

 

 “A bold claim,” Adver said neutrally.

 

 Someday, inevitably, they were going to find out it was a Dark Lord they were in bed with, but I couldn’t afford to let that slip until they were in too deep to realistically be able to turn on me over it. “I realize our acquaintance has not been long, or intimate, but have you known me to make statements I could not back up?”

 

 “On the contrary,” Elidred admitted with a sigh, “I suppose it is a relief to hear that your realistic assessment of reaction and consequence stays your hand from any rash outbursts of violence. Though that, again, inevitably causes me to resent your suggestion that we should take that risk upon ourselves.”

 

 “So many people on this island just refuse to do the minimally decent thing unless I force them to,” I whispered. “It’s…maddening. The thing I have come to appreciate most about you, my lord, my lady, is that you were already doing better before I came along. That it only took you speaking with and listening to Rhaem Flaerdwyd to begin changing your ways. An insulated, isolated upbringing can distort a person’s view of right and wrong, but you have always tried to be good people. What we are facing now is evil: grotesque, unnecessary, self-indulgent, pointless cruelty for the sake of cruelty. Someone has to take a stand. It will never be safe for the first to do so—but if everyone waits for someone else to do it, no one ever will. You will not be standing alone, and you will have strength at your back that your enemies cannot anticipate. There will never be certainty, but you are in a better position than most could ever be.”

 

 Elidred sighed again. “Maithrynn at the hollow banquet.” Adver smiled at her, only slightly but still warmly.

 

 “I’m afraid I haven’t read that one,” I said, carefully not outwardly expressing any irritation.

 

 “’Your countless manipulations I do not begrudge, good sir, but this naked appeal to my better nature I rather resent,’” Adver quoted. “In the story…it was that appeal that moved the princess to act.”

 

 “Tell me, Lord Seiji,” Elidred whispered. “You have promised to shelter them—our son and daughter, as well as Master Flaerdwyd. Should it come to that… What sort of environment is it you offer, for young children?”

 

 “Probably not one you would prefer,” I answered frankly, “but probably much better than you are picturing. There are other children for them to befriend.”

 

 Both of them looked openly surprised, and I tried to suppress the tiny spark of schadenfreude.

 

 “Orphans, mostly, from the Gutters.”

 

 Elidred openly winced.

 

 “And,” I continued quickly, “as you have already seen, several highborn ladies who I’m sure will not object to taking over some lessons. If the kids are to stay with us for any length of time, I can and will make sure they are properly educated in the etiquette and responsibilities of their position. I won’t lie, they’ll probably pick up some…unconventional skills and vocabulary you would rather they did not, but we can at least see to it they know when and how to behave, and not display any of that inappropriately. It seems to me that for a highborn, the unexpected ability to pick locks or pockets and handle a throwing knife would only be an asset, so long as they don’t show it to the wrong person. But I realize that’s very easy for me to say, not being a parent myself.”

 

 For a second, unbidden, I had a sudden recollection of guitar practice with the kids and their goblin-sourced instruments, Gilder and Benit plucking at their small guitars, Aenit on the slidepipe, Radon whacking away at a nifty little percussion piece the goblins had that was like a hybrid of cymbal and tambourine. It was truly something, seeing the wonder and joy on their faces as they got the hang of the music, remembering what that felt like.

 

Oh, shut up, Aster.

 

 “All these travails we are putting ourselves through for the sake of preserving Clan Yviredh,” Adver said, straightening his back. “Ensuring there is a demesne and a name for Ediver and Avelit to inherit. There hardly seems a point, if it is not a name in which they can take pride.”

 

 Elidred hesitated, but then closed her eyes and nodded once at her husband. He reached over and took her hand.

 

 “Truly, Lord Seiji,” the Highlord said wryly, “for a master of bandits, you are remarkably—and contagiously—focused upon doing what is right.”

 

 “This is just that kind of country, I’m afraid.”

 

 “And so it shall remain, if no one does anything. Very well. If I have your word that you will help protect my family, you have mine that we shall take that stand. And may the Goddess watch over us all.”

 

 As if I could stop her.

 



 

 My next house call was not so warmly received.

 

 “You dare to show your face here?” Highlord Caldimer Olumnach spat, stalking into the gazebo to which I’d been politely shown upon arriving unexpectedly inside his estate. Fortunately his guards and servants knew who I was and had run to fetch their master without me needing to cast a spell upside anyone’s head. The lowborn had all cleared out at a barked order from the Highlord, but he was followed at a discreet distance by two of the highborn not related to Clan Olumnach but apparently beholden to it. I didn’t know their names, but I recognized these guys, having personally confiscated their pants a while back.

 

 Good times.

 

 I held out the prop I had brought. “Do you recognize this?”

 

 Caldimer narrowed his eyes suspiciously at me, but took the long wrapped object from my hand, roughly jerking off the silk cloth.

 

 Immediately his eyes widened and he clutched the sheathed rapier in suddenly trembling hands. Arider’s sword had mostly been gathering dust in my room since I’d acquired my Rapier of Mastery. After Gizmit had found me a less ostentatious mundane rapier, I honestly had no more need for the thing and preferred to carry something less recognizable. Now…

 

 Caldimer was a piece of shit and he had by all accounts raised Arider to be an even worse one. I could not make myself regret having removed the younger Lord Olumnach from the world and didn’t mean to hesitate when it came time to finish off the elder, but even so. You couldn’t look a grieving father in the face and feel nothing. Especially not in a situation like this, when I had deliberately inflicted this surprise emotional attack to throw him off balance, the better to manipulate him for my own purposes.

 

 “I have been cleaning out some of Gray’s troves of spoils,” I said evenly. “My people claim there are probably still more and are looking for them; we’ve found only a few so far. I was told that sword in particular was…unique, and probably still there because it would be hard to sell.”

 

 “One of a matched pair,” Caldimer whispered. “I…no longer wear the other.”

 

 I nodded once. “I can’t make promises, of course, but… Anything else you’d like me to look out for, if I find any more caches?”

 

 Briefly, the sword trembled again in his grasp. “Arider liked to carry a spyglass. Collapsible, bound in gold. A gift from his late mother. It went missing when he…”

 

 Yeah, sorry, he wasn’t getting that back. It was just too damn useful to me.

 

 “That sounds distinctive,” I said neutrally. “I will have my people keep an eye out for it. But I would not presume to intrude on your hospitality for sentimental reasons, Highlord. Caludon has made his final mistake, and the time has come for us to act.”

 

 “Ah, yes. I assure you I am well aware of that imbecile’s latest diversion, as well as his sudden fixation upon you.” Lowering the sword to his side, Caldimer stared coldly at me. “I gather that you have a counter-strategy in mind? Considering it was apparently you who provoked him, it seems the least you could offer.”

 

 “I refuse to take the blame for anything that maniac chooses to do,” I replied testily. “Just add it to the long list of grievances for us to take up with the worms in his brain. But yes, this time he has royally outsmarted himself and created exactly the opportunity we need to finish him off and put you in his place. Before that, how have you fared at making the arrangements I need with Godspire?”

 

 His nostrils flared in a tiny, impatient sport, but he answered. “Progress is ongoing. Understand that my rank does not give me standing to negotiate openly with a sovereign government; this is a process of building connections and exchanging favors, which takes the longer because I cannot be away from my own estates for the duration and must rely on intermediaries. If you believe the end of our mutual campaign is nigh, Lord Seiji, I can attempt to hasten, but you should not expect immediate results under any circumstances.”

 

 “Very well, that is fair. Having not the standing even to do this much for myself, I must rely upon you, Highlord.” You brazen fucking liar, I thought with carefully suppressed amusement. He hadn’t done jack shit to ingratiate himself with Godspire, on my behalf or anyone’s; I knew that just from my assessment of the man’s character and situation, even before I had Gizmit keeping an eye on comings and goings from Caer Olumnach to confirm the lack of any particular commerce with Godspire. But I needed to ask about that first because I needed him to think it was important to me. He was only under my control so long as he believed I was under his.

 

 “I am nothing if not a man of my word,” he had the absolute gall to say right to my face. “Now, regarding the matter at hand?”

 

 “As you noted, that fool Caludon seems to have fixated on me—which is perfect, as we need it to be you who ultimately brings him down. Further, he’s finally gone and made his definitive mistake. I’m surprised it took this long, but apparently no one was seriously making an effort to unseat him before.”

 

 Caldimer’s eyes narrowed accusingly. “I have been focused upon more immediate matters.”

 

 “Until I brought you the head of those ‘immediate matters’ in a jar?” I replied with a tight smile. “We’re not here to litigate history; what matters it the opportunity before us now. Caludon’s newest scheme requires him to call upon the obedience of the Clans of Dount to carry it out.”

 

 I paused for a beat, deliberately widening my smile.

 

 “Tell me, Highlord. Have you read Liau’s Interlocutions?”

 

 Slowly, Olumnach’s own expression evolved into a cruel, catlike little smirk to mirror my own. He was almost as easy to lead as he was to read.

 

 “Ah, yes. Never issue an order which will not be obeyed…”

 

 “And cannot be enforced.” I nodded. “He’s gotten too comfortable with the inability of his rivals to strike at him directly. Admittedly that has been constraining us, but now we can rip the entire rug out from beneath him. Obviously, my lord, you’ll have spotted this immediately; I have little ability to put pressure upon the other Clans, but as this is the perfect moment for Clan Olumnach to display leadership, I wish to coordinate so that our efforts do not trip one another up. Most still believe that this island’s bandit gangs answer to you, Highlord. I shall rely upon your orders to determine who should be surreptitiously aided against Caludon’s overreach, and who…reprimanded.”

 

 “Indeed, I am in the process of drawing up a detailed plan,” he said haughtily, and while I couldn’t be certain it was a lie I strongly suspected he’d not had a glimmer of this idea until I came here and spelled it out for him. “While I realize time is short, this calls for meticulous strategy; the interrelations between the Clans are an intricate web which I could not possibly expect an outsider to understand. You have done well, Lord Seiji, to come to me before acting.”

 

 I inclined my head. “You see why I considered this visit urgent; henceforth I shall continue sending messengers to the usual drop points, so you can convey your orders.” I might even mostly carry them out; I had Gizmit putting together our own plan but except in specific cases where I might need to establish a long-term connection, I mostly didn’t care whether any particular Clan got the carrot or the stick. Especially if I could pin selective blame upon Olumnach. “I presume, as a matter of course, you will exert direct authority over the smaller Clans whose lands border your own?”

 

 “Yes, well spotted. I definitely don’t need you undermining me on that front. Once I have expelled Caludon’s overweening accountants and locked down the distributed supplies for the benefit of my own people, my immediate neighbors will mostly follow suit. The weak always long for the strong to set them as an example, as I’m sure you have observed, Lord Seiji. Any more specific urging I will handle directly. It is beyond these environs that matters become more uncertain.”

 

 “Of course. I shall await your directives once your grand strategy is fully formed.” Whew—I’d been worried I was going to have to talk him down from doing something actually effective. But no, he was just going to openly throw his weight around, making himself a target for Caludon and burning what few bridges he still had with the other Clans. Obviously I would have my own people continue monitoring the situation rather than blithely assuming Caldimer Olumnach meant to do what he claimed to, but it was consistent with what I knew of him. Honestly, had he not been born into immense power and wealth he would never have been able to contend for so long with a legitimate talent like Lady Gray. Sometimes I regretted gunning for her first; Caldimer would’ve been a much more forgiving first opponent on which to sharpen my skills before throwing down with a serious rival. Unfortunately, that made this next part rather delicate. “I’ve been told I accidentally started a fashion in the process of teaching Lhadron Ardyllen some manners. Peculiar, but it’s not the first time I’ve found myself baffled by you Fflyr. So long as that’s still going on, at any rate, I presume you’ve leveraged it to advantage. Not to tell you your own business, Highlord, but Clan Olumnach’s prestige is now a military asset and relevant to our plans…”

 

 “Ah, yes, I was delighted to hear how you raked that insipid young fop over the coals, and rather miffed at having missed it—though such is the price of not being enough of an idiot to gawk at a few zombies in the snow. Really, of all the Highlords who shouldn’t need some outlander to educate him on when it is best to apply the crop, and when the feedbag. I’m just glad someone finally took him to task. You needn’t worry, my Lord, Clan Olumnach has always led by that example. Lowborn minding their place in the fields and factories are an entirely other matter than bandits, who exist only to be squeezed for what little value remains in them. A well-fed peasant is a productive one.”

 

 “Splendid, then that’s a bit of luck. The fad comes along at exactly the right time to be useful to us.” Which…wasn’t ideal. I knew already that Clan Olumnach’s lowborn weren’t well-treated, because no lowborn in this hellhole were well-treated, but it was true that he didn’t have a reputation for unnecessary abuse or neglect of his own subjects—compared to his peers, at least. Unfortunately, I didn’t need him gaining any actual respect, or any other kind of soft power he could then leverage. Should I try to…? No, I immediately decided, it was too risky. I was never going to arrange an absolute perfect scenario for myself; if I had to settle for less than the ideal, I preferred to err on the side of the people being fed and sheltered. “Thank you, Highlord, I am relieved to find you a step ahead of me. Caludon, predictable creature that he is, will go utterly berserk when everyone just ignores him. Once you have rallied the Clans, I suspect it will take relatively little prompting for him to launch the outright attack that will be his final undoing. Even if he retains the sense not to jump at the bait, it should prove feasible to create the impression that he has. And then…”

 

 “And then, he is mine,” Caldimer hissed, hands clenching on the sheath of his son’s rapier. “And finally, Lord Seiji, you and I shall both receive our due.”

 

 My god, he even smirked at me. How was this guy a real player in my plans? His intentions were all over his face. That was the problem with hereditary nobility—well, one of them—you ended up with people in charge who were barely able to function, much less rule. I was still going to keep a careful watch on him for any mischief, but right now Caldimer Olumnach was the least of my worries, now that I’d pointed his nose in the right direction.

 

 “Then I’ll take no more of your time, Highlord. I shall see your orders carried out; see that you do not forget your promise.”

 

 I’d made it a full step away before he spoke.

 

 “I find myself wondering, Lord Seiji, if you might reconsider. I do not downplay the importance of one’s hereditary lands and legacy, and would not dissuade you from seeking to reclaim what is yours. Still… I have found you a most adept player, both as a rival and a subordinate. I have led Clan Olumnach to its current prosperity in large part by recognizing and cultivating impressive talent.”

 

 He glanced back at the two gentlemen waiting in the near distance, who looked none too pleased with the direction this conversation was taking, but refrained from raising any objection while their master was speaking.

 

 “Should you begin to question the worth of returning to your homeland with your newfound army, I would offer you a place here. Once I am Archlord of Dount, expelling the bandits as planned would help solidify my rule—but then, so would keeping them as the orderly, well-controlled force you have wrought of them. In fact, with you as my left hand overseeing the underworld, the ambitions of Clan Olumnach need not be limited to this one island. I take pride, Lord Seiji, in rewarding generously those who have served me well.”

 

 Huh. That was…actually interesting. If anything, what surprised me most was that he’d managed to surprise me.

 

 Was this a legitimate offer, or was he just trying to lull me into unwariness so he could better pull off the betrayal he was already planning? Obviously it didn’t matter, in and of itself; this guy was orders of magnitude below my pay grade and I was not planning to keep him around. But it was worth keeping in mind that he might be capable of other surprises before all was said and done, and more immediately, I needed to outwardly react to this as I would if things were as I’d led him to believe.

 

 “As you say, Highlord, a legacy is not so easily abandoned.”

 

 I hesitated, deliberately, looking away and then back at him. 

 

 “But…the journey is prohibitively long.” Pause again, put on a face like I was actually wrestling with a dilemma, and… “I…will consider it.”

 

 Caldimer inclined his head graciously, smiling the smile of a man who imagined himself in control. “Do. I shall trust in your ability to find your own way out. Come, gentlemen.”

 

 I watched the nobles go for a moment before turning away and heading out to my extraction point. Yeah, I would definitely need to keep an eye on him—and it probably wouldn’t hurt to check in with Norovena again, and reaffirm our scheme to deflect the blame for any of my upcoming crimes onto Olumnach. For now, though, I had to consider this matter settled and move on.

 

 Before I could begin properly ripping the island out from under Caludon Aelthwyn I had one more loose end to tie up, and I very much feared she was going to be a real showstopper.
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I usually do this the last week of the month, so tonight's update would've been the last one before break, but I'm taking it one update early this time. This month and the last have been a downward spiral in terms of my mental health and today I'm in real bad shape, to the point I'm having trouble functioning at all, much less doing anything productive or creative. The next chapter is an exciting one I've looked forward to and am still unable to focus enough to actually get it written down, which is a real bad sign. I need to call it here and rejuvenate before I proceed.





So! This and the next update will be missed for Avenist-tier backers, for whom chapters will resume the last update in April. That will also be when the week off begins for public readers on Royal Road - with, as always, other backer tiers in the middle.





Thanks for your patience, folks. I hope you're enjoying the story. Be back soon.






                



4.39 In Which the Dark Lord Reflects on the Eve of Battle


                It was a bit of a hike.

 

For once, Sneppit’s amazing efficiency had harmed rather than helped; she had very wisely focused reconstruction efforts on the tunnels under the Fflyr territory we mostly needed to move around in, so there wasn’t a convenient tram line that took us all the way to the zombie village, at least not yet. Ironic that our transportation network let me down right when I needed to move the largest assemblage of troops I’d ever deployed into the field, but that was life. It took a few hours and thus it was close to noon by the time we had a base camp secured within sight of the village walls, but we got there.

 

Our base was chosen of necessity, because this was where the tunnel to Kzidnak came out and that was what we needed to secure, but in a nice little reversal of our luck with the trams, this proved to be a perfect location. The tunnel entrance was a the base of a tall outcropping of stone—rather steep and narrow compared to most geological features on Dount, enough so that no khora were growing on it. Additionally it had a great view over the village and manor, especially from the peak of the rock spire. While that was big enough for a few people to stand on, only one was and it wasn’t me. The climb was, while not impossible, not much fun.

 

Velaven had bounded up there with an irritating lack of difficulty and had been providing covering fire for our ground troops while they set up; we were close enough to the village that zombies had started making a pretty aggressive push at us immediately, and hadn’t let up since. That was fine, given that priority one was capturing them. While Velaven’s artifact bow didn’t do the undead any significant harm like Harker’s anti-magic one, an unerring shot with an arrow from that high up across that distance landed hard enough that a hit would reliably knock down a humanoid target which already lacked fine motor control. She wasn’t scoring many kills but had helped a lot in creating openings for the ground forces.

 

Now, two hours into our occupation, we had a ring of goblin-built iron barricades, supported by crossbows from behind and spears holding the gaps. I’d taken a position below Velaven’s but still with a good vantage to provide Healing and covering fire whenever a particularly dense pack of zombies needed to be cleared out. By the time our catch teams had filled their quota, both Velaven and I were mostly reduced to watching, the people on the ground having things well in hand.

 

I risked taking my eyes off the perimeter to watch the row of rattling coffins being hoisted into the tunnel by wolf people. In hindsight, the solution of individual person-sized boxes was so obvious I was pissed I hadn’t immediately thought of it myself, just because that would’ve made a perfect comeback to Kasser’s snark about big boxes. The only difficult part had been the actual captures, and even that had gone more smoothly than I’d dared hope.

 

 Apparently the Fflyr were very well acquainted with catchpoles, essentially polearms with loops of rope on one end that could be used to ensnare and control a target from a distance. I’d asked if those were used for hunting and Aster had blandly replied they were mostly used on farms to prevent indentured workers from fleeing.

 

 I couldn’t wait to burn this entire island to the ground. For real this time.

 

 Boots crunched on gravel and underbrush as my second in command climbed up to my perch alongside me.

 

 “How’re we doing?”

 

 “Catch teams are almost done,” Aster reported. “The defenses are holding well; I’m pleased with how everyone has performed. Zeckl’s, uh, experiment has been a disappointment.”

 

 I nodded. “I noticed the lack of explosions. What went wrong?”

 

 “I’m sure she’ll want to make her own report once she’s got the details ironed out, but at a glance, it looks like the crossbow-fired munitions are just too bulky to fly effectively. They don’t have nearly the range of a proper crossbow bolt, and they’re so slow in flight that when they hit it often doesn’t even trigger the detonation mechanism unless it’s at very close range. They worked better in the early tests, but against targets that are both moving and soft… Basically, we’re learning why Jadrak’s people were just using slingshots and grenades.”

 

 “Well…we can always go back to using those.”

 

 “Yeah, Zeckl’s frustrated; the ammo she designed is a lot cheaper and easier to produce, so I doubt she’ll want to give up on the idea unless you order it. Apparently what we faced down there was the result of months of manufacturing and stockpiling, and they blew through nearly all of it in the first battle. Remember we were only able to salvage a dozen or so rounds to use in the last fight with Hoy. We’ve got a much bigger manufacturing base than the Jadrak Company did, but those munitions are still not economical.”

 

 “I approve of Zeckl experimenting, at least. I trust Kasser to keep an eye on her and make the call regarding what is and isn’t worth pursuing.”

 

 We needed those munitions, or at least some kind of munitions. Zeckl had rigged up a very primitive musket pretty easily based on my descriptions, but it had proven unreliable. Actual guns were problematic here because we were using alchemy, not chemistry; the goblins’ explosives were mostly liquids rather than powders, which was surely a surmountable problem but created additional issues I couldn’t even make suggestions on how to overcome. I barely knew even the basics of how Earth guns worked. As far as I understood it, modern ones don’t even have gunpowder in the barrels and I don’t even know how the hell that works, never having been curious enough to look it up. Still, the goblins were ingenious and with the funding and direction I was giving them, I expected good results.

 

 Gaining an edge in firepower was crucial. We were too exposed, our operation too visible; the only reason we weren’t facing massively organized, dedicated opposition was because there was nothing massively organized or dedicated in Fflyr Dlemathlys at all, and even so…it was only a matter of time. The core of my strategy was to have exotic weaponry prepared and held in reserve, so that once we were cornered by conventional military forces en masse I could hit them with a bunch of industrial age bullshit the medieval armies of Ephemera would be unprepared for.

 

 It was important to keep that card in my sleeve for as long as possible. Once I kicked off an actual arms race… Well, I didn’t like my chances against the entire scientific and industrial capacity of the Lancor Empire. I suspected it was some goddess-related nonsense that kept them at a lower level of technology (otherwise goblins would rule this world), and Sanora was definitely not above abruptly changing the rules if it suited her.

 

 “So…how long has that been going on?” I pointed at one of the barricade gaps, where Nazralind was currently taking her turn with a spear.

 

 “She had Goose start training her in the spear two weeks ago,” Aster said quietly, shooting a glance up and to our right, where Velaven stood watchfully atop her perch, just out of earshot at this low volume. “Naz was the designated archer in our core group, but now we have someone with a powerful artifact bow. Goose insists the spear is the best weapon for melee fighting.”

 

 I frowned, unsure quite how to feel about this development. “Mmm…”

 

 “Seiji,” Aster said more quietly yet, “don’t coddle Nazralind.”

 

 At that I had to turn fully to her, my eyebrows shooting upward. “You think I’m coddling her?”

 

 “Nope.” She reassuringly patted my shoulder. “This is…advice for the future. I’m sure you’ve noticed Naz tends to be kind of…silly.”

 

 “When she can afford to, sure. She’s never acted the fool when we needed to be serious. Shit’s rough for us all, Aster, I say let people unwind however they need to.”

 

 “Of course. It only concerns me because, well…she kind of hides behind you. And don’t get me wrong, she needed to after her experience trying to lead her group alone. Seiji… Nazralind has the potential to be every bit the leader she was trying to be; she just wasn’t ready. It’s done her a world of good, having the chance to hone her skills while someone else is in charge. Just…remember that, please. She should be encouraged to put herself forward, when the opportunity comes. It would be a shame if that potential accidentally got squashed because she’s traumatized and you like to protect people.”

 

 I chewed my lip. “Hm. That’s…hm. I think you’ve got a good point. Thanks, Aster, I’ll keep it in mind. Ahem, anyway. Looks like the last of the captured zombies are secured. What’s your assessment on our next phase?”

 

 “First of all, I’d like to shell down for a while,” she said more briskly. “Our current defensive posture is extremely effective; you’ve seen how the pressure has eased off the longer we’ve been here. We’re heavily culling the local zombies just by holding this position. I think it’ll be good to keep doing that until the attacks mostly trail off, since we’re here to wipe them out and this way is the least risky to our people. Obviously we can’t waste too much time, so once the engineers have finished solidifying the fortifications I think we should move out, but that will be… Let’s see, given the last estimate I heard, at least another half an hour.”

 

 “Makes sense.”

 

 “The next issue is that… Well, I’ve been watching how we’re doing at repelling them. Heavy crossbows and spears work well from behind barricades, but we are going to run into trouble once we move out. Basically, dealing with massed undead calls for heavy infantry—full plate armor and tower shields, et cetera.”

 

 “While our forces are specialized in light guerrilla fighting. Hng…”

 

 She grimaced. “Yeah, exactly. Lord Seiji, I know what you said back at the fortress, but I think when it comes to actually cleaning them out, we’re going to have to rely mostly on you. I recommend sending the wolf tribe members to clear us a path to the wall breach up ahead; they’re the biggest and have the heaviest weapons. Once we’re inside, buildings and streets are great for throwing up defenses and organizing killboxes. A complete nightmare when it’s army against army, but against stupid and individually weak monsters, a blessing. It’s just getting there that’ll be the problem.”

 

 “Ah, so that’s why you want to thin them out from behind defenses first.”

 

 “Exactly. Wolves make us a corridor, you and I go in first so you can Heal any wolves who take injuries and then start blasting whole groups. Once we’ve secured an entry point we can repeat what we did here. Soon as we have a safe position inside the walls, it shouldn’t prove too had to wipe them out, street by street. But, uh… You’re gonna end up doing most of the work, I don’t see a way around that.”

 

 “Ain’t that always the way,” I said philosophically.

 

 “To be honest, I think that’ll help with more than our immediate strategic objectives. A lot depends on you, Lord Seiji, and everybody knows it. Letting our people see you really let loose with the magic will be good for morale, I think. Everyone will feel safer about our prospects in general, knowing our Dark Lord can bring down the sky on our enemies.”

 

 “Well, now, that’s just unfair,” I said, pouting. “You know how much I hate making a spectacle of myself.”

 

 Aster smirked and punched my shoulder. “I will take that as approval of my plan. Sorry to make you sit on your thumbs a while longer.”

 

 “Actually…no, that’s perfect.” I glanced up again. “I want to take advantage of the opportunity. I’ll keep an eye on developments from above, but keep me posted, Aster. We’ll move out as soon as you judge the time is right.”

 

 “Will do, Lord Seiji.”

 

 The incline was steep enough I had to use my hands to climb, but it wasn’t too terribly difficult—thanks, that is, to my Surestep Boots. Without those I would still have made it up, but not without embarrassing myself.

 

 Velaven turned to incline her head deeply to me in an almost-bow before resuming her constant scan of the perimeter. “Lord Seiji. I remain ready to snipe, but it has ceased to be necessary these last few minutes. Are we soon to advance?”

 

 “Soon, yes. Aster wants to wring some more progress out of this position while they set up the more permanent barricades around the tunnel entrance. Once that’s done we make for the breach ahead. Can you provide covering fire to the wall?”

 

“Effective fire, a little more than halfway.”

 

 “Very good. I’ll need you to hold this position then; you’ll be needed inside, but I want your support for the advance troops until we’ve secured a beachhead.”

 

 “Very good, Lord Seiji. I am at your service.”

 

 Welp, that was it for shop talk. Gizmit’s advice had been turning over in my head; befriending Velaven was a fine enough idea, in theory, but what was there to even talk to her about? When I really considered it… I didn’t actually dislike Velaven, in terms of personality. I was not over being angry about the various messes she had caused, but as for her personally? I didn’t like or dislike her personality because I didn’t really know what it was. She worked hard at being self-contained and aloof.

 

 “Your hair looks amazing, by the way.”

 

 Of course, I do know a thing or two about talking to women; there are some universals. It helped that it was true. Velaven’s new do made her resemble an anime character, but that was a big improvement over her previously ragged mop, and she carried it better than most of the highborn I’d seen trying for the same effect.

 

 The smile she gave me in reply looked genuine, but in her case I couldn’t be sure what that was worth. “Thank you very much.”

 

 “So how long did it take for Zui to get her hands on you?”

 

 “It was a few days,” she admitted. “Of course, if I’d realized this was an option I’d have sought her out sooner.”

 

 “I assume it came with a side order of unsolicited but surprisingly insightful commentary, and absolutely no personal respect.”

 

 She slowly nodded, still gazing out across the forest with a faint smile. “A woman of multiple talents.”

 

 Damn, that was a solid deflection. I’d been hoping to milk this for some more light chitchat before moving on to anything more serious, but now I had to jump ahead or risk making the pause awkward. At least I’d prepared topics in advance; it wasn’t like there was nothing I needed to ask her about.

 

 “Do you think of yourself as evil?”

 

 Velaven gave me a truly inscrutable look.

 

 “You, collectively,” I clarified. “Shylver, Savins, Viryans in general. Virya described herself right to my face as the Goddess of Evil. Fine as far as it goes, but in my experience actual cultures require something more consistent to justify their customs. I wouldn’t have thought anybody could actually think of themselves as evil. The goblins sure don’t, and they’re Viryan. But… I am constantly reminded how little I understand about this world, still.”

 

 “I had a friend, in Shylverrael,” she said quietly. “Have a friend, I very much hope, though I fear Lyvien will have tried to cull those who had been close to me… She is, or was, Blessed with Wisdom. One of the most interesting things she told me was that its gift of universal language learning could cause surprising complications. That a person who had a language instantly installed into their brain might be prone to misjudgments someone who had slowly and consciously learned it would not make.”

 

 “Heh, yeah, that is definitely a thing. Remind me to tell you sometime how Gizmit used that to trick me into revealing I was the Dark Lord.”

 

 “Gizmit is a truly rare talent,” Velaven murmured, frowning faintly. “You are as lucky to have her as she is not to be wasted blackmailing Sneppit’s business rivals. Had I such a gifted spymaster I think I would still be Queen. I bring it up, my lord, because you’ve chosen a Fflyr word for ‘evil’ which makes the question impossible to answer. There are some few Viryan cults—small and disfavored ones—which might embrace such a label. The actual terminology varies by culture and language, because the related words in each language have varied shades of meaning. Many Viryan philosophies define themselves around ideas which would best translate as ‘strength,’ or ‘opposition,’ or in some cases ‘liberty.’ If you called them most terms translatable as ‘evil,’ most would either disdain you as a Sanorite ignoramus, or take great offense. It is…extremely interesting to me to learn that Virya herself used the word.”

 

 She hesitated, then risked taking her eyes off the field to regard me seriously.

 

 “Lord Seiji, when you begin interacting with formal Viryan clergy, I recommend you refrain from sharing that anecdote. It would be…theologically disruptive.”

 

 “I’ll keep that in mind.” Fuck that, Virya was a bored, lazy twat and I meant to make damn sure everybody knew it. No point in derailing this conversation about it, though. “And what about the Shylver? Since they’re the Viryan culture I will almost certainly be encountering next.”

 

 “Actually, you will most likely meet the naga next, as you will have to get through them—one way or another—to reach Shylverrael. Fortunately the answer is the same, as both are descended from the same Savin traditions. I believe the organizing principle of our philosophy would be best translated as…villainy.”

 

 Somewhat to my surprise, a prickle ran across my skin. I could see the vague form of something taking shape—sense pieces slotting into place as Velaven began to guide me toward understanding an entire new worldview. It was surprisingly exhilarating for someone like me, who’d never had much inclination toward philosophy.

 

 “Go on?”

 

 “Heroism and villainy describe a whole other axis, parallel to morality—or perhaps even perpendicular to it. I chose those Fflyr terms because… Well, funnily enough, I believe the Fflyr of all Sanorite cultures would understand us most easily. They are literary terms, describing the idealized roles taken in stories. Villains act, heroes react. Heroes and villains alike are individuals who tower over the rest of us, characterized by the immense power and will it takes to remake the world in their image. A hero is a force of order, one who emerges in response to great calamity, to drive back the darkness and restore what has been broken. A living repudiation of chaos.”

 

 She paused, and we both looked down, watching our troops below. Wolf people with huge spears and women wielding crossbows hammered against the continuous trickle of attacking undead, creating time and space for energetic goblins to hammer more solid barricades into place.

 

 “But a villain.” Velaven drew in a breath slowly, and let it out in a continuous stream of soft mist. “A villain arrives in a world that is already in order, and finds it…wanting. One who uses that power and will to assert change where change was not rising on its own. A villain, a true villain, may be compassionate or cruel, good or evil, but what they always are is…just a little bit, and in just the right way…mad.”

 

 She looked up again, meeting and holding my eyes, her expression intent and intense.

 

 “It takes arrogance, the delusional arrogance of a megalomaniac, to gaze upon the world in all its vast, majestic intricacy, and declare… ‘I have a better idea.’ But… Just imagine what a hopeless, stagnant world it would be if no one ever did.”

 

 “So that…is your people’s ideal?” This was, honestly, a revelation. I could see the power of the idea. She was describing an amoral category of person who could be as good or bad as the individual and the situation around them. Velaven’s villainy equally described Gandhi and Hitler. The will to reject the world as it was. To remake it. To, for good or ill, break those who tried to maintain the status quo.

 

 “It is what we revere,” she said softly, “even as we know that few can truly aspire to that. Or should. Of the truly universal differences between Sanorites and Viryans, one is that we recognize the value of their perspective, while the reverse is not often true. There must be order. Every society needs its heroes—and a cultural tradition of heroism. Without custom and culture and tradition, without safety and security and harmony… Well, that is not a society. In anarchy, everyone is a villain, and thus no one is. Villainy is a rare thing, and must be. But while they decry it as evil, we hold it sacred.”

 

 I stared at the village walls and Khariss’s manor beyond, not really seeing them. “It seems to me that only some…villains…are actually trying to accomplish anything constructive. A lot of those who set out to remake the world are only grasping at power for themselves.”

 

 She nodded. “And even those have their value, for they compel the forces of order to act. At absolute best, a villain changes the world for the better. At worst? They create the conditions which give rise to heroism.”

 

 “That’s…a lot to live up to.”

 

 Velaven glanced at me, seemingly considering whether to say something. I listened to the wind and the intermittent sounds of battle from below, giving her the moment.

 

 “You are not much of a villain, Lord Seiji,” she said finally.

 

 I blinked, trying to decide how offended I should be.

 

 “And that is not criticism,” she clarified, “not from any sensible Viryan and least of all from me. You and I both… At our most compassionate, we try to best safeguard those beholden to us. At our most selfish, to regain a better state of being that was forcibly taken from us. Truthfully? The time is long past when I dreamed of villainy—I left those dreams behind me as the idle fantasies of a naive girl.”

 

 “I don’t know if I could possibly express to you how fundamentally fucking unacceptable this world is. Fflyr Dlemathlys is particularly bad, but… All of Ephemera is a wreck. Things should not be like this! Someone has to do something. And if I’m the one with the power, well…”

 

 “But tell me this,” she countered, wearing a slight smile. “Had you the power to instantly, completely assert your will across this broken world, would you create your ideal of a perfect one? Do you even have a vision of what that would be? Or can you only think to restore a high standard that no one else on Ephemera has ever known, one built by generations of slow progress in another world? The world you dream of making might seem revolutionary to those of us born here, raised here… But to you, Lord Seiji. Are you just trying to show us the ways of the more advanced culture you come from? Or do you, personally, have a better idea?”

 

 I could only stare at her. I felt like the rational center of my brain was flailing in freefall, suddenly deprived of anything to grasp or stand on, while the emotional part just floated along with no idea what to make of this.

 

 Velaven lowered her eyes, her shoulders moving in a small sigh.

 

 “To embrace villainy, true villainy, would impress the Viryan peoples, to be sure… But nothing is less villainous than molding yourself to the expectations of others. Yomiko was certainly no villain; above all else she was a protector, a liberator, a champion of order and restoration. And she is remembered with respect and admiration by the descendants of her allies and enemies alike. If you don’t have a vision you would see inflicted on the world at any cost, well… Congratulations on your sanity.”

 

 Okay… That was enough of this for now. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting from having a real discussion with Velaven, but it was not to be suddenly forced to reassess my entire existence.

 

 “I think…you and I should have more conversations, Velaven. You seem to have a lot to teach me.”

 

 “I have far more to learn.” She smiled, the expression distant and sad and warm enough that I had to accept it as genuine, because if she could fake something that intricate she was just going to always be a step ahead of me and there was no point in worrying about it. “I would like that very much, Lord Seiji.”

 

 “Things are slowing down there. I’m going to get in position; best if I’m ready to move out as soon as Aster has everything in order.”

 

 “Fight well, Dark Lord.”

 

 I turned and carefully picked my way down the slope, my mind far away from the coming battle.
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4.40 In Which the Dark Lord Returns


                “We’re just about set,” Aster reported as soon as I rejoined her on the ground, without waiting to be asked. “The engineers are even more efficient than I anticipated, so the defensive barricades are fully in place now. Reinforcements in the tunnel are prepared to move forward and hold this position once the rest of us advance. We can stand here and keep whittling at them as long as you wish, but we’re ready to move on your command, Lord Seiji.”

 

I nodded, taking a quick visual survey of our fortifications and the troops manning them. Everything was exactly as she’d said, of course; I was more trying to center my own mind than verifying Aster’s report. I couldn’t really blame Velaven for my unsettled state, having been the one who initiated the conversation, but this was no time for me to be distracted with philosophy.

 

“’And thus be it ever, when free men shall stand between their loved home and the war’s desolation,’” I quoted softly, not sure why that of all things had suddenly sprung to mind. Existential doubt is a hell of a drug.

 

“I like that,” Aster said, giving me a small smile.

 

“I memorized all four verses when I was a kid,” I murmured. “Just to flex on Americans—well, I mean, mainland Americans. Most of them don’t even know it has more than one. That was the plan, anyway, but it turned out actual opportunities to do the flexing were…nonexistent. I can’t remember most of it at this point, just a few lines that stuck with me.”

 

 “It tickles me how I don’t need to have the faintest idea what you’re talking about to recognize something wee Seiji would absolutely do.”

 

“’Then conquer we must,’” I sang sotto voce, “’when our cause it is just…’ Damn. Can’t remember what’s next.”

 

“Ugh.” She wrinkled her nose.

 

“Yeah, I know. Trust me, in the original English it rhymes. In Fflyr it doesn’t even scan properly.”

 

 “No amount of poetic flourishes would make that less horrifying,” Aster retorted, her lip still curled. “The noise of violent people justifying their own bullshit is universal, I guess.”

 

“And speaking of that.”

 

 I took a step forward, toward the center of our small secured area, raised my head, and raised my voice. Not the pitch, but the volume; straight from the diaphragm. I was competing with the wet gurgles of the occasional zombie and the noises that ensued from putting them down, but I could do that. Nothing overcomes my showtime.

 

“Damn fine work, all of you,” I declared, and in putting out the performance of calm and confidence, I found it in myself. “There are few things more impressive than doing excellent work fast while under ridiculous pressures, and that’s what I see here. I’m proud of all of you, and I hope you’re as proud of yourselves.”

 

This was still an active battlefield, despite how much the actual fighting had trailed off, and my people were too professional to take their eyes off the front while enemies continued to trickle out of the forest, so only a few were able to look at me. But I saw a lot of spines straighten up, which was what I wanted. Now, what with the active battlefield thing and all, to move this along; it was no time for a long or sentimental speech.

 

“I know you’ve been told the plan. There’s been one change to it: I will be taking point on the push to the wall. Those of you assigned to the advance party will form up on me; I’m the tip of the spear and you will fan out in my trail to clear us a decently wide avenue to that breach for the engineers and archers to establish a supply train. I will be using primarily electrical attacks, which means I’ll be striking at my maximum range; lightning tends to arc toward warm bodies and I do not want any friendly fire incidents. Also, I can only look in one direction at a time and may not see them all coming. Because of that, and because I won’t risk lightning too close to any of you, any zombie that gets within range of your spears is your job to dispatch. Clear?”

 

Fourteen hulking wolves had formed up with spears and shields made of leather and shells, paying close attention to me with their ears fully upright, and at this they all nodded, several striking their own chests with a fist. I noted a fairly even mix of males and females among them; true to Biribo’s explanation down in Kzidnak, the beast tribes didn’t seem to have much in the way of gender roles.

 

“Remember your main focus is clearing a path; you will destroy any stragglers that go for the rest of the force after I’ve gone through the main mob. Aster, I want you on my left; Rath Kadora, on my right. Keep ‘em off me.”

 

 That was a bit of politics, at which I thought I was getting better. Aster had to come because she would have regardless of anything I said, and I didn’t need her undermining me in front of the troops; Rath Kadora because giving him that position of honor helped cement his authority among the wolves, and among the rest of the Crusade. Also, they were both Blessed with Might and each had a melee weapon with a long reach and the Mastery enchantment. I was actually looking forward to seeing what a guy with a Spear of Mastery could do.

 

“You’ve all seen Biribo,” I continued. “Biribo, say hi to everybody.”

 

“Hi to everybody!” he complied, zooming in a complete loop around my head.

 

“As you have now seen, he has a small squeaky kind of voice. Since there will be thunder among other loud noises, you may not be able to hear him, so watch for him to fly in front of you. If Biribo tries to get your attention, that means you have an enemy trying to sneak up on you. I know zombies are dumb as rocks but there’s a lot of obstructions out there and they like to pop up from behind stuff. Biribo will give you as much forewarning as he can if anything slips through our perimeter.

 

“Everybody fully briefed and ready to go?”

 

Another round of nods and verbal assents, as well as some spears thumped against hide shields.

 

“That’s what I like to hear.”

 

I turned to face forward, surveying the path. Up ahead the walls loomed past a dense screen of khora, the break an easy landmark. Our path was obscured by the intervening forest, as well as smaller outcroppings of rock not unlike the big one protecting the tunnel entrance. All around us were corpses in various stages of desiccation, bristling with heavy crossbow bolts and many hacked apart.

 

Rather than anything as comforting as blood, neon green slime oozed from them, mostly puddling on the ground under the felled zombies but still, if you watched closely, moving with a bit more impetus than gravity accounted for. Once their host body was too damaged to function, it seemed the undeath slimes reverted to normal slime behavior, which consisted of sloughing around looking for biological matter to digest. Eating their own former bodies should keep them occupied for the time being, but I had given orders that corpses and slimes alike should be doused with asauthec and burned once we had the opportunity to move them away from the barricades so the fires wouldn’t threaten the defenders. Slimes were magical bullshit rather than real organisms: they didn’t need to eat to live, they ate to increase their mass and ultimately divide. Last thing I needed was slimes of undeath propagating through the forest.

 

I could see movement, too. We had indeed done a lot of damage to the numbers of undead outside the walls, but isolated shamblers were visibly tottering about beyond the radius where they evidently felt compelled to charge at the barricades.

 

Perfect. I love it when the opposition just hands me a showtime.

 

Strike! Strike! Strike! Strike! Strike! Strike! Strike! Strike! 

 

 They’d all seen me use the spell today, of course; I had been assisting from my vantage above, but I’d done so with restraint, only hitting clusters of several zombies and only if they were far enough back that I judged the lightning not a threat to my own people. This was, admittedly, purely gratuitous. A pillar of fire from heaven called down on every source of movement in my field of view.

 

I turned my head and grinned at my advance team, who all looked visibly impressed—except Aster, of course, but at least she was smiling rather than silently mocking me for once.

 

I strode out through the gap between two barricades, the only one the engineers had left in order for us to advance. Immediately I had to clamber over a pile of slimy corpses; my Surestep Boots rendered that a non-issue, but I slowed my pace to let my backup proceed with more care. None of them lacked physical ability, though, and in seconds we were formed up outside the defenses.

 

“Welcome to the jungle,” I said cheerfully, and set out toward the village with a long stride.

 

It was a relatively clear path to the wall; zombies continued to stumble out of the shadows, but so far none even got close enough to be a threat. The defenses had mowed down most of those in the vicinity already, and of the stragglers, the only ones I didn’t personally fell with lightning strikes at maximum range were sent slamming to the ground by pinpoint headshots from Velaven.

 

 Fine, she could have that much. My Queens would give me no end of shit if I tried to prevent anyone else in this organization from showing off.

 

 The wall was where we ran into a real roadblock. I still didn’t know how the undead worked, mentally; they didn’t appear to communicate with each other and would only attack the living, but something about our approach prompted a mass reaction like I hadn’t seen since Rhydion’s party had scythed our way out of the village. A few of them were ambling about around the breach, but upon seeing us, they not only turned and began charging in our direction, but a sudden press of more occurred behind them.

 

Zombies began pouring through the gap in the walls, bottlenecking themselves in the fissure so badly that they were forced to clamber bodily over one another. We were looking at dozens, easily; likely hundreds. We’d have been swiftly surrounded had they not been forced to push through a gap big enough for three people at the most.

 

“Somebody’s hungry,” Rath Kadora grunted, hefting his spear.

 

“Them, or you?” Aster asked.

 

 “Them, for meat,” he said, showing off all his teeth in a grin. “Me, for revenge.”

 

“The sweetest dessert,” I agreed.

 

Storm! Storm! Storm!

 

I hammered the area right in front of the gap with three Storms stacked right on top of each other to give nearly total coverage. And indeed, there were no misses; seconds later every zombie that had made it through was on the ground, smoking.

 

That bought only seconds. They continued to pour out, ravenous and relentless.

 

“Everyone’s getting Healed after this,” I announced. “Your ears are gonna need it.”

 

Current! Current!

 

I threw out both hands, doubling the spell and blasting pure electricity right into the gap. Torrents of lightning at maximum voltage, blackening limbs and frying their half-mummified nervous systems, arcing from one target to the next and scoring black lines across the crumbling akorthist masonry to either side. Fragments of brick flew as zombies fell, and I was just getting started.

 

Strike! Strike! Strike! Strike!

 

Thunder cracked almost continuously across the forest as I pounded the gap with Strike after Strike. Between the constant torrent of electricity pouring forth from my hands and the destructive impacts from the sky, it was an absolute slaughter. Not just of the undead; one side of the gap crumbled under the onslaught of repeated lightning, toppling outward with a rumbling crash that would have been the loudest thing anywhere that wasn’t being blasted by constant thunderclaps.

 

And I pressed forward. Not fast; one deliberate step at a time toward the breach, which may not have been the wisest thing considering what was happening there, but I wouldn’t reach it soon at this pace and it was important to project a certain image to my followers here. From my peripheral vision I occasionally saw spears rise and fall as my escorts took out stragglers which came at us from out of the forest to either side.

 

It took a few minutes, but eventually I let up, having noticed a cessation of movement from the now-charred break in the walls. In the aftermath of all the lightning, the silence had an oppressive weight; I was surely not the only one whose ears were ringing.

 

True to my word, I turned and cast a round of Heals on everyone.

 

“Damn,” Drun Kadora commented from her position just on the other side of Aster. “Now that’s a man. It’s a shame you’re so tiny and bald, Dark Lord.”

 

“We’re at war, girl,” her father rumbled. “Be a pest on your own time.”

 

“Hey, I’m just—”

 

“Focus,” Aster barked, and Drun subsided, her ears lowering.

 

“I could do without the smell,” I observed, waving a hand in front of my face. “Phew. It’s like somebody threw bacon in a chemical fire. All right, pinch your noses and keep up, people, we’re going in. Aster, signal the defenders.”

 

 She let out a piercing whistle and waved her greatsword overhead, the prearranged sign for the next wave to advance behind us. I led the way into the gap, into and then up onto the heap of rotted, slimy, lightning-charred human bodies which by then was tall enough I couldn’t see over it, and oh if only that could have been the most disgusting experience of my life, or even in the top five.

 

I paused at the top, surveying. On the other side of the breach was a large structure with a collapsed roof but evidently sturdy walls, and an alley stretching away to both sides along the outer wall itself. I had clearly taken out the bulk of the targets in this vicinity, but as I now took stock, more zombies tottered out of alleys and around corners.

 

Throwing my arms to either side, I cast a double Current in both directions at full blast, scoring more damage along the already-dilapidated masonry but, more importantly, taking out every undead in my line of sight. Whatever it was that signaled them to go on the attack, apparently electric death upon their comrades wasn’t it. No others emerged once I brought down the initial few.

 

Aster clambered carefully up to join me as soon as the lightning stopped, grimacing and placing her feet with great care.

 

“This is a good spot,” she declared, surveying the flat area beyond the breach. “An open area would be hell to hold, but we can defend the alley in both directions easily and erect another barricade perimeter around the breach on the other side. I’d recommend walling off one side completely and keeping open the one facing the manor.”

 

“Then it’s a plan,” I agreed, then turned back and raised my voice. “All right! Advance team, with us; we’re gonna clear out and hold this street while the rest of these bodies are pulled out of the gap and burned. Second wave, secure our supply lines and bring up the engineers. Let’s get this position locked down.”

 



 

 War is boring. It’s not any less scary or horrible or generally traumatic for that, but in addition to all those things it is dull.

 

 Still, better dull than lethal. I didn’t lose anybody that day; we didn’t even have more than a handful of serious injuries. There was no way you could ask for better from a battlefield, and I was grateful for the opportunity to let my people practice once such stupid, disorganized, weak enemies. It was not always going to be this easy. It would probably never be this bloodless again.

 

Mopping up the village took most of the day, as morning stretched out into afternoon. We cleared out bodies and set them to burn in neat rows in the forest outside, then goblin engineers came up and secured our beachhead, from which we launched the remainder of the campaign. The streets of the village made for a methodical, easily organized procedure. We went street by street and house by house. One at a time, we cleared out zombies, barricaded off alleys, turned the most collapsed houses into pyres full of burning corpses and boiled slimes.

 

Aster had settled on a plan to spread out along the outer perimeter for the walls and push inward, erecting defenses across the gates and every point where the walls had failed, leaving our captured breach the only way into the village. This took longer and stretched us thin, but as she explained to me, there were still about a third of the zombies that had been tightly packed into the manor grounds still there, which meant the manor gate itself would be our biggest threat and something we couldn’t afford to have at our backs. Better to make it the last point secured in the village, so we could move in with our full force and wipe out the biggest concentration of enemies still there.

 

I’d agreed and authorized the plan, and what followed was…work. It was violent and dangerous, but it was also methodical, systematic. Boring.

 

Zombies didn’t really have any surprises to give us. They were ideal opponents for neophyte commanders like me and Aster.

 

By midafternoon we had pushed to the central square around which the village was built; in the middle was an old stone basin full of sludge and debris that I gathered had been a pond or maybe fountain originally. The far side opposite the village’s outer gate was the gate into the manor grounds, now standing open and emitting a constant trickle of undead. They were still in there and pushing steadily out, causing me to regret not having gone through and wiped them all out when I was in there casting my shiny new spells initially, but in fairness, I had had other things on my mind at the time.

 

 The one thing that had surprised me was that my people had battle music. It had surprised them, too.

 

It was the wolves who started it; whenever they fell into a rhythm of battle, they would start a kind of chant that consisted of rhythmic, wordless humming, punctuated by drumming spear hafts against hide shields, or spear butts against the ground. It was all percussion, even the vocals; they hummed very simple harmonies, in a steady pattern of emphatic bursts that helped them keep the rhythm of combat.

 

They had faltered from sheer surprise the first time the highborn joined in; so did I. Nazralind, Twigs, and Ismreth were along on this venture, and at one point all three launched into vocals in harmony with the wolves’ chanting. They were obviously well-practiced in traditional Fflyr sianadh and that was what they gave us, the unique musical form practiced by highborn women. The singing was wordless, just holding the notes without vibrato and high in the throat to give it a nasal quality, smoothly shifting between major and minor harmonies to make an overall unearthly, ethereal sound. I didn’t know if they were singing some established piece they knew or just harmonizing with the wolves’ chant, but it gave me chills to listen to.

 

And that wasn’t even the peak, because the goblins hadn’t gotten involved yet.

 

 Once they recognized the music being used, every engineer and laborer who had a break or a hand free from working on the barricades joined in with whatever instruments they had, and to wonder what the hell they were doing with musical instruments in the middle of a battle was to fail to understand goblins. Traditional Kzidnak instruments were originally fashioned out of scraps of whatever they had lying around, which meant various winds and percussion made from repurposed lengths of metal pipe which were easy to carry. And being goblins, they did carry them, always ready to paint the walls or pipe a tune whenever they had some space and/or time to fill.

 

It was a mingled sound of three different musical traditions which had existed a right under each other’s noses for all these years, but until now it would have been unimaginable for them to join together.

 

 It was the sound of the Dark Crusade, and it lifted me up the way only music can. Hearing them play and sing as we fought made me dare to imagine that just maybe, at the end of all this, we would be okay. That of course was wildly irrational, but that’s what music is for. You need something to keep you going when all sense and reason tells you to give up.

 

By the time I stood tired and sweaty at the gates to the manor grounds, my entourage had cycled a few times, with some constants. Aster was still with me, of course, and Rath Kadora had stuck close as well. I had allowed this without comment; it suited both his and my political needs, and he actually was a terror with that spear. We had been backed by a new squad of wolves on the push across the courtyard, and were engaged in the last round of putting down the zombies who were clustered around Truck-kun, clawing at it but too inept to figure out the doors.

 

Nazralind sat smugly in the driver’s seat with the vehicle blocking off the gate, right where she’d parked it after mowing down the emergent zombies. The truck was an imperfect barricade, leaving plenty of room for zombies to crawl under it, but very few of them seemed to think of that. For the most part, she had them bottled.

 

I reached up to rap on the window and gestured her out. She pouted, but as I’d recently mentioned to Aster, Nazralind knew better than to cause actual problems when real stakes were on the line. Leaving the engine on, she pushed the door open and hopped down.

 

“Lord Seiji, I officially request official truck duty when you’re not using it! Officially!”

 

 “There’s a long line, Naz; everybody likes a big truck. We’ll see.” I ruffled her hair, which had no visible effect on it. “Aster, assemble the diplomatic team you selected and have the engineers ready to bring up the ramp. Everyone else, stay behind me and well outside this gate until I call for you. I’m going to finish cleaning this up myself.”

 

 “You need not fight alone, Dark Lord,” Rath Kadora rumbled, thumping the butt of his spear against the broken pavement for emphasis. “My people, and all your people, stand ready to serve.”

 

 “There are times when I will need to fight alone, and this is one. I’ve been alone in that courtyard with the undead hordes before, and the only thing that went wrong was my failure to finish the job. With the rest of you out of the way, I can really cut loose. Stand your ground. Everybody in position?”

 

I glanced back, verifying that my people had cleared space as ordered, then turned to face the idling truck parked across the gateway.

 

Banish Delivery Truck.

 

 Windburst, Windburst, Windburst!

 

 Arc Arc Arc Strike Arc Strike Storm.

 

The front wave of zombies had been trying to claw their way into the truck and collapsed as soon as it vanished, but the rest behind them tried to surge forward over their backs. Obviously that gained them nothing but their final, long-delayed death.

 

Once I’d blunted their attempted advance with a few Windbursts it was nothing but systematically dispensing hot, electric destruction. I paced steadily forward, unleashing spells every second in every direction once I passed through the gates and found the undead having spread from their remaining third wing of the courtyard through the entire space. The ground was also still strewn with the refuse of my previous path of destruction, the walls still marred by black streaks of melted akorthist; fortunately the winter cold had prevented putrefaction from setting in and seemed to have put the surviving slimes into a dormant state.

 

It wasn’t like last time. It had been another long day and I was tired as before, but far less stressed, and having spent the last few hours methodically felling zombies like I was harvesting corn it was easy enough to keep up that rhythm. Probably for the best that I didn’t show my troops the sight of myself losing my grip the way I had then, too.

 

The final purge took only a few minutes. I paced carefully from one side of the courtyard to the next, making sure to look down both side wings and calling down the lightning upon anything that had the temerity to move. None of them even got close enough to me to be a threat; most were destroyed before they realized they were under attack.

 

Funny how constant nearby thunder wasn’t among the things that triggered a reaction from the undead. I was real curious about their senses and drives. With any luck, I’d soon have Khariss in hand to explain everything to me.

 

Everyone was still ringed around the gate on its other side, watching with a variety of expressions. Nervous, awed, avid, wary—how specifically they felt about the sight of me singlehandledly blasting apart a horde was up to the individual, but everyone was clearly impressed.

 

Good.

 

“All clear,” I announced.

 

“Cleanup team forward!” Aster ordered in a ringing voice. “Get that path cleared for the ramp.”

 

I stepped over to one side of the gate, joining her as a squad with catchpoles and ropes trotted through to begin dragging corpses out of the way. Among the general throng ringing the square outside, there was one specific knot of people who had to be Aster’s designated entry team. The choices were…interesting.

 

 Nazralind and Velaven were obvious, they were the only elves we had and the only representatives of their respective kinds; I had specifically asked for diversity, after all. And Zui, sure, the Goblin Queen was a reasonable choice for goblin representative, since my Chancellor would’ve bitten somebody’s kneecaps off if they suggested she sully her pink suit in a place like this. Zhylvren… I guess she was one of only two squirrel people Aster knew, and it couldn’t hurt to have another Blessed with Wisdom on hand to gather info. I still didn’t know what kind of perks she had, but they didn’t call her Seer for nothing.

 

But the others…

 

“Really?” I murmured very quietly.

 

 Aster shot me a little sidelong smile, leaning her head closer to whisper back. “Most are here for good and specific reason I hopefully don’t need to explain, but to fill in the gaps… Jessak and Drun Kadora are both smart enough to behave in public, and have enough status in their tribes to be solid representatives. Also capable in a fight, in case our attempt to talk sense to the vampire goes like the last one did.”

 

“I could almost suspect you chose entirely women on purpose.”

 

 “I may be making assumptions,” she muttered, “but considering what little we do know about Khariss… Yeah, I’ve got a feeling she’ll respond better to women. Shame we can’t do anything about you.”

 

“That’s more or less everyone’s reaction to me, isn’t it?”

 

A whistle went up from within, indicating job done, and a team of wolves trotted through next, carrying the akorshil-and-iron ramp the goblins had made in preparation for this. I stepped forward less hastily, pacing along after them with a measured stride. Taking this as a signal, Aster and the rest of the team chosen to confront Khariss trailed in after me.

 

“Thanks, good job,” I complimented the bearers as soon as they had the ramp in place where the melted stairs used to be. With no further delay I stepped onto it, masterfully—if I do say so myself—repressing any outward sign of unease at the way it shifted under my feet. The thing held, though; they’d braced it well and the engineers hadn’t cut any corners. I did lower my voice as I ascended. “Biribo, what am I walking into?”

 

 “Exactly what you expected to, boss. So congrats on that, by the way; I figured if we kept at this long enough you’d eventually start developing a knack for understanding what other people might do.”

 

 “I didn’t ask for color commentary,” I muttered. At the top I paused, half-turning to watch over my shoulder with an aloof smile as the rest of the team ascended to the wide stoop alongside me. Zui gave me a sardonic look and Zhylvren could nevernot look smugly knowing, but everyone else seemed to have caught the solemnity of the occasion.

 

Once everyone was assembled, I turned back to the great double doors of the manor, raised my hand, and knocked twice.

 

After a pause of two seconds, the door creaked open.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Man, what a week. 

I had to take my cat to the emergency vet.  She's going to be okay, hopefully, though I have a few more days of getting medicine into her, which is a process neither of us enjoys.  And of course I'm already out $450 over this and will be probably at least half that again with the follow-up visit and labwork she needs in another week.



Grace is 18 this year, which I figure is probably older than some of you.  This is just part of life with elderly cats; overall she's in amazing health for her age, for which I'm very grateful.  I don't think I'm ever going to be ready for her to go.  For a long stretch of the worst part of my life she was the biggest thing helping me hold on.

Anyway, I'm okay, for now.  I'd been saving up for something so I'm not destitute or about to be homeless or anything like that, I'll just have to put off my next planned project and start over with the saving.  A few very kind readers who saw my discord messages about this unfolding mess sent me very generous donations, which helped a great deal to soften the blow.  So everything's going to be okay, it's just been a bit tense.



                



4.41 In Which the Dark Lord Comes Back with a Warrant


                I got a nice little glimpse into who among my support team had the best poker face. Very little, as I couldn’t turn around to see which of them were gasping or making strangled noises, but I knew Aster would be taking notes. Me, I focused on the eight beady eyes that had appeared above a pair of big fuzzy mandibles, set low to the floor and at a steep angle as the giant spider peeked nervously through the crack.

 

“Good afternoon,” I said in my politest tone, bowing. “I require an audience with the lady of the house. I believe she is expecting me.”

 

After all the thunder all day, there was no way she wasn’t.

 

The spider clicked its mandibles once, and then disappeared around the door. In the next moment, though, it was pulled further open, allowing us entry.

 

Good, that was a start. I hadn’t been sure how much of a fight Khariss intended to put up from the outset, now that she had plenty of time to see us coming. Based on our previous incursion, she decidedly didn’t want guests, but also didn’t seem to have a defensive mindset or much in the way of preparations for intruders. Well, apart from the giant horde of zombies outside that we’d spent the whole day hacking our way through.

 

I distinctly heard Nazralind and Drun Kadora muttering curses about the spiders as we filed into the great hall. Couldn’t entirely blame them, there were at least a dozen in the room now, which I suspected must be most of their total number. It was hard to tell as they kept scampering around, making that horrifying basso skittering noise from multiple directions. Couldn’t blame those new to the Megaspider Experience for being nervous.

 

 “Don’t,” I murmured, putting out a hand as Jessak nocked an arrow to her shortbow. “Defend yourself if you need to, but leave the spiders alone. They’re servants, and cowards. Remember, we are being polite.”

 

Khariss Gwylhaithe herself stood before us, down at the far end of the chamber, right in front of the more-than-life-sized portrait over herself so that her own face towered over her. That was unwise framing on her part. Oh, in terms of positioning in the room it was impressive, but the contrast with that idealized version of herself did not favor the real thing. At least she’d changed into a clean dress this time, but her pale golden hair was still lank and straggly, plus she had the sunken eyes of someone profoundly sleep-deprived and her hollow cheeks suggested starvation.

 

What was more interesting to me was her expression; Khariss had the worst poker face I’d ever seen, every thought that passed through her mind reflected vividly on her features. I watched her go from furious to confused and wary and then back to furious as her red eyes darted across the various members of my party. Good, at least I’d given her something to think about and maybe blunted her instinctive hostility, which was my exact reason for bringing this crew in particular.

 

I paced down the center of the carpet with a carefully measured stride, ignoring the spiders which scuttled about. They mostly scurried around Khariss, but I noted with amusement that they retreated as we approached. Had they been any kind of effective guards they would likely have tried to flank or encircle us, but they were clearly more afraid of us than we were of them.

 

“So,” I said once we were close enough to speak at a decently conversational volume, “I am—”

 

“You bowed to her,” the witch interrupted harshly, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Why?”

 

 It took me a moment to sort out what she was talking about. The shrine upstairs, where Aster and I had first crashed in. Interesting. She had definitely not been there to see that, or Biribo would have warned me. So she could spy with…well, something, either the spiders or their webs somehow. 

 

 Oh, what I could do with that added to my arsenal. If people other than Khariss could use the effect, it would make Gizmit unstoppable.

 

 “What would you rather I have done?” I replied. “Where I’m—where we are from, that is appropriate behavior at an obvious memorial.”

 

She didn’t seem to quite know what to make of that, a confused flurry of emotions flickering across her fate in rapid succession before she settled on curling her lip in renewed hostility, which showed off her elongated canines.

 

 “The Dark Lord always did inspire respect even from her enemies. Shame you can’t say the same.”

 

 “Now, I’m basing this purely on historical anecdotes,” I said lightly, “but yeah, I do get the impression Yomiko wouldn’t have much cared for me. Enemies seems a little strong, though.”

 

“You can hardly be worse than the last one, but a Hero is a Hero,” she spat.

 

 I smiled. “Khariss, Khariss, we’ve already been over this. I’m not the Hero.”

 

 “You have the gall to still deny it?” She pointed at me, wild-eyed and her whole arm trembling with outrage. “You are Japanese, you admit it! I see your familiar right there!”

 

“I,” I repeated, enunciating with care, “am not. The Hero.”

 

I gave her a beat to get it, but unlike the previous times I’d used this exact routine, she just looked increasingly confused and frustrated. Well, that was a lot less satisfying; I shifted gears to something less subtle.

 

“It’s been a century and a half, did you think the goddesses would wait around forever? The world turns, and the game begins anew. Khariss Gwylhaithe, the Dark Crusade recalls you to service.”

 

I paused again, with more satisfaction: this time she’d made the connection, going wide-eyed with shock.

 

“We’ve come,” I said in a deliberately more gentle tone, extending an open hand toward her, “to bring you home.”

 

A rapid succession of naked feelings so intense they were hard to parse flashed across her face, twisting her features into a kind of ever-evolving grimace.

 

Then her crimson eyes rolled up into her head and she collapsed to the floor.

 

Immediately the spiders began skittering around in a panic, two rushing over to ineptly prod at Khariss while the others waved their forelegs in the air as they raced about her in disjointed circles.

 

“This is going well,” Zhylvren commented pleasantly.

 

I turned to Aster, pointing an accusing finger at the heap of vampire in the middle of the floor. “She ruined my showtime.”

 

“Can’t win them all,” she said, soothingly patting my shoulder.

 

 I sighed with ill grace. “Oh, well. I guess we’re still well above the worst case scenario, here. Heal.”

 

Nothing happened.

 

“Yeah, that won’t work on undead, boss,” Biribo said helpfully.

 

I bared my teeth at him. “Thank you for the warning.”

 

“I’m not sure how much it would have helped in this case, anyway,” said Zhylvren. “I don’t know what might be different about vampire physiology, but from context this seems to be a faint caused by emotional shock. I have something for that. If I may?”

 

“I’m sure it’s worth a try,” I agreed. “All right, you lot, shoo. Make a path.”

 

Most of the spiders skittered aside as Zhylvren and I approached their fallen mistress, though one did step up to block our path. To my delighted astonishment, it reared up, swaying back and forth on its back four legs and brandishing the front four at us in exactly the posture of a boxer squaring up.

 

 Oh my god, I needed a plushie of this. That was the key ingredient this whole isekai was missing: marketable mascot characters. I guess Biribo would make an okay phone strap, but the goddesses had overall really dropped the ball on this one.

 

“Are you gonna get out of the way,” I asked the spider, “or am I gonna Windburst you out of the way?”

 

That did it. It flailed all four front legs in terror and ran away, colliding with two other panicking spiders and causing a hilarious pile-up which turned into a heap of fuzz and twitching legs.

 

“I don’t know what I expected from this place, but it was none of this,” Zhylvren murmured, reaching into one of her pouches even as she knelt beside Khariss. “Kindly prevent them from eating me for a moment, Dark Lord.”

 

Indeed, the spiders had taken to circling her, waving their front legs in an obvious warning.

 

“I don’t think they’d dare if their lives depended on it,” I replied.

 

The Seer had pulled out a gnarled-looking twig which reminded me a lot of the alchemical warming sticks Vylkher had given us previously. Holding it out in front of Khariss’s face, she bent it back with her thumb until it snapped.

 

The resulting burst of scent—peppermint and alcohol, plus other notes I didn’t recognize—was strong enough it made my eyes tingle from two meters away. Khariss immediately sat bolt upright with a loud gasp.

 

Then she shrieked and crab-walked backward, scuttling away until she ran into the wall behind her, clipping the frame of her painting and causing it to shift a few centimeters askew.

 

“Ohayo gozaimasu,” I said pleasantly. “Feeling better?”

 

She pointed at me again, gaping. “You! You can’t—you’re not—that isn’t—no!”

 

“I assure you I’m no happier about all this than you are,” I said. “Less, probably. My opinion wasn’t asked, either. It’s the goddesses’ world, we’re all just trying to survive on it.”

 

“You just…just… You leave me be!” She sounded so plaintive that I honestly wished I could. “I’m minding my own business! I harm no one!”

 

 “You dare—”

 

 “Drun Kadora,” Aster said sharply, silencing the protest which burst out from behind us. “Do not interrupt the Dark Lord. He is handling this.”

 

“The Dark Lord!” Khariss shouted, her voice cracking on the clear verge of tears. “No, there’s not…she’s… Leave me alone!”

 

She actually folded her arms over her head, hiding her face like a child.

 

The Seer leaned close to murmur right by my ear.

 

“I’ve not met her before, myself, but the stories from the times she’s visited us always said that the witch was, in a word…weird. I’ve never wondered about that, because…well, obviously. But what I’m seeing now is not the madness of some monster, but a woman who has been mostly isolated for twice as long as any of us will live and has entirely forgotten how to deal with people.”

 

 Red eyes peeked angrily out from behind protective arms. “I can hear you whispering, squirrel!”

 

“And you are grateful that I seek to persuade the Dark Lord to take a lenient posture toward you?” Zhylvren replied smoothly, smiling her vague little smile. “There is no need for thanks. I’m sure we would all prefer an amicable resolution.”

 

Khariss raised her face out of her improvised concealment just to sneer at her. “You just… Go away, all of you! I don’t want any, I’m not going to… Just leave me alone!”

 

“Rhydion is going to use you as a stalking horse,” I stated.

 

She stared at me, visibly uncomprehending.

 

 “You remember Rhydion, right? Tall guy, Sanorite, absurdly overpowered magic armor, good with a sword? Was weirdly insistent on cornering you for a talk when we were in here before? Yeah, well, in a fair world, him being a physical fighter in completely impervious armor would be balanced by him being a hapless himbo, but because the real world is bullshit, he’s actually resourceful, extremely clever, and up to something on a grand scale that I’ve only glimpsed the edges of. Do you know anything about the political situation in Fflyr Dlemathlys, Khariss?”

 

Red eyes blinked. “Fflyr what?”

 

“…the country you live in.”

 

 “This is Dount. Dlemathlys? Who would call it that? There’s nothing on Dlemath but sheep and marauding Lancoral knights.”

 

 Fucking hikikomori vampire, did she actually know less about this world than I did?

 

“Right, well, let me sum up the political situation. Ahem: it is a political situation.”

 

She blinked again, twice.

 

 “By which I mean, everyone involved is cheating, lying, and cares only about their own interests. I prodded at him after we left here before, and Rhydion revealed his big scheme is to distract the Clans and…uh, other factions with a big scary threat so he can… I’m actually not sure what it is he’s trying to accomplish, but the method involves a scapegoat. That means you, Khariss.”

 

 “I didn’t do anything!” she screeched.

 

 “Debatable, but completely beside the point. It doesn’t matter. You’re an undead witch who’s been making zombies which have broken out of your control and been causing all manner of havoc lately. You were also associated with the last Dark Crusade. The paladin’s plan doesn’t require you to be malicious, dangerous, or even guilty of anything. It just requires you to be arguably spooky enough that he can send everyone in the Fflyr Isles after your head while he does whatever the hell it is he’s up to in the background.”

 

To my horror, her eyes welled up. The woman looked more unreservedly miserable than I’d ever seen an actual child look. Fucking hell, Zhylvren was right: this vampire just had absolutely no social filters of any kind after fifteen decades of isolation.

 

It was actually kind of a relief when her mercurial mood switched back to anger and she brandished the finger of accusation at me yet again.

 

 “And you! You helped him! This is your fault!”

 

 “Not wrong, but let me add some perspective for you. Rhydion’s been sniffing after your trail for months; he knew whatever was making zombies on this island had a good chance of providing the distraction he needed. My involvement got him there, faster, but he would definitely have found you either way. The upshot of me stepping in is that I’m now in a position to help you.”

 

 “He’s Sanorite! I know that armor—and that was a priestess you brought in here, too. If you’re a Dark Lord, what were you doing with them?!”

 

 “Conniving,” I explained calmly. “Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer. Do you not have that proverb here? And you almost blew my cover, by the way, talking about Heroes right in front of him.”

 

 “Cowardly, dishonorable skulduggery!” Khariss babbled, scrambling awkwardly to her feet and setting her towering portrait to rocking again. “A real Dark Lord would oppose her enemies with honor, strike them down on the field of battle!”

 

This bitch, I swear to god.

 

“Ah, like Yomiko did.”

 

“Yes!” she said fiercely.

 

“March out with her armies, her vast arsenal of artifacts and spells, and face them openly.”

 

“Yes!”

 

“No retreat, no surrender, crusading ever onward until all fell before her righteous blade.”

 

“YES!” Khariss crowed, leaning forward with the avid light of hero-worship transforming her whole face.

 

“Remind me how that ended for her?”

 

She literally reeled back against the wall as if I’d punched her, making an expression like I’d punched her after offering her an ice cream cone and a free puppy. Man, I almost hated to do it, but as fragile as she was there was a limit to how delicate I could afford to be with her.

 

 “The goddesses like a new board for every new game,” I said coldly. “I’m not Yomiko, and I’m not in Yomiko’s position. I have no armies and few resources. There’s no dark elf empire at my back. Just me and what I could scrounge up from Dount. Bandits, goblins, beastfolk—in fact, I’m beginning to learn, what I’ve had to do here is pick up the descendants of the leftovers of Yomiko’s failure. I don’t have the luxury of charging face-first at my enemies, Khariss, not if I want to have a chance in hell of protecting my people.”

 

She curled her lip, trying to look scornful even as it trembled with barely-restrained tears. “That’s just…just…”

 

“Cowardly? You know what, I’ve read accounts that Dark Lord Yomiko also had a large number of orcs among her forces. There are notably no orcs on Dount, or anywhere in Dlemathlys. What happened to the orcs, Khariss? Do you think they all went off to live on a farm somewhere?”

 

“That—I—it wasn’t—”

 

I took an aggressive step toward her.

 

“Or did she get them all killed?”

 

With nowhere else to retreat, Khariss actually slumped back down the wall, sliding to sit at its base and drawing her knees up against her chest.

 

 I deliberately moderated my tone. “So yes, I have been playing this more subtly than Yomiko did, and that’s not about to change. And you will just have to get used to it. If this means I have to engage in some very careful deal-making with my enemies so long as we’re able to use each other… Well, then that is what it means. It suits Rhydion’s purposes to have you out here as an imaginary threat to unite his real targets against. It suits my purposes to have him doing that, as a matter of fact. What would suit me ideally is to gain control of both aspects of this situation by egging him on, while also having you safely secured out of his reach so I can set up some kind of suitably scary nonsense out here that will do the damage I need it to do and keep everybody else off my own case. That would be ideal.”

 

I paused, watching her previously expressive face, which had gone dull with tragic hopelessness. But at least she still seemed to be listening.

 

 “It’s less good for me to have him just… Using you as you actually are. That gives me less control, fewer options. But I can live with it—I’d have to, in that event, because it’s against my principles and my strategy to force people into my service. So, Khariss, if you would rather I just fuck off and leave you here alone to try your luck against the full might of Sanora’s forces in this kingdom…”

 

I shrugged.

 

“That is on the table.”

 

 “You’re not doing this out of kindness,” she whispered. “You want something.”

 

 “Obviously. You’re a grandmaster alchemist, quite possibly without peer in the world. And you have detailed firsthand knowledge of the last Dark Crusade, something no one else has. You’d better believe you’ll be making yourself useful, if I take you on.”

 

I took another step forward and knelt, bringing my eyes down to be level with hers.

 

 “And if you’re one of my people, I will do absolutely everything in my power to make sure you’re as safe and well provided for as I can manage. I have failed people and lost people before, and I definitely will again; wars do not happen without casualties. But I’ve never abandoned anyone, nor will I. I don’t leave people behind—and no, I also don’t lead them into pointless danger they can’t survive. I can’t say what will happen to you in the future, or to any of us, but if you’re part of my Crusade, I swear that any harm which befalls you will not be because I didn’t try to stop it.”

 

Khariss hid again, burying her face in her arms.

 

Behind me, Zhylvren cleared her throat. “Lord Seiji, might I suggest a change of venue, and audience? It seems likely to me that she will have an easier time dealing with a smaller number of people, especially if there are difficult matters to be discussed.”

 

“Mm. Good point,” I agreed, straightening back up. “You seem to have plenty of available rooms, Khariss, why don’t we move this conversation to a more comfortable one? I don’t mind leaving most of my people here for a short while, if it’ll make you more comfortable.”

 

 “It might also be more comfortable for us if the same courtesy was extended,” Zhylvren said pointedly.

 

I turned around, taking note of the giant undead spiders, which had fully encircled the three of us. They were all dancing back and forth in agitation, waving their forelegs and snapping their mandibles together. Zhylvren’s expression was as serene as always, but I took note that her ears were plastered flat against her skull and her tail looked notably bushier than usual.

 

“Oh, right. I forgot about them.”

 

“It must be nice to be the Dark Lord,” said the Seer.

 

“I assume you’ll be all right talking with three people in the room?” I continued without giving her a chance to decline, because that was what would be happening regardless. “Zhylvren, Zui, with me.”

 

Zhylvren’s Blessing of Wisdom definitely had some perks associated with discerning people’s motivations and whether they were lying; I was not about to pass up the opportunity to road test that. And of the entire crew I’d brought, Zui was the only other one who had seriously good people skills. Probably better than Zhylvren’s in fact; she had a real knack for keeping people calm and soothed that I strongly suspected was going to become urgently relevant in dealing with Khariss.

 

I was definitely bringing her along because of that, and not due to any…personal attachments.

 

 Damn it, Minifrit, why’d you have to go and put that idea in my head?

 

 “Excuse the hell out of me?” Zui demanded from across the room and halfway behind Aster. “With the big spiders and all? Fuck you, those things are taller than I am!”

 

 I cleared my throat. “And they will be staying here while we all go into a different room where they are not so I can ask Khariss a few important questions.”

 

Zui blinked at me, then immediately stepped out from her hiding place. “Oh. Well, then, can’t miss that. When the Dark Lord calls and all that, y’know.”

 

“Your loyalty is an inspiration to us all, Zui,” Aster said gravely.

 

 “What questions?” Khariss spat. “What could you possibly want to interrogate me about? I live here in peace, I pursue my research, I bother no one. I have nothing worth revealing!”

 

Slowly, I turned back to face her.

 

 “What questions? Well, off the top of my head… Why do you keep recruiting cannibals to work with? Why are you a vampire—in fact, how are you a vampire? What’s up with that Void altar in your basement, how concerned should I be about that? And oh, yes, Khariss, what the fuck is with all the zombies?!”

 

“Oh,” she said meekly. “Right…that.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Please don't argue about politics in my comments section.  Yes, I know the story itself is extremely political in its themes, but those are in-universe politics toward which real-world politics are relevant as touchstones and frames of reference, not as the point of the story.  Royal Road's site rules, which you all agreed to when you made an account, specifically prohibit real-world political arguments.  I really don't like shutting down discussion and I've only edited or removed comments for spam or hate speech; I would prefer to keep it that way.

If you wanna post about politics on Royal Road, you absolutely can!  Just submit a story and make it allegorical.  Boom, there you go.  Just don't do it in my comments.



                



4.42 In Which the Dark Lord Courts Death


                Khariss insisted on bringing along a single emotional support necrospider, or at least so I assume its function was as the thing immediately scuttled into one corner of the small parlor to which it had guided us, folded all its legs under itself and hunkered down trying to look as small as possible. It’s pretty funny how eight glowing green eyes are suddenly way less terrifying than they should be when you can see the nervousness in them.

 

The vampire folded herself into a large armchair, huddling into a ball with her arms around her knees and her head leaning against one of the wingbacks, looking just…miserable. Tired, frightened, and terribly underfed; she was even more piteous than the spider once the anger had drained out of her.

 

This really was a hikikomori I was dealing with, I realized as I studied her. That was exactly her condition, and that was going to have to determine the strategy I used here; my initial plan of using bombast and force of personality to trample over her was likely to make her shut down or lash out blindly. This was going to be…problematic. I’d never dealt with one before in person. That’s kind of the point of hikikomori; you don’t deal with them. You pretty much can’t. Man, was this outside my skillset.

 

Never send a rock star to do a social worker’s job.

 

“What cannibals?” Khariss asked quietly, not meeting anyone’s eyes, and I realized I’d let the silence stretch out while the three of us stared at her. Oops, probably not the best start.

 

 “The ones you hired,” I said. “The bandits you were buying corpses and body parts from. The ones who had sole permission to pass through squirrelfolk lands because the squirrels were afraid of antagonizing you.”

 

 The vampire squinted at me, not otherwise moving. “What? I know about them, they were just…whoever was around. Criminals. You said cannibals.”

 

 “Yes, those cannibals,” I replied in rising exasperation. This woman made it really hard to remember my resolution to treat her gently. “Every bandit gang who you did business with took to eating people.”

 

 Khariss scrunched up her whole face. “What? Ew. Why?”

 

For a moment, I could only stare at her.

 

“It was not every such gang,” Zhylvren interjected smoothly. “From what we have recorded across the years, barely a majority of them. A consistent but not universal pattern. While we did not interact with them personally one bit more than could be helped, every previous Seer who kept watch over their passage noted no signs of magical or even alchemical alteration in them. It has been my belief and that of my mentor that this was merely the result of desperation and bad examples.”

 

 “What examples?” Khariss demanded shrilly. “I barely talked to them! I don’t like talking to people!”

 

 “You took desperate, starving people, already reduced to savagery on the outskirts of their own culture,” the Seer replied, her tone calm and even. “I assume you bought blood from them, as well as body parts? Your activities, the commerce you did with them, set the example of a person who sustains herself by drinking from living veins, while also tasking them with the collection of dead bodies, and pieces thereof—teaching them to think of people as a commodity. And what followed…followed.”

 

 “That…no.” Khariss hunched down even further, burying her face until only red eyes peeked out between her sleeves and the fringe of her unkempt hair. “No, I didn’t… I wouldn’t make them do that. I needed those parts, they weren’t supposed to… Ugh, no one would eat people unless they had to, take it from someone who knows! That’s not my fault!”

 

Oh, the things I could say in response to that. Zui caught my eye and shook her head once. I nodded; she was right. We’d get to that but this conversation wouldn’t go anywhere if I backed the unstable vampire into a corner and agitated her.

 

“Well, I guess that’s one mystery solved,” I said, deliberately keeping my tone inappropriately light for the subject matter. “Good, we’re making great time. So! Let’s chat about Void altars now.”

 

Khariss hid her face and began rocking back and forth.

 

 I inhaled slowly, steeling myself with all the effort I could muster. Fucking hell, I did not have the temperament for this. Give me a stage to perform on… Or zombies to blast with lightning. That I can do. 

 

There was a light touch on my arm, and I turned to Zhylvren, while Zui silently padded across the carpet to stand next to Khariss’s chair.

 

 “There is no deception in her,” the Seer murmured very softly. Her familiar hissed at Biribo and she flicked its nose without breaking stride. “Not merely that she did not lie to us—she has no deceptive intent. I have never seen a person so utterly lacking it. Delusion, yes. Beware this woman’s misperception of reality, Dark Lord; she has conjured a world more bearable than the one she hid away from, and ripping the pretty pictures off her eyes will send her into a panic. But I think she will only try to deceive herself, not us. It seems almost as if her ability to deal with people has so atrophied that she no longer perceives the option of tricking others, much less the method.”

 

 I really needed to sit down with Zhylvren and have a discussion about her Blessing of Wisdom. I expected that to end in a mischievous runaround, both because one’s Wisdom perks were highly personal strategic data and because Zhylvren was just like that, but hell, I didn’t need her whole biography or anything. Just some notion of her capabilities and how they worked. Having a living lie detector with me for conversations like this was going to be invaluable, but it was hamstrung if I didn’t know enough to play to her strengths.

 

That was tomorrow’s problem, though. Now, I just nodded silent acknowledgment, taking her at her word.

 

Zui was speaking, softly enough I couldn’t make it out from over here, but in just the last few second she’d gotten Khariss intermittently nodding. After finishing my little sidebar with Zhylvren I deliberately hesitated, giving the goblin a moment to work. She was probably the only person here who had the specific skills of this task; that was why I’d brought her.

 

That, and for no other reason, dammit.

 

 “I know this isn’t an easy conversation,” I said aloud as soon as Zui trailed off and looked over at me with a nod. “And we can’t be all day about it. But as much as possible, Khariss, I’m glad to let you take your time—whatever you need to gather your thoughts. So, then. About the Void altar?”

 

She peeked up at me again, then over at Zui. The goblin smiled encouragingly—with closed lips, wisely—and patted the vampire’s arm. Khariss heaved a sigh that made her whole body swell and then slump.

 

“It was…that was here before,” she whispered. “Clan Gwylhaithe had a Spirit, but during the Crusade… It wasn’t my fault, I wasn’t here! I was in Lancor, and when…after… When she…”

 

I forcefully quashed my impatience and controlled my expression as she trailed off in a whimper, her lip trembling and eyes beginning to well up again.

 

“Take your time,” Zui urged quietly. She actually produced a clean handkerchief from within her jacket and reached up to wipe Khariss’s eyes.

 

Then grimaced when the vampire grabbed it and loudly blew her nose.

 

 “Everything was falling apart,” Khariss whispered. “I came back here because… I mean. Where else could I go? It had been my home, too. But…most of the Fflyr hadn’t sided with the Crusade even after the Dark Lord freed us. Contemptible ingrates,” she hissed, her mercurial temper flashing back to bitter rage. “They deserved it, every one of them!”

 

 “I’m confused,” I interjected, seeking to redirect her attention. “Yomiko freed the Fflyr? If you needed to be freed… How did you have a mansion and a village like this?”

 

 “Oh, no, we took it when my Yomiko came here,” she said, swelling up with pride. “Like everywhere else, it was the Dountol who ruled. The rest of us were property. The other elves and I were kept as house slaves, the half-bloods and less working in the fields.”

 

 Holy hell, a complete reversal of the current situation. I’d read accounts of how the Fflyr had been subjugated by those they now called lowborn, but it all had the stench of propaganda and I hadn’t been inclined to take it very seriously. Here was someone who’d been there, though, confirming that account. It was probably a good thing Aster had stayed outside in the hall. She had not been happy about that, but she’d be even less happy to listen to this.

 

 “So Yomiko cast down the powers that were,” I murmured. “The slaves became the masters. You left with her, but the others remained here to rule. What happened then?”

 

 “The Lancoral were invading,” Khariss whispered. “But…cleverly. Sly jaguars, the lot of them, preaching about honor and chivalry and then never fighting their own battles. They funded and organized and propped up Fflyr rebels, sent their missionaries to convert them to the Radiant Temple. I don’t… I don’t know what happened here. The others… They didn’t agree with me about following Yomiko, but they weren’t stupid. I couldn’t piece together what they’d done or why, and I went over every rhid of this house looking for evidence for the next few years. Maybe only one of them got stupid and greedy, that’s all it takes in the end. They corrupted the Spirit, and the devil…”

 

“Did what devils do,” I finished when she trailed off again.

 

 “If they weren’t directly involved…at least their souls probably weren’t taken,” Zui offered, looking up at me. “Just the actual Void witch. It takes very rare circumstances for a devil to be able to get anyone else’s soul. I doubt it happened here.”

 

“The devil was all that was left,” Khariss said, staring emptily at the carpet. “Everyone was dead. Everything was falling apart. The last remnants of the Crusade withdrew to Shylverrael, and the few light elves who were still loyal to Yomiko had to…choose. Convert to her enemies, or live as slaves again—because there was no way the dark elves would tolerate us as anything else in their city. I was…”

 

“Lost,” Zhylvren said quietly. “Isolated, traumatized, frightened. Vulnerable. You needed power—desperately. So you made a deal.”

 

Khariss hid her face again.

 

 “That’s how they get you,” Zui said, giving me a significant look. “Any sneaky asshole looking for leverage, but especially devils. That’s who they go after: the vulnerable people, at their worst moments.” 

 

 “I struggle to judge her,” Zhylvren observed, reaching up to stroke her familiar. “She was right about how she would have fared in Shylverrael. Yomiko may have preached equality, but once she was gone? The dark elves do not suffer equals. The naga and lizardfolk chose to bend their necks. The rest of us refused to be subjugated again, and our ancestors were pushed out to survive as we might in the forest.”

 

I nodded, mulling. I’d never really thought about the fact that Yomiko’s Dark Crusade must have included light elves, as well as both types of humans now known as lowborn and highborn. If she went around freeing slaves and striking down oppression, plenty of people would naturally flock to her banner. I’d seen it on a lesser scale with my own. But once she was gone, the old prejudices and racial barriers had reasserted themselves as soon as others seized power.

 

Suddenly I felt as if I was standing on the lip of a pit, staring down into the bitter future that awaited my people when I inevitably fell. It would be hard enough to forestall that outcome if things were just…normal. That was human nature for you. But it was so much worse than that. The Goddesses actively worked to reset the board after every one of their “games.”

 

Do you have a better idea?

 

“I realize that devil-dealing is considered among the gravest sins on this world,” I said, pushing all of that aside to be dealt with later. “Having encountered the Void myself, I definitely see why. So maybe this is just my outsider status talking, but I’m inclined to agree with Zhylvren, here. You got taken in by an immortal creature that specializes in exactly that kind of predatory behavior. And then you walled it the fuck up instead of letting it spread that taint like it obviously wanted to. Honestly, Khariss, I’m actually…impressed.”

 

She peeked up at me again, her red eyes wary but suddenly hopeful.

 

 “I still have some thoughts about you using the Void altar against us,” I added, causing her to flinch, “but there, again…circumstances. It was a purely defensive action and you didn’t actively engage with the devils, just let your enemies stumble into them. Not a good look, Khariss. But.”

 

I raised my chin, slipping easily into a more formal style of presentation.

 

“Given the mitigating factors, and taking into account the punishment inherent in your own subsequent condition, by my authority as Dark Lord, I hereby pardon you for the crime of commerce with the Void.”

 

Tears once more began to stream from her eyes, and Khariss sniffled, dabbing at her face with the kerchief. I made a mental note to give Zui a new one; she probably wasn’t getting this one back.

 

 “Do you actually have the authority to do that?” Zui asked, her eyebrows drawing together. “Not trying to undermine you, Lord Seiji, but we are talking about the highest and most universal law here. The forces of both goddesses drop what they’re doing and cooperate over this.”

 

“I’m willing to explain my reasoning to anyone who comes complaining,” I said, “but at the end of the day, the Dark Lord’s authority is based on power. I can absolutely do that so long as I can Immolate anyone who tries to stop me. With that said,” I added, frowning, “let’s…try not to tempt any more trouble than is already coming to us. The official line will be that Khariss is deemed innocent of Voidcraft and devil dealing. All three of you are to keep this matter firmly secret, permanently. Is that clear?”

 

They nodded, Khariss so eagerly it was almost cute, the other two solemnly.

 

“This is serious, ladies. I’m going to need your word on it.”

 

“I’ll never say anything! I promise!”

 

“I so swear, Dark Lord.”

 

“I’d be more comfortable with a written contract, but… I can see why you can’t have a paper trail for something like this. I promise, Lord Seiji, not a word.”

 

So far, so…good enough.

 

 “All right then,” I said. “That leaves the biggest question. Khariss… Why zombies? What exactly is it you’re trying to do?”

 

She was back to staring at the floor. At least she wasn’t crying or fainting or dissociating, so that was… Man, this was just so utterly typical of my isekai. I got to meet an actual vampire, and she was the lamest creature on two worlds.

 

Khariss mumbled something indistinct.

 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that,” I said as patiently as I could.

 

“…practice.”

 

“Practice for…what, exactly?”

 

She hunched her shoulders, turning her head away, and I focused on the simple act of not grabbing her and shaking until answers fell out.

 

“Those zombies were all jumbled together by the time we got to ‘em, but I could tell they weren’t all in the same condition,” Zui said suddenly. “Some were better preserved than others. Some were more coordinated and faster. Khariss, have you been refining your technique all this time? Figuring out how to reanimate a corpse so it’s…as close to alive as possible?”

 

 “That…that’s…step one,” she whispered, still refusing to look at us. “It’s…hard. I know all the anatomy by now. I can stave off decomposition. Reversing decay is very hard, though. Can’t get the body to work like it does on its own. Lots of intricate systems that have to interconnect, chemical as well as physical; I’m using shortcuts and gap fillers, and it just doesn’t… Well, it is getting better, though. I’m getting better! I’ll get there. I just… I just need more time to practice. More research. I’ll get it, eventually. I’ll be able to restore a body to perfect condition. And then… Well, I can start on step two.”

 

“Step two of what,” I asked quietly. I had a feeling I knew, though. It had started to slot into place while she was talking.

 

Khariss hunched her shoulders again, refusing to speak.

 

 “Khariss,” Zhylvren said evenly, “is step two after restoring the body, restoring the soul?”

 

 “You don’t care about zombies,” Zui said, staring at her. “You want to raise the dead. Bring back an actual person, their mind and soul intact, just as they were.”

 

Silence hung in the room as we all stared at her and she tried to pretend she was invisible.

 

Finally, I had to say it.

 

“Yomiko.”

 

Khariss at last raised her face, and the look she gave me was heartbreaking. Eerie red eyes brimming with tears, she was terrified and hopeful, a woman teetering on the brink of either losing everything or gaining a real chance.

 

 “Huh,” Zui said, gazing absently at the wall. “Now that’d be… Huh. A spare Dark Lord. I wonder how that’d work.”

 

“Biribo,” I said, “is this even possible?”

 

“Uh…no. Not really, no.”

 

Khariss flinched as if someone had slapped her, but I turned a focused stare on my familiar.

 

“That was a pretty hesitant answer, Biribo. I’m used to you being more emphatic. Or at least confident.”

 

He zoomed around in a circle, a sure sign of agitation. “Boss, I dunno what to tell you. She’s talkin’ moonbeams and fairy dust, here.”

 

 “You know what this reminds me of?” I mused. “Kzidnak. Right after we learned about Jadrak and Hoy’s plot. You and Radatina considering the possibility he could use a loophole to sell other people’s souls to that damn devil. This is exactly what the both of you looked like then, when you had to consider something you’d never thought could happen but was technically possible through an exploit of the Goddesses’ system.”

 

I looked pointedly at Zhylvren’s familiar, which was scampering agitatedly back and forth on her shoulders. She remained as calm about this as everything, simply raising an eyebrow when it finally came to a halt and stretched up to whisper in her ear.

 

 “Lemme put it this way,” Biribo said in clear exasperation, “she’s got about as much chance of pullin’ this off as you have of kickin’ Virya off her throne and taking over.”

 

 “So,” I said with grim satisfaction. “It can be done, theoretically.”

 

 “Boss, do you have any idea what kinda jiggery-pokery you’re talking about here?” he exclaimed.

 

 “Well, I mean… Soul magic is a thing,” Zui said thoughtfully. “The devils prove it. I can’t say I’d recommend taking up anything that requires using their methods, though. In fact, I’m gonna go ahead and advise you not to—”

 

 “Not just them!” Khariss burst out, leaning forward eagerly. “There are Spirits that can contact the dead! I know of three that are able to communicate with fallenHeroes or Dark Lords. None of them are accessible anymore, but that just means it can be done! Within the Goddesses’ system, it is possible!”

 

“That’s probably how the Devil King learned about it in the first place,” I mused.

 

 “You are talking about exploiting the absolute highest levels of the whole thing!” Biribo snapped. “It’s a thought exercise! Just in terms of pure math? Sure, there’s a teeny tiny eensie weensie infinifuckingtesimal chance of maybe pulling off something adjacent to that. But in real world terms, in terms of something actual people could actually accomplish? Forget it!”

 

Zhylvren calmly grabbed her own familiar, which was squeaking with increasing urgency into her ear, and gently pressed it against her chest, stroking its head. The little creature’s vivid disgruntlement was a sight to behold.

 

 “It seems to me,” the Seer commented pleasantly, “that a thing which simply could not be done would be dismissed as such by these little agents of the Goddesses and their system. This…insistent denial that it is worth pursuing suggests that a method exists, and they know it.”

 

Her little squirrel familiar swelled up in muted outrage and I had to grab Biribo to stop him from dive-bombing her face like Radatina had tried to do to me once.

 

“And,” Zhylvren continued, “that the Goddesses would emphatically prefer that it not be done.”

 

“So, let’s consider this logically,” I said. “Actually resurrecting Dark Lord Yomiko would mean… First, Khariss has to figure out how to restore a dead body to fully living status. I don’t think Yomiko would appreciate us trapping her in the desiccated bones she has to be by now.”

 

“That’s real fucking tactful, Seiji,” Zui growled, reaching up to pat Khariss, who had just buried her face in her hands to muffle a sob.

 

 I ignored all of this, obviously. “Second, we would have to figure out soul magic. The steps in that are figuring out how to retrieve a soul from wherever it is they go, and then figuring out how to reattach it to a body, and all of this requires fucking around with the ultimate secrets of the entire system of magic in ways that we have no realistic way of doing and frankly no idea where to even start.”

 

“We would also need to obtain the previous Dark Lord’s body,” Zhylvren pointed out, “which is, I believe, interred in a heavily secured crypt which is one of the most famous monuments in the Lancor Empire.”

 

“Ah, yes, right. Okay, taking all that together, I kinda think Biribo called it. This is not happening.”

 

“Thank you,” he exclaimed.

 

“However,” I continued, allowing a smile to rise on my face.

 

Biribo groaned and melodramatically flew face-first into the wall.

 

“Dark Crusades are chaotic affairs. This one’s only been going a few months and I’ve already run into stuff that’s outside the normal operation of the magic system—things the Goddesses would probably prefer not to have people poking around in. So…who can say?”

 

 “You’re not seriously thinking of offering to help her with this, are you?” Zui demanded. “What’s the point of promising to do something you know you won’t be able to?”

 

 “That is how I’d word such a promise if I were an idiot, Zui. Rather… I’m willing to offer to assist with Khariss’s little science project to the extent that I can and it doesn’t undermine my other goals. What’s the harm in that? It’s a promise I almost certainly won’t have to keep, those are the easiest kind.”

 

“I accept!” Khariss babbled, shooting to her feet. “I’ll do anything!”

 

 “Whoah, hold your horses. We need to be clear about what’s being offered on both sides here. As I said, Khariss: I am willing to extend to you what help I can toward this, as long as it doesn’t go against my other, more central priorities. To me, this will never be more than a side project. I can provide you with materials and resources to advance your research—in fact, we have an entire science division and I bet my head alchemist would love to get his hands on you.”

 

She wrapped her arms around her chest and retreated behind the armchair, glaring suspiciously at me.

 

 “Don’t worry, Youda’s good people,” I said with amusement. “That was poor phrasing on my part; nobody’s going to touch you. Here’s the deal I’m offering, Khariss. You’ll come with me, rejoin the Dark Crusade, abide by its rules, and apply your alchemical knowledge and other skills toward its objectives. In exchange, I will grant you a research budget and materials, as much as is economically feasible for us, to continue refining your work. To the extent that we have budget and personnel for it, I’m even willing to assign you a staff. I realize you’re…not a people person, but scientific research advances much faster with more minds and hands working on it.”

 

 “That might be worth doing just for its own sake,” Zui said thoughtfully. “Much as the idea squicks me out, fact is there’s a lot the Dark Crusade could do with zombies. Especially if we can help her refine the process so they’re a little more…y’know, useful.”

 

 “And,” I continued, “should the opportunity arise for me to advance your goal in unforeseen ways, such as gaining insight into how soul magic can be performed, and as long as doing so doesn’t harm my people or sabotage my goals, I will promise to do so.”

 

 “Anything!” She clutched the back of the chair, fingers vibrating with the intensity with which she stared at me. “I will do anything! I accept your terms!”

 

I held up a finger. “One more. You, young lady, are going to have to work on your social skills, because you need to make some apologies and amends for all the various damage you have caused.”

 

 Khariss scrunched her face again. “What? Me? What did I ever do?”

 

Zui heaved a sigh that I felt in my soul.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Gonna be a small schedule interruption.

For those who haven't been following the unfolding saga on discord, I had to take my cat back to the emergency vet, so that's how I spent all of Tuesday from 3AM to dinner time, which is how long it took to get the final verdict. To summarize, she is okay, just going to need a little special care from now on, and I am out almost $2K with all said and done.  Just a few months ago that would've been a disaster, but thanks to very kind reader support and the fact that I've been saving up for something, I should be fine for the rest of the month; it'll be tight but I won't go hungry or miss any important bills.

This is relevant because my existing mental illness does not play nicely with that kind of short-term intense stress; I have been trying to write since I got up this morning and I have bupkis.  Static between my ears.  It WAS a short-term event exacerbating a pre-existing condition, so I'm confident I'll recover fully and quickly, just...I guess not that quickly.

God, I hate being so fragile.  When I was a teenager (before the bipolar flared up) I often got praised by teachers for my resilience under pressure.  I miss that.  These days it seems like every little thing incapacitates my ass...  Well, that's not really productive, though, complaining about what is doesn't help in dealing with it.  Gotta get up and move on.  Trial and error has taught me to accept the knockdowns when they come and rest when I need to, otherwise these things spiral into much bigger problems than they need to be.

So, skipping an update while I put my head back together.  In the interests of not misaligning the entire posting schedule, it'll be one skip for every tier so they stay in planned lockstep.  The update following chapter 4.43 will be the missed one for everybody, so that's Avenists today, Scions next Tuesday, and Royal Road readers next Friday.

Thanks for understanding, everybody.  I appreciate you.



                



4.43 In Which the Dark Lord Doesn't Make the Rules


                “You summoned me, Dark Lord?”

 

The great hall was a lot busier now, with my people slowly spreading through the place, taking stock under strict orders not to touch any of Khariss’s personal possessions or alchemical equipment, or mess with the spiders. Scary as the spiders were, their shy demeanor tended to defuse a lot of the tension their appearance caused. We’d returned from our chat in the parlor to find Nazralind trying to pet one.

 

Now, Rath Kadora had just strode up in response to my request for his presence, looking unruffled by all this as he always did. He’d given the nearest necrospider only a single look—a look which had caused it to scurry away up the stairs as fast as its eight legs could skitter.

 

“Ah, yes,” I said. “Rath Kadora, chieftain of the wolf tribe, I would like you to meet Khariss Gwylhaithe, the witch of the deep forest. She has something to say to you.”

 

The towering wolfman raised one eyebrow. “Oh?”

 

I waited for a moment, then sighed. “Khariss. Now, please.”

 

Slowly, she poked her disheveled head out from behind me and mumbled something so indistinct even I couldn’t make it out.

 

“Speak up, girl,” Rath Kadora ordered, causing her to flinch. He hadn’t been especially curt, but nor was he making an effort to be friendly. Nor would I, in his position.

 

“I…” It came out as barely a croak. The vampire swallowed heavily and tried again, with just enough force to actually be audible. “…’m sorry.”

 

This time, both of his eyebrows rose. “You’re sorry?”

 

“About…your village.” She was clearly struggling to push out every word, not to mention gripping my coat as if it was the only thing holding her upright. Still, she kept going. “The…my undead. They weren’t…supposed to…be outside. It was an accident. I…have walls up, but…they broke. I didn’t mean to hurt anybody. I’m…sorry.”

 

She ducked back again; I couldn’t tell from my angle whether she was hiding her eyes behind my shoulder or peeking up at him over it, and neither would have surprised me. Rath Kadora stared incredulously down at the top of her head for a long moment.

 

 With the passing seconds, I started to worry. Zhylvren had been spot on: Khariss was in deep denial about a lot of stuff, and it had been something of an undertaking to make her acknowledge that letting the results of a hundred and fifty years of necromantic experimentation just wander around behind barely-maintained village walls was the kind of thing that would lead to consequences. I hadn’t even broached the topic of her bandit gangs, because I did not want to deal with the meltdown that would ensue when someone forced her to realize that by inciting bandits to bring her corpses she had definitely gotten a shit ton of people murdered. I knew firsthand that kind of thing was not easy to grapple with, and I was a lot less emotionally fragile than Khariss. Right now, it occurred to me that it might have been wiser to prep Rath Kadora for this conversation. If he went off on her like he had a perfect right to, she was liable to have some kind of episode.

 

Finally, though, he grunted. “Very well. I accept your apology. I will expect you to assist in repairing and resupplying us. The Dark Lord can decide how best to use your abilities.”

 

Khariss peeked over me and then ducked back down again. I could feel her quivering.

 

“I appreciate your graciousness, Rath Kadora,” I said, in lieu of her doing it because let’s face it, that was not happening.

 

He grunted again. “There are times when a grudge is worthwhile, and times when it is not. I have the strong impression that exacting any further revenge upon this creature would be inherently dishonorable.”

 

“Good call,” I agreed. “Khariss, no one is going to hurt you. Can you please let go?”

 

“What if they yell at me?” she squeaked.

 

Jesus H. donkey fucking Christ.

 

 “Half an hour ago you were standing proud in this hall like a warrior queen,” I said, marshaling every last dreg of my patience. “What happened to your spine, woman?”

 

“I was angry,” she whispered. “That makes it a lot easier.”

 

 “Well, Lord Seiji certainly understands about that,” Aster commented. “Mistress Gwylhaithe, you really do need to let go of him. And stop hiding in general.”

 

“Consider it practice,” Zui added.

 

 I felt the weight behind me shift as the vampire turned to peek at Zui. “Practice for what? I just want to work in my lab. If I have to work with people, they can stay outside.”

 

 I was already regretting promising that nobody was going to hurt her. Somebody absolutely was. Possibly—likely—me.

 

“For when you get Dark Lord Yomiko back,” Zui said. “I’m assuming this is habits formed from a century and a half of isolation we’re seeing, here. If you were willing to follow the Dark Lord on a campaign into the heart of Lancor, you definitely weren’t afraid of raised voices back then. We want your Yomiko to see the Khariss she remembers, not some skittering recluse. Right?”

 

Khariss drew in a sharp breath, and then I felt the grip on my coat finally release. I seized the opportunity to take a step away and half-turn to bring her into my field of view. The vampire was standing with the ramrod-straight posture and composed expression of someone who was concentrating fully on those things. After a second, though, she turned and nodded at Zui.

 

“Yes. You’re right. Thank you, Miss Zui. I should…practice.”

 

That was all the time it took for her to hunch her shoulders and wrap her arms around herself again, but at least she was still upright and talking to us. Baby steps.

 

 “Excuse me,” Aster said sharply, “perhaps I misheard that. Did you say get Dark Lord Yomiko back?”

 

 “Yeah, I hate to be the one to tell you this,” added Nazralind, “but she’s kind of extremely ohhhhh, with the zombies, yep. Now I get it. I’m up to speed.”

 

 “Wait,” Drun Kadora said, stepping bodily into the conversation, “can she actually do that?”

 

 “After consulting our familiars,” I answered, “the consensus is probably not, and if so, not within any of our lifetimes. As such, I have no objection to Khariss carrying on this project over the long term and even helping her out a bit, if that means having her skills on our team. Not to mention her very large and heavily fortified property which needs a lot of work but once that work is done will be a whole-ass town with its own solid defenses that our enemies mostly don’t know exists and would have to hike through limns of khora to reach if they did.”

 

 “Hey, wait a minute,” Khariss interjected, “this is my home. I didn’t say you could—”

 

 “The Dark Lord is making an extraordinary effort to be accommodating with you,” Aster said firmly. “That does not change the fact that we are at war, and that you have incited this response by unleashing zombies on the whole damn island. You’re being annexed, Khariss. Start liking it.”

 

“Rath Kadora,” I said loudly before this could devolve further, “what’s the status of your village at the moment? I’m a bit out of the loop what with recent events.”

 

“Thanks to your assistance and supplies, repairs have begun,” he answered. “Once you sent word of the likelihood of the King’s Guild sending scouts, we scaled back operations, so they are going more slowly than they were. We have outer defenses now that suffice to stop zombies, though I wouldn’t trust them against a worthy foe. Much of the village remains too damaged to inhabit, however. More than half of my people remain in accommodations in Kzidnak. I am told that they have by and large been positively surprised by the comfort,” he added, nodding deeply toward Zui. “The goblins have been hospitable and most kind neighbors.”

 

 “How about this, then,” I said, turning back to Khariss. “We already know a chain of events has been set in motion that’ll result in Fflyr forces coming here en masse. Without a lot of help to get this place back into shape, you’re going to lose your home entirely. Instead of that, I am asking you to allow us the use of this absolutely enormous space which you really don’t need all to yourself. In exchange, we will fix it, both the damage caused by our incursion and the general decay of how you’ve neglected most of the property for the last hundred and fifty years.”

 

 “Hey, it’s immaculate in here!” she protested, scowling at me. “I have…helpers! They’re very efficient!”

 

 “Are they why the ceiling is absolutely covered in cobwebs?” Nazralind asked innocently. 

 

“Also the exterior courtyard and the entire walled village outside look like somebody’s been letting zombies rummage through them for decades,” Aster added. “I hope you weren’t keeping those for any particular reason, by the way. We’ve put down most of them by now, pretty much all except the ones that’re still wandering around the forest.”

 

 Khariss winced, but lowered her eyes and hunched her shoulders further. “I mean…not really, not in…particular. Once I’ve used one for practice it’s not like I need the reference material in most cases, I just… I worked hard on those, you know? Most of them took days to make. Weeks, in the beginning. Months, the first few! By now I can make a good one in a few hours, unless the body is badly damaged. But…it’s hard to just throw something out after you put that much effort into it. You know?”

 

 Unbelievable. All this because she was a fucking hoarder.

 

 “Right, well, that aside,” I said, “that is a serviceable village out there. The wall will have to be our top priority; I need it not only repaired but bolstered into something that’ll stand up to a serious attack, because one of those is probably coming by spring. And the village itself…is a village. At least some of the structures looked salvageable and the rest can be replaced. The point is, this is a well-established and serviceable plot of land. With some TLC we can turn it into a real home. And Khariss, I think an excellent start would be for you to offer some hospitality to some of the wolf tribe who lost their home to your shenanigans.”

 

She froze, glancing rapidly between Rath Kadora and his daughter.

 

“There are some who I’d trust to be…philosophical about this,” Drun commented, meeting her father’s gaze questioningly. “It’s worth a shot, anyway.”

 

“Just…be nice to my spiders,” Khariss said softly. “They’re very gentle. You people are already scaring them.”

 

“We’re scaring them,” Zui muttered.

 

“It’s gonna be a process all around,” I said. “This is a start, that’s all.”

 

 “That’s also a pretty tall order,” Aster said, frowning. “Getting that village re-fortified and livable by spring? You’re asking a lot, Lord Seiji. This is a much bigger project than anything else you’ve set our people to doing. I’m not sure we can pull it off, not to the quality it’d need and on that timetable.”

 

“Goblins can do it,” Zui said with absolute confidence, then immediately frowned. “Well…hm. Goblins are great builders, but we’re not accustomed to working on the surface during the winter.”

 

 “The three types of beastfolk among us are well-suited to outdoor labor in cold weather,” Zhylvren said smoothly. “I doubt many of our tribes have experience with masonry or heavy construction in general, but we do build our own homes.”

 

“And we can follow instructions,” Jessak added quietly. “Nobody stupid survives long in the forest.”

 

 “Sneppit and Kasser are gonna love this,” I said, grinning. “I’ll get them out here ASAP to look the place over and draw up a plan. The point is, Khariss: yes, you’re going to have to start getting used to having neighbors and houseguests, but there are no freeloaders in the Dark Crusade. Plus, we have strict rules about people treating each other and their possessions and homes with respect. I think you’ll be pleased with the place when we’ve done our work.”

 

“Hm,” she mumbled. “I guess that’s…that would be… I might not hate that.”

 

 “Okay,” said Aster, “sounds good, as far as it goes. I almost hate to remind everybody, but… This place, specifically, is going to be the target of a focused attack by the Clans and whoever else Rhydion goads into helping with his pet project. He was talking like he didn’t mean to just involve Dount. The various military forces in Fflyr Dlemathlys are not that impressive as militaries go, but…I’m pretty sure they can take a single fortified village. Is it really wise to invest a lot of effort and resources into sprucing this place up when there’s a very high likelihood we’re just going to lose it all in a matter of months? It might be better to leave it full of traps and evacuate Khariss and all her equipment to someplace where we can protect her.”

 

Khariss slumped so hard for a second I thought she might faint again; Zui patted her soothingly on the hip.

 

“I have been thinking about that.”

 

By this point, those who had been with me a while recognized it by the subtle shift in my delivery; Nazralind, always my biggest fan, grinned outright. Zui folded her arms and tried to look unimpressed, because she always had to be difficult about something. But even the relative newcomers, like Khariss, turned their focus on me. It was my stance, posture, the subtle squeeze of the diaphragm with each breath to project just a bit without raising my volume. When I needed to, I could easily command everyone’s attention.

 

It was now showtime, and thus everybody shut up. As they should.

 

“To begin with. Zhylvren, you said there is a large section of the forest in the peninsula of which we’re now in the center that your tribe doesn’t hunt. Correct?”

 

“Indeed, Dark Lord; this entire region and everything southwest to the edge. The lands we use have always been sufficient for our needs, but we have occasionally ventured down there during lean years. No one occupies the area and the goblins long since sealed the tunnels; that is where the oldest feral zombies roam.”

 

“What? No.” Khariss shook her head emphatically. “The walls only broke a little while ago. Days…a few weeks? I kept them all locked up before that.”

 

“I have bad news for you,” Drun Kadora deadpanned.

 

I cleared my throat and they both fell silent, looking at me.

 

“Then we control nearly the entire western forest, including some grounds that have not seen much use for hunting and gathering. With the exception of the lizardfolk territory.”

 

“Which is really just a thin strip around the lake,” said Jessak, nodding.

 

 “Good. I know winter is a lean time by definition, but there is game, and some few gatherable materials even in the cold. With all three tribal villages and now this manor as bases, plus the goblins’ access tunnels, we have thorough control and freedom of movement across the entire area. Hunting parties will go out regularly. I know we’re reduced to guesswork, but those most experienced: what return should I expect from such efforts?”

 

 “Winter is lean,” Rath Kadora agreed. “That is a lot of additional territory, though. Hrm. Without having to worry about territorial boundaries, so long as we stay out of Shylver lands… I think we can feed all our people for the winter, Dark Lord. Especially with the goblins’ farms. They eat weird things, but hunters in the winter dare not be picky.”

 

 “We may be able to produce a surplus to help the lowborn if we cannot get those relief supplies redistributed,” Zhylvren added, “though I recommend only the most cautious of optimism, Lord Seiji. The forest can only provide so much, especially in the winter. We must not overburden it or we shall all starve in the years to come.”

 

 “We’ll do what we can,” I said. “Now, as for the attacks coming on this area. In a conventional clash of armies, Aster’s analysis is right: we wouldn’t have a chance. But this is very much not a conventional situation. Remember that Rydion’s war is a scam. The reason he was so intent on talking to you, Khariss, was because he wanted to set up a trap—he needs to keep the forces and the attention of the Clans here as long as possible, as thoroughly as possible. Since he cannot work with Khariss directly, he’s willing to work with me. And what we are going to do is create a quagmire. Zhylvren.”

 

“Lord Seiji?”

 

“Your people are noted for their alchemical skill. The other inhabitants of this island also fear your guerrilla tactics and stealth ability. Would I be correct in concluding that you also have some skill at the making and setting of traps?”

 

 “Traps?” Okay, I wasn’t the only one who could do it. Zhylvren’s soft tone, her sudden absolute stillness, the sinister undercurrent of menace in her quiet, subtly breathy delivery—even the way she slowly stroked her squirrel familiar—it all made the rest of those present turn to look at her in visible unease. She smiled at me, her eyes about three-quarters lidded. “Why, yes, Lord Seiji. I believe we know a thing or two about…traps.”

 

“So do goblins,” I added, “who also have considerable engineering skill in general and access to a lot more metal than anyone on the surface. They also have some impressive alchemy of their own. And Khariss… I assume you can make more zombies?”

 

 “I mean…” She shrugged, looking somewhat bemused. “Sure. It’s almost rote. I’ve pretty much only done it to improve my skills with each iteration, but if I were to make them just to make them… Yeah, it’s not much harder than making spider servitors. I bet I could do it a lot faster if I wasn’t working with an experimental process every time. I would need bodies, of course.”

 

“I’ve got the strangest damn feeling that’s not gonna be a problem,” Zui muttered.

 

“Velaven, how is your squad coming along?” I asked.

 

 “Very preliminary,” she said. “My ranks are not filled out and the training is in its earliest stages. I would need more than the winter to produce fully trained shadow scouts, but by spring I can have stealth operatives at your disposal which will more than contend with the Fflyr, my lord. So long as they need not be tested against real foes, such as the Shylver or the Gray Guard.”

 

 “We have alchemy, engineering, necromancy, trapwork, and stealth,” I said, smiling my most malicious smile. “We have an accord with the person organizing the other side of the coming conflict, and thus the ability to maneuver it from both directions to take exactly the shape we require. And most important of all, we have drama. The culling of the Clans is only a side effect, my friends. While Rhydion pries loose their grip on power in Dlemathlys, we are going to ensure that every Fflyr soldier who survives attempting to take this place is haunted by nightmares that will echo across generations. We’re going to Palpatine them straight into Vietnam. This manor doesn’t need to be trapped: it is the trap. It’s a big, obvious, tempting target for them to fixate on, while we not only turn that entire fortress into an absolute hell but carefully guide their every step so that each one costs someone a leg. This is our forest, and by the time next winter comes, all of Fflyr civilization will be haunted by the knowledge that they need to stay the fuck out.”

 

I let the grand pause hang for a moment, just long enough to glance across the encircling faces, taking in the expressions. Not everyone was fully convinced, but I wasn’t losing anybody.

 

 “And while they are learning that lesson, we’re also going to be behind their backs, teaching them to treat their people better. We have everything we need to get this done; now we just need to get to work. Any questions?”

 

There was another long pause, and for just a second I dared to think the matter was settled, but then Khariss tremulously raised a hand.

 

“Uh, not about that,” she said, ducking her head when I looked inquisitively at her. “It’s, um. I almost hate to ask, but…you know…” She swallowed heavily. “I’m really sorry, I just…”

 

 “It’s okay, just ask,” Zui encouraged her. “Worst that happens is he says no. Lord Seiji isn’t going to be any meaner to you than he has to be. Right?” she added emphatically, glaring up at me.

 

I made a mental note to give her no end of shit about that later while I made my expression encouraging for Khariss’s benefit. “Of course. I told you, Khariss, I do my best to look after my people. If you need something, I need you to let me know.”

 

 “It’s just that… I’m, um. I’m really hungry.”

 

Several people immediately backed up a step, which made her flinch, but I couldn’t exactly blame them.

 

 “I, um. Animal blood just…staves off starvation. And that only works for a while. I’m working on a process to produce artificial blood, but it’s…it’s not even as good as that, yet. Once in a while I have to get some from a person, or…or I get…” She hunched even lower, staring at the floor. “Nobody wants to see that.”

 

 “We will take your word for it,” Drun Kadora declared.

 

 “You needn’t,” said Zhylvren. “My people keep long memories. I can assure you that starving the vampire is a very bad idea.”

 

 “I don’t want to be a bother,” Khariss whispered. “It’s just…I thought…if I’m gonna be around people a lot…maybe…somebody…?”

 

“Well…hell, that makes sense,” I agreed after a moment’s consideration.

 

 “You want to feed people to the vampire?” Rath Kadora rumbled.

 

“Don’t be ridiculous, she obviously knows how to take just a little bit from a person,” I said. “That’s the arrangement she made with her bandit gangs and occasionally the squirrel tribe. Right?”

 

“Yes, right,” Khariss said, nodding emphatically.

 

 “So, sure,” I said with a shrug. “It’ll obviously be on a volunteer basis only, I am not going to order anybody to open a vein unless it’s in combat. But you’re a master alchemist, Khariss, I’m sure you’ve got potions and powders people would be more than happy to trade a little blood for. We’ve got plenty of folks who might be interested. So long as you don’t stick your fangs in anyone unwilling, you have my permission to do whatever business you need to among the Crusade.”

 

 “Hell, I know way too many goblins who’d take that deal,” Zui commented.

 

“No goblins!” Khariss exclaimed.

 

 Zui’s eyes narrowed to very pretty slits. “Oh? Got a problem with goblins? Cos I’ll tell you up front, this organization has rules about that.”

 

 “What? No, no, goblins are fine, just…” Khariss dry-washed her hands together, slouching and generally making herself a portrait of awkwardness. “Too small. Taking enough blood to be worth making an incision would be dangerous. Need someone, um, full-sized. I know how to drink enough to kill the pangs and not make them too sick. Blood loss is…it can be rough.”

 

“Oh.” Zui frowned. “Hm, yeah. That’s a point.”

 

“Hey, Lord Seiji,” Nazralind said suddenly. “That Heal spell of yours remedies blood loss, doesn’t it?”

 

 “Yes, it does,” I said. “Which I am still pissed about. Obviously it’s capable of overriding the conservation of mass on the fly, so why the fuck will it only replace bodily fluids and not regrow limbs? Fucking arbitrary, ridiculous terms and conditions…”

 

 “Wait…Heal? You can do that?” Khariss looked up at me, wide-eyed. “With…with that I could…”

 

 “Khariss,” I said thoughtfully, “have you ever actually had enough sustenance since you became a vampire?”

 

 She looked away again, suddenly glum. “A…couple times. By accident. It was…bad. It was very bad. I mean, it was good, but…not worth it.”

 

 “So blood of any kind will work in a pinch, but to be properly fed it needs to be from a person, and ideally fresh from the vein,” I said. “See, people, this is what I’m talking about. Magic and its fucking fine print, who makes up these rules? Don’t answer that, I’ve met them. Any other important details, Khariss?”

 

 “Well…any person will be fine, as long as it’s a person. That’s…that’s really all I need. But, um, once in a while…” She swallowed heavily again. “If…it’s best if… And it’s not super important! I can do without. But it’ll really give me the most strength and keep the hunger at bay longest if it’s from…my own kind.”

 

She was very deliberately not looking at Nazralind.

 

“Yep, I had a feeling that’s where this was heading,” Naz said resignedly.

 

“Does it need to be a light elf, or either kind?” Velaven asked. “There are a number of magical effects which interact differently with the two races, but also others which draw only a distinction between elves and other types of people.”

 

“Interesting,” Zhylvren murmured. “I did not know either of those things.”

 

“I, uh…I’m not…sure,” Khariss admitted. “I’ve never tried… Um, dark elves don’t come here.”

 

“They’re really missing out,” Zui said dryly.

 

 “All right, well, sure, I don’t mind.” Nazralind shrugged off her quiver, and pulled her jacket and hair aside, tilting her head to bare the nape of her neck. “I always say I’m open to new experiences, and I say that in the full awareness of how it might bite me on the ass at any moment. As long as Lord Seiji’s ready with that Heal, I don’t mind helping out.”

 

Khariss stared blankly at her. “…what are you doing?”

 

Nazralind was left standing there awkwardly baring her neck, glancing back and forth between me and Khariss. “Um…isn’t this what you said, Lord Seiji? They bite the neck and—”

 

 “Are you crazy?” Khariss burst out, aghast. “Do you know how dangerous neck wounds are?! Look, here!” She pulled up her own sleeve, patting a spot just above her elbow. “This is the best place! A good vein near the surface but not one that you’ll bleed out from unless, um…well, something goes wrong.”

 

Everyone turned to stare accusingly at me.

 

 “It’s magic!” I snapped. “What was I just saying about that? I don’t make the rules!”
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Y'know, characterization is a funny thing.

I've long held the belief that the ability to conceptualize other people's personalities is closely tied in with how we create our own, which creates an inherent internal distance that enables some people to have multiple personalities, and all people to exercise different aspects of theirs in different situations, and authors to create entire characters who then go and do things that surprise us.  It's actually pretty common that I'll have a character fully developed in my head and then as soon as I start actually writing them in-setting I realize I had misjudged them and failed to anticipate what they would actually do, based on their own established traits.

Khariss was one of those.  Given her backstory, motivations, and basic emotional makeup, I'd been thinking of her as a kind of abrasive, antagonistic figure right up until she started actually appearing on the page.  Now I find myself miffed at Seiji for being so impatient with her.  Poor vampire cinnamon roll just needs hugs.



As mentioned in the previous chapter's author note, next update will be skipped here on OVDT.  Chapter 4.44 will be posted next Tuesday, in one week.



                



4.44 In Which the Dark Lord Doesn't Get to Be the Center of Attention


                After that, I could at least scratch “spend the night in a haunted house” off my bucket list.

 

Caer Gwylhaithe didn’t have actual ghosts, but it definitely had that vibe. I was shown to a guest room by a giant undead spider, which returned several minutes later to offer me a complimentary bowl of mashed-up maggots and worms. I politely declined. Come to think of it, this seemed to be the overall theme of my stupid isekai adventure. The goddesses were clearly trying to enforce all the standard tropes, but tropes don’t tend to withstand prolonged contact with reality.

 

I had decided to stay the night because managing Khariss was obviously going to require constant attention. Hopefully just at first; hopefully it was a task I’d be able to delegate soon. She was trying to be positive about all the people suddenly tromping through and around her home, but her periods of hiding in her room tended to be interrupted by sudden outbursts if we didn’t keep somebody near her to contain the situation.

 

At least she seemed somewhat more emotionally stable after getting her fill to drink for probably only the second or third time ever. Nazralind was fine, too, having received multiple Heals during the process. It had altogether been one of the more socially uncomfortable experiences of my life, standing by and casting healing magic on my lieutenant every few seconds while our new vampire friend slurped directly from her arm. Yet another trope ruined. Vampires and in particular the act of drinking blood tends to be heavily sexualized in all the fiction, but man this was just awkward. I’d never have imagined the spectacle of two attractive women exchanging bodily fluids would be so…clinical and uncomfortable.

 

After sending most of the team back to North Watch with orders, I kept Zui and Zhylvren with me to continue with Khariss duty, at which they’d already proven successful, and also Aster because there was no way she’d agree to leave me in that place without her supervision. The next day began a heavy traffic between Caer Gwylhaithe and North Watch, via Kzidnak. Sneppit and Kasser arrived at my summons to survey the place, begin drawing up repair plans, and give me no end of shit about the sheer scale of the project I was dumping on them. Since Rads and his crew were fully occupied and I wanted them to stay on task, I authorized Sneppit to form a second excavation team to begin boring new tunnels to Caer Gwylhaithe and all three tribal villages that now answered to me.

 

Meanwhile, Djast and Naarosh were brought to visit, both to have a say in those arrangements and then to meet with Aster for the purposes of setting up an entire organization of hunters from all three tribes, the North Watch contingent, and Nazralind’s girls because gwynneks were devastatingly effective hunting companions. Having this centrally organized, with an actual duty roster and everything, was very much counter to how the beastfolk were accustomed to doing it, but it was the only way we were going to be able to effectively leverage all our new gleanable territory, not to mention being a good start at getting the various ethnic groups accustomed to working together.

 

Watching these plans unfold and paying attention to the interactions of those we brought in to consult, I was able to form a mental map of the tensions that existed—as was Zui, who I kept nearby for these discussions because that was her strong suit. Matters between the cat and wolf tribes were tense, but not overtly aggressive; everybody knew that the wolves had been on the verge of attacking the cats, but the cats were sympathetic to their reasons and I had intervened before any blood was actually shed. Wolves and lowborn were careful around each other, simply due to a long cultural history of regarding one another as dangerous by reputation, but there was no evidence of specific anger there. Open hostility existed between the cat tribe and the humans of North Watch, which Sneppit quietly reported that she and Minifrit were staying on top of, but only barely and with a lot of effort. It was understandable; that conflict had been brief, but people on both sides had lost friends to it. Nobody liked the squirrels, but whereas most of the other factions were just wary, regarding them as deep forest boogeymen, the wolf tribe were actively angry. Fairly or not, there seemed to be a general consensus among them that the squirrels shared some blame for allowing the zombies to spread through their territory and become a big problem for the wolves. I have to say our representatives weren’t helping; nothing in squirrel culture seemed to emphasize diplomacy, and neither Naarosh’s stern demeanor nor Zhylvren’s mocking aloofness were making them any friends.

 

 What a mess—and the exact kind of mess I was least equipped to deal with. This would have led to a disaster I’d have no way of fixing a very short while ago, but thankfully I now had subordinates with a decent variety of specialties, including social skills. I learned that both Nazralind’s highborn friends and a contingent of the most outgoing goblins had been actively working to circulate through the organization, soothing ruffled feelings and encouraging people to get to know each other. Zui and Minifrit were taking an active role in organizing this as they could.

 

 More than one person told me things were a bit less tense in North Watch when Velaven wasn’t there. I knew she wasn’t doing anything to worsen the situation and would be actively trying to improve her standing in everyone’s eyes, but…I also couldn’t blame the cats and humans for actively detesting her. The other beastfolk were wary of Shylver nobility among us, too.

 

 I was not looking forward to introducing everybody to Khariss.

 

 So, yeah. A mess. And I had no choice but to trust my top people to keep it contained.

 

 I ended up staying the next day at the zombie village, too, what with all the activity we brought. My day was filled, and divided between meeting with my various subordinates to lay all the plans we needed to, and checking in on Khariss. To my surprise, that became a bit easier once Youda arrived to meet her and examine her alchemy setup. Though no Zui, Youda did not lack social adroitness and I had the impression she was not the first emotionally unstable genius he’d worked with. They hit it off amazingly well, and talking shop with another professional brought out a whole new side of her. I was happy to leave them to it while I dealt with the hundred other arrangements that needed to be made to get this village repaired and re-fortified, and the surrounding territory effectively managed.

 

 No doubt we could’ve made it back by nightfall, but I decided to stay another night, just to be sure. Well, as sure as was feasible. Khariss was slowly coming around, my people were slowly getting used to the giant undead spiders, and necessary arrangements had been made… Things were starting to come together.

 

 Which made me nervous.

 

 And sure enough, as soon as we returned to North Watch the morning after our two-day sojourn in zombie town, Gizmit was there with a report on Caludon’s asinine winter games, and also a particularly surprising bit of news.

 

“Me?” Aster exclaimed in shock.

 

 “Yeah, her?” I agreed. “Fuckin’ really? What’s a Dark Lord gotta do to get some attention around here?!”

 

 “Have you ever considered the possibility that everything is not about you?” Zui asked me very calmly.

 

 “Not even for one second in my entire life. Fuck, speaking of that, this probably is my fault. I knew that performance at Caer Ardyllen was gonna come back to bite us. Caludon figured out he can get me through Aster and now, here he is, doing that.”

 

 “A reasonable conclusion,” Gizmit said with an amused little smile, “but in fact, it’s not him this time. He hasn’t made a single move toward any of your known interests or associates, Lord Seiji. On the contrary, I haven’t managed to confirm this yet but my people have picked up a credible rumor he’s leaned on his family members to shut down their efforts to find and retrieve Nazralind and Twigs. No, this is something entirely different. The arrest warrant for Delavada Aster comes from Fflyrdylle, entirely bypassing and superseding the Archlord’s authority. It’s been posted in the King’s Guild and every Convocation temple, and sent to each Clan on Dount. The crimes listed on the warrant are treason, sedition, and various other haughty-sounding synonyms for fucking with the power structure.”

 

 Aster was staring vacantly at the fortress wall over Gizmit’s head, her eyebrows drawn together. I stepped over and placed a hand on her upper back, just beside her sword, speaking quietly.

 

 “You okay?”

 

 She shrugged with one shoulder, her expression not changing.

 

 “Well,” Nazralind said slowly, “she did tell off Aunt Naz in front of an entire audience of highborn. A lowborn can’t just do that in this country, not without steep consequences. But it’s…really weird that the central government would get involved in something like this. And even weirder that there’s nothing about Lord Seiji. If they think it’s that important, well, it’s fairly obvious who the ringleader is.”

 

 “As for Lord Seiji,” said Gizmit, “the issue is his outsider status. Him feuding with Caludon Aelthwyn or Lhadron Ardyllen is just tension between nobles, one of whom has no position in the Fflyr hierarchy and thus no stakes for the system itself. Also, Fflyrdylle doesn’t know where he’s from and the King is very hesitant to start beef with any foreign power. But even that isn’t the point. In fact, Aster herself is only kind of tangental to the issue. This is about symbols, and about power. The warrant is a reaction to the other piece of news I came to tell you.”

 

 “You have our attention,” I said.

 

 “She didn’t just tell off Highlady Nazfryn in front of an audience of highborn,” Gizmit explained, “but also a lot of lowborn servants whom those highborn tend to forget exist when they aren’t being used. And they began spreading the story. In fact, it spread remarkably far, amazingly fast, until the name Delavada Aster was being whispered everywhere on Dount the highborn aren’t visibly listening in. Apparently beyond Dount, now, given the reaction from the capital. It’s even made its way back into our organization via our Gwyllthean gangs and contacts in the villages. Everyone is surreptitiously cheering for the Wolf of Dount. Congratulations, Aster: you’re officially an outlaw hero.”

 

 Aster blinked twice, still looking gobsmacked. “Wait… Wolf? What?”

 

 “It’s the eyes,” I said, regarding her pensively.

 

 She narrowed them at me. “Lots of people have yellow eyes.”

 

 “Yeah, but nobody else who called the Archlord’s wife a bitch in public and then walked away from her.”

 

 “And that’s why it’s not about Lord Seiji,” Gizmit added, nodding. “He is an outsider. We all know how good a show he puts on in person, but in the abstract? For the same reason the highborn don’t find him inherently threatening, the lowborn aren’t inclined to find him particularly inspiring. But Aster is one of their own—one who got to say and do what they’ve all desperately wanted to their entire lives, and then walked away without consequence.”

 

 Nazralind let out a low whistle. “Oh, yeah. That’d do it.”

 

 “It gets better!” Gizmit was openly grinning now. “They’re going about it in classic lowborn fashion. The lower classes mocking their betters right to their faces, subtly enough they can’t be called down for it, is an institution in Dlemathlys. In the last two days there’s been an explosion in the popularity of wolf fhullyr totems. The things have become impossible to buy; people are carving their own out of scraps of akorshil and akorthist. Suddenly everybody’s walking around wearing them.”

 

 “Okay, back up,” I interjected. “Filler totems? I know I’ve heard that term but I can’t place the meaning.”

 

 “Fhullyr,” Nazralind corrected. “Okay, so you know how the Radiant Convocation is literally just the Radiant Temple but with some extra doctrine? All of that extra is either justifications for the racial hierarchy or some pre-Convocation Fflyr folklore to give it cultural identity. Fhullyr are part of that.”

 

 “You’ve seen the totems,” Aster said quietly. She still looked shellshocked and was staring into space, but at least she was participating in the conversation. “Some are used in funerary rites.”

 

 Oh… Yeah. I did remember those, the little carved figures they placed around the bodies during a vigil, and which held down the ends of the cloth strips that covered the eyes of the dead.

 

 “Fhullyr are characters from a series of parables that teach moral lessons,” Naz explained. “They’re a mix of real and imaginary creatures that each embody some virtue or vice or personality trait. Some of the stories are actually really funny—basically the only part of religion I actually liked growing up.” She paused, glancing surreptitiously at Aster. “The, ah, the wolf fhullyr is a kind of morally neutral figure, depicted both positively and negatively in different stories. It symbolizes loyalty, both in how faithful and protective the wolf is of its pack, and how savagely destructive it can be toward those outside it.”

 

 “Which is why carrying wolf totems is a brilliant piece of defiance,” Gizmit continued. “These are officially recognized religious symbols of the Radiant Convocation; no secular authority from the King on down would dare prohibit them. In fact, it is Convocation doctrine that the open carrying of fhullyr totems is a praiseworthy sign of piety and an activity for which Clans should reward their lowborn. Even though the Clans know damn well what this sudden popularity of wolf totems actually symbolizes, it’s easy for the lowborn to play dumb about it and the Clans can’t retaliate without attacking the source of their own authority. The Convocation itself does have the power to decanonize the wolf fhullyr and any such totems, of course, but they’re smarter than that. Which is probably going to come to be a problem for us, Lord Seiji, once we start butting heads with the Convocation in earnest, but in this case it helps us. The priesthood is typically more subtle and better at wielding soft power; they know better than to acknowledge Aster’s power as a symbol by taking action against it, or to set the precedent that a popular movement can force them to strip out pieces of their own doctrine.”

 

 She glanced at Aster, her lips curling up in a knowing smile.

 

 “And so the Wolf of Dount lives on in the hearts of the people, and also dangling from a lot of lapels and belts. The Clans are seething, but they are doing so…quietly.”

 

 “Hey.” I patted Aster’s shoulder again. “You all right? Anything I can do?”

 

 She blinked once, then shook herself slightly as if pulling out of some kind of trance. “I…huh. It is the weirdest damn thing. I have hated the institutions of the country my entire life, I’ve been actively working to overthrow them since the Goddesses tossed you in my lap. It’s not like I didn’t know I’d wind up openly at odds with the powers that be. So why the hell is this upsetting?”

 

 Aster turned to scowl at me.

 

 “This hurts my feelings, Seiji. That makes no sense, and in fact it pisses me off, but it does.”

 

 Zui stepped over to pat her back, reaching up so she managed almost the middle of Aster’s spine.

 

 “Cos you’re bein’ treated like a criminal for doing the objectively right thing, hon. There’s no context that’ll ever make that anything but shitty. Yeah, I know we all gotta get used to shit like this, but I say you cling to that resentment. It’s yours and you earned it.”

 

 “Anger is great for motivation,” I agreed. “Well…shit. I guess this means no more casual visits to Gwyllthean for us. Sorry, Aster, I know the King’s Guild was important to you.”

 

 “You can still go to the city, Lord Seiji,” said Gizmit. “There has been a notable lack of any legal action taken toward you. It’s important to keep up your relationship with Norovena—he’ll probably have to ask you some pointed questions about Aster’s whereabouts, but playing dumb about that and also greasing his palms a bit will help keep this from becoming a legitimate problem for us. Anyway, there’s one other thing about all this that I wanted to bring up with you before we move on.”

 

 “Oh? What now?”

 

 “The timing,” she said, her expression more serious now. “Populist movements like this move fast, but this was exceptionally so. I’d have expected something like this to unfold and spread as far as it has over a couple of weeks, not a couple of days. It’s not impossible that this just happened organically, there’s some precedent for things like that, especially in perpetually tense and fractious societies like Fflyr Dlemathlys. But in my professional opinion, this has the smell of having been helped along.”

 

 I narrowed my eyes. “Hm. How? And by whom?”

 

 “Those are the questions I wanna answer,” she said. “The how is probably the easier one. If any well-connected network on the island wanted to do something like this, they could almost without effort, but I don’t know of any established players on Dount whose agendas would be anything but undercut by this. It doesn’t have to be a big player, though. A few agents, or even just one, could pull this off overnight in a territory the size of the Fflyr-controlled parts of Dount by traveling from village to village, spending an hour in each stirring up trouble in the tavern or town square. Any spy would have the necessary skills—but then, so would any bard. Something like this could be anything from a top government agent to some unemployed lowborn who had a spark of inspiration and the desire to cause trouble. Point being, whenever it looks like somebody might be stirring shit up and I don’t know why or who, I want to investigate. Just because this advances our cause is no reason to get complacent. There are a lot of potential reasons somebody with an agenda might want to cause political instability on Dount, and not even most of them include a friendly disposition toward us.”

 

 “I see your point. Okay, approved: figure out who did this, if anyone, and what they’re after. What’s your plan?”

 

 “The trail shouldn’t be hard to follow, I just need to check with the aforementioned village watering holes and notorious trouble spots in Gwyllthean. The latter I have easy access to already and I’ve got my people very carefully asking questions. The countryside is trickier. Naz, all right if I borrow one of your girls for a tour of the villages? Your old gang still has connections out there, some of whom don’t wanna talk to anyone else.”

 

 “Absolutely,” she said, nodding emphatically. “In fact, I’ll come along myself. If that’s okay, Lord Seiji?”

 

 “Sounds good. I like the idea of you watching each other’s backs. Okay, Giz, thanks for bringing us up to speed on all that. You said you had news about Caludon’s horseshit, too?”

 

 “Nothing that required a spymaster’s skills, but I’m here so I’ll update you. He’s made the public announcement of the timetable for the first…game. It starts in two days.”

 

 I drew in a breath of the cold air, letting it out slowly in a long huff of steam. Maybe we should’ve taken this conversation indoors, but Gizmit had intercepted us on the way from the courtyard tunnel to the front doors, and I’d been too distracted by her briefing to suggest a change of venue.

 

 “Then we have our timetable. How’re we set up?”

 

 “I know Clan Olumnach and Clan Yviredh are going to defy Caludon and refuse to hold the games,” Gizmit said grimly. “The rest of the news isn’t great, Lord Seiji. I have no other confirmations of Clans holding out. Some at least are floating the idea, what with Olumnach actively pushing it and the games themselves being a diabolically stupid pet project of an Archlord everybody already hates. The Clans are waiting and watching, though; nobody wants to risk being the first. I’m sure more resistance will grow after the first game is held and there are some holdouts, but… That first one is going to be ugly, Lord Seiji. I don’t see any way around it. There are going to be losses, and there is just not much we can do to prevent it.”

 

 “I have our people in position across the island as best they can be,” Aster added, just as dour. “Having to hide in wilderness areas puts us at a disadvantage in the east; there just aren’t safe locations for us to establish base camps. We’ll have to use the goblin tunnels, and using them in the necessary numbers will raise a serious risk of giving away their position. Not to mention the fact that we are using the tunnels.”

 

 “Even if we did,” Zui said quietly, “what can our forces do, other than attack the Clans and kick off a full-on military engagement we’re not ready for?”

 

 A short, grim silence fell, all of us staring at the ominous truth laughing in our faces: in two days, Caludon Aelthwyn was going to get away with torturing dozens of lowborn to death in public, because we were going to let him. Because strategically, we could not afford to intervene in force.

 

 Not yet.

 

 “We will do what we’ve always done,” I stated. “Whatever we can. What we can get away with. Whoever we can’t protect, we will avenge. Just because it’s not fucking good enough doesn’t mean we can do better…yet.”

 

 Nazralind scrubbed a sleeve across her eyes, saying nothing.

 

 Aster inhaled deeply, rolling her shoulders as if rousing from a long stillness. “Well. If they insist on making me a symbol, we can’t afford not to use it. Wolves howl to find their families. After the kind of cruelty they’re about to inflict, there will be a lot more people sympathetic to the idea of fighting back. We’ll have to be ready to do what you do best, Lord Seiji.”

 

 Meeting her golden eyes, I nodded once.

 

 “Let’s make some fucking noise.”

            


Bonus 16: In Which the Hero Picks the Wrong Place to Put His Foot Down


                “We can afford drinks and fried wedges! It was a successful quest, we should celebrate!”

 

“Just because we have enough money to buy something doesn’t mean we can afford it.”

 

 “That is the literal definition of the word!” Flaethwyn retorted, narrowing her eyes. “Maidhlur with the garden keys.”

 

“The goose at harvest time,” Pashilyn retorted without hesitation.

 

 At that, Flaethwyn looked actually offended. “That is a children’s story!”

 

Pashilyn raised her eyebrow and made a pointed expression, saying nothing.

 

 Flaethwyn glared so hard for a moment Yoshi feared she was about to have an outburst, but then she sighed, slumping her shoulders and leaning back in her chair. “I know. I know. I just…wanted something nice. I’m so tired.”

 

“You deserve something nice,” Yoshi said. “You ended up doing most of the work with those zombies. We just have to be careful with our coin, is all.”

 

“Sorry,” the elf mumbled. “I probably sound like Conzart at the giants’ market to you two. I’m just not used to…budgeting.”

 

Amell’s eyebrows rose precipitously at the unprompted apology; this was a recent enough development that she was still adjusting. Fortunately Flaethwyn didn’t seem to notice, and the alchemist quickly covered with a contribution of her own to the discussion.

 

“I think you’re doing fine, Lady Flaethwyn. Yoshi’s right, you really carried us on this mission.”

 

“Why don’t we get a round of drinks instead of the fried wyddh?” Yoshi suggested. “That way you can have mine, since you earned most of our coin this round.”

 

 It didn’t matter here that he was under Japan’s legal drinking age, of course, but it had taken Yoshi one experiment with alcohol to decide he didn’t care for it at all. Whether he just didn’t like the taste was an open question, as the Fflyr flavored their drinks with the most bizarre things, but he knew for a certainty that he did not enjoy the fuzzy feeling. That lack of control made him feel nervous and vulnerable; it was the opposite of relaxing.

 

 “You should have your share,” Flaethwyn said without hesitation. “That’s kind, Yoshi, but I’m a one-drink girl anyway. I don’t like feeling out of it any more than you do. Let’s order some fried wedges. If that’s okay with you, Pashilyn?”

 

“Our budget can bear that much of an indulgence,” the priestess replied with a smile. “In fact, we can afford them with cheese, if we pass up the round of drinks.”

 

Wedges of that thick flatbread of theirs, fried in pepper-infused oil, topped with more peppers and melted sheep’s cheese—which, of course, also contained peppers. Yoshi was a lot more used to the constant spice by now and if anything the cheese would help cut the heat a bit. There were a lot of ways in which this isekai didn’t conform to the usual story beats, and one was that he wasn’t about to strike it rich by introducing recipes from back home; he was pretty sure the spice-obsessed Fflyr would just plain not like Japanese food. He’d tried to describe to his party the taste and texture of rice once and they’d all four made faces like he had suggested eating bowls of mud.

 

All three, now. Yoshi quickly distracted himself from that still-raw wound.

 

“Ahem… Do you think they can make it—”

 

 “Light on the peppers?” Amell finished with a smile. “You know they’re just gonna keep making fun of you, Yoshi.”

 

“The cooks’ job is to fill orders, not to have opinions about it,” Pashilyn replied before he could, already standing. “And it’s not as if we Fflyr don’t know how foreigners react to our cuisine. Anybody who gives Yoshi grief over it is someone whose opinion needn’t be heard. Light peppers…and maybe a smidge of extra cheese, if I can talk them out of charging for it. Be right back.”

 

She headed off toward the food counter, which was on the opposite side of the King’s Guild’s front room from the mission counter, just like the bigger Guild hall in Fflyrdylle. Adventurers were served cafeteria style; the party had been incredulous at Yoshi’s surprise there were no waitresses. Apparently staff like that were only a thing at certain very particular eateries here.

 

Raffan had mocked him for days, but…gently. He’d been great at knowing exactly how to put someone at ease through humor without pushing too hard.

 

Damn it, there he went again. He cleared his throat, fumbling for the first change of subject that came to mind.

 

 “I still feel bad about how that scuffle went down, Flaethwyn. I’m supposed to be the armored one with the shield, but you kept getting put on the front line the whole fight. Sorry for making you do all the work.”

 

 “It wasn’t all the work,” she said with a small smile. “Fights are chaotic, Yoshi, especially in the dark. I’m inclined to chalk it up to luck, if only because I refuse to consider the possibility that two mindless, shambling corpses outsmarted us. And you did put them down in the end.”

 

“After you fended them back from us while I was on the entire wrong side of the khora…”

 

 “Choice of weapon matters,” she said, now with a slight frown. “A Mastery weapon is…basically cheating, I’m not too proud to admit. Even so, a rapier is not the best implement for dispatching something that can only be stopped by hacking it to pieces. Well, we won, that’s two less zombies to trouble the farmers, and we got paid. Let’s just have a well-deserved treat and try to pick a less…icky quest next time.”

 

 “Brr,” Amell agreed, shuddering. “Zombies. They’re not even that scary, just…gross.”

 

The elf nodded in agreement, and Yoshi had to smile.

 

 It was amazing how much more tolerable Flaethwyn had become in a relatively few days, but making a concerted effort had made a difference. Her own efforts, of course, but also his. The epiphany that much of Flaethwyn’s acerbic attitude was rooted in insecurity had changed everything; Yoshi knew very well what that felt like, and had known other people with the same problem who also coped by lashing out. He had taken to deliberately praising her contributions and especially moments of kindness and empathy, while also calling out her rude or spiteful outbursts the way he’d been afraid to before.

 

That was still hard; confrontation was not in his nature, at least not toward his friends. But Flaethwyn, at least, seemed to respond positively, even accepting criticism with grace so long as it was made clear that her presence was valued and wanted.

 

“Just ignore them,” Flaethwyn said, and Yoshi realized he’d sunk into his own thoughts again and missed what was going on. He was sure nobody had spoken; he definitely would have paid attention to that, but…

 

“I am,” Amell said quietly. “I’m used to it.”

 

Oh. There was another party at the next table over, a group of three adventurers Yoshi and his team knew casually. They were passingly acquainted with most of the regulars at the Gwyllthean King’s Guild at this point, with a few he’d consider friends; these weren’t in that category. A trio of lower-ranked highborn, their leader having only sandy blond hair and eyes a shade of brown pale enough to verge on the more common lowborn gold. And, as usual, they were being loud; Yoshi had just habitually tuned them out.

 

 “Are you just joshing, or do you actually want to go after her? I don’t mind admitting, Fraddher, that reward is tempting.”

 

“Yes, and also the coin.”

 

All three brayed with laughter, and Yoshi narrowed his eyes. Oh, right. The big news of the day.

 

“You’re getting tense,” Radatina murmured right in his ear. “Easy, Yoshi. This isn’t something that needs to be reacted to.”

 

 “I know,” he whispered back. He did know. He’d been… He was still struggling to find his equilibrium. The surprising detente with Omura, that wasn’t so bad; if anything it was a big weight off his shoulders. Yoshi had been off-kilter ever since losing Raffan, though. He’d never lost anyone before, wasn’t prepared for the way grief could manifest as inappropriate, unfocused anger.

 

“Well, I can’t say it surprises me,” Fraddher continued airily, gesturing with his pint. “She always was a silly bint, trailing along in her betters’ wake. Even when the only better who’d still take her on was that foreign weirdo!”

 

 “It surprises me,” said one of his partners. “Really, though. Treason! I heard what she allegedly said to the Highlady, but even with that warrant posted up in this very room, I’m not sure I can believe it. Who’d have thought that mousy bundle of tits would find the gumption!”

 

 “Come on, haven’t you listened to any of the scuttlebutt, Lhradn? Her last party was wiped out by bandits. The way I heard it, she sold them out. Sold to that Lord What’s-His-Face, most likely.”

 

 “What’s a shame to my way of thinking is that What’s-His-Face has been the only one riding that mare,” replied Fraddher. “Now, that’s a shameful waste of a wench whose only value is her arse. Gentlemen, I think we have an obligation to rectify that ourselves.”

 

“Practically our civic duty!” Lhradn agreed. “I always had a feeling Delavada was too full of herself. Downright smug, for a lowborn given the honor of joining this venerable guild. No surprise she ended up the way she did.”

 

 “Some schooling in humility is definitely called for before we hand her off to the bailiff, right enough. And I don’t just say that because I always wanted to watch those suckers bounce for me.”

 

He was on his feet, Radatina hissing an objection in his ear that he barely heard. Funny; he hadn’t actually decided to stand up.

 

“Yoshi,” Flaethwyn stage whispered, leaning over to grab his arm. “Don’t do anything stupid!”

 

 “Nobody’s perfect, Flaethwyn. Life’s all about making the right mistakes.”

 

She flinched so hard she accidentally let go. That had been one of Raffan’s favorite sayings.

 

“She’s right!” Radatina said urgently, grabbing his ear in both her tiny hands. “Don’t get involved!”

 

 She was right. They were both right, and he knew it. This was purely none of his business. He needed…

 

 He wanted to punch someone. It made it hard to resist the allure of someone who clearly needed to get punched.

 

The next table was close enough all he had to do was turn around and take two steps.

 

“Excuse me.”

 

All three turned to look up at him in surprise, still chuckling.

 

“Don’t you think you’re going too far? Whatever crime she’s accused of, that’s a fellow adventurer you’re talking about. One of us.”

 

The three went quiet; one continued to grin with an incredulous cast, while the other two smiles faded. In fact, Yoshi realized, the entire room seemed to have grown noticeably less noisy.

 

 “I don’t remember accepting Delavada Aster or any lowborn as my equal, kid,” said Fraddher, who was the leader of this party mostly on the basis of being the most highly ranked in the Fflyr caste system. “Or asking for your opinion.”

 

 “I didn’t ask to hear yours, either, but everyone in the room had to listen to it, so here we are.”

 

The third one, whose name Yoshi couldn’t remember, actually looked somewhat abashed at that, clearing his throat. “Uh, the boy’s not entirely without a point, Frad. This maybe isn’t the time or place for bathhouse talk. Sorry, son, we’ll keep it down.”

 

 Fraddher made an impatient gesture at him, eyes still on Yoshi. “This is the King’s Guild, not a ladies’ sianadh meet. We’re here to fight for coin, glory, and the honor of Fflyr Dlemathlys. If you can’t handle a little rough talk, then this is not the place for you. And I am certainly not going to moderate my words or my tone out of consideration for some lowborn tramp who’s wanted by the law for not minding her place.”

 

 “Ah, well.” He didn’t know why he kept talking. He’d never felt this… “I guess I’m not used to this…lowborn/highborn system yet. I wouldn’t want to judge a whole country without understanding it a lot better than I do. But if you want an outsider’s perspective, it seems like it causes problems when some people grow up being taught they’re better than others and never having to prove it.”

 

The room was definitely dead silent now. That probably wasn’t a great sign.

 

Fraddher turned fully around on his bench and stood up—not abruptly, but forcefully nonetheless. He was at least half a head taller than Yoshi.

 

 “Did I now know better,” he said in a very even tone, “I could take that as an invitation to step outside. Which I’m positive you’re too smart to have extended, Wisdom boy.” He glanced once at Radatina, placing a hand on the pommel of the artifact sword hanging at his hip. “Or would you rather rephrase that?”

 

Yoshi inhaled slowly, and then forced himself to smile. “You know…you’re right. I was just reprimanded for that a short while ago. I apologize, gentlemen, I keep stepping in this; where I’m from, we…well, we communicate differently. A lot of what I was taught is politeness seems to be insulting to Fflyr sensibilities. Sorry, I’ll try to be more watchful of that.”

 

The three men all relaxed, Lhradn going so far as to smile, and Fraddher removing his hand from his sword.

 

 “Let me try to speak plainly, then, since you Fflyr prefer that to dancing around the issue. I know Delavada Aster. I have fought both against and alongside her. I can’t speak for this treason thing, but what I do know is that if she heard you talking like that, Delavada Aster would spend half an hour pushing the three of you around the floor like a mop. And if the rest of you is anything like your mouths, the floor wouldn’t be any cleaner afterward. Good luck collecting that bounty.”

 

Both the others stood up, and Fraddher’s hand went back to his sword.

 

“Outside it is, then.”

 

Yoshi was taken by surprise; his attention on the three men, he had not expected to be attacked from behind. The slap hit the back of his head, rocking him forward.

 

 “Yoshi, stop picking fights,” Flaethwyn barked. “And over Delavada Aster, of all bloody people! We barely met her, and you don’t care about her any more than I do.”

 

He turned toward her, opening his mouth to speak, but froze at her expression.

 

She grabbed his shoulder with the hand that had just slapped him, holding on as firmly as she held his eyes with just her own.

 

 “I miss him too, Yoshi. You may not believe that…and I won’t deny it surprised me a little…but Goddess help me, I do.” Flaethwyn gave him a squeeze and a shake. “Raffan would have hit you harder, and you know it.”

 

Both of Fraddher’s teammates silently touched their foreheads right between the eyebrows and then a spot just above the heart with the right hand, then lowered it palm-up to waist level with the left hand under it. The heirat of remembrance for the fallen. Even Fraddher lowered his eyes, the hostility visibly leaking from him. Though they’d only been on Dount for a few weeks, Raffan had quickly made himself popular around the Guild. He’d been good at that.

 

Yoshi closed his eyes for a moment, feeling his own posture slump, and only opened them again when the prickle behind them had subsided. “I’m being an ass, aren’t I.”

 

Flaethwyn just raised her eyebrows in the exact expression Pashilyn had used on her minutes before.

 

 “There’s…been a bit of that going around,” Fraddher said carefully, giving Flaethwyn a sidelong look. She was also well-known around the guild, for less positive reasons. “We should’ve cut the lad a bit more leeway. Rathensus leading the trubbings, and all that. My apologies as well.”

 

 The elf looked over at him, her expression hardening. “Just because Yoshi was out of line doesn’t mean he was wrong. You three, keep civil tongues in your heads. And also, yes, Delavada would demolish you, I’ve seen her fight. There’s a reason the girl felt cocky enough to talk at Highlady Nazfryn that way; she said worse to me, not that anyone cares. Pick a different bounty.”

 

“We appreciate your counsel, Highlady Flaethwyn,” Fraddher replied with the utmost courtesy, folding down his hands.

 

Flaethwyn looked him up and down once, snorted softly to herself, and turned back toward their table, giving Yoshi a tug.

 

He rejoined them, a bit shamefaced, to find Pashilyn waiting there with a platter of fried flatbread dripping with melted cheese.

 

 “I stepped away for two minutes.”

 



 

 “A moose, though?”

 

 “Take this seriously, Yoshi,” Amell said sternly, her breath misting in the winter air. “Those things are enormous. If this one’s gotten bold enough to break into paddocks and fight guard donkeys, it is not going to be easy to take down. It’s also well worth doing if we can pull it off: that’s a lot of meat and a nice pelt. Great additional money. People even buy the antlers.”

 

 “But…a moose. It doesn’t exactly feel like an adventure.”

 

“At least it’s not zombies,” Flaethwyn muttered. “Or goblins.”

 

As usual they’d decided to get the earliest start possible, reporting to the Guild to select the best quest from the new postings; Yoshi had been overridden on this. Now they were heading out through the morning chill, approaching the west gate not long after dawn, when it was still dim almost to the point of dark within the shadow of the walls.

 

Yoshi’s feet slowed slightly as they came within view of the gate guards. Usually the Kingsguard could barely manage to stand upright at their posts, but now… It would have been merely unusual to find them attentive, but he saw the moment it happened. One of the guards had glanced their way, then done a double-take, and leaned over to whisper to his partner. Both had stared up the street at them, then the second man had ducked inside the guard house.

 

 “Don’t stop,” Pashilyn said quietly. Of course she’d noticed it, too. “Whatever this is, running is not a viable move. Be calm, do not let them goad you, and don’t fight unless the danger becomes immediate and extreme.”

 

 He forced his feet to move evenly, heart already thumping. They hadn’t done anything, why would—

 

 The Guild. He’d publicly stood up for someone who was accused of high treason and sedition—someone connected to the great and mysterious Lord Seiji. Shit. Had someone in power figured out about Omura? Was it one of the really dangerous players who knew to watch for Japanese people?

 

“It’s not a trap,” Radatina said, just loudly enough for them all to hear. “At least, not a physical one. There are only two additional men: the Kingsguard captain and one Blessed with Magic of fairly low strength. That’s not enough muscle to detain four adventurers, not with three of them Blessed.”

 

“The captain,” Flaethwyn muttered. “I remember that cretin.”

 

 “If it’s the captain himself, this isn’t random chance,” Pashilyn added softly. “They knew which gate we were going toward.”

 

That would be as simple as knowing what quest they’d taken from the Guild that morning. He didn’t say that aloud, not trusting his voice in that moment.

 

The guardhouse door opened again, and Yoshi recognized the man who emerged. He wore a lieutenant’s insignia, and had also been present when they were arrested by the Kingsguard; he knew Windburst and had flung Flaethwyn across the street with it. His expression stern, the man stepped forward, one hand on his (thankfully still sheathed) sword and the other holding a sheet of paper.

 

“You are…Yoshi Shenma and party?”

 

“Uh…” He winced. “No, but I’m who you want.”

 

The lieutenant glanced at the sheet again and grimaced. “Whatever. Nobody could possibly pronounce that. I need the four of you to step inside, please.”

 

“May we ask what this is in regards to?” Pashilyn inquired politely.

 

 “Everything will be explained to you, my lady. Inside.” He stood to one side of the guardhouse door, pointing at it and not moving to precede them.

 

Still, Yoshi hesitated. Pashilyn was right; as sketchy as this was, actually fighting was a losing proposition, as was running. They could easily do either, but then they’d be wanted by the entire Kingsguard. It didn’t sound like they were walking into immediate danger—not much of it, anyway. At this point, their best bet was to figure out what was happening and avoid making it worse.

 

He led the way inside, too nervous to be relieved by the relative warmth of the asauthec braziers. The lieutenant waited until they were all in before following and pulling the door shut after them.

 

“Over there.” He pointed toward another door, taking up his own position outside. Okay…if they were going to be alone in a room with the captain, that was even better. Safer in the short term, at least.

 

Yoshi again proceeded first, opening the indicated door and stepping through into what turned out to be an office beyond. There was a desk, but Captain Norovena wasn’t seated behind it, instead standing with his arms folded behind his back, perusing the row of books on a shelf. He looked up at the four adventurers upon their arrival, face an unreadable mask, but said nothing until they were all inside and Amell had cautiously shut the door behind them.

 

“Good to see you all again,” he finally said, his tone notably dry. “I see you followed my exhortation to stay out of trouble for a few weeks, at least. I’ll take what I can get; that’s better than some of your compatriots down at the Guild give me.”

 

“Excuse me, Captain, but I wasn’t aware we were in trouble,” Yoshi said.

 

“Not yet, but you’re heading that way. Lady Pashilyn, I’ll need you to hand over that quest bill, please.”

 

She looked at him, and then down at the sheet of paper in her gloved hand. Pashilyn had a habit of carrying them at least until they were outside the city; Yoshi had never asked why she didn’t immediately tuck them away in a pocket, but after seeing this he started to wonder how common events like this were.

 

“Do you have the authority to—”

 

 “I wouldn’t blame you kids for jumping to the conclusion that this is going to be an adversarial conversation,” said Norovena, “and to be sure, I have some things to say that you may not enjoy hearing, but no, you needn’t worry. I’ll repeat: you are not in trouble. I may not be able to keep you out of it, nor would I be inclined to stick my neck out for you, but if you refrain from being difficult here it will only be to your benefit. I need that quest bill to return to the King’s Guild. I have a new one for you.”

 

He extended another sheet of paper, folded once; after a moment’s hesitation, Pashilyn accepted it, handing over the moose quest in return. The others crowded around, peering over her shoulder as she opened it to reveal the assignment.

 

“The Kingsguard has priority to request specific adventurers for assignments,” Norovena said, “which is why you’ll see your names and the Guild’s stamp already in place there. Sign it, or don’t, as you like; you won’t need to hand it over until you return with your report of the completed task, and they can replace the bill if you manage to lose this one. You will be heading directly into the field from here and not reporting back until your mission is complete.”

 

“Excuse me, Captain,” Pashilyn said carefully, “but can you offer a bit more context on this quest, please?”

 

“The intelligence that the wolf tribe has vacated their village under zombie attack came from one Lord Seiji,” Norovena said, still impassive. “You are acquainted, as I recall. While the Archlord is quite interested in what Lord Seiji has to say, the King’s Guild and Kingsguard both regard him as a witness of debatable credibility, which is why trusted confirmation of this report is required. Your qualifications for special selection for this task are your successful suppression of the goblin uprising, your recent success against undead, and the personal endorsement of Rhydion.”

 

 Yoshi blinked twice. “Wait—Rhydion? That paladin guy? Why would… We’ve never even talked to him! Wait, did you girls talk to him?”

 

“Briefly, socially,” Pashilyn whispered. “In passing. Nothing that I imagined would impress him.”

 

“That man sees ten times as much as he says,” Norovena said grimly. “Which is not even one of the more compelling reasons his word counts so heavily. If you’ve caught his attention, step carefully. Now, your task is to approach the wolf tribe’s village, ascertain its condition, and report back to the King’s Guild. The Guild, mind you, not to me; the Kingsguard will receive its report from your superiors. Your expected opposition is the unconfirmed number of stray zombies known to be moving in that part of the forest, and possibly the wolf tribe. They do not usually attack humans unless provoked, but matters right now are uncertain. Do you understand?”

 

 “Captain,” Yoshi attempted, “why are you really—”

 

 Norovena cleared his throat loudly. “Do you understand?”

 

Well, it was worth a shot, but no luck. “Yes, we understand.”

 

 “Good.” The captain hesitated, and then finally let his impassive demeanor slip somewhat to reveal a hint of annoyance. “Listen, kid. I don’t care how hot she is or how drunk you were, you do not stand in the middle of the King’s Guild and argue on behalf of someone who’s gotten in deep shit with no less than the King of Fflyr Dlemathlys over caste affairs. That Guild is one of the few organizations in the country in which low and highborn participate with anything resembling merit-based equality, and you idiots just introduced a class-based schism in the Gwyllthean branch. There are now different registered parties sniping at each other based on the color of their hair, and they all remember who started it. So when I go out of my way to get you out of my town for a few days, some gratitude on your part is in order.”

 

“W-we did what?” Amell squeaked

 

 Flaethwyn folded her arms and curled her lip. “What do you mean, we?”

 

“I thought it seemed tense,” Pashilyn murmured. “No wonder no one would speak with us this morning.”

 

Yoshi just stood there feeling queasy.

 

Norovena stared at them in silence for another moment before continuing.

 

 “A final reminder: the King’s Guild is a busy organization that doesn’t have time to sort through reams of extraneous data. I’m sure you know to keep your reports concise. Keep in mind that you will be expected to not only ascertain the situation around the wolf tribe’s village, but determine what, exactly, the Guild does or does not need to know.”

 

Yoshi frowned at him in uncertainty. Was…was he actually suggesting…?

 

“That will be all, then,” Captain Norovena said, suddenly brisk and dismissive. “If you’ve no further questions, off you go.”

 

And just like that, they were back in the middle of it.

            


4.45 In Which the Dark Lord's Plans Go Awry


                Because nothing could ever go smoothly, we got a last minute warning through Gizmit’s network, who thankfully knew to send important messages straight to North Watch via the tunnels in the spymaster’s absence. Giz herself was just about to head out with Naz on their rumor-sniffing tour of the outlying villages when a frantic goblin rushed out of the tunnel access, yelling for her and waving a sheet of paper overhead.

 

Gizmit read over the report in a few quick movements of her eyes, then wordlessly handed it to me. I couldn’t speed-read like she did, but it only took me a few seconds to get the gist.

 

“This is confirmed?” I asked the goblin scout, whom I didn’t know personally.

 

“I wouldn’t come runnin’ up here yelling for anybody’s attention over rumors, Lord Seiji,” he said, still slightly out of breath. “We got matching reports from the people out watching three of the smaller Clans in question, an’ one from our girl in the village near Caer Yviredh.”

“And not a hint of this before today,” Gizmit murmured. “Hm… The Highlord is making a play of his own.”

 

“Thanks, good work,” I said to the scout. “Head inside and get something hot into you before you return to your post. Lady Miriami!” The last I added in a raised voice, turning toward the troops mustering in the fortress’s courtyard—specifically, the area to one side where the noblewomen were mounting up on their gwynneks.

At my call, Mimi heeled her bird over to us. “Lord Seiji?”

 

I handed the intelligence report up to her. “What do you make of this?”

 

“…clever,” she muttered, frowning at the paper. “It’s a power play, Lord Seiji. Not quite brazenly defying the Archlord, but suborning this gambit to solidify his own base.”

 

“Uh, are the rest of us mooks allowed to know what’s going on?” Nazralind asked pointedly.

 

“Yeah, this is about to become everybody’s business,” I said. “It seems the Highlord of Clan Yldyllich has spontaneously invited the seven smaller Clans surrounding his lands to hold Caludon’s games on his estate. So instead of having each of them in different locations all across the island, watched only by Clan Aelthwyn auditors, these eight at least will hold an actual face-to-face competition. Our people aren’t privy to communications between nobles but two of them added notes that they suspect he leaned hard to get this done, either calling in favors or making subtle threats.”

 

“Yeah, it would take something like that to make Clans change their plans at the last minute,” Nazralind said seriously. “This…this could be really bad, Lord Seiji. If this catches on for the next round, it could become a trend. The whole island will begin coalescing into factions and smaller power blocks.”

 

“If that happens, the Convocation may step in on the grounds that Caludon is formenting disunity and dissent,” said Aster.

 

“Whether or not they do, we want the Clans to boycott the games outright,” I said. “They’ll be less inclined to take a stand on principle that costs them money if the alternative is balkanizing and generally being assholes. Fuck… Okay, obviously, we have to focus our attention here. Mimi, I’m reassigning you to my unit for today. Aster, get the rest of the troops reorganized to deploy according to this new information.”



 She sighed heavily. “Yeah, sure, I’ll just do the complicated part.” I happened to have Velaven in my field of view at that moment, and for some reason, her characteristic reserve cracked; she shot Aster a disapproving frown before marshaling her expression. Well, I didn’t have time to worry about whatever the hell that was.

 

“I want the main group forming up on me,” I ordered. “Since the Clans are going to help out by giving us a single target, we’ll take full advantage. I’ve been putting this off too long, anyway. Time to go visit our neighbors.”

 



 

As they say, no plan survives contact with the enemy. Much as I’d like to think a straightforward, uncomplicated plan is inherently hard to fuck up, my simple plan of “march my forces toward Clan Yldyllich” quickly ran into a solid wall of the Highlord’s next fun little prank at my expense.

 

“How many?” I asked in response to Biribo’s warning, coming to a halt and raising my hand to signal the same to the forces fanning out behind me.

 

“Twenty men in full armor in a camp ahead,” my familiar reported. “Doesn’t look like a permanent emplacement but they’ve got fires and tents up, obviously planning to weather out the cold there for at least a little while. Boss, it’s way worse than that. There’s more of ‘em; I sense camps like this running in a line; at least two more south and one north are within the range of my senses. They’re within calling range of each other and they’ve got sentries pacing between the camps. It looks like a defensive line.”

 

 I let out a long breath of controlled frustration. We were never getting through this line unseen, not with the amount of people I’d brought and probably not with much less. I wasn’t planning on outright attacking, and in fact there was little I could do to stop this except try to reason and possibly intimidate the highborn… Intimidation becomes a lot easier if you have forces backing you up, though. Even if we didn’t dare force a martial confrontation, I’d brought experienced bandits and hunters, fully loaded out with our best goblin alchemy, and I’d meant to be prepared for multiple possibilities ranging from stealing the highborn blind to knocking people out and rescuing the game participants. It would depend on the forces assembled, how they were arranged, and other factors that determined what options were available to us that fell short of open war.

 

Well, here was our answer. The options were “none.”

 

“Mimi,” I said quietly. “This looks like preparation for an armed attack. Do you know of a reason he would be expecting that?”

 

Lady Miriami, the sole member of Clan Yldyllich who had defected to Nazralind’s gang and the only highborn presently with my advance force, nudged her gwennek forward to join me.

 

“He’ll be aware that bandits are active in the area, Lord Seiji. Given your preference for stealth, alchemical traps, and bloodless heists, my father is likely to regard you as weak. I mean, whoever the bandits’ leader is; as far as I know, he should have no reason to connect that with you, personally. This kind of maneuver is simply how he projects strength. If he expects any kind of intervention, this will be his standard response.”

 

 “It’s annoyingly effective,” I muttered. “I need intel. Aster, organize scouts to move up and down the defensive line, figure out how far it goes and if there’s a way around. Send catfolk for this, and emphasize they need to be careful. I don’t want any fights; they’re to prioritize their safety over getting a good look.”

 

“Are you sure, Lord Seiji?” Aster asked. “Yldyllich Clansguard will attack cats on sight with lethal intent.”

 

“That’s what they’ll do to anyone,” said Mimi. “We’re on Yldyllich lands; the Clansguard don’t bother asking questions of trespassers.”

 

“And seeing catfolk won’t make them curious; it’s a lean winter for everybody thanks to the Inferno and the cats live right over there,” I said. “Velaven.”

 

The dark elf slid smoothly out of the surrounding bodies, bowing. “My lord?”

 

“Get as close as you can to the site where the games are being held, find out what’s happening and report back.”

 

 “As you command.” She faded from sight right in front of me, which was jarring enough that a couple of the onlookers cursed quietly. I couldn’t blame them; it was my first time seeing that in person, and damn was it spooky. Even her footprints disappeared.

 

Which left us with nothing to do but stand there in the cold, waiting for intel to come back.

 

“If this goes south,” I said much more quietly as Aster pulled aside catfolk scouts and relayed orders, “can we take them?”

 

“Yes,” Mimi answered without hesitation. “I know you have sought to avoid bloodshed, Lord Seiji, but the particular force you’ve put together would tear apart my family’s Clansguard.”

 

“I have to say that surprises me to hear. The Yldyllich Clansguard are kind of famous.”

 

 “For brutality more than effectiveness,” she said, twisting her upper lip in contempt. “Oh, they are competent, I would not wish you to underestimate them on that score, Lord Seiji. It is more a matter of mismatched combat strategies. Most of their fighting is done here in the forest; rough terrain, with not much room to swing long weapons or keep formations. They carry short swords and bucklers, with a back-up dagger, and wear thick leather armor with akornin plates and cloth padding to stop arrows. They are trained chiefly to fight individually, in proximity with fellow soldiers but not really in formation. The Clansguard does also keep archers with longbows, but those are used to snipe interlopers in the relatively clear space along the toll road we own. Such weapons are not effective in the forest and I would expect them to be pulled back to the Caer’s defenses rather than out here in these camps.”

 

I nodded, gesturing her to proceed and keeping my mouth shut. Mimi was one of my favorites among the noblewomen, due to her overall tendency to keep to herself and the fact that her given name was actually possible to pronounce. I’d had no idea she was this well-versed in military matters; that was decidedly not normal for highborn women. This was a goldmine.

 

“Their customary opponents are either bandits or catfolk hunters. In training and equipment they are better than most of either group at hand-to-hand fighting; it is ranged combat that tips the scale. That padded armor is designed to absorb arrows fired at short range from small hunting bows, singly or in small numbers. What our people have are military-grade crossbows designed to punch through armor, and we are capable of mass volleys—and our archers are accustomed to using them from cover in the deep forest. We can massacre them before they know what they are up against. If one of these squads comes at us, Lord Seiji, I recommend an isolated shot or two to goad them to pursue while our forces retreat and flank them. A volley from the side or rear should gut unit effectiveness, and one or two more will rout them. The rest would be a matter of picking off stragglers.”

 

I was not the only person giving the noblewoman a very careful sidelong look. I couldn’t remember ever hearing her speak so much at a time before, and the delivery… She maintained a cold detachment, but underneath that was a simmering anger Mimi had never revealed in my presence, but which I knew must have seethed in the deepest part of her, never entirely going out. I knew what that felt like.

 

 “All that said, everyone keep in mind that these are contingencies we are discussing,” I said, turning to regard the mix of lowborn, cats, wolves, and goblins following me. “You heard her; remember that if a fight happens. But if a fight happens, we have already failed and the consequences later on will be severe. We are trying specifically not to fight. At the first indication of movement in our direction, we retreat. Understand?”

 

I waited for the nods and murmured agreements before turning back around. Aster rejoined me then, the last of her catfolk scouts being off to do their jobs.

 

 “This may be a dumb thing to point out,” I said much more quietly, stepping closer to Mimi’s saddle; her bird turned its head to look at me, but that was less terrifying than it perhaps ought to have been as we were acquainted with each other by now. “But, I’m sure you must have…complicated feelings about this. I won’t pry, and I’ll trust your judgment concerning what you think I ought to know. Is there anything you would like to get off your chest before we end up possibly facing your family or even just their forces in a real fight?”

 

Lady Miriami stared into the forest ahead, where out of our sight we knew her family’s armed forces were gathered, just at the edge of Biribo’s range. I watched as she forcibly controlled her expression, the long-buried anger carefully pressed back down under a blanket of smooth noble serenity before she answered.

 

“My family are terrible people, Lord Seiji. There are complexities and defenses that can be made of the highborn in general, as people occupying a role into which they were born in a system that they did not build. Be aware that when I say Clan Yldyllich are cruel, uncaring people, I mean relative even to that. My father mistreats the lowborn beholden to us because he takes personal satisfaction in seeing people broken before him. He has none of Highlord Caldimer’s pragmatic view that healthy subjects are more productive; his excesses go nowhere near the extremes of Archlord Caludon’s, but he also lacks the excuse of that man’s insanity. He is simply a malicious, power-hungry man who should never have been allowed to hold any sway over other people’s lives.”

 

She hesitated, then looked down at me from the saddle and nodded once, her expression resolute.

 

“I won’t say I don’t feel…conflicted. I think anyone would. But I knew I was likely to come to blows with my family in some capacity when I ran off to join Nazralind, and I knew it became a near-certainty when we joined up with you. I did those things partly because of it, not in spite of it. I will sort out my own feelings on my own time, Lord Seiji. When you need to bring force to bear against Clan Yldyllich, I will be right there with you. If you’ll have me.”

 

I nodded back. That was what I’d needed to hear, and as much as I pride myself on being glib under pressure, in that moment it felt like any similarly sincere expression would have just diminished it.

 

“Thanks, Mimi. This is where I’d give you a comforting pat on the back, but… All I can reach right now is your thigh. That, uh, that seems a bit more comforting than I had in mind.”

 

Aster glanced at me and rolled her eyes, but not without a faint smile.

 

Miriami also smiled. “I have always appreciated your…uniquely effective bedside manner, Lord Seiji.”

 

“Yeah, that’s me. Conzart in the Mendicant’s Hall.”

 

Mimi actually choked, barely managing to refrain from bursting out laughing, which would have been ill-advised this close to enemy encampments. Aster, meanwhile, pulled off a move I can only describe as tripping while standing still.

 

“I finally found a full set of the Conzart books,” I said, not bothering to disguise my self-satisfaction. “Been working through ‘em before bed; it seemed wise to know the classics. For some damn reason, people keep dropping his name around me.”

 



 

The scout report wasn’t great.

 

It seemed Highlord Yldyllich had entirely encircled his manor and village with his Clansguard. My scouts—who did their jobs well and brought back their report without once being spotted, preserving our element of surprise—followed the line of camps and message relays connecting them as far to the north and south as they could without exceeding the timetable Aster had given them. Since Clan Yldyllich would have no reason to suspect an attack from the catfolk in particular, it seemed unlikely they would only raise defenses on this side. The entire village was likely encircled.

 

Also, among the information Velaven brought back was that the Clansguard inside the village itself, and even the manor, was down to a skeleton crew, notably less than she would expect given that Clan Yldyllich was currently hosting seven other Clans at an Archlord-mandated event. They also seemed to consist almost entirely of those archers Miriami had warned about, positioned either on the walls around Caer Yldyllich itself, or on hastily-erected platforms surrounding the festival area in front of the village, where the games were to take place. Based on Mimi’s estimate of their numbers, and her prediction that her father would hide the guard encampments in the surrounding forest rather than position them where they might be seen by his noble guests, it seemed likeliest that that was where all the Clansguard were.

 

 Which made the village itself ripe for the picking… And we were in no position to pick it. We couldn’t get our forces in there without getting through that ring of defenses; there was no goblin tunnel into the village grounds. There used to be, but back in Mimi’s grandfather’s day, the humans had discovered it and the aftermath of that had been so sadistic the goblins had deliberately caved in that entire tunnel branch. All of which was purely academic anyway, as even if we could launch a successful attack, it would start knocking down exactly the dominoes that would lead to our own eventual destruction.

 

“I was able to ascertain the timetable,” Velaven reported, perfectly calm as usual. “The games are set to begin at midafternoon. The Archlord preferred closer to noon, but the Highlord deliberately set the time at the warmest part of the day. He has also set up large braziers with an apparently quite expensive quantity of asauthec to heat the area. Despite adhering to the letter of Caludon’s instructions, he seems to be making a point to minimize the danger and discomfort to the lowborn participants as much as possible without straying into open defiance.”

 

 “Not out of any concern for them, I assure you,” Mimi stated with conviction. “This is political positioning. My father despises Caludon no more or less than everyone, but he is in a position to potentially take advantage if the Archlord’s latest excess ends up undermining his own authority.”

 

 I drew in a deep breath and let it out in an angry puff of white mist. “Seems I can’t take a step in any direction without helping some asshole achieve his asshole goals… All right. Velaven, given how long you were undercover at Jadrak’s place, and around North Watch before that, I assume you won’t have any problem keeping yourself hidden on the grounds throughout the event?”

 

“Simplicity itself, Lord Seiji. All I need is direction. What specifically do you wish me to watch for, or do?”

 

 “In this one case, Velaven,” I said, emphasizing the seriousness of the message with my expression, “I am choosing to place my faith in your judgment. Your task is target selection. There are eight Clans represented there; disregard Clan Yldyllich for now, I will deal with them at length in the future. Of the seven smaller, subordinate Clans, I want you to watch and determine who needs to be made an example of. Our goal is to establish it as law that the lowborn will not be abused without consequence: this is to be made clear to both lowborn and high, for opposite reasons. That’s the political message, which goes hand in hand with the very real ethical principle that somebody needs to be punished.”

 

I deliberately struck a grand pause, to give weight to my closing statement. Whether due to her political education or familiarity with me, Velaven recognized the purpose and held her peace until after I spoke again.

 

“Pick me a bastard to break, Velaven. I want the worst of the lot.”

 

The dark elf bowed. “I shall not disappoint you, Lord Seiji.”

 

“Good. I want you to move as soon as you’ve determined who our designated victim should be. Come back here and report to Aster, then return to the field and keep tabs on our selected target. Once they start moving after the games, do whatever you must to keep Aster informed of their location. Aster, you’ll strike as soon as you have an opening. Keep your own scouts out and make sure you don’t get flanked or ambushed. I want you to assemble a strike team composed entirely of lowborn. Have them in masks and clothes without the Dark Crusade symbol on them anywhere.”

 

 “Sounds good as far as it goes,” said Aster, “but I have several questions. To begin with, where are you planning to be while all this is going on?”

 

“I will be attending the festivities and enjoying Clan Yldyllich’s hospitality,” I said primly. “Once inside, I will observe the games from as close up as I can, making sure no one dies, and minimizing the suffering as much as possible.”

 

“Okay,” she said slowly. “And…how does this new strategy fit with our well-established need not to draw too much attention or anger?”

 

 “My thinking is, if the bastards insist on dragging your name through the mud, we make it a name to fear.” I grinned at her. “After all, what does an aristocrat fear more than getting splashed with mud?”

 

She gave me an Aster Look. I was starting to find them a real source of comfort.

 

 “This won’t be our organization descending on eight aberrant Clans and wiping them out, as we are capable of doing,” I explained more seriously. “That way, we conceal the fact that weare capable of doing that, which will be crucial when they eventually do come after us. This will be the Wolf of Dount doing exactly what the Clans expect her to do: taking revenge on cruel highborn on behalf of their victims. I want them to see a bandit raid, small and more effective than most, but ultimately focused on retribution more than banditry.”

 

“It’s a thin subterfuge, Lord Seiji,” Mimi said doubtfully. “Aster’s association with you is well known; your control over Dount’s bandits is also more than merely suspected by our most determined enemies.”

 

“It doesn’t need to be airtight. This is about misdirection, not concealment. And on that subject, Lady Miriami. How do you feel about embarrassing your family in front of all their friends?”

 

A smile as cold as the air around us spread across her face. “A wolf does need her pack, after all.”

 

 “Attagirl. You two, make sure you’re seen and recognized, ravaging a convoy of highborn assholes as they return home after a long day of being abominable monsters. If at all possible, do it on Yldyllich lands, and be sure to leave enough credible witnesses alive to spread the reputation of the Wolf and damage that of Clan Yldyllich.”

 

Aster held out her fist to the side and Mimi thumped hers against it. I’d taught them that.

 

“That just leaves me with one follow-up question, I guess,” said Aster. “How exactly are you going to…attend the festivities?”

 

 “How else?” I spread my arms, smiling magnanimously. “I’m going to walk right up to the front door and ask politely. And maybe break some shit if I am dissatisfied with the degree of courtesy with which I am received, until it improves. As the man said, you can get more of what you want with a kind word and a gun than you can with just a kind word.”

 

“And…what is a gun?”

 

“A gun is much less impressive than setting people on fire with my brain. Move out, everybody, we’ve got a fancy party to ruin.”
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4.46 In Which the Dark Lord Sends Other People's Plans Awry


                I hadn’t forgotten what I’d said to Aster back then. The last the highborn had seen of the enigmatic Lord Seiji, he was vanishing into the dark of the forest right after confronting Archlord Caludon at Caer Ardyllen. Now, it was from the forest that he suddenly reappeared, right on the outskirts of Clan Yldyllich’s holdings. I emerged from the shadows beneath the skeletal winter khora and made a beeline across the cleared expanse of snow toward the guards standing watch over the main road into the village beyond.

 

Fortunately I was at least dressed for the part, which wasn’t a coincidence. By this point I have a whole closet full of red longcoats with gold trim, in several patterns; however accidentally I had stumbled onto that style, it had become part of my brand and I stuck with it for the sake of showtime. Also, I went through them at an alarming rate; sometimes the holes could be patched, but it turned out that bloodstains in red fabric are just awful, they look all muddy once they’ve dried. The nice red-and-gold boots that had so perfectly matched my first such coat were languishing back in my room, but fortunately the Surestep Boots were black and thus went with everything. For my dramatic approach I had removed my winter headscarf for the sake of recognizability, and just had a long crimson scarf with a black pattern and gold trim wound around my neck, under which Biribo was hiding.

 

The guards glanced at each other uncertainly, then took a step closer and crossed their spears across the middle of the path. Which was downright cute; like all Fflyr villages, this one had no outer wall and there was a lot more room to go around them than through. But there were proprieties to be observed, after all.

 

There were also archers on hastily-erected guard towers, two of whom were looking right at me with arrows nocked. Not drawn or aimed, but the message sufficed. The range of those longbows was immense; this close they’d put a shaft clean through a guy.

 

“Sorry…sir,” one of the Clansguard said as soon as I was within vocal range, eyeing me up and down. “Highlord Thymion is hosting a special event for the neighboring Clans today. It’s by invitation only. Village is closed. If you have business, everything should be back to normal tomorrow.”

 

Not if I had my way, it wouldn’t.

 

“Yes, so I hear,” I replied smoothly. “I gather my invitation was lost during delivery. I wouldn’t wish to embarrass the Highlord by making an issue of it; you know how unsafe the roads are these days, with all the banditry. You may inform him that Lord Seiji has arrived.”

 

“Look, man, everyone who is on the guest list is already here, so whatever you’re oh bugger me rolling uphill, did he say Seiji?”

 

 His partner gave him a scathing look and jabbed his foot with the butt of his spear, to no effect thanks to their armored boots. “Listen…Lord Seiji. We have our orders and our duty. I’m sure the Highlord would be, um, honored to host you at any other time, but—”

 

“Tell me.” I didn’t raise my voice or even project, but he shut up instantly at the interruption. A lot of that was a lifetime of training, instilling an instinctive response to someone with Lord appended to their name speaking, but still I liked to think my own charisma was a factor. I paused, giving the silence the moment it needed to ripen, and then when I spoke again, it was softly enough they had to pay close attention. “…have you paid the price?”

 

Both men went noticeably gray beneath their helmets. The one on the right, who seemed to have a bit more poise than his partner, swallowed heavily and tightened his grip on his spear.

 

“You there.”

 

Our conversation was interrupted from behind, this time by a mounted figure—riding a gwynnek. Man, I was glad I’d gotten accustomed to those creatures, or the sight of one carrying a rider who was clearly not pleased to see me would have been genuinely intimidating. You can’t be near a horse-sized bird with a beak full of alligator teeth and grasping claws on its wing joints and not be vividly reminded of your own mortality, but with familiarity came the assurance that any gwynnek broken to the saddle was well-behaved and fully under the control of its rider.

 

And, unlike a horse, capable of decapitating and disemboweling someone at said rider’s command.

 

 “Highlady,” the guard on the left said with clear relief, saluting and thumping the butt of his spear on the ground since he couldn’t perform a proper hierat while holding it. “This is Lord Seiji. He, ah, he says his invitation was…misplaced.”

 

I think I would have identified her even without hearing her title; the familial resemblance was strong. She looked just like Mimi, but twenty years older and with one of those elaborate spiky Fflyr hairdos instead of a simple ponytail. It was actually pretty impressive how roughly the same configuration of very similar features could look calmly aloof or icily disdainful depending on who was doing it.

 

 “I see,” the Highlady said, eyeballing me as if trying to anticipate how bad a smell I was going to grind into her carpets. “In a manner of speaking, that is not far wrong. At least, in the sense that it was interest in your presence which was misplaced, and consequently the formal request for it. Of all the places on Dount for you to come admire your handiwork, Lord Seiji…why here?”

 

“My handiwork? You can blame me for your Archlord being an unhinged idiot if it makes you feel better, but we both know something would have set him off sooner or later. Highlady…?”

 

 “I am Miriet Yldyllich, Highlady of these lands. And I don’t suppose there is any chance you would actually leave my domain if I directed you to?”

 

“None whatsoever,” I replied with my most pleasant smile. “And even less that you could make me.”

 

Her eyes narrowed further. “And if I were to request it with the utmost courtesy?”

 

 “I wouldn’t want to put you so far out of your way, Highlady. Come now, you can’t just host the social event of the season and expect people not to show up.”

 

“I am accustomed to having some control over who does so,” she said disdainfully. “A sorcerer with no regard for social graces and a propensity for violence is seldom a welcome guest anywhere.”

 

 Still smiling, I shrugged. I’d learned that once you’ve established that propensity for violence, it’s far more menacing not to make overt threats.

 

 “Hey,” growled the guard on the right, taking a braced stance and aiming his spear at my heart. “You do not talk to the Highlady like—”

 

“Silence,” Miriet ordered curtly. “If you are to expend your lives in the defense of this Clan, it will be at a time and place that furthers our interests. I’ll not waste Clansguard giving this oaf an excuse to show off. Very well, Lord Seiji, since you insist on making yourself an imposition, do come in.”

 

She turned her gwynnek and the guards stepped aside, saluting while also glaring sullenly at me. I tipped the more loyal one a grin and a wink as I sauntered past him, lengthening my stride to catch up with my mounted hostess. She had not troubled to restrain her bird’s pace to a walking person’s.

 

“Whatever trouble you are planning to make, I advise you to withhold for the time being,” Highlady Miriet said as soon as I’d drawn abreast of her, not looking at me. “As a foreigner, you are probably not accustomed to gwynneks. Jaju is rather adamantly intolerant of threats to my person.”

 

She reached forward to stroke Jaju’s neck; as if on command, the bird shifted her head to fix me with one beady eye, making a soft clicking sound deep in her throat that I’d learned was a gentle warning.

 

 “Oh, you might be surprised at the things I’ve seen and done,” I said lightly. Tame Beast. Reaching up, I scratched just above Jaju’s eye ridge in that spot I knew they liked, the gwynnek obligingly lowering her head and letting out a happy trill.

 

Immediately, Miriet pulled her reins, straightening Jaju out and pulling her head back up out of my reach while also moving them both a step to the side. Now she finally looked at me, with a more overtly angry glare than previously.

 

 “I will thank you to refrain from casting magic at my bird, sir!”

 

 Oho, someone had finally caught on? For as commonplace a spell as Tame Beast was alleged to be, I had thought it funny that no one at Clan Ardyllen seemed to have realized I was using it. I’d put it down to my silent casting and how that seemed to throw native Ephemerans off.

 

“More than fair,” I said in the same agreeable tone. “If you’ll simply refrain from threatening me with anything you don’t want spells cast at, my lady, we won’t have these little whoopsies.”

 

 The Highlady’s upper lip curled in a sneer of the most concentrated dislike I’d ever seen on a person, which in my case was really saying something. Even as I was gaining understanding of why Mimi had been so desperate to get the hell out of this family, I was finding myself more and more curious how she’d turned out so generally chill.

 

“Welcome to the domain of Clan Yldyllich. I trust you can find your own way to the hospitality tent from here, Lord Seiji. You must excuse me now; as I’m sure you understand, I must confer with my husband.”

 

She heeled Jaju and headed off at a rapid lope. Where gwynneks truly excelled was in swiftly and adroitly navigating difficult terrain where horses straight up couldn’t go, but even over flat ground it was always an impressive sight. The birds weren’t actually faster than a horse, but at top speed their movement was much quieter.

 

I could indeed find my way to the hospitality area; that was where Miriet was going, and one of only two points of interest set up in the wide, snow-covered field that lay before the village square. This was an interesting setup; it almost looked like the village had been sliced in half, with what was clearly its central square opening directly onto a wide open space that led straight to the road with its guard post. They must hold a lot of festivals or sporting events or something. Beyond that were the houses of the village itself, and rearing above them in the distance the florid curves and arches of what had to be Caer Yldyllich.

 

I took my time approaching, getting a good look at the layout. Like everything Fflyr, the arrangements for the spectacle strictly segregated by caste. On one side of the fairground was a stand of bleachers, apparently temporary in construction but comfortably covered in pillows and draperies so nobody’s fancy ass had to sit on raw akorshil. It was mostly full with dozens of blond and light brunette people bundled up in expensive-looking swaddling against the cold, most clustering near the lit braziers at the edges and in the center, and many holding steaming cups. Right next to the seating was an open-sided tent very like the one I’d visited on Clan Ardyllen’s estate, boasting similar amenities. Directly across from them was where the games were apparently going to actually be held. I couldn’t get a good look because there was another pavilion-like arrangement set up. I could see more asauthec braziers standing at the front corners, but the canvas walls shielded their contents from this angle. Apparently it was set up to be visible to the watchers in the expensive seats.

 

That had to be much of the highborn population of the eight Clans in attendance; it wasn’t as many highborn as I’d seen at Ardyllen’s place, particularly Caludon’s eternal banquet, but it was a much higher concentration of nobility than I typically encountered on Dount. A lot of them were staring at me and whispering to each other, an effect which spread as more and more of them were clued in to my approach.

 

The interest was not mutual. I ignored them, making a beeline for the man to whom Highlady Miriet had gone to speak without troubling to dismount from her gwynnek. That had to be her husband, my host, and the man whose entire day I had come here to ruin.

 

 Thymion Yldyllich was…well, honestly, kind of generic. Blond, expensively-dressed, carrying a rapier—also expensive but not an artifact—and wearing the coldly disapproving expression of a man whose only joy in life was power, and whose power was currently being challenged. I did catch the telltale glow of an artifact gleaming through his vestments; he was wearing some kind of armor under his outer coat, the way Aster did her chain mail. 

 

“Lord Seiji,” the Highlord drawled as soon as I had sauntered into the range at which he could address me without raising his voice in an uncouth fashion. “How…gracious of you to honor us with your presence.”

 

“And how wise of you not to invite me!” I replied with a broad grin, bowing to him. As usual, it made the assembled Fflyr rustle and mutter disapprovingly. This pothole of a country had that going for it, at least: something as simple and commonplace as bowing was consistently fun.

 

“Since you are so admirably straightforward about your essential nature, I shall ask bluntly: exactly how much trouble do you intend to make here?”

 

Standing on the second level of the bleachers, he towered above me, enabling him to look down his nose while I had to crane my neck to make eye contact. Not the most advantageous position for showtime, but I could make do.

 

“I could ask you the same, my lord,” I replied. “But then again, perhaps not. After all, I can see for myself.”

 

“…quite.”

 

 From here, I had the right angle to properly check out the staging ground for the Stupid Games. Directly across from us was the pavilion in which the eight pairs of contestants were bracing themselves for the obscenity to come. Their structure was shielded from the winter wind on three sides, remaining open only to preserve the spectacle for their betters.Other accommodations for the cold had been made: the placement of braziers was generous, with each of the eight competing spaces bracketed by no less than four. The handy thing about asauthec was how you could mix and match its various types to achieve designer effects, and this blend was clearly formulated to put off high heat, minimal light, and no flickering tongues of flame that risked igniting the canvas enclosure. Or the competition itself.

 

Behind each of the pairs of lowborn stood a loom. It must have been quite the hassle to find eight of them and drag them all out here; those were not small pieces of equipment. So, today’s competition was weaving. Nude outdoor winter weaving.

 

I bet on Earth there would be idiots willing to do this voluntarily, like those weirdos who like to jump in frozen lakes in the winter. Here, it was an exercise in sheer cruelty, and the expressions of the sixteen contestants bore it out. I was honestly impressed by their composure. Most were downcast, several grimly resolute, but no one was panicking or trying to fight their way out. No doubt the armed Clansguard standing ostentatiously nearby helped dissuade them, but also…

 

This particular event might be a limited-edition, bespoke form of torture, but they were all accustomed to being kicked around.

 

“Hm. Trouble in paradise, over there?”

 

I nodded toward a knot of clearly arguing men standing in front of the soon-to-be games. Middleborn, all of them, and relatively well-dressed if not as much so as the nobility currently leaning over the rails to gawk at me.

 

“Ah.” Thymion’s frosty voice took on an undercurrent of satisfaction, following my gaze to the squabbling men. “Perhaps unsurprisingly, Lord Seiji, your dear friend the Archlord does not trust us, his loyal Clans, to execute his latest exercise in pure waste and pointless destruction and report the results in good faith. I’m given to understand he has all but cleaned out the bureaucracy in Gwyllthean to furnish enough overseers of sufficient rank to administer these…games in each of the Clan holdings in which they are to be played. Every one given the rare, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to speak with the Archlord’s own power and exert his will over their betters. Or so they anticipated. Now, it seems the eight of them are having some difficulty determining which among them is entitled to this unique honor.”

 

“Conzart and the eleven conductors,” I said sagely.

 

“Quite.”

 

The onlooking highborn shuffled and chuckled with malicious glee, and I considered the arguing middle managers again, more thoughtfully. This was a clever little gambit: Thymion had not only made a mockery of the Archlord’s scheme and thus his authority, but done so right in front of his subordinate Clans and put these middleborn back into their place—humiliating, specifically, those representatives of the Archlord at whose presence the Clans took umbrage. Whether or not they were jockeying for prestige, the mere fact that he’d collapsed a system with no clear chain of command would inevitably result in an administrative mess like this; as a military man, Thymion knew that intimately. His deployment of troops around this village—and his general reputation and use of those troops over the years—painted him as an aggressive thinker inclined toward brute force approaches, but he was clearly capable of sly social maneuvers when they were called for. I had best keep that in mind.

 

“Obviously, the result is a foregone conclusion,” Thymion continued in a bored tone. “The events are being held here, and thus the…minder Caludon has so thoughtfully provided me will take precedence. Men of lesser breeding simply can’t help but squabble. Toss a scrap to a pack of dogs and then take it away; you’ll see much the same.”

 

“I rather take exception to that description,” I said in a deliberately mild tone. “Your Archlord is no friend of mine, despite his best efforts. The man’s yapping at my heels is tiresome in the extreme.”

 

“None of us like him, Lord Seiji,” Thymion countered disdainfully. “You alone are liked by him enough to rouse him to decree this…absurd spectacle. You’ll forgive me if I am unable to forget just who inspired the entire debacle.”

 

Yep, there it was: sly social maneuvers. He’d immediately started trying to undercut my credibility with his peers.

 

“Caludon is an utter clown,” I said in a carrying voice. “I’m not surprised by anything he does. I am surprised at your willingness to help him out, Highlord; I was under the impression you two didn’t get along. No matter how he begs, I’m not coming to his birthday party. Having you play the friendship card on his behalf isn’t going to change my mind.”

 

They were a good audience, I’ll give them that. From the onlooking highborn, who were starting to weigh down this end of the bleachers as more and more of them drifted in this direction to take in the show, there came the requisite gasps and muffled titters.

 

Thymion was made of stiffer stuff than Lhadron, and had more poise than Caldimer. He just watched me, silent, expression unchanging as I turned the conversation back around on him—quite deftly, if I do say so myself. Indeed, the ensuing grand pause was no awkward fumbling for words; he very effectively gave it the exact time necessary for the proper dramatic weight before abruptly switching subjects.

 

“I have spared no effort or expense for this event, Lord Seiji,” the Highlord intoned, his voice and expression calm and a trifle bored, emphasizing his effortless mastery over these proceedings. “Do feel free to avail yourself of the amenities in yonder tent; I believe you will find everything sufficient to suit even the most exacting tastes. And of course, I have made ample preparations to ensure the safety of such a substantial gathering of the Goddess’s chosen blood. You see my men positioned all around these grounds, with a vantage over us all.” He made a casual gesture, directing attention to the longbowmen on alert. He was right; everything between the village and the forest was in range of at least three archers. Those bows were stiff and as long as the men wielding them were tall, designed for much longer range. In here, the impacts would be devastating. “They will summarily dispatch any threat to my guests. Naturally, I made these arrangements assuming any putative threat would come from without, given the strict prohibition we highborn honor against the spilling of our own sacred blood. Still, my men are…adaptive. Any disruption of these proceedings will perish. Instantly.”

 

“Well, that’s a relief to hear,” I said with hearty good cheer. “I’m sure we’re all able to relax, knowing these lands are safely watched over by the famous Yldyllich Clansguard. Safe as babies in our little cribs, all the way here and all the way back home. Truly, Highlord, we are grateful for your service to the realm.”

 

His eyes flicked up and down me once. “You are well-known as a sorcerer, Lord Seiji. May I ask why you are wearing artifacts?”

 

Ah, there was the billion-yen question. Fortunately I’d had plenty of time to come up with an explanation. Specifically, one Biribo had told me powerful sorcerers sometimes did, confirmed by Aster, Nazralind, and Minifrit as a rare but known practice.

 

“Oh, you like them?” I said innocently, leaning to one side and lifting a foot to show off my Surestep Boots, one hand patting the pommel of my Rapier of Mastery. “I confiscated these from various Blessed with Might who tried to kill me. Sure, I suppose I could sell them, but do I really need money that badly? Better to keep them as a message to any others who might think they have a chance. That’s not to say I’m entirely opposed to it, Highlord, if you wanted to make an offer! I think these let the wearer jump higher? At this point I’ve matched most of my outfits around them, but they do pinch my toes a smidge.”

 

As planned, that brought on another round of the obligatory whispering and murmuring, though so far the gathered highborn continued to yield the floor to Thymion. Those who had heard of this practice also knew why it was rare—I mean, aside from the economics of reducing some of the most valuable items on Ephemera to vanity trinkets, these assholes could only admire such an excess of conspicuous consumption. Sorcerers who thus made their entire outfits a loud “come at me, bro” to the world were among the most dangerous and the least likely to be challenged, to be sure…but only for a while. Eventually people would take them up on that, and eventually, one would win. There was always a bigger fish.

 

Except in my case.

 

“How…quaint,” Highlord Thymion said in a tone of such deep and profound neutrality that it couldn’t convey anything but the most withering disdain. “But my own artifacts are carefully chosen, and I am not a…collector. Ah, it seems the little men have finally sorted out their clash of egos. What fortuitous timing for your arrival, Lord Seiji, you’ve hardly had to wait at all. Do feel free to avail yourself of my hospitality, but do not dawdle overmuch at the drinks table. It seems the festivities are finally about to begin.”

 

He was right, Caludon’s inept-looking enforcers had come to some kind of grudging detente, with one looking luminously smug and the rest sullen. The visible dread on the faces of the lowborn waiting patiently to be made spectacles of was cresting to its apex.

 

“Perfect,” I said cheerfully, and immediately started out at a long stride across the field toward the competition grounds.

 

“Lord Seiji!” the Highlord barked behind me. I just waved one hand over my shoulder, not troubling to glance back.

 

They’d come to see a show, and by god they were going to. All possibility of it being the show they had expected had ceased as soon as I set foot on the scene, however.

 

For I am the Dark Lord, and showtime is mine.
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4.47 In Which the Dark Lord Calls Upon the Goddess


                I strode directly across the stand in center stage, close enough to the “performers” to see their glum, frightened expressions and address them without having to raise my voice.

 

“Excuse me!” blustered Mr. Smug, while his seven competitors hovered in the background, watching me upstage him with visible schadenfreude. “Sir, please clear the area! You are obstructing the view of the highborn.”

 

How interesting, this guy felt no need to defer to me. Being outside the caste system did often confuse Fflyr, but most of them saw my expensive clothes and chose to err on the side of respect. Regardless, I ignored him.

 

“I’m here to help,” I stated to the waiting lowborn, carefully pitching my voice just loud enough to be audible to my intended audience and hopefully not carry too far behind me to Thymion and his cronies. “This is going to suck just as much as you’re afraid it will, if not worse. But I promise you, I mean to make sure everybody gets out of this alive and…physically unharmed.”

 

“My lord, please,” the man closest to me said, folding down his hands. He had his back straight and head up, despite his hollow eyes; this was a guy determined to meet inevitable doom without flinching. “I beg you, don’t…don’t do anything. All of us have families, and…others who are important, and under the control of the highborn. If we resisted, even if we somehow succeeded in escaping…”

 

“I understand,” I assured him in my most solemn and firm tone, while waving away the fussy middleborn still making annoying squawking noises in my immediate vicinity. “That’s why I’m here to help, not to blow this whole place down and get everybody out. I’m sorry I can’t do more, but you’re right, actions have consequences that can spread to a lot of people. You just keep your head down and do as they say; don’t give them a reason to single you out. I’ll get you through it alive. That’s the best I can do without bringing more trouble onto others.”

 

“Excuse me!” And then, to my utter disbelief, this buzzing pest of a man actually laid his hands on me. Grabbing my arm, the stuffy middleborn auditor tried to tug me away to the side. “Sir, you are interfering with an event ordered by the Archlord of this island himself! I must insist that you remove yourself from the vicinity at once!”

 

In terms of utility as a weapon, air is a lot like slime: its effectiveness diminishes rapidly with range. For instance, a Slimeshot that’s capable of decapitating someone point-blank will barely knock a person down twenty meters away. Likewise, the old standby air spell that can fling someone across a street from up close will just ruffle their clothes at a comparable distance. Now that I thought about it, I wasn’t sure I’d ever used it truly point-blank. But this idiot was close enough to actually be holding onto me.

 

Windburst.

 

 The force with which his grip was yanked off my arm was probably going to leave bruises, but that was a small price to pay. He got some choice hang time, not even hitting the ground until he’d flown a good ten meters and then rolling further until his progress was arrested by a snowdrift.

 

It was apparently a better pre-show entertainment than whatever speech he was planning to make, to judge by the cheers and applause from the assembled nobles behind me. I started to turn to face them, but had another of my preconceptions corrected before I completed the motion.

 

Even at this range, those longbows couldn’t put an arrow all the way through a human body. Just…mostly.

 

Not that it didn’t hit like a truck, of course. I was driven right to my knees; I honestly can’t explain why I didn’t fall over entirely, aside from some random quirk of balance and positioning. The shaft protruded from my chest for most of its substantial length, dripping with blood.

 

Cheers turned to screams, someone was shouting orders; feet crunched in the snow as someone rushed toward me.

 

I snorted.

 

 Please, shooting me with arrows? Like I’d never seen this shit before. This was practically my sport; you can’t be a human pincushion as many times as I have without knowing exactly how to handle this.

 

First thing was to act fast: any major damage to the muscles in the upper back would make moving literally anything in the torso, arms, or head hurt so badly it could cause me to pass out, so I needed to do the needful before the shock wore off. Thanks to my Amulet of Final Luck, I had of course avoided a killing blow: the shaft was protruding from the right side of my chest. Clean through a lung and between the ribs, nowhere near my heart or spine. I grabbed it with my left hand and pulled, firmly but carefully. Someone was yelling at me to stop from the near distance, which I of course ignored.

 

The shaft came cleanly out and I started spurting blood, which I also ignored. Second thing was to check for residue. Last thing I wanted was a repeat of the night I’d met Nazralind; having solid objects meticulously cut out of your body while you’re conscious is basically the least fun a person can have. I carefully inspected the end of the arrow. Good, this was a well-made, high-quality piece of work, not one of the raggedy-ass arrows bandits tended to have. No splinters on the shaft, and the goosefeather fletching was neatly trimmed and perfectly intact. That was all I needed to know: no rubbish left behind in my lung to be a problem later.

 

Heal.

 

At the burst of pink light, the three noblemen rushing toward me skidded to a halt, having just reached me. I didn’t turn my attention on them yet, being fully occupied with step three: not getting shot again. I stood smoothly, turned in the direction which had been at my back a moment ago, and looked up at the top of the platform I found there.

 

 Highlord Thymion was shouting at the Clansguard archer up there, who had already lowered his bow and raised his free hand in a gesture of surrender. Unfortunately for his ass, there was no Geneva Convention here, and step three point five was making sure nobody else in the vicinity ever considered attacking me again. That was likely to become more relevant with every passing minute.

 

Immolate.

 

Damn, I’d never done that to someone standing on a tall platform before; the spectacle was really arresting. There was more gasping and shouting from the onlooking highborn as the archer went up like a flare, screaming and staggering about until he inevitably tipped over the edge and plummeted like a comet into the snow. Of course, that failed to immediately put him out, so there ensued quite a lot of steam.

 

I turned my back on this spectacle, still holding the bloody arrow, and smiled pleasantly at the three men now standing in front of me.

 

“Oh, were you concerned about me? My thanks, gentlemen, that’s quite civil of you. No need to worry, however. Just another day in the life, eh?”

 

“Goddess gaze down,” one of them said in an awed tone. “Is that… Hell’s revels, man, you’re a veritable Tannimus charging the farther tribes.”

 

I didn’t know that one, but I wasn’t about to waste my recent education. “More like Conzart climbing the glass hedge. C’mon, lads, no sense in losing your seats! I think the show’s about to start.”

 

 “Just a moment,” spluttered the youngest of the intervening nobleman, pointing at the shivering, steaming heap that was the Yldyllich archer, still emitting flickers of hellfire at the base of his erstwhile perch. “What did you do to that bastard?”

 

 “Also, simply out of curiosity, how are you still alive?”

 

Ah, I loved it when people laid out such simple opportunities for me. I almost didn’t even need to try.

 

I gave them a coy, mysterious smile.

 

“Haven’t you heard? I’m Lord Seiji.”

 

 Then I turned and strolled casually back to the bleachers, whistling. Also dripping blood, both from my clothes and the arrow I was still carrying. Oh, yeah, the rather significant amount of blood staining my coat had already gotten cold; in another minute or two it would be frozen solid. Shit. That was gonna suck. Well, I’d just have to live with it, if I was going to put up a proper front of shrugging off certain death in front of all these people, which was what I needed to do right now. Showtime is a harsh mistress.

 

 “Lord Seiji,” Highlord Thymion greeted me as soon as I had come back within range. He had to raise his voice slightly above the clamor of his surrounding lesser nobles, but he didn’t look perturbed, merely more intense than usual. I had a feeling this guy didn’t do perturbed. “Clan Yldyllich owes you a steep debt for this insult. It seems, to my shame, one of my men mistook the very just comeuppance of a lower-born pest for a magical attack upon my guests and overreacted. Irrespective of the harm done to a visitor to my domain, I do not employ men so utterly lacking in judgment, particularly in capacities that involve handling weapons. You have my word he will be dealt with severely.”

 

 “Oh, pish tosh, no harm done,” I said airily, making a flippant gesture with the arrow which splattered the last few unfrozen drops of blood across the snow nearby. Under other circumstances I’d have been concerned for that fate that boded for the lowborn soldier, but… Motherfucker had just shot me for what amounted to no reason except his own jumpiness. I had more deserving sufferers to protect right now.

 

“I insist you allow me the chance to make amends,” the Highlord stated. “Please, let my steward escort you to my manor that you may recover.”

 

Oh, you’d love that, wouldn’t you, asshole. Nope, I’m not that easy to get rid of.

 

“Nonsense, I’m as recovered as anyone could ask,” I said with undiminished good cheer. “Well, aside from the fresh hole in my coat. I wouldn’t say no to something hot to drink! Blood tea, if you have it.”

 

 “Immediately, my lord,” chimed the servant standing nearby, folding down his hands at me and then turning to scurry discreetly into the hospitality tent. I had positioned myself next to a brazier, but…yeah. The hole through my clothes was one thing; the already-freezing liquid loading down half my coat, that was going to be something else. I needed to make some accommodation with this or the shivering was going to really interfere with my presentation.

 

“Really, Lord Seiji, I consider this a matter of honor,” Thymion pressed. “I beg you grant me the opportunity to restore my Clan’s good name in your eyes.”

 

I turned to face him directly, having to lift my chin to do it—he hadn’t relinquished his position on the bleachers—and put on a small smile that carefully did not touch my eyes.

 

“I’m quite comfortable right here.” Quiet, controlled, implacable; the words communicated less than the tone.

 

The Highlord inhaled as if he was about to try again, but then let the breath out and folded down his hands at me. Classic rule of military strategy: don’t instigate a pissing contest with somebody you just watched shrug off a death blow.

 

“Then I shall not add to the offense by pressing you,” he said as if it wasn’t already too late. “Please consider all the resources and amenities of my home your own, Lord Seiji. Clan Yldyllich honors its debts.”

 

I smiled and nodded, saying nothing. He had to at least suspect I was about to cause enough trouble to neutralize any such debt, but obviously he was wise enough not to say so.

 

While the nearby highborn, to judge by their rubbernecking and murmuring, were confused about the effect all this would have on the planned spectacle, at least one person didn’t hesitate. While the smug asshole I’d flung into a snowbank was still trying to brush snow out of his coat, the bureaucrat who had apparently ended up with the number two spot wasted not a moment in usurping his position.

 

“My lords, my ladies!” he declaimed with admirable breath control, having seized the pride of place in front of the tent housing the lowborn and looms. “Clan Aelthwyn honors your participation in this festive event…”

 

He was off, but I tuned him out, because anything he could possibly have to say about this was certain to be both boring and enraging. I’ve experienced that combo before and I don’t care for it; it’s like having sleep paralysis while squirrels climb around in your pants. Besides, my tea arrived at that moment.

 

“Ah, thank you,” I said, to the visible startlement of the servant. He probably wasn’t used to basic courtesies from his so-called betters. Poor guy folded down his hands at me and retreated to the mouth of the hospitality tent, ready to respond to any further orders.

 

The tea definitely hit the spot. Warmth, spices, and caffeine… Just what the doctor ordered for a dumbass who got himself soaked in the snow. I’d kind of walked myself into a corner with this one. The steaming tea helped, but I was going to need to—oh, of course.

 

“Heat Beam.”

 

 The nearby highborn—including, I noted, Highlord Thymion—turned to regard me with curiosity and then rising murmurs of interest as I held out my right hand in front of myself, directing a diffuse glow of orange light back onto my own body. After a bit of experimentation, I set it to the highest intensity that wasn’t actually painful and diffused the spread enough to cover most of my body. Oh, yeah, that helped a lot.

 

It did cause me to miss the big announcement, though; ignoring the speaker as I was, it took movement to catch my attention again. The auditor was moving away to clear the view, and the lowborn in the tent, with downcast yet resolute expressions, had begun stripping off.

 

I focused on breathing. Cold air, hot spicy steam… In and out. Control. The commentary from the bleachers next to me was not helping.

 

 “Ooh, I quite like that one, Maddither! How much do you want for her?”

 

“I don’t believe she’s an indenture, but we could work something out. Best not get too far ahead in plans, though, some of them are going to be missing fingers and toes after this.”

 

“True, true.”

 

 “Aw, I’d been so looking forward to that one letting them out, but look how far they fell! Like two bags of—”

 

 “They don’t have bones in them, you twit; obviously they’re going to hang lower at that size. This is what happens when you can’t coax a wench out of her kit at your age.”

 

“Both of you, cork it. There are ladies present.”

 

Breathe in. Breathe out.

 

As soon as I was certain my expression was controlled, I cast a careful look at the highborn. Most of them were ignoring me now.

 

Fflyr culture being what it was, it was only the men making bawdy comments about the lowborn women as they undressed, though a few clusters of ladies on the bleachers were leaning their heads together, giggling and whispering behind their hands. What interested me mostly was the diversity of reactions. Lust, sure, and even a few isolated cases of clearly sadistic glee…but to my surprise, those were the minority. A lot of the highborn just looked varying types and degrees of uncomfortable. Disapproving, disgusted, angry, or actively controlling their expressions so as not to reveal any of the above.

 

 It was worth keeping in mind. As Mimi had said a short while ago, these people were born into a system they had not created; it had an effect on them but didn’t necessarily make them monsters. The Yviredhs honestly tried to be decent people, though they had needed some widening of their perspective on what that actually meant. Naz and her friends had outright turned their backs on their hereditary privilege to fight against it, at significant personal risk. Even irrespective of the strategic (and moral, I guess) costs of slaughtering these people en masse…it was more complicated than that. I might be throwing away potential allies.

 

I turned forward again. Breathing evenly, face controlled. I suspected the contestants had been chosen at least in part for attractiveness; male and female alike, they had the lean, muscled physiques that lowborn often did, thanks to their constant physical labor and high-protein diet of not enough nutrition to put on body fat. I could not feel anything but pity, and rising fury. They were hunched and shivering violently in the frigid air, despite the nearby braziers. Even if not for that, this was a cruel spectacle designed to humiliate. How could a person feel lust at this?

 

The auditor proclaimed the beginning of the competition; I barely made out the words, fully occupied with the pounding of my pulse in the back of my throat. The sixteen lowborn sat at their looms, beginning to weave. Apparently they knew what they were about, the dude having laid out the conditions of the contest earlier. I hadn’t been listening.

 

It had been only a minute but I could see stiff fingers failing to move, even from this distance. Frostbite would be setting in very quickly.

 

HealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHeal.

 

Forming the spell in the forefront of my mind and exerting constant pressure against it, I flicked my attention down the row, blasting each of them with a Heal in such rapid succession that the wave of pink light washed across them in barely more than a second. Many stopped working in surprise, jumping and letting out muted exclamations.

 

There were much less muted ones from my left.

 

“Here now! What’s this all about?”

 

“What’s he doing?”

 

“Don’t interfere!”

 

“I have money riding on this, damn you, stay out of it!”

 

“Lord Seiji,” Thymion said, his voice projecting above the hubbub, “kindly refrain from meddling with the competition.”

 

 “What’s the big deal?” I asked innocently, turning to give him a winsome smile. “Equal healing for everybody. It’s fair that way. Nobody gets an advantage.”

 

 “The whole point is to see how they perform with frozen fingers, you oaf!” exclaimed a highborn I didn’t know. “You’re spoiling the fun!”

 

I shifted my full attention to him. “What’s your name?”

 

“I am Highlord Cledwyl of Clan Methyran,” he proclaimed, drawing himself up to look down his nose at me, which he could only do thanks to being on the bleachers. There was something about him that made me think of a balding, overweight salaryman in middle management.

 

 “Clan Methyran,” I enunciated and projected. Even if Velaven wasn’t close enough to get the message at the moment, I had a suspicion she’d draw the same conclusion.

 

 “I must ask you not to intercede, magically or otherwise, in the competition, Lord Seiji,” Highlord Thymion said firmly.

 

I smiled at him again. “Your request has been noted.”

 

Turning back around, I watched the shivering lowborn attempting to weave for another minute until I deemed it necessary again.

 

HealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHeal.

 

 “Oh, come on!”

 

 “Highlord Yldyllich, are you going to allow this?”

 

“So help me, I’m going to—”

 

 “Theddyr, you leave that man alone,” a woman’s voice interrupted the young man’s who had been in the middle of unwisely threatening me.

 

 “Lord Seiji.” While I was making a point of ignoring the lot of them, that one voice was quieter and closer, and there was something in it that made me instinctively shift my head just enough to look at the speaker sidelong. He was a highborn man in later middle years, lean and graying, positioned on the lowest level of the bleachers at the front and thus closer to me. Seeing he had my attention, he folded down his hands. “Clan Therwyl honors your kindness.” Beside him, a woman dressed in the same colors nodded her head deeply toward me, her expression solemn.

 

They weren’t all monsters.

 

I inclined my own head slightly and turned back to face the competitors.

 

HealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHeal.

 

Every new round brought more complaints, but also evidence that I wasn’t alone in my sympathies here. The highborn willing to voice dissent were in the minority, but a few persistent voices did snap back at the complainers. I couldn’t spare any of them much of my attention, being fully occupied frowning at the lowborn being forced to perform.

 

I was barely managing to save lives and digits, here, with my repeated healing magic. I knew that spell would remedy tissue damage and probably restore circulation, but applying it every couple of minutes was bailing a leaking boat with a ladle. They were still slowing, faltering, despite the new burst of life every casting gave them. I was failing. This cold was murder; I could feel my own body temperature plummeting, thanks to the dripping liquid all over my clothes. Casting that Heat Beam on myself was barely—

 

Oh, dear god, I was such a fucking idiot.

 

Striding forward through the snow, I stepped right out in front of the bleachers, planting myself smack in the middle of the way and no doubt spoiling the view for the front two rows. Naturally, this prompted another round of shrill complaints and imprecations directed at my back. My teacup was empty; I dropped it in the snow at my side, and held out both hands.

 

“Heat Beam!”

 

It took a little experimentation to get the proportions right. I could intuitively control both the intensity and spread; using both hands I projected as much warmth as I could across the full range of the competitors. Even at my highest possible strength…this could only help so much. Diffused across that wide a spread, over that far a distance, it was a losing battle against the winter air.

 

And yet, it helped. I could see it helping. The competitors seemed to gather strength right before my eyes, fingers moving more rapidly over the looms and feet working the pedals with more energy. Encouraged, I moved forward a few more steps, shortening the distance.

 

 “This is brazen cheating! You there, foreigner, I have had enough. Cease your nonsense before I personally—”

 

“Young Lord Tarsen,” Highlord Thymion interrupted in a carrying voice, “if you are honestly thick enough not to respect the evidence of your own senses, remember that no less than the Archbishop declined to challenge that sorcerer. Close your mouth while it is still full of teeth.”

 

“The lad’s right, though, he’s going to invalidate the whole contest! Dash it all, have you any idea how much coin I have riding on this? That does it, this is a limn too far. Clansguard! Remove this meddler!”

 

 Each noble delegation had brought their own ceremonial honor guard, who were positioned off to the left of the bleachers, standing around in the cold without such amenities as hot drinks. Even not knowing who had just issued that order, I could tell just by glancing in that direction which Clansguard answered to him. They were the ones suddenly isolated while the other nearby soldiers immediately stepped away from them. All of their expressions indicated they vividly remembered what had happened to the last asshole who’d raised a weapon at me moments ago.

 

 “Have you gone deaf?” bellowed the impatient highborn behind me when he was denied instant gratification. “Move your worthless hides unless you want to compete in the next round of games!”

 

Well, that did it. Three armored men set out toward me at a brisk stride, expressions falling into the same resolute grimness as the victims of the games I was trying to help.

 

Damn it. I did not feel good about this, but… This was war. And this was showtime.

 

I let the Heat Beam dissipate for a moment, turning to point at the three oncoming soldiers. Two of them faltered, but the one in the middle just set his jaw and kept coming.

 

 Honestly, I’m not sure quite what prompted me, except for a general recognition of the pants-on-head absurdity of this entire business. It wasn’t like I really thought it would fool anyone, but… Well, it’s that much harder for your enemies to figure out our strategies if you cloak your moves in bonkers nonsense.

 

“I hear,” I proclaimed in a voice that carried across the fairgrounds, “that Sanora likes to take it in the butt.”

 

The gasps and cries of outraged shock were most gratifying, even if they compelled me to raise my voice to be heard as I flung out one hand dramatically toward the oncoming soldiers.

 

“Deflect Divine Retribution!”

 

 Strike.
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Final status update, 7/20/23:


https://www.patreon.com/posts/86409359






Update 7/16/23:


https://www.patreon.com/posts/86205186






Update 6/30/23:


https://www.patreon.com/posts/85388243






The Avenists, my highest tier and most appreciated backers, did not get their regular Tuesday update because I couldn't get the work done. And this was after I had to extend my usual monthly writing break because I had the same problem the week before. Today... I woke up planning to announce another schedule skip, to pass through the update cycle as normal, but after trying all day to finish the chapter that was due days ago and failing to make any progress on it, I've had to stop and consider my position.





Earlier in the week I had an epiphany: this sensation is familiar. The last time I had this combination of overall depression, total creative block, and serious stress about the above, was in the final months of my work on TGAB, and that culminated in such total burnout that I had to stop working entirely.





Today, taking a hard look at my current circumstance, I had another epiphany. Creative failure aside, I am in extremely bad shape mentally. I'm constantly exhausted no matter how much I sleep, my eyes look like I've been awake for a week straight despite getting my eight hours a night. My appetite is a complete wreck, I'm dealing with depression of a caliber that's keeping me from doing anything, and I've been having nightmares basically every night. This is one of those things that I feel pretty dumb for not having noticed earlier but, well, they're hard to see coming up on you until you're in one.





This is a crisis. I am having a serious mental health episode of some kind.





The last time it was this bad I had to stop writing entirely for four months, and when I was able to resume, my story, which I love with all my heart, had become an actual trauma trigger and I couldn't even look at it, forcing me to switch to a different one. I cannot let that happen to OVDT, too. It's now been a few weeks of this; with TGAB I tried to push through it for months until it ultimately broke me. I have to stop before it gets that far this time.





So, this is my plan to address this.





I am going to take, to begin with, the rest of June off. I should probably seek some kind of actual mental health care but that's still outside my means given my situation so I am going to devote myself fully to recovering. I'm going to make it my full-time job to do all the things I know help stabilize my brain when I'm in a bad depressive episode: get my daily exercise, eat healthy, sleep as much as my body wants to sleep, do my breathing and meditation exercises every day, and not be under the stress of a publication schedule.





I will stay in communication with everybody, via my discord server and with posts here on Patreon, which will be available to the public. By the end of the month I'll assess my situation and decide what to do.





Basically, the likely options are: extend the hiatus if I need more time to recover, return to my normal publication schedule if I feel recovered, possibly return on a more limited schedule, or possibly switch to working on a different story.





That brings me to the third epiphany I've had, and the matter that will have the biggest impact on my long-term plans: OVDT itself is what's killing me. This isn't exactly news, I know I've talked about this in various places before, but I didn't realize it was this serious. To recap for those who haven't seen my previous commentary on the subject, I started writing OVDT as a kind of therapy project, to confront and work through some of the issues I was grappling with. That has backfired on me because of the standard authorial tendency to underestimate how long a story takes to write. The planned arc of OVDT does lead to a more uplifting perspective than it has now, but I was originally expecting that to start, like...a year ago. Based on current story progress, we're about halfway to that point.





I've gotta stop. For a while; I am definitely not abandoning this story. I just don't know how long a while it's going to be. Maybe just these two weeks, or possibly long enough for me to write something else for a while.





Right now, there are no other major stressors in my life. The only factor I can identify that could be causing me this kind of mental distress - I mean, aside from my customary mental illness, which as a rule does not feel like this - is this story. This story which, I realize now that I think about it clearly, is keeping me in a position of being immersed constantly in the exact soup of issues that was causing me stress and trauma in the first place. Yeah, hindsight is 20/20.





So, this is it for me for this month. As I promised, I will stay in touch and stay transparent. Updates will be on this Patreon account and on my Discord server at discord.gg/DQgsYm9. By the end of the month I'll let everybody know what progress I've made and what's happening next.





I'm more grateful than I'll ever be able to express to all of you. It means the world to me that people read and like my work; I'm constantly awed that people actually want to support me financially for it. I'm incredibly sorry that it keeps being interrupted like this; I hate it every time. Frustrating as it is, this is the result of lessons learned. Experience has taught me to accept the smaller interruptions with grace so they don't turn into bigger ones, and I'm sorry for failing to apply that lesson adequately. This bigger one is happening because I wouldn't heed the signs and stop earlier, because I can't stand to disappoint the people who want to keep reading. I'm going to do my best to make sure this interruption doesn't grow any bigger than it already has to, and I apologize for the misjudgments and failures on my part that led to this.





I'll be back soon. Thank you for everything, and I'm sorry.






                



Only Villains Do That
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                    Sorry for the false alarm.  This isn't a proper chapter; it's an update on the status and future of OVDT.  The reason it's coming out after such a long silence is I'd been waiting to make these announcements until the next chapter went up, but with newer developments I've had to acknowledge I don't know when that will be, but it's not gonna be for a while. 

As soon as another chapter is added, I'll copy the below into an author comment there and remove this post.



                

                I have bad news and good news, faithful readers.  First of all, I apologize for the long silence.  This post is to update y'all on everything going on with this story.

The bad news is that it'll be a while yet before there are more chapters.  On the advice of my therapist, I'm shifting my attention away from OVDT because this story is a massive source of stress for me.  Despite how it appears, OVDT is not on a formal hiatus yet: my plan is to put it on one as soon as Book 4 is finished, and in the meantime, it is moving to a "whenever" update schedule.  Meaning I will get chapters out as I can get them out, as I have time and spare energy and a healthy enough mental state. 

But the good news:

1. While shifting focus away from OVDT, I've returned to my previous serial, The Gods are Bastards.  It is currently updating with new chapters on its dedicated website, tiraas.net.  You can binge the entire almost four million word story there, as well as following the new updates as they're posted.  If that sounds like too much of a mouthful, though, I am also cross-posting the story here to Royal Road, linked in the comment below.  If you haven't seen it on this site yet, it's going up at a rate of about three chapters a day, both to be less intimidating for new readers to follow along, and for old readers who want to catch up before reading the new chapters but don't want to binge the huge backlog all at once.  When it eventually does catch up to the current date on tiraas.net, new chapters will go up there and here simultaneously.

2. Great news!  OVDT has been signed with Podium Publishing and will be getting the full treatment: audiobook, ebook and paperback editions!  This does carry the caveat that the early parts on RR will have to be stubbed once those come out, but we're early in the process and that's a few months out, at least.  Probably closer to a year.  Working with everybody at Podium has been fantastic and I'm incredibly excited about this.

Now, the second piece of good news does come with some caveats.  The stubbing, yes, but also I have to re-edit the entire manuscripts for the first three books of OVDT, which both takes up a lot of my time and re-immerses me in the stressful headspace of this story that I'd been trying to step away from on my therapist's advice.  None of this is great for me; it's already impacted my update schedule for he new TGAB chapters, causing me to miss a few in the last several weeks.  Point being, this is definitely pushing back the arrival of new OVDT chapters.

So I still can't say when I'll be able to get back to putting out new chapters for this serial, or how often I'll manage to once I do.

What I will say is that I'm committed to finishing it.  OVDT has a fully planned arc with an ending in mind, and it's very important for me to get all the way there.  I don't know how long it'll take or how many times I'll have to hiatus it and step away before it comes, but unless I die before the story finishes, it will finish.

Thanks for reading, everybody.  I appreciate you.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    TGAB on Royal Road



                



OVDT day!


                It was yesterday, in fact - book 1 of Only Villains Do That is now available on Amazon and Audible, the audio version narrated by Todd Haberkorn!  Unfortunately Royal Road tends to block or mangle off-site links but you can find them there.



I know it's been a long time since this story has updated, but I want to assure everyone that it's not dead or abandoned.  The explanation is probably the same as it is for whatever questions you might have about whatever I've been doing: I live with mental illness that makes my productivity unpredictable and sometimes blocks me out of certain things I'd like to do.  For the time being, the dark and often brutal nature of OVDT has been too much for me to immerse myself back in it, but I have continued to try at intervals.  This story is too important to me to let it go.  I can't say when I'll be back to it, but I will.

In the meantime, you can now get it in audio, ebook, or print!  In fact, it's part of a pilot program with Podium that means it won't just be print-on-demand, but may be stocked on shelves in bookstores.  If your local doesn't have a copy, they can probably order one.

Thank you for reading; I really hope you've liked the story.  I hope it'll be just as good or even better when it returns.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    My current projects on Royal Road in addition to OVDT are Hoard, Dysland, and The Gods are Bastards, with Hoard being my primary focus for now - if you've read OVDT to this point I'm sure you'll understand why I was craving something more lighthearted in which to immerse myself.  Any of them might see an update if my focus shifts there, though; I'm trying to give my unwell brain some room to go where it wants, which has helped my productivity a bit. 

Sorry everything is so erratic, I really am doing the best I can.



                



4.48 In Which the Dark Lord is Struck Down


                I hadn’t known this, but Biribo had informed me during one of our recent conversations that most of the time, a person will survive a single lightning strike. Given the very good reason that being struck by lightning is colloquial shorthand for “statistically almost impossible,” I think I can be forgiven for not having been aware of that. It made sense, though; despite the colossal heat and voltage, it only exists for the tiniest fraction of a second.

 

It was the thunderclap that caused screams and a general flurry of brief panic from the noble stands, rather than the flash of light. It’s not often that you hear one of those that close, unless you’re me; the experience is intense. I, of course, was at least somewhat used to it, so it was mostly the flash that dazzled me for a second.

 

When I could see again, the lead Clansguard was flat on the ground, motionless; both of his comrades had fallen over and were dizzily swaying on their hands and knees, whether trying to get up or just not fall the rest of the way down I couldn’t tell. At that proximity… They might or might not have caught some arcing of the actual electricity, but even if not what they’d just been through was like having a stack of flashbangs go off right at your feet.

 

Well, whatever. Lord Seiji is magnanimous in victory.

 

Heal, Heal, Heal. I made sure to keep my arm dramatically extended toward them so everyone could tell it was me, applying healing to my enemies. I had an image to consider, here.

 

 “How dare you!”

 

“Sacrilege!”

 

“—most disgusting display I have ever—”

 

 “Wait—did he really just…”

 

Oh, it seemed some of my audience didn’t approve of me taking Sanora’s name in vain. That was fine; I noted with amusement that the upraised voices were a minority, most of the highborn either unsure what they’d actually just seen or keeping their opinions to themselves about it.

 

 No, I didn’t actually expect to have created a compelling illusion. It wouldn’t take much investigation at all to penetrate my little deception. Obviously the goddesses wouldn’t allow any spell to exist that overrode their own agency. The point was the sheer confusion. I did not need these people to believe I was a new challenger to their entire celestial order, I just needed them to behave and not interfere with me for the remainder of this event. For that, they could believe that I was able to challenge the very goddesses, or they could believe I was dangerous, unpredictable, and crazy. Either would suffice.

 

Satisfied that the three Clansguard were alive and getting to their feet, and no one else was coming at me from behind, I turned back to face the contestants.

 

HealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHeal.

 

Heat Beam.

 

 Obviously this didn’t settle the matter. I was dealing with people who’d been taught from birth that it was their divinely-appointed prerogative to never be told “no.” Some of them—some—had also been taught manners and even some basic ethics, but that didn’t change the fundamental problem: on a deeply-rooted psychological level, they weren’t able to handle the concept that somebody could just saunter up and stop them from doing whatever they wanted. Where a normal person would recognize and retreat from extremely obvious and well-dressed danger, highborn were likely to double and triple down until they had to get Immolated.

 

So I kept an ear out, waiting for the next stage of this nonsense, because I knew it was coming. I had my back to them, and some distance between us—increasing distance as I kept easing forward to find the optimal position from which I could Heat Beam the entire row of weavers at maximum efficiency. I was reduced to listening in on the conversations behind me as best I could, for what little forewarning I could get of what would come next.

 

 Biribo would tell me about anything really important. For everything else, I was on my own. Which was why it took me by surprise that I wasn’t immediately relevant in the next developments.

 

“Well, good on him, I say.”

 

 “He is ruining—”

 

“A disgraceful debacle, is what. If the outlander wants to ruin Caludon’s absurd schemes, more power to him.”

 

 “Did you hear what he said?! To speak so of the Goddess!”

 

 “I have money riding on the outcome of this!”

 

“Oh, don’t be Lannert in the hall of dice. The bloke’s saving us a ruddy fortune; every one of those lowborn would’ve ended up dead or unable to work if not for whatever magic he’s doing.”

 

 “What are those spells? Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

 

“There’s no way that was a real spell…”

 

“Isn’t anyone going to stop him?!”

 

“No, and that includes you. Sit down before you need to beg the interloper for healing.”

 

 I let the conversations wash over me, the bits and snatches I could hear from behind. I had, just as I’d expected, thoroughly ruined the fun for several of the absolute shittiest people who had ever lived, but to judge by the overlapping arguments from the nobles’ stands, I’d also acquired some new fans. This had already been a lesson of which I’d had to remind myself several times today, and it still came as a surprise every time: the highborn weren’t necessarily monsters. Some of them were clearly disgusted by these games and delighted to see someone do what they hadn’t dared and throw a wrench into the works. To be sure, they were all too chickenshit to stand up to Caludon, and that despite the efforts of my own intelligence network, Clan Olumnach and Clan Yviredh to induce them to do so. I wasn’t about to give them too much credit for character; when it came down to it, resisting the Archlord would have undermined their own legitimacy and not a one of these had had the spine to do that much. But quite a few of them were willing to clap right back at their own peers who were protesting my intervention.

 

It was all information worth considering. Both that the situation was more politically nuanced than I’d given it credit for, and that my own prejudices led me to expect the pure worst of the highborn. That might get me in trouble if I wasn’t careful.

 

Meanwhile, my Heat Beams were helping, but my power was proving a lot less unlimited when pitted directly against the winter itself. The weavers were slowing and beginning to fumble again right before my eyes, as even my magic and the asauthec braziers couldn’t completely defray the consequences of being so uncovered outdoors in the elements.

 

HealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHeal.

 

No sooner had the flashes of Heal ended and been replaced by a renewed stream of Heat Beams than I heard a new sound: the crunch of boots in the snow, approaching me from behind. A single pair of feet, from the sound of it. Biribo wasn’t warning me of danger, so I waited.

 

He stepped forward to stand at my left, and I glanced sidelong to take in Highlord Thymion’s profile.

 

“I am curious, Lord Seiji: is this an act of aimless disruption, or are you in pursuit of a more intricate agenda?” He pitched his voice carefully, clearly audible to me but not to the lowborn before us and certainly not the highborn behind. “It is hardly a secret that I am no great admirer of Archlord Caludon. If you truly wish to undermine his control, we may well have matters to discuss like gentlemen. As is, however, your…unilateral intervention is reflecting poorly upon me as the host of an event I have arranged at some considerable trouble, and upon which other plans hang.”

 

 “Ahh…was that why?” I glanced at him again, putting on a polite, neutral little facsimile of a smile. “You clearly have enough local pull to make all the smaller Clans surrounding you report here on command. Seems like a man in your position could just as well have refused to carry out this idiotic spectacle entirely, and leaned on your neighbors to do the same. That would’ve been a much more effective counter to Caludon’s overreach than…this. And yet, here we are.”

 

“Here we are,” he repeated coolly, “at what was not the most direct of all possible countermeasures to Caludon’s madness, but the most effective. I take you for a man who understands that leverage is necessary to move as large an object as an Archlord, and that its acquisition requires difficult choices and compromises.”

 

 “True, I never judge a man by what he’s forced to do. But rather, by what he refuses to. And I see that torturing your subjects to death at the whim of a maniac is a line you don’t hesitate to cross.”

 

I looked over at him again, curling my lips up further and narrowing my eyes.

 

“We are not going to be friends, Thymion.”

 

 “And what a pity that is,” he drawled, smiling back, then turned to face the stands. For a second I naively thought that was about to be that, but instead of walking away, the Highlord raised his arms and his voice. “Let us hear a cheer for our guest of honor, Lord Seiji! I do my humble best for your benefit, my good lords and ladies, but even I could not have arranged such a compelling diversion without such able assistance. Indeed, this…peculiar spectacle was the inspiration of our dear Highlady Nazfryn, and I needn’t spell out for you what that entails.”

 

He paused for the requisite cheers and snickers, and I adjusted my calculations again. This guy understood showtime; I needed to amp up my own game. Opponents who understood showtime always ended up causing me the most trouble.

 

 “Thanks to our Lord Seiji’s most gracious offer to enliven these proceedings, we shall have some proper sport, rather than the tedious display of witless brutality originally prescribed. While he generously protects our investments in these assets on display, you may all feel free to enliven the proceedings by applying…pressure to his own performance. Your good selves, as you wish, or through the efforts of whatever servants and Clansguard you have brought. I urge you, my friends, to hold nothing back! As Lord Seiji has so vividly demonstrated to us, he is hardly in any physical danger from anything we might muster. So please! Another cheer for our guest, and a lively show for us all!”

 

They brayed obligingly, and I reflected upon the reminder that I wasn’t the only one who could be a pain in the ass.

 

 Politics. Fucking hell, I hated politics. Thymion was right and he knew it: nothing he or his fancy friends could throw at me was going to make a permanent dent, but they could definitely make my job here much harder. And that wasn’t the point, he wasn’t the kind of man to invest his attention and effort in petty annoyances. He had just deftly repositioned my own intervention politically, such that my attempt to undermine his authority was instead propping it up. Now this was all, once again, Clan Yldyllich undermining Caludon’s authority, with the great Lord Seiji subordinate to Highlord Thymion in the effort.

 

 He met my eye sidelong and smiled the smile of a man who knew I could kill him with a thought, and did not dare. Because of politics.

 

“Not for nothing are we the highborn, my lord,” he murmured, and started to step back toward his peers.

 

“Heh. You know, I never get tired of that.”

 

Thymion paused, hesitating seemingly in spite of himself, looking over at me again.

 

“Highborn,” I mused. “I love it. The architects of the shabbiest, shittiest little wreck of a country that has ever existed anywhere—the living byword of generations of failed leadership. And you miserable little provincial primitives have the absolute gall to proclaim yourselves better than someone else? It just never gets old. It’s so…precious. You remind me of my dog after she performs a particularly clever trick.”

 

 His expression had gone as cold as the air around us. Thymion Yldyllich, clearly, was not a man accustomed to being insulted right to his face. For a second I dared to hope he was about to do something helpfully unwise—he clearly wanted to. He was able to exert self-control and maneuver with skill, obviously, but he was a man of martial strength and petty cruelty; I could see the desire to lash out, rising to the surface. The fact I could see it in his eyes alone told me I—I, of all skillfully obnoxious people—could bring it out of him, under the right circumstances. 

 

But not this time. He mastered it, pressing it back down in an act with which I was all too intimately familiar, and walked away from me.

 

Well, I’d lost that round, but that didn’t mean the game was over.

 

“My lords,” I proclaimed, reluctantly dropping the Heat Beam and turning to gesture grandly at the assembled highborn, “my ladies! Esteemed sons and daughters of the great goddess, it is my absolute honor to once again be the center of attention. I just don’t know how this keeps happening, no matter where I go.”

 

That got me a laugh, despite the severe tension in the air, because I am that good.

 

“As a humble visitor to your fair realm, I must beg your indulgence when it comes to my ignorance of the nuances of Fflyr politics.”

 

“It’s pronounced Fflyr,” someone shouted from the stands, to a chorus of titters. I generously chose to ignore this.

 

“I had thought to do you all a service by safeguarding your considerable investment, which the Archlord whom everybody hates has decided to waste for his amusement. If I’m allowed to work, you’ll all be getting your people back in good shape at the end of this, with all the productivity they represent. It’s one of those things which a naive outsider might assume would be purely of benefit to all, but perhaps I am missing important cultural nuance. Since, it seems, our most gracious host Highlord Yldyllich has decided to volunteer me to be further entertainment.”

 

I glanced at Thymion, who was staring impassively back from his current position at the base of the stands, not rising to the provocation. We both knew I’d undercut his ploy, though. That’s right, asshole, two can play that game.

 

“But I am nothing if not a good sport!” I continued grandly. “By all means, my lords and ladies, amuse yourselves. Attempt to interfere with me while I work—and do pay close attention to the results. And then think on what you have seen, should you ever find yourselves thinking to trifle with me when we are not being playful.”

 

I let it hang over them for just a moment, like a headsman’s ax; the sudden silence told me my meaning was made clear. Then I turned, flashed another round of Heals down the line of weaving lowborn to restore circulation, and resumed my Heat Beam treatment while behind me the muttering began anew.

 

There was an intermission, of sorts, in which muttering was the primary voice of the onlookers. Plus a certain amount of the other commentary—a mix of what I might expect to hear at a horse race and a particularly low-class hostess club. But what mattered was that they were sitting there being good little class parasites, watching the show while I kept the contestants as healthy as I could. Making their little comments but, in spite of Thymion’s gambit, minding their place. After a couple of minutes in which I snuck a break to Heat Beam my own half-frozen coat, I dared indulge in the hope that that would be it. Because I work hard and I deserve a treat now and then, even one as expensive and indulgent as hope.

 

And because I can never have anything nice, a couple of minutes was as long as that lasted.

 

“Well, I say let’s take him up on it,” a brash voice said from the stands behind me, rising above the muted clamor. I didn’t recognize the speaker, but I sure as hell recognized his type: always trying to prove something to himself by proving it to others, like in this case when he started braying for attention. Just had to be the one guy who swipe at the low-hanging fruit. “Goddess knows this is less sport than I was promised—may as well inject some excitement back into the proceedings, eh? Men! Put a stop to that sorcery!”

 

I glanced aside at the area where the various Clansguards were clustered, and instantly recognized the men nominated, despite not recognizing their livery or the Clan they served; they were the ones looking suddenly haunted while the men on all sides of them wisely began pushing away. It was just four guys, considering the apparent strictures on how many household troops the Yldyllichs would allow on their lands. All four were now clutching weapons, dividing their alarmed stares between me and one another in a silent contest of wills to nominate a sacrificial lamb.

 

“Well?” prompted their highborn master in a shrill voice that I’m sure he thought was very commanding. “I am waiting!”

 

Gritting his teeth so hard it was visible even from this distance, the man who happened to be holding a shortbow raised it, nocking an arrow and taking aim at me.

 

Sorry, lads, but you signed up for service. I was drafted into this war.

 

 “If you ask me,” I said in a projected voice that carried across the snowy grounds, already raising a hand toward the archer, “between the two sisters, Virya is hotter. Deflect Divine Retribution!”

 

 Strike.

 

 He should have shot me while I was talking. With my Heal spell and amulet it still wouldn’t have helped, but he still should have. I didn’t know whether that little speech had been long enough to trigger my Wisdom perk or it was just my natural charisma—it had certainly set the highborn behind me to clamoring in renewed outrage—but the end result was the same: my would-be attacker was struck by lightning before he ever fired his shot.

 

 And then, of course, I Healed him, as well as his squadmates who’d been standing close enough to get singed and probably had their eardrums burst. No point in being sadistic—at least, not to lowborn soldiers who were neck-deep in this against their own wishes.

 

 “Really, that’s your idea of sporting?” I called back to the audience, bestowing up on them a condescending look over my shoulder. “Here I thought the word implied there would be some sort of challenge involved. Ah, well, you do you, I guess.”

 

HealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHeal.

 

Heat Beam.

 

 I got back to work on what mattered: the vulnerable people in front of me. They were still at work on their looms with grim determination. Clearly suffering in the cold, but between Thymion’s braziers and my spells they were still going, long past the point where some would have succumbed to frostbite by now. 

 

 All across the island, on Clan grounds where there was no dominant Clan to gather them, and no onlookers save Caludon’s auditors, this was happening with none of those interventions. Innocent people were suffering—losing fingers and possibly whole limbs, very likely being beaten for failure to perform by their so-called masters. By this point, it was likely some were already dead.

 

 I couldn’t do anything about it, except to hold the knowledge of it close to my heart, and brand that hatred into myself. I was standing here, failing to protect a lot of people today; the only, inadequate consolation I would be able to offer them was vengeance. For now, I just had to help who I could.

 

 Hopefully, the dumbass highborn had gotten the message that—

 

 “I say, this is fun! Boys, get in there, have a go at him!”

 

 No, of course not.

 

 Once again, I leisurely turned my head toward the Clansguards to see who the unlucky—

 

 Oh, shit, this one had learned. 

 

 The next poor bastard on the chopping block was already pounding across the open ground toward me, weapon upraised. All he had was an arming sword and buckler, so he had to close before he could truly attack. I had to respect him not repeating the errors of his predecessors, but it was still a forlorn hope; he was so far away I had plenty of time to not only take him out before he closed, but do so with the requisite showtime first.

 

 “Hey, Sanora,” I called, turning and flinging one hand forward toward my next opponent. “Your waifu is trash. Deflect Divi—”

 



 

 Everything was white. What… How was… My head was full of static. I was cold, and numb, and also… hot? And wet? The confusion belatedly began to lift when I instinctively tried to move and discovered that everything hurt.

 

Fortunately, by that point in my career on Ephemera, I had instincts for this situation, too.

 

 Heal!

 

 The flash of magic remedied my injuries and cleared my head, enabling me to take stock. I was facedown in the…oh, damn, it wasn’t even snow anymore, I was in a steaming puddle with mud and old dead grass poking through. Pushing myself up to my hands and knees, I became aware of an absolute tumult of yelling from the direction of the highborn.

 

What?

 

 I did recognize this, now. This was the aftermath of a lightning strike. Why had it hit me? The targeting of Strike was purely mental, it wasn’t even possible to miss. Actually…now that I thought back, I hadn’t gotten so far as casting it. What in the hell had…

 

 And then it hit.

 

 “Sanora,” I hissed, clambering to my feet. “Oh, you petty, thin-skinned fucking weeb. I’m gonna—Biribo!”

 

 “Here, boss,” he squeaked from inside my scarf. “No worries, familiar are more or less physically impervious. Doesn’t mean it’s fun getting struck by lightning. Is it too much to ask that you pick slapfights with deities on your own time?”

 

 I ignored the color commentary, of course; all that mattered was that he was okay. I turned to observe my surroundings; my would-be attacker had trailed to a halt a few meters away, weapons dangling uncertainly from his hands. From the stands two highborn men and three servants had also come rushing over, apparently to help, and also paused when I Healed myself and got back up under my own impetus.

 

 “It’s all right, folks!” I called, grinning and raising my hands. “It takes her a couple of tries to catch on, but I guess the fun portion of the festivities is now over. Alas, that leaves me nothing to work with but…direct measures.”

 

 I turned my head to study the Clansguard who’d paused in his charge. He swallowed heavily, his eyes shifting toward the stands.

 

 “Well, go on then,” commanded the voice which had previously ordered him into that futile attack. 

 

 Sorry, man.

 

 As before, he was quick on the draw, and lunged at me without hesitation. Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t close enough to connect faster than I could cast, but he was close enough for one of my other spells.

 

Immolate, Windburst!

 

 Poor bastard went howling through the air like an agonized comet, and the men who’d apparently been on the way to help me backpedaled frantically through the snow. I took the opportunity to turn back to the lowborn contestants, casting a round of Heals and resuming my Heat Beam for the minute or so it took for quiet to reassert itself.

 

 That meant not only for Immolate to run its course on the unlucky Clansguard, but for the assembled highborn to quiet down enough to address again. This time, they actually did quiet down; there was still muttering, but a lot of the color commentary had abated.

 

 Upon reflection, I could sort of see why. Previously I hadn’t really expected them to believe I was deflecting the divine wrath of the goddess for my own ends, but the absurdity of that pantomime had sufficed to confuse them. Now? They were forced to consider that either I was engaging in magical fisticuffs with the actual, literal goddess, or had just called down a lightning bolt on myself for pure comedic effect. 

 

 Whichever they decided to believe, it seemed my “maybe we shouldn’t fuck with this guy” rating had finally risen high enough to impress even the aristocrats.

 

 “It really is a shame,” I projected, turning back to address my audience once I had stabilized the lowborn again. “That was a most diverting little interlude for a while, there. Alas, with my most entertaining trick off the table, there’s nothing left but to dispense dreary, pedestrian pain and suffering upon those who interfere with me.”

 

 I paused for effect, pleased to find them now hanging on my next words in anticipation. As they should be.

 

 “Not to mention… I believe I’ve about exhausted the utility of slapping down soldiers one at a time. I most respectfully suggest, my good lords and ladies, that you edge along your seats away from the more…rambunctious amongst you. It seems the next logical progression would be for me to chastise not those who ineffectually hurl themselves at me, but those who command them to.”

 

 I started to turn my back on the ensuing hubbub.

 

“Now. Hear. This.”

 

 I really had to give Thymion credit, his showtime was almost good enough to compete with my own. He could project, he knew how to position and carry himself—directly in front of the stands, now, between me and his guests, back rigidly straight and chin high—and he had the vocal command to convey absolute conviction and strength of will through delivery alone.

 

 “I acknowledge the debt owed you for your ill-treatment at the hands of my servants, Lord Seiji, but do not presume it will stay my hand against all transgression. The safety of all guests of Clan Yldyllich is utterly sacrosanct, and my retribution against any who would spill the noble blood of my guests upon my lands shall be instant and relentless. Have a care not to issue threats you dare not back up. If my wrath falls upon you, no matter who or what you may be, it will be absolutely without mercy.”

 

 He got some applause and cheers for that—some. Apparently not everyone he’d brought to this spectacle was that sympathetic toward him. I ignored them all, suffused as I was with the sudden warmth of pure satisfaction.

 

 Oh, bless this contemptible piece of crap. It was so very rare that one of my enemies just handed me such a perfect setup. I couldn’t have orchestrated a better lead-in if I’d written his lines myself.

 

 Slowly, deliberately slowly, I turned to face the crowd, ignoring them and locking eyes with Thymion Yldyllich. After a half-beat pause, I began to stride forward.

 

 One measured step at a time, neither charging nor dawdling, simply crossing the ground at my own pace, emphasizing my utter control of the situation. Thymion raised his chin further, watching me come and projecting confidence; he didn’t even bother to lay a hand upon his sword, making a spectacle of how little threat he perceived in me.

 

 As I approached, the sounds of the onlookers, both approving and negative, trailed off. Naturally—my timing was impeccable as always. Dragging out the tension with every step, until the last few were made to no accompaniment save the crunch of my own boots in the snow.

 

 I stopped in front of Highlord Thymion, just out of arm’s reach. He met my stare, raising one eyebrow superciliously. A moment more I dragged out the anticipation, ratcheting up the tension, studying every minute detail of his face. Not because I particularly cared to remember them, but because the tiny movements of my eyes held his attention for the last few seconds I needed him quiet.

 

 Then I smiled—a small, smug, cold expression. And finally, leaned forward a bare few centimeters, drawing my lips back over my teeth to speak with every whit of my own absolute vocal control, making my single response ring across the snow, not shouted, but audible and clear as the strike of a church bell to every soul present.

 

“If.”

 

 Our eyes were locked, and held during the ensuing silence. It seemed the highborn behind him barely dared to breathe.

 

 He was a military man, Thymion—too proud to concede upon such a field, but well aware when he had no viable moves left. He stood his ground, not giving me an iota, but not fool enough to bluster or attack, or otherwise provoke a reaction that would lead to his true defeat. I let him have that moment, his silent refusal to back down, because we both knew that was the best he’d managed to salvage from this.

 

 And more importantly, so did everyone else.

 

 Then, in a few more seconds once I judged my point thoroughly made, I turned my back on the Highlord and all his kind, striding back to attend to what really mattered.

 

HealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHealHeal.

 

Heat Beam.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Webbonomicon
                        

                    

                    Book 1 of Only Villains Do That is now available on Amazon and Audible, as an ebook, trade paperback, or audiobook narrated by Todd Haberkorn!  The print edition should also be available at bookstores throughout the US - I suspect few will have it on hand, but they can order copies.



If you grab a copy on Amazon, BN.com or anyplace where rating and reviews are a thing, it'd really help me out if you leave one! 



Welcome back, I told you this story wasn't abandoned!

As I have explained previously, for the sake of living and continuing to work with my mental illness, I'm on an "anything goes" publication schedule, where I am keeping multiple stories in progress simultaneously and writing chapters of whatever my inspiration latches onto, as fast as I'm able to do so.  This has been a success so far, in that it's enabling me to work at about the same pace I was before but with much less mental stress, so that's going to be the plan going forward.  Thus, I can't say specifically when the next OVDT chapter will be, but I hope this serves as reassurance.  My muse hasn't given up on this story, and neither have I.

The majority of my attention lately has been on Hoard, but I'm sure future developments will be as much a surprise to me as to anyone.  Being a professional creative with brain issues requires some odd compromises at times.



                


