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Tiberius Gildwarn, Junior Beastmaster

        

      

    

    
      A joyous day indeed, a joyous day for greed! What a joyous day to make our foes grovel, wail, and bleed! I could not picture a more perfect time for the war to shake the very foundations of the world as a day like this. A red sun rose in the east, casting a crimson light over the greatest dungeon to ever grace the landscape of Marlashtia, Vastilon Keep. The fields and forests that surrounded us danced in the falsely calm winds that carried the scent of war on the horizon.

      I, of course, was more than happy to serve the king as a beastmaster, a caretaker to the many experimental creations that our great king had formed from his infinite imagination and power. As a relatively new recruit in the armies of King Marusk, I had only come to know life in servitude to him at this apex of power and had not yet earned the privilege of seniority or authority among the king’s other beastmasters. So, in such a clamor of preparations, as the other beastmasters were leashing the many different beasts and leading them out into the battlefield, I was to tend to the hatchlings and babes that had not grown fit to fight in such a war. I could not bear to be left behind on such a historic occasion, but I understood my place.

      At least, that was what I was supposed to understand, according to my seniors. We all were to serve in our tasks so that King Gron could make the most out of all of our efforts. Every senior used to be a junior, they said, and everyone has served their time in grunt work before they could rise through the ranks and be given more authority in His Majesty’s wisdom. And, of course, they would say that. They were not serving as junior beastmasters on the day of the greatest battle ever. They were not given menial labors right at the cusp of glory beyond any myth or story ever told.

      Still, though I knew where I was supposed to be to perform my duties, there was no reason I could not wander for a small while through the vast expanse of Vastilon Keep to simply survey the preparations we all made to the war. How could I not witness the epic culmination of all the work King Marusk had slaved to accumulate in his many conquests? When would I have another chance to see something half as magnificent? I would simply take the scenic route that happened to go through every possible detour to my assigned station. What was the harm?

      A mightier bastion in all the lands of all the world, there was not! Its towers rose to scrape at the heavens themselves, and the underworks dug deep into the earth in a sinister labyrinth. Through every hallway and corridor, lining every battlement and walkway, and arming every turret and castle trap, a loyal subject to the great king made every preparation for the coming bloodshed to be. Never had a more cohesive society of every shunned and misunderstood creature been collected in all the histories of this world under one banner, with a singular goal to serve the only king we all could adore so much.

      I toured the hallways to see everyone working as hard as they could to please our one master, my jaw never rising off the floor. Muscly orcs strapped heated metals to their bodies to make their very skin like armor, and tribal trolls sharpened their tusks with stone grinders while dark shamans engraved them with all manner of magical runes. Goblins, in the grotesque asexual reproduction, hurled up balls of mucus that sprang about into more goblins, an instantaneous infestation for any foe to behold. Malicious fey creatures, redcap gnomes, and blackwing pixies gave freely of their otherworldly magic to enchant weapons and armor most foul for the armies of the king. Dark elves dressed in the inky black, arcane leathers to silence their steps and move through the shadows unseen. Naga priests, giant cobras with the intelligence of men and the ambition of devils, prayed to their serpent gods for blessings and boons that would bring the armies of the king victory.

      However, it was not only the monstrous races that rallied under our king’s banner for purpose. Many men and women had come to rebel against the Alliance of Adventure to give their talents and their work to the greater cause. Cultists of the eldritch nightmares conjured their black magics in the summoning chambers to call upon hellish powers, bringing demons composed of tentacles and horror from the farthest reaches of madness and space. Necromancers with their bone charms and skeletal armors cast their undeathly spells in the graveyards, bringing forth every past subject from our reserves to serve the king’s will once again. Alchemists, with their heretical experiments, concocted explosives that could rupture the roots of mountains and bottled every malady that could ever be unleashed on an unsuspecting populace. Even dragon worshippers used their drake-born spells to enhance the weak and defenseless with the scales and claws of the great wyrms of their devotion.

      The armies of the Alliance of Adventure would not be so easily swayed into surrender by our formidable might, however. For all of our power, we presented nothing new to the cruel adventurers that made up their ranks, as unfairly skilled in their craft of slaughter as they were numerous and loved by the dullest of this world’s denizens. There was no kind of creature or malcontent from any dark corner of the world that had not met a gruesome end by an adventurer with their enchanted weapons and magical armors. So many of us had suffered the seemingly random raids of their adventuring parties that would come without warning to pilfer trinkets and supplies for their own. In the time before the king, they held an iron fist over the world, though no lord or king among the humans would ever acknowledge this truth.

      However, even our great armies were not nearly the limit of our strength. If the adventurers hoped for a simple clashing of armies upon a field, they would be rudely awakened by the forces of nature we called our allies. Among our own ranks were the most notable champions we could have ever hoped to rally behind. Thunderstorms and earthquakes would not be worthy opponents for any one of these great figures, and they had all come together for this one final battle. Every race had its own champion to serve, and every champion had their own claim on legend and myth. Geographies shifted, and nations fell with their actions, and the world changed with their whims and their gripes.

      Of course, dwarfing the champions themselves was our great King Marusk, who ruled over us all. I had no words to describe just what kind of monstrosity King Marusk had made himself into, one who had personally conquered every last champion of every race with his own power and brought them under heel. He had proven himself as the most powerful, most cunning, most prominent being that had ever come to Marlashtia. Any single creature, no matter how great they claimed to be, could stand against King Marusk and survive without swearing their eternal loyalty to him. He was a force to be reckoned with by the very gods that others worshipped, a god made flesh in his own right.

      And they were all right behind this door. A slab of dark metal taller than three of a spindly half-orc such as myself, it was sealed with wards and curses from warlocks and wizards from every race, a near-impenetrable wall that would leave King Marusk and his champions undisturbed as they finalized the plans for the coming war. Engraved with as many runes of ancient magic as artistic illustrations of beasts and demons alike, it was an intimidating gateway that set the tone for anyone who would enter the throne room for the first time, instilling an accurate understanding of just the atmosphere and terror one should expect in Marusk’s presence.

      No one was to bother them as they traded and established secret strategies and emergency contingencies, and the door would enforce that policy with deadly and chaotic retribution. Even so, I was overwhelmed with the temptation to peer through this portal into the grand hall of King Marusk’s great chamber. If I could only see them, I might just die a happy half-orc, with no regrets in this life or the next.

      “Oi! Tibby!” My supervisor, Senior Beastmaster Borginon Lock, grabbed my shoulder and pulled me away from the black door just before I had touched it. “Do you want to be turned into a toad? Or vaporized into dust? Or both? Is that what you want?”

      Borginon was an old lizardborn, a proud race of giant reptiles that had gained vague hominid bipedalism, the abilities of speech and reason, and a culture of tribalistic carnivorism millennia ago. He was of an iguana-clan and so shaped like the animal of his namesake, making him a thick bundle of green scales with a long trail of webbing from the top of his head to the tip of his tail that doubled his total length. His arms and legs poked out of his log of a body, with long claws to match his equally long fingers.

      “Sir, I did not wish any harm to myself or anyone else!” I apologized to my senior. “I merely thought that I could steal but a glance at His Majesty for a moment or two!”

      “Of course you did, you whelp!” Borginon slapped me across the top of the head with his leathery hands. “All those clouds you stick your head in have blinded your reason! That door has more magic in it than a master mage! You remember what happened to Harpsin when he tried to enter His Majesty’s throne room without permission!”

      “For a fierce lionborn like him, he did make for a cute rabbit,” I commented on First Lieutenant Archer Harpsin’s transmogrified fate. “Shame that we had to feed him to the minotaurs right afterward.”

      “We obey His Majesty’s orders without question,” Borginon reminded me, leading me with a hand on my hunched back down a hallway as we spoke. I could only look back longingly at the “And we do our duties without complaint, no matter what they might be. That includes you. You should have been at the beast pens an hour ago!”

      “But I would do more for His Majesty!” I told him. “How can you expect me to be happy sitting in the dark as a babysitter while the greatest battle in history is outside these halls, and everyone else can participate in it except for me?”

      “Don’t be so rash, whelp!” He whacked me upside the head with his paddle of a hand again. “A war like this is not for the young and inexperienced! And we cannot guarantee that you will not see battle today. Who takes care of the cubs if the adventurers find a way through our teleportation wards? Who ensures their escape if the keep is overrun? You serve an important job, regardless of how mundane you think it might be. The cubs must be protected at all costs! They are the next generation of His Majesty’s beastly forces!”

      “Who could possibly breach our defenses, sir?” I argued. “If I had an allergy to magic, I would be sneezing through every passageway of this keep from all the wards that fill the walls. My station as a babysitter is a wasted redundancy!”

      “Bite your tongue, whelp!” Borginon slapped me again, harder this time, as a hefty bruise began to develop at the base of my skull. “Even if I were to keep silent about your insubordinate tone, do you think there are not ears and eyes along with every ward you claim makes your job redundant? You can rest assured that no secret escapes the notice of His Majesty in Vastilon Keep. Your words must be measured for respect for His Majesty at all times.”

      “History is being made as we speak, sir!” I had not learned my lesson in talking back to my superiors. “His Majesty wages war with a way of life we all thought too ingrained in all of us to challenge, and he stands to win! Everything will change with the outcome of this battle that could be upon us at any minute!”

      “Any minute, of course!” Borginon interrupted my train of thought as he hurried us along the halls and deeper into the dungeon. “We mustn’t be late! Disaster may have struck us already while you fooled about with your ill-timed aspirations! Let us pray the beast pens are not already crawling with stealthy adventurers!”

      “Do not mock me!” I shouted at him, brushing his hand away from my back. “You would have me wear a blindfold while a thunderstorm darkens the sky from miles away! Do I not have an obligation to the majesty of the thunderstorm to witness it for a moment or two?”

      “No, I would have you herd the animals back into the barn in case the storm drifts towards us, whelp!” Yet another slap to the back of my head. “Regardless of the spectacle at work, we must take care of our responsibilities before we can consider indulging ourselves in wonder and amazement.”

      “A farming analogy?” a dark voice persisted through the hallways, freezing us in place. “That takes me back. Things were so simple back then. Terrible, but simple.”

      Neither Borginon nor I could bear to move a single muscle, the chill of death turning my blood to us. My eyes nearly popped out of my skull as my eyelids folded back into my sockets. I wanted to scream, partially out of trouser-soiling fear but also out of pure childish excitement. There was only one person who could be so terrifying without so much as being present yet.

      As if to prove me right, a swirl of shadows began to manifest in front of us, like smoke from a fire that bore no light. As the smoke plumed into a column filling the corridor, a sabaton stepped out from the shroud made of the purest mithril steel and tarnished to absorb all light by corrupting magic. Following the boot came the rest of the armor, cutting an imposing figure taller than the tallest of orcs. Every plate of metal was like the wing of a bat curled around every part of his body, with skulls to accent his fists and feet. His pauldrons were like the skulls of wyverns holding a cloak made from the dark of the deepest cave. From the slits in his horned helmet were two faint yet intensely glowing lights of deepest red, which seemed to stare past my eyes and straight into my soul. Even without ever seeing King Marusk before, I would have recognized the godly figure anywhere.

      “Y-y-y-y-your Majesty, p-p-p-please forg-g-g-give this f-f-f-foolish boy!” Borginon stuttered out in the presence of this dark figure. “I-I-I-I-I-I will t-t-t-take him straight t-t-t-to the beast p-pens immediately!”

      “Gods, I love this armor.” His Majesty’s red globes danced inside his helmet as he looked over his own attire. “Relax, Borginon. I’m not punishing anyone right now. But I did hear that there was some job dissatisfaction going on, and I thought I could get things squared off before the big fight.”

      “I…” Every word that wanted to come out lodged themselves in my throat, and all that could escape was a high-pitched squeal of pure ecstasy.

      “Tiberius, was it?” His Majesty, King Marusk himself, Lord of the Monstrous Armies, Slayer of the Flame Wyrm Gathronon, knew my lowly name. “I hope you’re settling in well as a beastmaster. It’s a noble profession. None of us would be here today without the beasts of my hordes. You can take pride in any task you are assigned as a beastmaster.”

      “I am so absolutely sorry, Your Illustrious Majesty!” I fell to my knees, my head slamming against the stone floor in my shame. “I meant no disrespect in the slightest with my comment of duties. Please punish me as fiercely as you see fit, and more so, that I might never make such an egregious mistake again!”

      “Punish me as well, Your Majesty!” Borginon fell to his knees, pending himself as low as his lizard-like body could contort him so. “I apologize for delaying so long with my duties! I will tend to your precious beasts as soon as you are finished with me! That is my solemn vow to you on my life!”

      “Rise, both of you.” His Majesty motioned with a gauntleted hand for us to stand. “If you’re too eager to be punished for the slightest inconvenience, people might begin to think it’s a fetish of yours. No shame in that, but that’s not my cup of tea.”

      I let out an inappropriate chuckle, covering my mouth as soon as my hands could react to my outburst, and reach my lips to seal them.

      “Hey, it’s okay to laugh.” King Marusk spoke softly, even in his darkest tones. “It was supposed to be humorous. You’ve committed no crimes against me. You can relax.”

      “Truly, Your Majesty?” I picked up my head to look at his cold, lifeless eyes, somehow soften by the atmosphere he began to exude. “You do not wish to cast any magics against me for my insubordination?”

      “I wouldn’t call ‘wanting to see an epic, once-in-a-lifetime battle’ an insubordinate act,” Our dark king chuckled in the hollow metal of his armor. “But Borginon has a point, Tiberius. Someone has to look after the babes while the armies march into the battle. It’s a very important role that allows me to push my armies into battle. How am I supposed to send my soldiers out if I have to worry about my cubs back in the dungeon? Knowing that they’re safe lets me focus on the battle ahead. There would be no battle if there was no way to keep as many of my people safe as possible.”

      The legends and stories that had been passed along by fellow beastmasters and other loyal subjects in the dungeon painted such an imposing figure for King Marusk. His enemies were shown no mercy, and his punishments against any injustices in his eyes were as swift as they were unimaginably brutal. This man amongst men of any race was the absolute of righteous fury and overwhelming power. With a thought and a wave, a force of a thousand warriors could be twisted into all manner of shapes before being cast into an abyss of their own making. I had not thought that, along with all of these things, he would be so… understanding.

      “I suppose that is true, Your Majesty.” I felt like such a fool. If only there was a spell that could travel through time to stop me from ever speaking out of turn or ever being born to speak at all. “I had not considered that my role allows for the battle at all. Thank you for taking the precious time out of your industrious schedule to humble a lowly servant such as me, Your Majesty.”

      “You’re a servant, but no servant of mine is lowly, Tiberius,” he said, his apparently emotionless eyes somehow conveying a subtle smile. “I wouldn’t let just anyone near my beasts, you know. Borginon can attest to how many lizardborn and werebeasts I’ve had to fire for trying to eat their charges. I have a clear and strict vetting process, and you made the cut.”

      “Really?” I felt pride welling up in my chest with his kind words. “I would never have imagined my importance to be anything more than another in your service, Your Majesty. I am but a junior beastmaster. It is a simple task, but one that I shall endeavor not to take lightly again.”

      “Hey, taking care of animals isn’t easy. Don’t sell yourself short,” His Majesty told me. “I should know that better than anyone. Hell, I made a living doing that before I got where I am now. It’s one of the cores that I built my dominion on.”

      “What?” I found myself aghast at the revelation, almost in disbelief. “You were a beastmaster once?”

      “Hmm.” His Majesty grunted to himself, opening up one of his mighty hands as a globe of ethereal magic appeared inside of it. Many visions and images flashed through it, of soldiers grabbing their weapons, of wizards raising their wands to call storms into being, and angelic beings descending from the sky in golden armor. “Looks like the adventurers are still taking their sweet time getting ready to raid us. I suppose I’ve got some time to tell a story or two. Would you care to hear the tale of my humble origins?”

      “Ohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygods!” I babbled like a moron, unable to stop my mouth from vomiting out my delirium. “Ohmygodsohmy godsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygods…!”

      “Holy Mother of the Earth, I would shit all of my organs out to hear such a--” Borginon composed himself, but just barely, taking a deep breath inward. “Well, I mean, if the young whelp wants to hear just a little bit about something like that, then I would not object to sticking around for just a moment.” He slapped me over the head again. “Whelp! Silence yourself! The King speaks!”

      “Ho, boy, lots of pressure to make this good.” He closed his hand into a fist, the globe of visions dissipating back into ghostly mist. “Well, to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t a beastmaster, or a mercenary, or anything like that. As early as I could work a job, I was just a farmer.”
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      Growing up, I wasn’t King Marusk of Vastilon Keep or even Prince Marusk. No, I was Markus Yew, the only child of two poor farmers without a second copper piece to rub against the entirety of our life savings. Ma and Pa Yew came from a long line of the Yew family, tending the Yew farmstead for ages past. All of Pa’s brothers and sisters had up and moved away as soon as they were old enough, taking a chunk of Grandpa Yew’s money with them as they left. He didn’t have much left to leave Pa, the only one who stayed when he died.

      As anyone who knew a thing about farming could have imagined, having just one child to provide free labor for all the tasks that had to be done in the fields was a horrible pain for a farming family. With our money troubles, it was a death sentence for the finances as we had to hire out enough workers to keep the farm managed, and that put us in constant debt.

      On top of that, the local lord Baron Barumpsch thought that the villages in his territory were his personal piggy bank and that taxes were the best way to pull as much money out of those piggy banks as possible.

      So, not only did we never have any money, we were constantly losing money on top of that. So much so that we couldn’t afford to pay our workers. None of my aunts and uncles were willing to help, never answering our letters and ignoring us as they went on to live out their lives in the cities they’d all moved away to. No bank would even look at us for a loan, and we were a bad day away from selling the farm just to get away from the constant spiral of money we were sinking into. And Barumpsch was dead set on buying all of that land from us.

      But I wouldn’t let that happen to our family. At ten years old, I made a promise to my parents that I’d save the farm at any cost. No money-grabbing crooks sitting in their fancy castles would take my home from me. And I kept that promise. Taking on the responsibilities of ten workers, I single-handedly worked the fields, tended the animals, sowed and harvested the crops, brought the crops to market, washed the clothes, scared off the predators, and every other job that had to be done on the farm. If my family didn’t have the ten kids to get all the labor done, I’d be ten kids in one.

      I’d kept the farm afloat, just like I said I would, for eight long years after that day. I’d make them proud of me every damn day.

      In fact, I was taking care of so many things that my Ma and Pa didn’t have anything to do themselves. They could finally rest a bit from all the hard work they’d done raising me. Ma had even gotten into making clay sculptures in her spare time. I made sure to scoop up some clay for her to use as I was out in the field. Not too much to starve my crops of their good soil, but just enough that Ma could make as many pots as she wanted to. She took her sculptures over to Barry, the local blacksmith and a close friend of mine, to use his forge as a kiln. We had an oven for that, but Ma insisted on socializing, and I was happy to visit Barry from time to time.

      Pa was more of a whittler himself, bowls and tableware mostly, working with George, a local carpenter and another friend, on a few big wood sculptures to put around the house. Their combined piece, depicting a siren mermaid splashing out of the log base like it was water, had a special place in the living room for everyone to see. If they weren’t with Barry or George, Pa and Ma spent most of their days together making their little bits of art to put around the house.

      Then, of course, we were blindsided by the worst possible news: Pa got sick. Really sick. He hadn’t so much as reached fifty, but a couple of decades carrying an entire legacy on his back had finally gotten to him, and his body was shutting down on him. As if that wasn’t bad enough, Ma got the same thing trying to take care of him while I worked. Now I was keeping the farm afloat by my lonesome, while keeping my parents as comfortable as possible at the same time. I didn’t spend a single minute of sunlight on any leisure activity, and every cold speck of night was given to my parents for their bedside care.

      The local herbalist didn’t have anything for me. He could ease the pain, but any cures for their illness lay in alchemy. As anyone could have imagined, alchemists weren’t exactly dropping out of the sky in those days. The closest one was Baron Barumpsch’s personal alchemist, who wasn’t the type to just loan his special services to just anybody without an assload of gold to compensate him for it. I had no assloads of gold to give, even for a cure for my own parents, just an honest smile and a stubborn streak a mile long. But, by the gods, that would have to be enough to get my parents their cure.

      I had to wait until the start of winter to make the trip when I wouldn’t constantly have to work the fields. Pooling as much gold as all our neighbors were able to part with, I had Barry and George stop by from time to time to make sure the animals were taking care of, and the farm wouldn’t collapse while I was away for the time being. But before I so much as had a pair of undergarments packed away for the trip, Pa and Ma passed away in their sleep. Suddenly, instead of preparing for a trip to a big castle city, I was preparing funeral arrangements. That was not a happy week for me.

      This whole story won’t be so dour, I swear! It got better, trust me!

      Anyway, about half a year passed. Spring was turning into summer, and the harvest had to be pulled in, which was a living hell for me. I remembered the day everything started like it was just last week. The rooster woke me up just before dawn, like always, and I got my tunic and trousers on as quickly as I could. I couldn’t waste any time getting myself ready to go, or I’d have twice as much to do if I was too late. Grabbing my hoe and my bucket, I headed out the door before the sun was cresting over the hills.

      Now, as a man from the humble village of Vastilon, I’d gotten used to a great many things that had come to be part of the lifestyle. No matter how many days I had to put up with it, though, the goddamn smog from the local dragon living up in the nearby mountains, blocking out my precious sunlight to keep my crops growing, was a fucking nuisance I would have cut off a foot to be rid of. My damn crops were cut nearly in half thanks to the constant cloud cover that the fire-breathing lizard provided “for free.”

      But what the hell was a farmer supposed to do against a dragon, huh? Grit his teeth and get the work done for the day, that’s what.

      I got Mindy, one of my horses and a chestnut beaut of a mare, out from the stable and saddled her up with the cart so I could see what fresh hell I was coming into. It was something different every time, but it was always a pain in my ass to handle. Being a farmer was hard enough as is without all these other troubles thrown on top to make my life a living hell.

      It wasn’t because I had so many crops to pull in before the sun set, but also because I wasn’t the only one getting their hands on the crops. Keep in mind, everything on this farm was mine to collect, but there were more than a few kinds of savages that didn’t adhere to things like “ownership.” Crows might stay away with the help of a scarecrow, and foxes might be sneaking through to get at the chicken coop before a good wack with the hoe taught them some proper distancing, but things like trolls, goblins, and pixies weren’t nearly as easy to handle.

      Pixies flew around like dragonflies, with a lot more precise control than any crow, and they liked to turn invisible to boot. That was if they weren’t spreading their vile dust in my eyes to blind me while their friends picked as many crops as their tiny hands could carry, which was usually only one ear of corn or a couple. Most pixies, and their fairy cousins, for that matter, were supposed to be nice and friendly to people, but blackwing pixies were filled with nothing but mischief and hate. They might not have been eating the crops, but taking them from someone helpless like me was funny for them, so they’d take time out of their day to make me as miserable as possible.

      Goblins had a nasty habit of popping up like dandelions and weeds wherever they went. If there was one goblin, there was going to be another fifty in a couple of days and a few hundred in a week. And they liked to sink their little teeth into everything they could. They didn’t even finish anything they ate, just taking little bites out of fruits, bark, leaves, the base of the stalks, ruining everything they could. And they were so damn tiny that hitting them was near impossible. Pointy-eared bastards could wipe out acres of hard work for a whole year if you didn’t catch them fast enough.

      The worst of the lot, though, were trolls. They were massive brutes, like trees made of muscles and tusks that you couldn’t just beat over the head with your hoe. And they liked to join together and plan out their attacks on my farm like it was a pastime. At least bandits didn’t swing around clubs that hit like a horse’s kick to the skull. Foxes, crows, goblins, pixies, or anything else that came in the fields didn’t beat the shit out of me when they felt like it.

      If I was lucky, they’d only send one or two around, and I could kick some ass. I’d gotten good at handling them in a fight in the small groups, but no amount of skill was going to give me and my little hoe a victory over a dozen of them.

      Oh, fucking gods, the shitstorm had already started. I hadn’t even made it halfway to the spot I usually parked Mindy to bring in the crops, and I already saw the pointy-eared pests running along the ground. Their heads, nearly half their body mass, were the size of my heel, perfect for measuring how dead they were as they splattered underneath. Mindy was a trooper, stomping away at all the little buggers as they popped out of the dirt and turning them to a fine mush, and I stepped down from the cart to help finish the job.

      As soon as they stopped popping out of the dirt, I tried to hop back on the cart before I saw the crows start swooping in to pick at the corn stalks and the grapevines while they were at it. It was going to be one of those days, wasn’t it? Picking up my hoe and my rake from the cart, I got to shooing away the goddamn flying vermin before they picked at all the goddamn crops. Useless-ass scarecrow just twenty feet away wasn’t pulling his weight around here. Maybe I should have fired him. Hehe, with some actual fire.

      Well, anyhow, the crows got the message that I wasn’t fucking around as I smacked three or four of them with the rake and hoe, and they flew away to try again another day. But, just as they left, the pixies took their place, ready to pull another one of their annoying pranks. The little shits constantly shed their black, pollen-like pixie dust that got into everything anytime they were next to something, and their dragonfly wings fluttered like hummingbirds to carry their pale, twiggish bodies. Today’s prank involved carrying foxes around, four pixies to one, and lifting them far above my crops and towards my chicken coops.

      Not on my goddamn watch. Hucking my rake into the air, I aimed for maximum destruction as the weaponized tool crashed into not one but two of the foxes fluttering about in the sky. Both foxes dropped to the ground, and I got to beating them with the hoe before they got any ideas about getting to the chicken coop.

      One of the pixies thought about getting fresh with me, shaking its wings right in my face to try to blind me with its pixie dust. That was a trick I’d been far too familiar with and caught the little fuck in my grip right as it flew up to my face. With a dead look in my glare, I looked the little smooth-faced humanoid in its beady little eyes and put his head in my mouth, pressing my teeth against his twig of a neck as it screamed like a whistle.

      “Huh, yeah, you don’t like that?” I put the pixie out of my mouth, staring it down and putting the fear of the gods in its tiny heart. “Tell your friends to stay away from my crops!”

      It nodded its little head as if it understood me. I threw it against the ground, sparing its life as it peeled itself away and buzzed off. Turning around to Mindy, I had to shoo five pixies off of the poor girl while she held a sixth in her mouth.

      “Mindy, spit that out.” I snapped with my fingers towards her mouth, drawing a line to the ground. “Pixies hold grudges. I ain’t waking up with your severed head in my bed sheets. C’mon.”

      Mindy obliged, letting the last pixie flutter away, dripping with horse spit as it went to join its friends flying away.

      “Good girl.”

      Holy shit. That was a fucking ordeal. Picking up my hoe and my rake and hopping back onto the cart, I whipped Mindy’s reins to take her to her spot, mulling over all the other pests I’d have to handle today. Gods only knew how many more goblins were still nibbling away at my fields, or how many more flying shits were fluttering about just over the next hill. Today was the goddamn hodgepodge of every damn pest that my farm ever had. The only thing that could have completed the set was a full raid of trolls snagging my pigs--

      Gods damn it, why did I even think that?

      I knew it. I jinxed myself. I even felt it before I thought it, and I still thought it aloud and jinxed myself like an idiot. As we crested the hill, I saw seven of the big, tusk-faced, big-nosed gorillas already marching through my wheat, stomping it flat into the ground as they made their way to the pig pens. Even with their hunched postures and necks sticking out their shoulders instead of up, the smallest troll here was two heads taller than even the tallest man.

      With a deep sigh, I picked up my hoe and my rake, getting ready for the beatdown of the century, whether it was theirs or mine. Most likely just mine, but I was going to take two or three of them with me if I had the energy.

      I’d have to say that the worst part of this situation was that I recognized these trolls from earlier raids this year and years before. I could even name half of them. Glubnuk and Trubnuk were the twins in the back, Hubububu was the fat one in the middle, Yakyank was the tallest one, and Groktoktok was the biggest, meanest, and most in-charge of the trolls I’d seen. He was the only one in warpaint, the blues and whites showing his leadership skills off. The other two looked new.

      “Hey, Groktoktok.” Yakyank tapped his leader on the shoulder with the back of his hand. “Farmer oomy. We crush?”

      “No bother with one oomy. Barknark! F’nob!” The big one, Groktoktok, called two of the new trolls in the back. “Scare oomy away.”

      “We’ve done this before, guys.” I spun my rake and hoe around in my hands, happy enough for a steady set of battles instead of the free-for-all I was bound to lose. “You aren’t touching my animals.”

      “Oomy thinks he strong like troll!” One of the two newbies, presumably Barknark, laughed deep in his throat as he walked up to me. “Funny oomy! We crush now.”

      Trolls had a soft spot under their necks, easily accessible to a tiny human like me. With a fierce jab of my rack straight to the spot, I pierced the spot, forcing the troll’s blood out like a geyser. As the second troll was trying to take stock of the development, I clocked him against the side of his head. Most trolls also had a terrible sense of balance, so they were easily knocked over if you caught them off guard. As he fell over onto his back, I stabbed him in the soft spot of the neck as well, letting both trolls bleed out as I turned my attention to the other trolls.

      “Hmm. Oomy strong like troll.” Groktoktok grunted, dismissing the death of his companions as an occupational hazard. “Trolls! We attack oomy together!”

      Yeah, this was just about what I expected to happen. Trolls were simple, but they weren’t entirely stupid. The big troll led the charge against me, and I did my best to guard against all my blind spots. As Groktoktok came at me first, wielding the trunk of a tree like a club, I tried to duck under his swing and jab the same soft spot on him. If I could kill him quickly, the others would back off and leave my pigs alone.

      Nope. Groktoktok just caught the damn thing in his hand, bending the prongs into a crumpled mess as he swung his log club, knocking me over. The other trolls didn’t give me a second to recover, stomping on me while I was still rolling along the ground to really drive home how outmatched I was. I curled myself up as tightly as I could to protect all my fragile organs, while these trolls assaulted every square inch of my body still exposed. A few years ago, I would have blacked out by this point, but I couldn’t afford to just take a nap at a time like this. I still had a full workday to finish.

      “Stop. Stop!” Groktoktok called for his troll underlings to stop, smacking Hubububu, the fat one, over the head as he tried to get one last stomp in. “Oomy? You still alive?”

      “Yes, Grok,” I picked myself up, ignoring the internal bleeding I probably should have had checked by the local physician by now. “I’m still kicking. Don’t take my pigs.”

      “Ha!” Groktoktok slapped me on the back, probably flattening me to the floor if I hadn’t been holding onto my hoe for balance. “Farmer oomy still strong like troll. We honor oomy’s strength. We only take two biggest pigs and go.”

      “Fucking bastards.” I brought myself upright again, mumbling under my breath. “I don’t have many pigs left.”

      “Be glad we only take two!” Groktok jabbed the butt of his log club into my stomach, knocking flat on my ass. “Ungrateful oomy. We take three for rudeness.”

      “Gods damn it.” I stood back up, calling back to the trolls. “Sorry! Stop! I’m sorry! I’m sorry for being rude. Please just take two. I need as many of them as you can spare.”

      “Good oomy.” Groktoktok smirked. “We only take two. Hubububu, you listen good, yes?”

      “Yes, Groktoktok.” The fat one agreed. “No snack for Hubububu.”

      I slowly moved back over to Mindy, my muscles and bones sore in every imaginable way, as I watched the trolls head over to the pig pens and pick my two prized pigs from the pen, walking back the same way they came and crushing more of my wheat as they headed back into the nearby forests.

      That was the long and short of our song and dance. They came in, I fought a couple of them, maybe killed one or two before they all came charging at once, I’d impress the big one, and they’d take it easy with the stealing. Every time they raided my farm, they made me go through the motions. No negotiations, no deals I could strike, just constant bruising and hemorrhaging for me and their pick of the litter for them.

      “Alright, Mindy, you ready?” I stretched out my back, popping all my joints and maybe a few bones back into place. “We haven’t even started the workday yet.” I laughed until I could feel my sides split. “Oh, gods, it hurts.”

      And that just about set the tone for the workday. Harvesting all the fruits, vegetables, and grains that had somehow survived the many pests of the morning, still destroying crops throughout the day, too, by the way, I finally gathered as much as I could and stored it in the silos and the barn, By the time I’d thrown away all the refuse and gathered everything that could still be sold, it was well past the night, and I tended to the animals, minus two pigs. Mindy had done her work for the day, and I set her back into the stables to rest for the night as I finished things up, just to start them all over again the next day.

      Night had fallen that fateful day, and yet it was far from being over for me.
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      Before I’d even made it back to the house, a familiar face was waiting for me by the fence. Jacob, the lively messenger boy, had just made it to my house with some mail for me and patiently waited as I dragged my broken body over to him to receive whatever he had for me today.

      “Good morning, Mr. Yew!” Jacob had unfathomable amounts of energy, no matter what time of day it was. I suspected that he never slept. He had a wax-sealed letter with the Barumpsch crest on it. “Gods above, what happened to you? N-not to say that you look awful, sir, just that you clearly have had a rough day--”

      “What have you got for me, Jacob?” I changed the subject.

      “Oh!” He handed me the letter. “Letter for you from the baron! Says it’s very important! He also wanted you to pay for the postage, but I won’t say anything if you won’t!”

      “Thanks, Jacob.” I took the letter, breaking the seal and seeing whatever bullshit he wanted. “I’ll still pay you, but I appreciate the thought.”

      As it so happened, he was doubling the number of crops he was taking for his “lordly taxes” every month, which honestly didn’t surprise me. He pulled this kind of bullshit a lot, especially during the winter months when he ate through his castle’s supplies and needed more. Greedy bastard still somehow had room to waste air by breathing between mouthfuls of baked goods he shoved into his face. I tore the letter in two, then two again, dropping the scraps as they twirled to the ground.

      “Umm, I don’t…” Poor young Jacob didn’t have a clue how to react to that. “Are you sure that’s wise, sir?”

      “A copper for postage, right?” I ignored his concerns as I rummaged through the pockets of my trousers, looking for whatever money I had on me. “Shit, I must have dropped my coppers somewhere out in the fields or when those trolls came around. If you wait here, I can grab something from the--”

      “Trolls?!” Jacob shouted, probably more shocked at how casually I spoke of them. “You were attacked by trolls again?! Is that why you look like… well, like this? How many times does that make? Twenty? Thirty?”

      “A hundred and fifteen.” I corrected him. “They don’t only attack when you visit, you know. But that’s not a big deal--”

      “That is a very big deal, Mr. Yew!” Jacob insisted. “You can’t keep fighting them! You’re just a farmer, and they’re stronger than trained knights, who’re as strong as bronze-grade adventurers! Even some silver-grade adventurers have trouble fighting a grown troll on their own! You should let one of them handle this problem!”

      Gods, Jacob and his damn adventurers. Every time he visited me, it was nothing but talk about adventurers. Sure, every time he visited, I’d have already gotten my ass handed to me by some trolls, so the concept of extermination and subsequently adventurers would come up, but still. I was sick of hearing about them.

      Bunch of arrogant assholes, if you asked me. Give a man a magic trinket, and suddenly he and everyone around him thought they were gods walking among men. Just because they were the only ones who knew where to find magic items and how to make them more powerful than anyone else’s over time, everyone ate right out of the palm of their hands.

      I’d heard it all before. Adventuring guilds ranked their members by how capable they were in handling problems. Copper-grade adventurers handled things like kobolds and goblin infestations, bronze-grade adventurers could take on griffins and manticores as a group, silver-grade adventurers could take on griffins and manticores by themselves, gold-grade adventurers were taking on wyverns as a party, platinum adventurers could take on a wyvern by themselves, mithril-grade adventurers were strong as hell, and yadda yadda yadda, more grades, and more adventures. More and more grades meant more and more adventurers doing more and more things for more and more villages and getting more and more rare rewards for it.

      Who cared? Not me. I could handle a few trolls with just my farm tools, but you didn’t see me giving myself a grade over it.

      “I’m fine, Jacob.” I rolled my neck. “It happens. I’m still alive. Everything’s well and good. I’ll get your copper in just a second, just hold on--”

      “You are not fine!” Jacob kept his concerns for me at the front of the conversation. “Do you think you can just keep killing yourself fighting trolls for the rest of your life? Let the professionals handle this. You’ve got to think about your own livelihood.”

      “Why do you think I’m fighting trolls in the first place, Jacob?” I rubbed my temple. “My livelihood is my primary concern, and they’re trying to steal it out from under my nose! I don’t need an adventurer to steal everything I own when I’ve already got trolls to do that for me!”

      “Don’t you think we should at least tell the baron about this?” He had not calmed down one bit. “I know that he’s not necessarily your favorite person right now, but maybe he can send some guards to protect the village! You could finally have some help and focus on your farming instead of nearly dying! And if not the baron, then maybe, I don’t know, someone else could--”

      “Barumpsh would have sent guards by now if he gave a rat’s ass about us.” I rolled my shoulder, feeling all the aches and pains of a hard day mixed with a hard beating. “Getting his attention about anything is just asking for more taxes. I’ll pass. Now just shut up and wait here so I can get you your copper.”

      “D-don’t bother yourself about it, sir.” I could see the pity in Jacob’s eyes. “I-I can just get it the next time I have a letter to deliver.”

      “If you don’t want to wait, that’s your business.” I pushed past the gate, holding my neck and shoulder with my hand. “I’ll have two coppers for you when you visit next time, then.”

      “You’re too kind, sir.” Jacob sighed. “Um, sir?”

      “Yeah?”

      “If it’s any consolation,” he tried his best to offer his well wishes, “I sincerely hope that an adventurer comes around to help you with those trolls soon.”

      “They better stay the hell away from my property.” I stopped dead in my tracks to stare Jacob in the eye so he would listen to my every word. “I’m not giving them a godsdamned thing from my house. I don’t care if the dragon comes down from the mountain and burns my crops to the ground. Don’t go spreading the word that I’ve got troll problems. I’m serious, Jacob. If I find adventurers on my doorstep because you couldn’t keep your big mouth shut, I’ll come straight for you first. I do not want any damn adventurers here, understand?”

      “Uuuuuuh… O-of course, sir!” Jacob retreated into his shoulders, hiding from my gaze behind his hands. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Mr. Yew! Nope, no, sir! No adventurers! None whatsoever! Not here!”

      “Good.” I turned back towards the path to my porch. “You have a good night, Jacob.”

      “You, too,” Jacob whispered. “Oh, no.”

      “What is it?” I looked past my front porch to where my front door was supposed to be. There was no door there. That meant only one thing, and Jacob and I both knew it. “Jacob, what happened to my front door?”

      “I swear, I didn’t know he would do something like that!” Jacob pleaded with me. “He wanted a place to stay, and I thought that, maybe, if he stayed here, he would see your troubles and help you--”

      “Don’t move, Jacob.” I pointed at him, still keeping my eyes on the open doorway with the broken splinters along the floor that used to keep the cold out. “I’ll deal with you in just a moment.”

      “Mr. Yew, you’ve already picked a fight with trolls today, don’t make it worse!” Jacob shouted at me as I stepped into my house. “You can’t fight an adventurer! You won’t survive! Pick your battles!”

      “Don’t worry, I will,” I whispered to myself, gripping the bent rake still in my hand as I headed deeper inside.

      Here was a prime example of the biggest problem I had with adventurers: they had absolutely no respect for other people’s property. For some godsforsaken reason, the general rule for adventurers was that the whole world just revolved around their specific desires. It was part of how they exacted payment for their ‘good deeds.’

      Adventurers didn’t take commissions, no. They would never demand money for their services. An honorable nomadic warrior for justice was far too virtuous for something as lowly as that. No, they would just break into people’s houses and take everything that they wanted as if it was theirs. And, holy mother of the gods, they never treated anything carefully.

      I always dreaded this day. I’d heard the stories passed around the village from traveling merchants and the like. An adventurer would come in, kill something or someone they perceived to be a problem, and then rummage through the nearest building for whatever they could get their hands on. See, adventurers weren’t keen on the concept of ‘transactions’ or ‘payment’ as they were ‘pacts’ and ‘deals,’ especially unofficial ones that they had made up in their own heads. And, gods forbid, if someone decided to reject an adventurer’s supposed claim to whatever they wanted for their ‘good deed,’ there would only be more broken things.

      Just stepping through the front door, I already saw the shitstorm this adventurer had brought upon my home. This was my home, my parent’s old homestead, the family abode, and I kept it nice and proper for their memory’s sake. Whoever had come into my home had gone and moved everything that they could. Drawers had been opened, furniture turned over or moved clear to the other side of rooms, and rugs thrown to the side, as nothing was in its proper place anymore.

      Following the trail of chaos, I was eventually led to my own godsdamned bed, where I saw the man of the hour laying down, completely out for the night. Like no normal person ever would think of doing, this adventurer had slept with all of his armor on, metal and leather included. He had one sleeve of silver-colored plates down one arm and only that arm, while the other arm was just wrapped in black cloth interwoven with gemstones of several colors. He had belts strapped around his chest, crossed in the middle, with one being an assortment of arcane-looking knives shaped and colored in as many shapes as possible, while the other was pouches filled with potions in just as many colors. His hair was long and greasy as if he had just washed, though his smell spoke of no baths in weeks. Along with my own blanket around his legs, he wrapped a red cloak around his neck, which I couldn’t tell was for warmth or just because he was embarrassed by what his mouth looked like.

      “Hey!” I slapped the adventurer across his face, nearly scratching myself on his unshaven face. “Get the hell out of here!”

      “Waa…?” The groggy adventurer lazily arose from his deep slumber, still half asleep. “Whasappenin?”

      “Leave!” I pointed towards the door. “Now! I won’t ask twice.”

      “You haven’t asked once yet, you… fucking… farmhand.” He scratched his cheek with his metal-adorned hand as he slowly regained consciousness and, possibly, sobriety. “Just yelling in my ear like a nanny. What time is it?”

      “Time for you to get out of my house.” I refused to indulge the adventurer in anything. “Follow the trail of destruction you left behind stumbling into my bed, and you’ll see the exit. Let’s go.”

      “Hold on a second, man.” He pushed me to the side as easily as a branch on a forest walk. “I’m gonna look for some stuff first.”

      “Like hell, you are!” I pushed against the side of the man’s head, trying to make him budge an inch, which he would not. I felt very weak at that moment. “You’re leaving! Now!”

      “Ooh, what have we here?” He opened up my clothes chest at the foot of my bed, breaking the lock on it rather easily. “What could you be hiding away in this treasure chest?”

      “Besides clothes?” I wrapped my arms up in his cloak and tried to drag him away by the neck, to no avail. “They’re not your style, I can tell you that much. They’re clean and free of your pervasive stink.”

      “Hey, man, I’m not that…” He lifted his armpit to smell it, pulling away at his own stench. “Oh, haha, I guess you’re right. Well, whatever.” Taking one of my clean shirts, he wiped his pits with it and threw it to the floor to rot in his own filth. “What else you got, then?”

      “Nothing for you!” I found myself being dragged around as he simply walked without any care to my weight pulling against him. “You need to leave.”

      “Or what, farmhand?” The adventurer wandered about my house, touching all the wood and clay knick-knacks on my shelves and inspecting them for possible value. “There aren’t any guards in this town. Everything here is practically free for grabs. Not that any of this is any good. Don’t you have any magic shit?”

      “Why would I have magic items?” I desperately pulled at the cape, leaning my whole body weight towards the front door in the hopes of guiding him somewhere in that direction. “Do I look like a wizard to you?”

      “I suppose you don’t, farmhand,” he said as he looked towards one of the clay pots on the ground. “Oh, this should have something good in it.”

      “Don’t touch that!” I dived towards the clay pot, protecting it with my body from his thieving fingers. “Why won’t you leave my house?”

      “Look, I’ll leave as soon as I take all the good shit you have here, okay?” The adventurer moved towards another pot in the house, picking it up and throwing it against the wall before I could so much as protest. “What? No gold or gems? Lame.”

      “WHY?!” I screamed at the horror of one of my deceased mother’s pots being smashed in the most illogical search I could have imagined. “WHY DIDN’T YOU JUST LOOK INSIDE IT?”

      “This is way faster, man,” he said, already moving to another pot in his hands. “The gems just spill out on the floor that way so I can pick them up.”

      “HOW--? WHAT--? WHY?!” Words failed me. “WHY, ON THIS GREEN EARTH OF THE GODS, WOULD A FARMER HAVE GEMSTONES HIDDEN IN A POT JUST SITTING AROUND HIS HOUSE?! WHAT WOULD POSSESS YOU TO THINK THAT’S A LOGICAL HIDING SPOT?!”

      “C’mon, man. Have you seen this place?” He gestured to the entirety of my dead parents’ family abode, throwing yet another one of my mother’s pots against the ground and finding nothing inside. “Where else are you going to hide your valuables? Now, hand that pot over so I can get the gems inside. I know that’s where they are. You didn’t protect these other pots as crazily as that one.”

      “You smashed them before I could move!” I held onto the pot as fiercely as a mother bear to her only cub. “Please don’t smash this pot. Please, I’m begging you. Just leave this one.”

      “Don’t do this, man.” He stepped towards me, the gems on his bandaged arm glowing with magical power. “You don’t know what I could do to you if you put up a fight. I just want to get your shit so I can go back to sleep. Don’t make it harder for both of us. You don’t want to die, do you?”

      “Please, sir!” I resorted to paying respects to this unstoppable bastard. “Just leave this one. Take anything else you want, but leave this pot alone. Just let me take this pot and the wooden siren sculpture, and you can have--”

      “Oh, does that have some good shit in it, too?” With a flick of his arm, the adventurer conjured a breath of flames to scorch my father’s sculpture behind him, turning it to ash in less than a second as nothing was left behind of my father’s craftsmanship. “Oh, you clever liar, there wasn’t anything inside. Thought you could trick me into leaving you alone? You’ll pay for that. Now, hand over the pot. I’m not asking twice.”

      He knelt down beside me, locking eyes with me as an unearthly yellow light danced behind them. His breath smelled like rotten eggs and charcoal as his face cracked into a smile of yellowed teeth. I tried to look away from him, but he grabbed my chin with his metal hand and forced me to see the glow in his eyes brighten.

      “Let me tell you the difference between an adventurer like me and a shitty farmhand like you,” he said, his moldy breath blasting over me in waves. “When I say something like ‘I’m not asking twice,’ I have more than enough power to actually mean it. I would say that I’ve been more than agreeable so far to you, considering you so rudely woke me up from my nap. Your vase’s getting broken, one way or another. Either you give it to me, or I take it from you. So, whaddya say, buddy? Ready to listen up like a good boy?”

      I… snapped. Plain and simple. What else was I supposed to do? Just let this asshat take the last surviving piece of my mother’s clay art, the last memory I had to remember my parents by? All because I was afraid to die?

      No. Fuck that. Not today. Not ever.

      I grabbed one of the magic knives from the belt on his chest and jammed it as hard as I could inside the adventurer’s skull. It was jagged like a lightning bolt, and I couldn’t have enjoyed it more to push every gnarled point into his skull. The look in his eyes as he realized what had happened filled me with terror.

      Not that I was afraid of him. It was far too late for this bastard to do anything. It was the fact that I enjoyed seeing that look. That feeling terrified me.

      The moment passed, and his body fell to the ground, motionless and breathless. The yellow light in his eyes disappeared, along with any spark of life he once had. All the imposing might he had just wielded like a toddler with a toy was gone, and he was nothing but a corpse in my living room. And then it struck me.

      Holy shit, I just killed an adventurer.
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      “Jacob!” I shouted towards the front of my house. “Jacob, you still there?”

      “Yes…?” Jacob tentatively answered. “I’m here, sir!”

      “I need you to do one of two things for me.” I looked over the pot in my hands, breathing a sigh of relief to find it unbroken in all the tension. “The first is to run as far away from here as you can, never coming to this farm again or telling a single soul about what you saw, and I’ll make sure nothing happens to you. The second is to come inside and help me move this body out of here, and I’ll pay you handsomely for your silence. Your choice.”

      “Whaaaaaat…?” The poor lad had no idea what was going on. “What happened? Where’s the adventurer? Whose body are we moving?”

      “So you’re choosing the second option?” I wiped the sweat from my brow using a corner of my tunic. “You don’t get to know anything unless you help me move this guy.”

      “I… but… alright, fine, I’ll help!” Jacob’s footsteps tapped up the path, onto the wooden porch, and through the open door, where the boy saw everything that happened. “OH, GODS PRESERVE ME. I SHOULD HAVE CHOSEN THE FIRST OPTION. YOU KILLED THE ADVENTURER?”

      “Too late to change, now.” I knelt down, putting one hand on the man’s head and another on the handle of the knife, trying to pull it out from the head wound. “You know too much, and I’ve got a bunch of knives here. It’d be a damn shame if I’d have to use a second one so soon after the first.”

      “Wha--? I-- Wha--? But how?” The messenger boy refused to be useful, instead choosing to be confused and stunned. “How did you kill him? Look at his gear! Clearly, he’s at least a gold adventurer, if not a low-tier platinum! He’s probably wrestled dragons with his bare hands!”

      “He wasn’t wearing a helmet.” I finally yanked the knife out, standing up and walking over to the soiled shirt that the adventurer rubbed his pits with earlier. “And the bastard had it coming. Now, are you going to keep gawking, or are you going to help me strip all of these fancy items off him? You can choose one of the gems in his arm as payment for your help tonight.”

      “That’s…” He took a long gander at all the gems while I cleaned the knife off with the shirt. “Wow, those are really pretty. Are they all magical?”

      “Presumably.” I stepped back over to the body, rummaging through the many pouches and pockets and emptying their contents. “He was a strong son of a bitch, so I wouldn’t doubt that those are more than just fashion accessories. Just pick the one you like the best. I don’t much care which.”

      “I can’t believe it…” He picked up a ruby, pulling it away from the dark cloth wraps as he revealed the ring the gem was faceted in. “A real magic ring! Do you think I could cast a spell with this?”

      “Do it on my property, and I break your arm,” I warned him. “Put that thing away for now. You’ll have plenty of time to figure out what that ring does after we’re finished stripping him down and getting him buried in the back.”

      “Are you keeping all of his magic gear?” Jacob asked me, pulling out pockets and placing them in the piles I’d already begun to set up. “He really has a lot on him, doesn’t he? I don’t think I’ve seen this much wealth in my entire life, let alone on one person’s body. One of these rings must be worth a hundred gold! A thousand! You could retire by selling one of them and still be richer than the baron!”

      “I think the first thing to do is properly evaluate how much I’ve got here before I make any big decisions.” I arranged the many knives into a pile, along with the hammer and sword from his back. “Before that, though, we have to make sure nobody finds this body.”

      “Are we just burying him?” he asked, undoing the straps and buckles on one side of him as we slowly but surely undressed the corpse. “Should a man not have a marked grave--? Oh, dear gods, the smell! Are you sure he wasn’t already dead when you found him here?”

      “I assure you, this is as fresh as he’s going to be tonight.” I arranged the metal plates on his arm in another pile, removing the chainmail and leathers underneath. “And I’m not burying him on my family farm. The pigs are eating well tonight.”

      “Oh, gods above, that’s awful!” He threw up a little in his mouth. “Should we not notify his family or friends? They’ll surely come looking for him if he’s all but disappeared in the night.”

      “A bum like him strikes me as a lone wolf,” I remarked as we ripped the pants and undergarments out from under him, leaving him as naked as the day he was born, plus a lot of grease. “No one’s going to look for him. He was probably going to move on as soon as he woke up tomorrow, anyway. If they’re looking for him, they won’t be looking in a small podunk village like Vastilon, and if they do look for him, then that’s a problem I’ll have to deal with when it comes.” I picked up one of the knives from the pile. “C’mon, pick a knife.”

      “What?” He looked at me as if I was a ghost. “What do you possibly expect me to do with a knife?”

      “We can’t just feed the whole body to my pigs,” I told him, kneeling down by one of his legs. “He needs to be in smaller pieces that they can munch up quickly.”

      “You’re not serious!” he shouted very loudly for an accessory to this murder. “And how are you so calm at a time like this?”

      “You certainly weren’t concerned when you got your hands on one of those jewels.” I pointed out, hacking into the meat of his leg. “I’ll give you a second one if you help me speed this up.”

      “I can’t…” He paused for a moment, then knelt down by the knives. Jacob picked one out and stepped up to one of the corpse’s arms. “How big should these pieces be?”

      “About the size of your fists put together.” I made the visual of the measurement with my hands before returning to the body to hack another part of it down. “Glad you’re seeing reason.”

      “Are dead bodies always so easy to chop up?” he commented on the smooth, singular motion he made in cutting the adventurer’s hand from his arm. “I would have thought that a man’s flesh would be more robust, let alone a gold-grade adventurer.”

      “I think it’s the magic in the knives,” I commented, having already segmented the entire leg I was working on into small pieces and made it halfway up the second. “They make cutting and slicing easier.”

      “Well, no wonder adventurers can fight monsters so easily.” Jacob finished up cutting the first arm. “Hey, Mr. Yew? Do you suppose that, if it wouldn’t be too presumptuous of me, that I could help out a bit more and keep this knife as payment?”

      “Depends on how much more you’re willing to help out, but I don’t see the harm in that.” I smirked, happy for the distraction from the more… private… sections I had to cut through. “Taking a liking to the blade, are you?”

      “Well, I just thought… maybe…” He paused as he was halfway up the second arm. “Mr. Yew, do you think…? Would you say, perhaps, if I was to use these rings and this knife… maybe…?” He took a deep breath for courage. “Mr. Yew, do you think even someone like me could be an adventurer?”

      “Do you want my honest opinion?” I looked him in the eyes. “I wouldn’t wish an adventuring profession on anybody. That kind of work rots away at your sense of decency. You see that pile of ash in the corner?” He nodded as I pointed towards the black dust and the shadow of a siren sculpture. “I mentioned that I wanted my Pa’s sculpture spared as he ransacked my home, and he torched it, looking for valuables inside without a second thought. That’s all an adventurer cares about. They don’t think about anyone but themselves and the expensive things they can take from other people. How do you think an adventurer gets all of their fancy magic baubles, huh? They’re thieves. So, yeah, you and me would make great adventurers. We’ve already got graverobbing mastered. Do you wanna hit up the next house to see what family heirlooms and precious memories we can destroy there?”

      “But…” The young lad didn’t take kindly to me crushing his untarnished image of adventuring heroes. “They’re just taking payment for their services, right? He was just taking what he needed before he killed those trolls for you. That’s what adventurers do. They kill monsters for us.”

      I stopped halfway through cutting through a section of the torso to lecture the boy on adventurers.

      “Adventurers are monsters, Jacob. Do you think I asked for this man to come into my home and take my things? And do you really think he was going to stick around to trouble himself with some trolls when he could just wander to the next victim? You know what? Adventurers are worse than monsters. At least a monster is honest about taking everything from you. An adventurer expects you to thank them for the honor.”

      “They can’t all be like that, right?” Jacob asked. “There’s got to be some good adventurers. There has to be. They’re not all like this one.”

      “I wouldn’t take the chance with any adventurer I meet.” I went back to cutting up the torso. “If they’re really all that good, they’ll stay the hell off my property in the future.”

      “Would that…?” Jacob slowly cut through the adventurer’s skull. “Would that include me, too, if I were to become an adventurer? Would I still be allowed to come to visit you?”

      “I ain’t giving you any more of my damn gear, Jacob.” I finished up the torso. “Especially if you try to come back here with some more fancy magic trinkets to take them from me. Stay away from my shit, Jacob.”

      “No, I wouldn’t do that to you, Mr. Yew, sir!” he insisted. “Or anyone I helped. I wouldn’t ask for anything in return for my monster-killing services. I’d only take what they gifted to me. I’d be a good adventurer, one that helps the little people without any thought of a reward.”

      “Yeah, sure, and all of these troll-heel-sized bruises all over me are from falling down the stairs in my one-story house,” I sarcastically replied. “As soon as you realize how much people are willing to put up with, you’re gonna start taking just a bit more until you end up a greasy murderhobo like this guy was.”

      “I swear to you, Mr. Yew!” Jacob knelt down before me as I stood up, gathering a few of the sections of the adventurer up in the dark cape like a giant knapsack. “As a show of my fathomless thanks for the generous gift you’ve given me, allowing me to change my whole life for the better, I will be a hero to the surrounding people! When you hear of my name, you will hear of a good soul, a boon of a gentleman who gives far more than he would ever take. I will be a good adventurer, a credit to the profession! I’ll prove to you that there are good adventurers out there, Mr. Yew! You’ll see by the truth of my actions! I swear on my life!”

      “I’m no lord, Jacob.” I put the rest of the body parts in the sack and wrapped it up. “I’m not gonna knight you for making a pledge or anything. But, if it means anything, I hope you keep your promise.”

      “I won’t forget what I saw here today, Mr. Yew!” He stood up, walking beside me as I moved my sack of adventurer guts through the doorway and moved towards the pig pens. “I’ll show you that this man is a miscreant and not a typical adventurer!”

      “You’re also not going to go spreading this around, right?” I looked Jacob in the eyes again. “That’s one of the conditions for keeping all your new adventuring doodads. Zip those lips. I will end your adventuring career early if I find out you spilled the beans on tonight’s events. Now, if you want to earn that knife, go pick up the magic stuff and bring it along. Until I can get a secure place to store all of that, I don’t want it out of my sight.”

      “Of course, sir!” He went back into the house, gathering all the things into another sack and dragging it out the door. “If you could just wait a minute, sir, I’ll be right behind you!”

      “Are you sure you want to be an adventurer?” I walked back over to where Jacob had been stopped in his tracks, picking up the sack of goodies he’d gathered up. “You’ll have to be a little stronger than that to kill some of the bigger monsters out there. You didn’t miss anything, right?”

      “You can check… yourself…” He took a few deep breaths to regain his strength. “I’ll just… be waiting… right here… for you…”

      “C’mon, slowpoke.” After checking to see if anything was missing, I kicked at the young lad’s back to get him up on his feet again. “You’re not gonna do much adventuring sitting on your ass all night.”

      “Coming!” He rose to his feet, hurrying along until he caught back up to me and the two full sacks I carried around. “So, um, sir? Since I’m not allowed to tell anyone about what happened here, what do you suppose I should say about my new magic items? No one’s going to believe that I just got them on a messenger boy’s salary.”

      “That sounds like a problem for an adventurer to solve!” I laughed, shifting the weight of the two sacks on my shoulders. “If you’re really worried about it, then just head straight to the nearest adventurer’s guild and apply. Say you found them in an ancient tomb or something. I’m sure no one’s going to look much deeper than that.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Yew.” Jacob sighed out his anxieties. “I had worried that my cover story would be incredibly suspicious, no matter what I did to cover myself.”

      “Oh, don’t you fret yourself over that.” I set the bags down as we arrived at the pig pens. “Do you really think anyone cares where an adventurer gets his trinkets? They don’t even care about it themselves as long as they’re powerful enough to make sure they can step all over the little people.”

      “Maybe ones like this bastard here,” he said as I opened up the cape of body parts. “But I supposed you’re right. They don’t have many ways of proving where I got my rings and dagger with the original owner… disposed of.”

      “Speaking of which…” I handed him two corners of the cape knapsack filled with the dead adventurer. “Get to feeding. I’m gonna do a proper inventory on all of these magic baubles while you’re at it.”

      “Oh, um…” Jacob pointed his face away as he looked inside the sack. “Right away, Mr. Yew. I’ll just… ugh. For the dagger, Jacob. For the dagger…”

      As he dainty picked up the first part of the body, throwing it over the side of the fence as the pigs roused from their slumber, I opened up the knapsack filled with goodies. Jacob really wasn’t lying about the pricey goods here. All the rings, weapons, and armor were laced with gold. Any one alone could have bought the entire farm off my hands with some interest.

      I had eighteen rings, three blue, three yellow, four red, five green, and three purple. Didn’t know what any of them did, but the glowing surely meant they were magical, which would only bump up their value overall if I could find someone to appraise and purchase them. Along with those, I had seven knives, minus the one that I was giving Jacob, each shaped uniquely with their own metals, patterns, and inlays in the handle, and a hefty-looking hammer to boot, shaped with a pick at the other end and with a face the size of hand from thumb to pinkie. This thing alone must have weighed twenty-odd pounds with that damn boulder of a hammerhead. And the sword wasn’t too shabby, either, a silver-steel beauty clearly from a foreign land, not having the crossguard I’d seen on traveling knights.

      Damn shame this adventurer only had a single sleeve of plate armor to use. Never saw much point in that. Sure, if there wasn’t any metal left for forging or gold left in the budget, a full set may be out of the question, but why only bother making and using one arm? Well, one arm’s worth of armor was better than no armor at all, and the leather armor he wore otherwise wasn’t all too shabby.

      Speaking of the leather, I didn’t recognize the animal that this leather was tanned from. Maybe I wasn’t exactly an aficionado of animal skins, but I worked a farm with animals I had to butcher from time to time. I knew what certain kinds of leather looked like, and this was nothing like I’d ever seen. I could only assume it was some kind of griffon leather, or maybe drakewing webbing. Whatever it was, it was tough as hell, and I was glad to have it.

      The man carried around two hundred gold pieces in his coin purse, along with an assortment of flawless gems just sitting alongside them. Holy shit. Two hundred. The man had enough money to just buy a goddamn house as pocket change, let alone with the two rubies, a sapphire, an emerald the size of my palm, and TWO GODDAMN DIAMONDS.

      Why the hell was he bumming around my fucking house? He could have bought out all the rooms in the inn in the village square. Well, his loss, I guess. Should have picked the inn.

      Lastly, the thing that interested me the most was all of these magic potions. Not only could a potion heal any injury, they had all kinds of fancy properties that would baffle the mind. They could make a man fly like a bird, coat him in flames that never burned him, or give him the strength of a giant for an hour. At least, that was what the rumors said they could do when Ma and Pa were sick, and I asked about potions to save them.

      But I was no alchemist, so I couldn’t have picked heads or tails of anything that these stupid magic liquids could do for me or to me. For all I knew, these were all poisons that the adventurer would coat his many knives in to kill his enemies in the most gruesome ways. Still, it would be a damn waste to just sell these, especially since I wouldn’t even know what to sell them for. I didn’t have a way of appraising potions like I did all these other things.

      What I did have is a bunch of animals that would eat just about anything.

      “Alright, that’s the last of it.” Jacob handed the cloak knapsack back to me. “What else do you need from me, sir?”

      “I think I’ve kept you up pretty late tonight already.” I took the cloak back, placing all the adventuring gear into it. “You stay at the house for tonight. Tomorrow, crack of dawn, you’ll feed and take care of my animals while I head into town with all of this stuff. I’ll show you what to do before I leave, don’t worry. Maybe use that fancy knife of yours to deal with any pests you see coming by. The trolls already showed up earlier today, so you shouldn’t have to worry about them tomorrow. When I come back, you can consider yourself squared for all the fancy magic I’m giving you. Sound good?”

      “Of course, Mr. Yew!” He nearly squealed at the thought of magic knife ownership so near in sight. “Whatever you say, sir. Are you turning in for the night, too, sir?”

      “In a minute.” I turned to the feeding trays for the pigs, eyeing the potions in my bag of goodies. “Don’t wait up for me, but, uh, keep an ear open if I start hollering. I can’t say for certain if I’ll be entirely safe for the next few moments.”

      “Sir, what are you--?”

      “Don’t you worry yourself about that.” I patted him on the shoulder. “Just head on back and pick a flat spot to rest. You can even take my bed if you don’t mind the smell of that adventurer still lying around in my room.”

      “Please don’t stay up too late, sir,” Jacob said, turning towards the house. “You have a big day tomorrow.”

      “Oh, believe me, I know.” I pulled out one of the potions from the bag. “Tomorrow’s a new day, Jacob. Everything’s changing for the better.”
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      “Well, well, well, what is this?” Barry, the bushy-bearded blacksmith of Vastilon nearly as wide as he was tall, smiled as I walked through the front door to his smithy, ringing the bell alarming him of another customer on his humble property. “Is that the elusive Mr. Markus Yew I see before me? Pried away from his farm to come to visit his old friend after all this time?”

      “It’s good to see you again, Barry.” I set down the bag of adventuring gear I’d lugged into town to give my friend a hug. “My animals don’t stop being hungry when I want to come around here for a spell. Sorry it’s been so long.”

      “Nah, I’m sorry I haven’t been around your farm to help you out.” He sighed as he let go of the hug. “A few of my regular suppliers have up and taken back their contracts with me. ‘It’s getting too expensive to ship out here with the new tax rates,’ they said. I’ve been pulling my hair out trying to keep my forge running without any metal to work, as you can attest to yourself.” He bent over to show off his polished head, free of a single follicle of hair. “Proof of my honest troubles, that is, though I couldn’t much boast about my glorious mane beforehand, could I?”

      “Stress is getting to all of us, Barry, believe me.” I picked up the bag and set it closer to the man’s counter. “But that just might change for the two of us if you can give me some good news here.”

      “Oh, and here I thought you’d come just to see me in my lonesome!” He laughed as he moved behind the counter to await the many things I had for him. “Come across some rocks you think I can turn into something good? Quite a hefty bag you’ve dragged into my humble shop. You know you’ve got to slow down, Markus. Your poor mum wouldn’t want you to work yourself to death over some--”

      “Save it, Barry, and take a look at this.” I placed the sword on the counter for him to look at. “I’d say I’ve worked hard enough, wouldn’t you? By the look on your face, I’d say my hard work finally paid off.”

      “Where on earth did you get this?” He put on a pair of leather gloves before picking up the blade, admiring every last detail of it. “Drop out of some angel’s hand and into one of your fields, did it?”

      “We’re just going to say the dragon dropped it flying over and leave it at that,” I whispered to him. “How much would you say it’s worth?”

      “Well, let me see…” He studied its every inch for value, divining the metal, make, and design to properly evaluate its economic impact. “Skymetal steel, gold inlays in the blade, and… griffon leather on the handle! And none of that fake stuff that flakes easy, either!”

      “I’m liking what I’m hearing.” I couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear. “Can you tell if it’s magic or not? I assume it is?”

      “Well, besides this glowing sapphire in the pommel,” Barry pointed to the blue gem, swirling with lights inside as if a ghost were trapped inside, “you can practically smell the arcana sewn into the craftsmanship. I’d have been right knackered if a skymetal sword wasn’t enchanted with some kind of magic in it. That’s just a waste of skymetal, that is!”

      “Do you think this could help you negotiate with some of your suppliers for some good metal again?” I asked. “It seems like it’s pretty good stuff, right? Worth a lot of gold?”

      “Markus, are you asking if this is worth a lot of gold?” He blinked at me, shaking his head as if I’d just blinded him. “Markus, Markus, Markus, the question isn’t whether this is worth a lot of gold. The question is whether I can afford to give you my entire goddamn smithy for just one sword. You have to tell me where you got this sword!”

      “Alright, but keep it under your shiny, bald head, okay?” I brought the conversation to a whisper, leaning in close with him as he did the same. “I got it off an adventurer.”

      “WHAT?!” he screamed without thinking, and I immediately shushed him, bringing him down into the secretive discussion tone of harsh whispers. “You got this from an adventurer?! How did you con this beauty off of him? I’d be half-tempted to think it’s a damn scam if I didn’t see the metal with my own eyes! How much did you buy this for? Don’t tell me you sold the farm for this? I mean, I’m glad you’re still alive, but gods above, you can’t tell me that--”

      “No, no, no, nothing like that.” I tried to calm him down by speaking a touch slower. “I still have my farm. I can assure you with absolute certainty that this is genuine and that the adventurer who gave it to me isn’t going to be a problem for us moving forward. What I need to know right now is just what I can do with this sword. Give me some options, Barry.”

      “Well, an adventurer’s sword changes things a bit, mind you,” he informed me. “Could be even more valuable than I said it was before. If it’s got that adventuring enchantment on it, that makes things a bit more complicated.”

      “Adventuring enchantment?” I asked.

      “You know why adventurers stay so damn powerful even when other people have magical gear out and about, yeah?” he began. “Well, they’ve got a special enchantment in their adventuring guilds that gives their gear some oomph to them. It’s like the enchantments have got some life in them or something.”

      “Living enchantments?” I inquired. “What makes them better than regular enchanted items?”

      “Potential, Markus.” The blacksmith leaned his elbows onto the counter as he talked with his hands. “A regular enchantment makes the item it’s on more powerful with some magic spells or powers or what-have-you. It can have a lot of oomph, but that’s it, that’s all it’s gonna do for the rest of its life as a magic item. An adventuring enchantment, on the other hand, doesn’t have a lot of power at first. But, the more you use it, the better it gets at whatever you’re using it for. If you’re killing dragons, it gets better at cutting through dragon scales. If you’re smashing orcs, it gets better at breaking orc bones. It’s an enchantment that grows with the wielder, see? If an adventurer puts in the time, the adventuring enchantment’ll get stronger than anything you can buy and could very well smoke out any ancient artifacts from legends with enough dedication.”

      “Well, given how strong that adventurer guy was, there’s a good chance that the enchantments on this thing are strong as anything, huh?” I inferred. “We should be able to sell this thing for a fortune!”

      “Eh, maybe to a nobleman with an adventurer fetish, mind you,” he corrected me. “Remember how I said adventuring enchantments make it complicated? That’s because they’ve got something of a security feature. The enchantment only works for the wielder who put in the work to strengthen the adventuring enchantment. To anyone else, it’s a dud in a plain hunk of metal like any other sword. Unless, of course, it’s got other enchantments on it that aren’t adventuring enchantments, but they’d be little ones. Adventuring magic takes up a lot of space in the item, see? You put in too much magic in anything, and it’ll explode and kill everyone around it.”

      “The adventuring enchantment only works for adventurers?” I rolled my eyes. “Of course, it wouldn’t be simple, would it?”

      “Well, not just adventurers,” Barry explained. “It’s the person who put in the work, see? They get to reap the benefits. You don’t need a special permit to use it if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “So, if we put in more work, then we could use it?” I asked. “Ah, but first, we’d have to figure out what exactly it was used for, then use it more than the adventurer did.”

      “Since it’s an adventurer’s sword, it’s probably a monster killer.” He gave the sword a once over with his eyes. “You’d have to kill more monsters than he did without the special magic that helped him kill the monsters in the first place.”

      “Can we use it for something else?” I kept popping through ideas. “You know, maybe if we use it ourselves, match the amount of work that was put in the enchantment, maybe we can change it into something we can use, right?”

      “You think you can chop enough onions with this thing to match up to all the dragons it’s probably killed?” Barry raised an eyebrow at me. “Even if that worked, which I wouldn’t bet any copper on in this century, we wouldn’t know how long that would take before we realize we’re wasting our time. And we’d still have an unsellable sword since now it’s only good for chopping onions. The next person’d have to use it even more than we did to change it themselves into something they could have. Like I said, only rich adventuring enthusiasts are gonna want this the way it is now so it can gather dust in a trophy room.”

      “Damn adventurer’s gotta make my life harder from beyond the grave.” I pulled the skin of my face down with my hand. “Wait, hold on a second. Do you think there’s a way to reset them somehow? You know, clear out the old magic so we could start putting in our own magic in them from the ground up? We could sell it, then! Or use it ourselves for something! Or both, right? The threshold to overcome the work would be so much smaller, right?”

      “Do I look like an enchanter to you?” Barry scoffed at me. “Between your fieldwork and my hammerwork, we don’t have a magical bone in our bodies. I’m only telling you the stuff I picked up while apprenticing in a lord’s castle decades ago now.”

      “Which is a lot, as it seems.” I rolled my eyes and smiled. “More than any blacksmith your age would know about enchanting.”

      “It’s got its limits, okay?” He put his hands up. “I can tell you some things I overheard, maybe point out one or two magical tricks I’ve come across before, but unless you’ve been hiding a mage college scholarship in that bag of yours, that refresh idea’s hosed, too.”

      “There’s got to be a trick to them, though, right?” I tossed the sword around in my hands, looking over the grip and pommel. “What if an adventurer gets an enchantment messed up? Like, they kill something that they weren’t trying to kill on the sword? They’d be stuck with a useless weapon until they could get another one made, and that’d take forever, right? They’re out in the world killing monsters and robbing houses all the time. They don’t have time for all that waiting while lugging around a weapon they’re never going to use. There’s got to be a way to fix that.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.” Barry scratched the back of his head. “The gem’s as good as any place to start fiddling about. That’s an enchanter’s trick to make the enchantments beforehand to stick onto items, see? Couldn’t tell ya how the enchantment lives inside a rock, but they don’t pay me for witchcraft, do they?”

      “Do you think just taking them off would help at all?” I tried and failed to rip out the gemstone in the pommel with my own fingers first. “Damn thing’s really stuck in there, isn’t it?”

      “Of course it’s stuck, you blooming asshat!” Barry laughed as he slapped my hands, taking the sword from them. “Even if this weren’t a magic sword, you wouldn’t just be able to bend the facets with your bare fingers. Even I wouldn’t be able to bend these with my mundane tools, I’m afraid. You’d need magic tools to get that squared.”

      “You mean…” I reached into the knapsack to pull out one of the magic daggers. “Something like this?”

      “Oh, Markus, those adventurers better be long gone, you hear?” Equal amounts of wonder and fear sparked on the small-town blacksmith’s face. “If you’ve pissed off a whole party of adventurers by stealing their gear--!”

      “There was only one, and I’ve already taken care of him.” I jammed the tip of the dagger into one of the facet prongs of the pommel gem. “I’m the only owner of all these goodies.”

      “I gotta know, then.” He leaned in to whisper, though Barry’s whispers never got quieter than a dull roar. “How did you get all this off an adventurer? I still can’t believe it, even after seeing it myself. Not that I doubt you, not one bit. It’s just a little much to take in, a humble farmer taking an adventurer for everything he owns.”

      “I’ll be honest with you, Barry.” Even with a magic dagger helping me out, this gem wasn’t wanting to budge. “I got a little angry and a lot lucky with the guy. He wasn’t wearing a helmet, and I wasn’t feeling too patient with him breaking Ma’s pots and burning Pa’s siren sculpture, so I got a hit in while his guard was down. He’s being shat out by my pigs as we speak.”

      “He broke your Ma’s pots!” Overwhelmed by his own rage, Barry’s voice didn’t stay in a whisper for very long. “She spent weeks on each of those beauties! I lent her my forge as a kiln for each one! Oh, I hope the bastard suffered for that. Pig shit’s too good for someone like him!”

      “It was pretty quick, but taking all his stuff from him and keeping his death a secret is more than enough to make up the difference, don’t you think?” I laughed as I set the blade down. “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong. Do you think you can give it a go?”

      “I don’t know why you didn’t ask me earlier, you daft git.” He took the dagger from me, bending over the pommel to get as much leverage as possible. “Just a matter of jamming at the right spot, see?”

      “Yeah, yeah, you goddamn showoff, just get it out,” I snorted. “If that were a horseshoe, I’d already have it out by now.”

      “Sure, sure, just watch the master work!” Barry gave it a few more powerful tugs, making no progress. “Just… watch… the master…!”

      “Having a bit of trouble there, master blacksmith?” I folded my arms and smiled. “I’m still watching, but I’m not seeing any more gemstones coming out than when this ol’ farmer gave it a shot. Are you sure you’re jamming in the right spot?”

      “This might not be the right kind of tool, Markus.” He sighed, giving up on the wrenching against the knife. “I don’t think we can get it out until we get some enchanting tools of our own to work with. Maybe, if I put some money aside, we can afford to make a trip into town and get an enchanter or an alchemist to sell us something, but money’s tight as it is. And that’s based on a theory we don’t even know is accurate or not. These things are just fancy set-pieces after all.”

      “Not yet.” I cracked my knuckles. “You bend metal every day, and I wrestle with horses and bulls. Between the two of us, I bet we can force that thing into giving out.”

      “I don’t think magic works like that, but I’ll try anything as long as there are no customers.” He put his hands on the knife, with my hands on top of his. “On three, then?”

      “One… Two…” I started the countdown. “Three!”

      Now, at present, I might have known better than to force anything when it came to the arcane, but no one would fault a simple farmer and blacksmith for not thinking through the ramifications of strong-arming a magical weapon into doing something it wasn’t meant to do. But, boy, did we pay for our shortsightedness with more than a few singed hairs.

      As soon as the facet gave way, the gemstone bounced off into the corner, and a surge of red and blue lightning shot out into the whole store, knocking both of us onto our asses. The energies within the weapon shot out in every direction, darkening the lantern light and the sunlight itself as the magic seemed to absorb everything that it contacted. Having no other options, Barry and I curled ourselves into little balls and hid behind the counter to wait out the explosion of arcana we’d unwittingly unleashed.

      Once the chaos and noise had subsided, I tentatively looked up onto the counter to see the aftermath of our actions. Surprisingly, the damage wasn’t as terrible as I feared it would be. The scorch marks along the walls from the zaps of unnatural lightning made the whole shop look like it’d contracted a plague, but besides that, everything was mostly intact.

      “Barry, you okay?” I stood up, lending my hand to help him up. “All things considered, I think that went well.”

      “Let’s not do that again.” Barry tried his best to laugh away his residual anxieties as I helped him to his feet. “Did you see where that gem went?”

      “I’ve got it here.” I picked the smoking gem out from the floor. “Do you think it’s still got any magic left in it, or did it all get zapped out with the lightning?”

      “Probably a dud now, Markus.” He dusted himself off, then took a gander at the sword. “As is this blade as well, I’m afraid.”

      Looking at the sorry state of the blade now, I had to agree with Barry’s assessment. What had once been an intricate piece of forgework that would have made the masters of blacksmithing cry tears of joy had been reduced to a beaten-down, rust-covered chunk of scrap metal in the vague shape of a sword. We may have messed with things far beyond our understanding with this one. Now, we couldn’t even scam someone into buying a fancy weapon from us. We still had the hammer, armor, and knives, but it was a damn shame to lose something that could have funded our early retirement.

      “Damn it all to hell.” I folded my hands and placed them on top of my head. “Just when I thought I’d gotten a stroke of luck for once.”

      “That kind of thing doesn’t happen to men like us.” Barry patted my shoulder. “We’ll be doing honest work for the rest of our lives, while others may just get rich doing some shady things. And it’s not like all’s lost, right? Maybe we can make something out of the rest of the stuff you’ve brought. I’m sure some knight or noble general will want to show off their wealth with something else that looks pretty. It’s not just magic that makes things valuable, you know.”

      “No one’s going to buy magic gear that doesn’t work. Adventurers have their own supply, and to everyone else, it’s just shiny junk. Why would they buy our shiny junk if they can get better shiny junk from adventurers?” I grabbed onto the rotting, tattered leather of the grip, pulling the rusty blade back over towards me. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we could just put this gem back in and make it good as new again?”

      “Don’t go beating yourself up over this, Markus.” Barry leaned against the table. “You can’t go pining over every piece of scrap you break if you’re gonna break through to make something great, yeah? You’re never going to last if you get your hopes dashed by every setback.”

      Like the hopeful fool that I was, I put the gem back into place, wishing that’d be enough to return the blade back to its original state. The very moment that the gem fit into place, a chain of red and blue lightning danced up and down the blade, coating it in light. The sparks and lines of energy arched from the gem itself and touched every rusty inch of the blade, leaving only an untouchable light on the table. Then, just as quickly as the magic lightning appeared, it vanished, revealing the work it had done.

      The sword had transformed from the rusty hunk of scrap it had just been, but it had not returned to the glorious adventurer’s blade it had once been. Instead, it looked… plain. An unpolished blade made of generic-quality steel and a straight bare for the crossguard, with run-of-the-mill leather straps for the grip, all the while still possessing the faceting for the gem in the pommel, albeit with rather crude prongs.

      “Umm…” I blinked away the burnt image of light still in my vision. “Barry, what do you make of this?”

      “I have…” He picked up the sword, looking it over. “No idea, Markus. None whatsoever. This shouldn’t be possible, even with magic. Though magic has a way of making even wizards out for fools on the best days, so what the hell do I know?”

      “Can you tell what happened?” I asked. “It’s gotten better than before, and there's still magic in the gemstone. Did I just accidentally enchant a terrible sword?”

      “Well, you did more than that, farmboy.” He looked over the blade, touching its sides and feeling the metal. “You changed the whole damn sword.”

      “I can see that, Barry!” I didn’t take kindly to him, pointing out the obvious for me. “Do you know what exactly happened?! Tell me something useful!”

      “You changed the whole damn sword!” Barry repeated himself. “It’s not even made of skymetal anymore! This is a plain sword made from cheap steel. It’s the kind of sword you’d give to a footsoldier who’d never seen a battle yet or the shitty spare a lord might give to a knight from a poor family on the day he was knighted before he made a name for himself.”

      “Well, that…” I thought to myself about what we could do with a blade like that. “… is shitty. You could have used the scrap skymetal to make something else, couldn’t you? Maybe I should have left well enough alone. I’ve just been making things worse.”

      “Not necessarily, for all the things you said.” Barry looked over the blade again and again. “I think, maybe… this is supposed to be a beginner’s blade.”

      “Yeah, a shitty blade that won’t sell for--” I mulled over what Barry meant for a second. “Wait, are you thinking what I’m thinking? If the enchanted blade at first was a master blade, and this is a beginner’s sword, then do you think we’ve actually managed to change out the magic in the enchantment? Do we have a fresh adventuring sword?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m thinking, Markus!” He laughed uproariously. “You’ve gone and made an unspoiled magic sword! We can make it into anything we need now!”

      “Hell yes!” I slammed my fists on the counter. “We can work with this!”

      “How are we going to prove that this sword is the real deal, though?” Barry pointed out. “We’re not even sure if it works yet or not.”

      “Maybe we don’t need to sell them, now that we know how to make them useful again. I mean, the only people who would know the value of these items as they are now are other adventurers, and I’m not selling to them. Might as well try to make our lives a bit easier around here instead, yeah? Tell me, Barry…” I reached into the knapsack to pull out the hammer. “What do you think you could do with a fancy new hammer that made your blacksmithing easier as you used it more?”

      “I reckon I could make do with what little I have left here, right?” He smiled, looking at the hammer with lustful eyes. “Oh, what I would have given for an enchanted blacksmithing hammer back in my castle days. Gods have mercy on my poor soul. The projects I might just be able to take on by my lonesome…”

      “Think you’ve got another few enchanting resets in you?” I asked him, “We’ve got a lot more magic items to go through before we’re done, and then the real work begins! Do you think George would like a new set of woodworking knives?”

      “What else do you have in that bag?” Barry said, waving his arms up to beckon the rest of the goodies onto the table. “Let’s see them, then!”
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      George, the local carpentry professional and longtime friend of mine, did not believe my tale. “That seems far-fetched, Markus. I wouldn’t have thought that you would try to con me after all of this time apart. Maybe you changed more than we both realized.”

      Immediately after Barry and I finished disenchanting the fancy, useless adventuring and re-enchanting it into dull-yet-potent tools, we dropped almost everything else either of us had planned for the day and headed to George’s little shop down the street. We presented our plans to him, along with a set of knives for him to take a gander at. Much like Barry’s place of business, George had a counter for sales and several shelves to showcase all of his wooden marvels, like rocking chairs, shelves, tables, and any other shape that wood could be worked into.

      But, unlike Barry, George was far less willing to go along with any plan that his paranoid mind hadn’t vetted completely, and his overly skeptical eye could have crippled our efforts to make the most out of this adventuring gear before we’d really made it anywhere. In a similar way, George’s mane of unkempt hair ended at the sides of his face, barren and fresh like a baby’s bottom, but with a jawline that could have been another woodcarving knife.

      “Oh, come on, George!” I pleaded with him. “These are the real deal! And we’re not even selling them to you! You can just have them for free!”

      “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” He said, continuing to whittle at a wooden horse sculpture as we spoke. “I can harbor all of your contraband and murder weapons for any investigation while the baron’s men sweep through the town, and suddenly, I’m the one framed for your crimes.”

      “Why would we do that?” Barry rubbed his temple. “Who would we even kill around here that wouldn’t make a giant fuss?”

      “You just said you killed an adventurer,” he pointed out. “Who’s to say someone in the village isn’t next on the chopping block? You are a butcher, are you not?”

      “Could you not talk about that so casually?” I said. “I know I told you that, but I wouldn’t like that to spread around. Rumors spread fast in small towns if you don’t catch them fast enough.”

      “Hmm, sounds just like something a murderer would say.” He haughtily whittled away at his horse figurine. “I won’t get caught up in your criminal lifestyle, Markus. What would your Pa think of your behavior?”

      “I know Pa wouldn’t have liked his siren statue burned to a crisp,” I said. “The one that you and him worked on together, remember that one? That bastard adventurer burned it to ashes because he randomly assumed that there was something valuable inside it.”

      “He… killed Marianne?” George’s face was stone cold, but his whittling stopped for a moment of grief before continuing again. “My rage burns with the fiery intensity of a thousand suns. May his soul scream forever in the blackest pits of the abyss.”

      “Maybe you should have led with that, huh, Markus?” Barry suggested unhelpfully.

      “Does it really matter that I killed him now?” I argued with George. “He was a bastard, and we stole his equipment, which we are now giving to you.”

      “Well, now we have a different problem.” He looked at me while he whittled. “Not only am I now furious with you for not bringing him here for me to slaughter myself, but now you would have me stain my creations with the dirty weapons of a felonious cretin and his putrid tools? You insult my work, and you have shown that you were negligent in protecting Marianne from the dangers of this adventuring bastard.”

      “George, please, do you really think I could have dragged an adventurer all the way here from my farm so you could kill him yourself?” I sighed from exhaustion as I leaned against the counter. “I couldn’t even move him an inch towards the door, and believe me, I tried!”

      “You could have put yourself in harm’s way to protect my precious statue from his evil flames, Markus,” he accused me. “It would have been better if you were the one turned to ash instead of her.”

      “George, you’re lucky you’re nuttier than squirrel shit.” I cracked my knuckles. “I’d beat the living shit out of you if I didn’t suspect that you’d enjoy it more than I would.”

      “Projecting your guilty insecurities onto me won’t bring back my Marianne.” This carpenter was driving me up the damn wall. “You will have to live with your cowardice for the rest of your living days.”

      “Why are we friends with this man?” Barry asked me. “We’re not even trying to sell him on anything, and he’s fighting us at every damn turn. Just take the damn magic knives, you stubborn jackass!”

      “Don’t pretend you’re only here because of your goodwill!” George accused us again. “If everything you’ve said is true, then you want me to test out these dangerous knives and see what happens to me! You have your own magical items, but you want to see if they’ll do anything to me first. I’m your test subject.”

      “We all have adventuring gear we’d like to test out, you ass,” I sighed. “Barry’s got a hammer, and I’ve got my own set of knives for butchering I’m testing out. I’m spreading the good fortune around so we can all enjoy the benefits of the magic items I’ve stumbled upon. Yes, I’m hoping to see what happens when you use the magic knives, but that’s the same for all the magic stuff we’ve got. We’re sharing in the bounty I’ve stumbled upon because I give a shit about you. It’s what friends do, you asshole.”

      “Oh,” he said, pausing without another sardonic or rude comment to throw back at us. “I see. I… suppose I should take the knives, then?”

      “Yeah, maybe you should!” Barry folded his arms, letting his bushy beard fall over them. “Ungrateful termite.”

      “Oilmonkey.” George insulted Barry right back.

      “Rotfucker.”

      “Leatherhead.”

      “Splinterdick.”

      “Okay, that last one was just hurtful.”

      “Boys!” I cut through their insult competition. “Focus! We’ve got magic tools now, which could mean a lot for us if they work the way we want them to. We can meet back in a couple of weeks and share what we’ve discovered and see what goodies we’ve got to work with from there. Sound good?”

      “Have you used them at all yet?” George asked us. “Do we know if they do that ‘growing magic’ thing you were talking about?”

      “No, we haven’t had the chance yet,” Barry answered. “Between messing with the enchantments of these weapons and rushing over here to show you the daggers we wanted to give you, there hasn’t been many opportunities.”

      “Well, how about we test them out, then?” George grabbed one of the knives we’d set on the table, whittling away at his horse statue. As he whittled at the horse’s neck, it slowly began to stretch out as he moved the knife against the sculpture’s neck.

      “Where’s all that pride about ‘putrid adventurer’ tools now?” Barry whispered over to me as we both laughed. “He’s just as excited to use some fun new magic toys as we are.”

      With a few more adjustments and passes of the blade, he had all but reshaped the horse into twice its original size and added some insane amounts of details in less than a minute. He put down the one knife and picked up another, grabbing a bottle of finish to poured over the knife before applying it to the horse. The oily knife changed the finish of the wood in subtle yet distinct ways as the surface smoothed out like several colors of wood polish were poured over it. By the time he’d finished, I might have been convinced that he was holding a shrunken horse in his hands, the details were so finely tuned.

      “The growing works well enough, but the enchantments can do way more than that,” George commented on his finished creation. “You two have no imagination when it comes to these things, do you?”

      “You fucking…” I took a deep breath. “Anyway, that’s amazing. How did you know the second knife would add polish and color like that?”

      “They’re magic knives, aren’t they?” he said, “I just used this as my growing knife and this one as a polish knife. Easy. And it’s going to save me a fortune on wood polish.”

      “Absolutely perfect!” I looked at Barry. “That could save your metal shortage problem, too! Your hammer could be adding metal as you’re using it, or even another one of the knives we have leftover.”

      “Now that I’m thinking about it,” Barry stroked his mighty beard, “could we not disenchant some of this material, reforge it into something more useful, then enchant it again once it’s been reshaped? I could make a load of tools that would help me out in lots of different ways.”

      “We’ve got enough knives to test this shit out, right?” I nodded in agreement. “I think it’s worth a shot. I don’t think I’d need more than one or two for my work, so you can use whatever George doesn’t end up needing to make a bunch of crazy shit.”

      “Can’t we just use regular metal for the enchanting or whatever?” George asked. “Why would we need to melt down all the knives if we just have the little jewels that make them magical? It is the jewels that make them magical, right?”

      “For starters, disenchanting items turns them to scrap,” I answered. “It’d be a waste not to turn that into the new tool. Plus, we don’t know if this stuff is made of a fancy magic metal that can change with the enchantment or if it’s just the gem that makes the metal into magic. It’s not like we can’t give it a shot, but the number of things we disenchant could be… fatal if we don’t properly protect ourselves.”

      “We wore those enchanted pieces of armor for most of the disenchantments, right?” Barry laughed. “It’d say it did us good. Well, until we had to disenchant the armor, but we survived that, too, didn’t we?”

      “Still, let’s not kill ourselves over this,” I said. “You guys can get to working through that, and I’ll take two knives and the sword back up to the farm. I’ve left Jacob up there for too long as it is.”

      “You hired the messenger boy?” Barry remarked. “Not going soft on us, are you, Mr. ‘I Can Run A Farm By My Lonesome’?”

      “It’s just for the day.” I lifted the knapsack over my shoulder. “He’s gonna go try to be an adventurer with the knife I’m paying him with.”

      “Even the messenger boy’s a part of your experiments, Markus?” George accused me yet again of a misdeed. “When will the exploitation end with you?”

      “Literally an hour from now when I get back to the farm,” I said to defend myself. I swear, George would have made a pain of a town guard if he wasn’t a carpenter. “He’s going on his way with his payment, and I’m getting on with my long day.”

      “Woah, hey, hold on.” Barry stopped me from leaving. “You’re not going to just leave without asking us to help you rebuild your house, are you?”

      “Yeah, Markus, that’s just rude.” George got himself up from behind the counter and walked towards the back of the shop. “I’ve meant to make some improvements to that hovel of yours, and repairs from an adventurer’s ransacking is the perfect time to use some fancy new magic tools.”

      “Look, I can’t trouble you two for something like that.” I tried to stop them. “You two have your own burdens to take care of. Most of the things he broke aren’t the kind that you can just fix, no matter how much magic you got working. Everything else I can just piece back together.”

      “Unacceptable.” George, already gathering up a set of woodworking tools, made his way to the door. “You’ll just mess it up, and I can’t live with myself knowing that there’s brutalized furniture just a few miles away.”

      “It’s really not that big of a deal,” I said, pushing further. “As long as I can get back before the pests tear up more of my crops, I should have the time to get everything straightened out.”

      “Have you accounted for rest in your busy schedule?” Barry picked up his new hammer, now rather plain-looking as the refreshed enchantment took hold. “If you’re not keeping track of it, your body will and not at a time you want. I’ve got a few burns on my ass from a long work week that’ll tell you the same.”

      “Are you really going to make me put away all of my new knives, Markus?” George opened the door for us. “Do you know how long it will take to put them back? Minutes, Markus. Whole, entire minutes! You can’t force me to put myself through that! And I’ve already put up my ‘out to lunch’ sign. Once that’s up, it’s official. I can’t take it down. It’s the law.”

      “Looks like you’re stuck with the two of us, farmboy.” Barry slapped me on the shoulder. “We’ll get that place fixed up in no time.”

      “I appreciate it, fellas.” I knew when I was beaten, so I didn’t push it any further. “I’ll make sure to pay you well for your trouble. I’ve got magic rings somewhere in here that--”

      “And here I thought that knives and hammers were the Yew family payment standard!” Barry laughed as we all headed out the door. “We’ve got more than enough compensation for our services, friend. We won’t be asking for another copper from you.”

      “I only ask for free rein in artistic direction, as always.” George twirled around his new knives in his hands. “Not that you’ll disagree with the genius I discover within the wood wreckage you have left behind.”

      “Someone could use a good kick in the behind, that’s for sure,” Barry whispered to me.

      “Knowing George, he might just enjoy it,” I remarked as we both laughed.

      “Mock all you want, gentlemen.” George danced around with two knives like some circus act as we walked up the road from his house. “I refuse to apologize for art!”

      Impressing both Barry and myself, George danced the entire way back to my farm, twirling in his own little world. After we walked up the hills and down the dirt roads, we finally made it to the fence that bordered my property, where Jacob was already waiting for us, fiddling with the lock on it.

      “Sir!” Jacob finally just disregarded the lock entirely, hopping over the fence to meet us halfway up the hill. “There’s a problem! A big, big problem!”

      “Goblins? Pixies? Don’t tell me. It’s trolls.” I could already feel my body groaning as the future workload piled itself onto my back, dragging my feet along the dirt. “Of course, they just had to pick today to change up their raid pattern. Goddamnit.”

      “No, it’s worse!” Jacob handed me the key to my gate. “It’s your pigs! They’ve been… I don’t know how to explain it, but I swear I fed them just how you showed me! I was just about to go to town to find you and tell you to hurry with your errands!”

      “Calm down, boy. You’ll jump out of your own skin at this rate.” Barry put a hand on Jacob’s shoulder to keep him grounded, literally and figuratively. “Are they sick?”

      “I wish it were that simple, sir!” Jacob took a deep breath to regain his composure. “You’ll have to see for yourself. You won’t believe me if I just tell you.”

      “Can you two just head to the house and start fixing it up for me?” I asked my two hired builders. “I’ll go see what’s got Jacob so worked up.”

      “My glorious conquest awaits.” George glided along the floor, one knife in front to guide him and another behind as he headed towards my abode. “Today, I shall make history once again!”

      “Oh, blow it out your ass, George.” Barry hustled with his stubby legs as he headed up behind the carpenter. “We’re just fixing a damn house.”

      “Why not make it better than before?” George spoke towards the house as he conversed with the blacksmith. “All great works start out as simple ventures, my simple friend!”

      “Please don’t take long, Markus,” Barry called back to me. “We don’t want a murder on your property, see?”

      “We might need their help, too, sir,” Jacob said as we walked towards the pig pens. “This is a big, big problem.”

      “Yeah, you said that,” I reminded him, “but they’re just pigs. A city boy like you’s gotta grow a spine. If you’re gonna be spooked by every little thing an animal does--”

      “This is not something any animal is supposed to do!” Jacob whispered, almost like a cat’s hiss. “And you need to keep your voice down. I think they’re still sleeping, but I don’t know what we’re going to do when they wake up.”

      “Pigs take care of themselves, Jacob.” I laughed, keeping my voice at its normal level. “You don’t have to watch over them all the time. Just make sure they’ve got plenty of mud and get them some more slop when the sun starts to set. I know I told you to just keep an eye on them in case… Oh, shit, that’s right, I fed them the potion-laced feed last night.”

      “You did this to them?” Jacob looked at me like I just snapped a kitten’s neck in front of him. “What were you thinking? Potions aren’t something to just mess around with! It’s magic! And I told you to keep your voice down, or you’ll wake them!”

      “What did the potions do that’s got you so damn--?” I finally turned the corner to see what had happened to the pigs. “Hmm. Okay, I see it now.”

      Soundly sleeping in my pens, my pigs had all but disappeared. In their place, several enormous beasts slumbered in the mud, their fur like needles and their muscles like a dozen full sacks of flour shoved into a leather canopy. Each nail of their cloven hooves was the size of dinner platters, and their nostrils flared to a size that could have swallowed up a small child. The yellowed tusks on them could have impaled a full-grown steer through the shoulders. Goddamn, each one was the size of two bulls sewn together. They barely fit in their pen anymore, packed inside the normally spacious mud pit like potatoes in a sack.

      “Do you see why I was so anxious now?” Jacob gestured with his hands towards the monstrous pigs. “This is a big, big problem!”

      “I’m sorry I doubted you, Jacob,” I apologized. “Gods have mercy, I’m gonna lose a fortune on feed and cleanup for these beasts, aren’t I?”
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      “If that’s what you want, boss.” Barry picked up his hammer and his other tools from the floor of the living room, having been in the middle of fixing up the boards in one of the walls. “We’re here as long as you need us, but I don’t see how a bunch of pigs is going to break out of a good fence.”

      “Trust me on this one, Barry.” I waved him out the door to hurry along to another job. “I need this new pen built now. You, too, George, c’mon!”

      “Must you drag me away from the birthing process?” George begrudgingly stood himself up from fixing a chair, which he had somehow begun to make look like a throne. “A new piece of wonder was just about to be born into the world!”

      “Yeah, yeah, go ‘birth’ me a new fence for my pen.” I pushed him out the door. “I don’t know how much longer they’ll be asleep for. Jacob hasn’t come screaming up the hill, so we still have some time, hopefully.”

      “This is new for you, Markus.” Barry chuckled as I finished pushing George up to him. “Since when would you be asking us to do more work for you on your farm--? GODS’ BLOOD, WHAT ARE THOSE THINGS?”

      “Those would be my pigs,” I said as we all spotted the pigs from our little perch on the hill leading down to the beast pens. “They’re not sticking around after they wake up just because some wimpy little fence has them pinned down, no matter how new it is. I need you to test out your magic tools on making me something up to the task.”

      “Markus, you thoughtful bastard, you!” George danced around with his knives again. “An actual challenge for my unappreciated skills with the lumber? And it’s not even my birthday!”

      “Don’t make it weird, George,” I sighed. “I just need you to make a better, bigger fence for these monsters I accidentally made.”

      “How?” Barry scratched his head. “Well, magic, obviously, but… well, how? I’ve never heard of a pig being turned into a monster like this in all my days at the castle. Don’t tell me the adventurer had some magic charm that does this?”

      “It was a potion,” I explained. “I was testing a few of them out last night on the pigs, mixing it in with their slop to see if any of them were poisonous or something. It was just a drop of each, but, in hindsight, maybe I shouldn’t have cocktailed them all at once. Now I can’t even tell you which potion did this to them.”

      “I ain’t ever heard of a ‘monster’ potion before back at the castle.” Barry stroked his beard as he contemplated. “Maybe an actual alchemist might have heard more, but as far as I know, this is something new. You might have accidentally mixed up a new kind of potion in your little experiment.”

      “The first victims of your experiments, I see.” George laughed, still dancing with his knives as he found the bottom of the hill. “Luckily for you, I am here, or their hefty revenge would be most swift indeed.”

      “So even an alchemist wouldn’t be able to tell us what I just did?” I sighed, pulling my face down with a pass of my hand. “And since I mixed them all together, we’ll be spending weeks trying to piece out which ones aren’t a part of the monster effect. Gods, curing them’s going to be a bitch of a time, ain’t it?”

      “Pardon my intrusion, but… why, though?” George asked.

      “Excuse me, do you have any bright ideas, carpenter?” I asked him in turn. “I didn’t know you had a secret cure for monsterfied animals in one of your wood polish bottles!”

      “No, no, no, I mean, ‘why would you want to cure them?’” George clarified. “This is way more meat for each pig, right? And those tusks have to be worth something to somebody with some coin on them.”

      “I’d be lucky if this only doubled my feed costs!” I yelled to the mad carpenter as he waltzed his way to the pen fence. “I’m still trying to save this farm from going up for auction already, and keeping a bunch of monsters from berserking through the place on a hunger craze might just be the last thing I want to worry about!”

      “Well, not that I necessarily agree with George, because I’d never do that, but…” Barry sounded like he was just about to do that. “Your special feed’s the stuff that made them so big in the first place, right? You know what they say: a growing boy needs a hearty dinner. Maybe the magic in the potion that gave them their new size can help them keep their new size. It only takes a little drop of each to mix into the feed, right? That should at least last you until you have to slaughter one or two of these boys.”

      “Are you suggesting that I slaughter these giant abominations regularly?” I couldn’t help but laugh. “How often do you think I’m going to live through that? It only takes one bad day with a beast that big to end my life early, you know.”

      “You’ve got your fancy new sword and knives, right?” George began his work with his own new knives, growing and strengthening the fence slowly and surely with the magic within them. “With our reinforcements, you’ll have them right where you want them, and the magic weapons will take care of the rest.”

      “And you can wear the leather armor for protection, right?” Barry kept agreeing with George, against his better judgment. “It should only get better at keeping you alive every time you have a bad day.”

      “I suppose that we’re not worried about feeding monster meat to the townsfolk, are we?” I looked over to Jacob, keeping an unblinking watch over the slumbering monster boars. “Hey, Jacob! How do you feel about eating some suspiciously magical monster pig bacon? I guarantee that it might not possibly maybe not kill you.”

      “I-if that’s what it t-takes to keep my knife…” Jacob blinked rapidly as he looked back at me, his teeth chattering from the thought of ingesting the meat I offered before his spine kicked in. “I will humbly offer my services!”

      I laughed him off. “Relax, I’m only kidding. I suppose I’ll have to be the first one to try it out before I feed it to anyone else. But where am I going to store all of it? I don’t have any ice chests nearly big enough to keep that all fresh for long.”

      “Need us to take a crack at those, too?” Barry waved with his new hammer in hand. “Anything you want us to help with, we’re here for you.”

      “I mean, what kind of bastard hands out a bunch of magic-filled tools, dangles a thousand different projects in front of a man, then says, ‘You can’t touch these, sorry’?” George worked over one of the posts in the fence as he casually insulted me. “You’re an asshole, Markus, and frankly, I won’t stand for it. You can’t hide your carpentry needs from me.”

      “Gods above, what the hell happened to my life?” I laughed to myself. “Just yesterday, I was getting used to another day of troll fights and goblin-smashing alone, and today, I’ve got you two crawling around my farm like you own the place, fixing up my home and helping me with my monster-sized pigs! What the hell happened? What would Ma and Pa think?”

      “I think they’d honestly be happy that we’re all reconnecting like this.” George let just a sliver of his uncharacteristic sentimentality slip through. “It probably broke their hearts that we let their deaths separate all of us for so long in our busywork that it took a magical fortune dropping into Markus’s lap to get us to finally talk to each other again.”

      The carpenter sighed. “I know that it took me a while to get over your Pa’s death, and I couldn’t bear to see this old place again. He was like another father to me, too. I’d never connected with somebody who cared as much for their art pieces as much as I did with him, not even my own father. He and your Ma made us all feel like family, no different from flesh and blood, you know? I’ve always felt like you, Barry, and I have been brothers ever since they had us helping them with their little pieces of art, and I couldn’t be prouder to have been even a small part of that or more furious that some lowlife tore those beautiful art pieces apart for no reason. But, we can’t live in the past, now can we? Right now, even if it had to come from a magical encounter and a murder, I’m glad we have an opportunity to make up for all of that lost time, and I can feel them smiling on us. The future’s looking bright.”

      Barry and I hadn’t the mental preparation to handle any of the emotional honesty George just unleashed like it was just work talk. He hadn’t stopped working the whole way through, and I hadn’t found the strength to pick my jaw up from the floor. It was an embarrassingly long while before anyone said anything after all of that.

      “Same,” Barry said to finally break the silence, though not for long as he returned to his work without another word.

      “I… yeah.” I didn’t have anything to add to that. “So, umm, yeah, y’all are fixing the fence up good, so I’ll… I’ll just leave you to it. I should get working in the field today. Gods have mercy, I hope they haven’t been torn apart by now.”

      “Do you need me to help out with any of that, sir?” Jacob asked. “I can still help you out for the rest of the day, sir. It looks like you still have a lot that needs to get done around here.”

      “Don’t you still have a messenger job to get back to?” I laughed, heading into the nearby barn to pick up some tools. “You can’t be hanging around my farm all day when there are messages to still deliver, right? I told you I’d only keep you in my debt until I came back from town. Go on, now. You’re free. The knife is yours.”

      “Are you sure you don’t have anything else you need me to do?” Jacob followed behind me as I headed towards the stables to fetch a horse. “That’s a lot of field to work alone, sir. Or maybe I can watch the normal animals while you’re out there?”

      “Alright, Jacob, what’s wrong?” I opened the stable to let out the black stallion Bronson, slipping a bridle and saddle on him. “No one is this eager to work around on a farm, not even me. What’s bothering you?”

      “What, there’s nothing wrong…” He couldn’t look me in the eye, or Bronson, for that matter. “You’re a crazy person, Mr. Yew. Just crazy. So, do you need me to watch the horses or…?”

      “Cold feet?” I laughed, leading Bronson over to the cart to hook him up. “I thought being an adventurer was your dream! You’ve got the knife now, boy, go get it done!”

      “But what if…?” Jacob’s fears choked the other words in his mouth as he swallowed hard. “What if I’m not good enough? What if I’m not strong enough, even with my new knife? What if I run into something that’s way too big for me? What if I run into an owlbear, or an ogre, or an oni, or a pack of trolls, or an imp, or a demon, or--?”

      “Look, Jacob, you already know my stance on the adventuring profession.” I stepped up onto the cart to sit in the driver’s seat. “If you’re looking for some encouraging speech from me, you can just forget it now. I still don’t want you to be one, but I’m not your father. You live your life how you want to. The only thing I’ll give you is a little piece of advice: if you let your fears keep you from doing something your heart’s passionate about, you’ll live your life full of regrets. And who knows? Maybe experiencing the adventuring lifestyle firsthand might convince a good kid like you to drop the fanaticism.”

      “Sir, can I…?” Jacob gripped onto the side of the cart tight enough that he might have dented the wood. “Can you give me the rest of the day to decide?”

      “I’m not paying you another ring.” I grabbed onto Bronson’s reins. “You’ve got your knife and your two rings already, and that’s it. All work you do from this point onward is pro bono. If you need money, you’re working the messageboards or saddling up with an adventuring guild. Understand? Mr. Yew’s magic bank is locked up tight.”

      “I know, I know!” Jacob pushed himself up as I scooted over in the driver’s seat. “Thanks, Mr. Yew! I appreciate it!”

      “Oh, don’t thank me yet.” I smirked, whipping the reins and sending Bronson along the trail. “We still don’t know what the hell decided to pay us a visit today. Goblins have probably torn through half my fields by now.”

      “Right.” He looked at his fancy dagger, then over to my shovel, hoe, the sword on my back, and finally back to his dagger. “Think I can borrow that shovel if something does show up?”

      “What part of ‘not giving you anything else’ did you not understand, Jacob?” I placed my shovel to my side opposite of the adventuring-boy-to-be. “These are mine. Hands off.”

      “But the shovel’s not magical, is it?” he whined. “You only have two hands! And I’m not keeping them! It’s just in case something shows up! Don’t you want all the help you can get if a troll shows up? You know, again?”

      “Boy, I’m sending you in first if we run into a troll again.” I felt the aches in my body flare up at the mention of the perpetrators. “You need the experience, and I need the rest. Make sure to get a few good hits in with your dagger.”

      “Alone?!” He gripped his little knife tightly. “By myself? I can’t fight trolls alone yet. What if they kill me?”

      “That’s when I would step in and finish the job. You’re only supposed to loosen him up for me.” I laughed to myself since Jacob did not find my joke nearly as funny as I did. “Relax, smallfry. We’re not running into another troll today, and so what if we did? I thought the dagger was supposed to help you out with that sort of thing! If one comes along, get to stabbing! It’s a dagger. They’re not complicated.”

      “I don’t even know how to use it yet!” he complained. “These things are dangerous, and the magical ones are a dozen times worse! I need training before I can just wield a magical tool like this! How am I supposed to even use it properly against a troll right now if I’ve never even won a fight before?”

      “What kind of jackass waits to fight until they’ve won a fight already?” I furrowed my brow. “You’re never going to fight anyone with that kind of thinking. What you want is actually impossible to do. Just make one of the trolls your first victory in a fight. That should satisfy your quota for a win before fighting, right? You’ll be able to fight anything you want after that.”

      “What I’m saying is that I have no experience in a fight!” Jacob whined some more. “I don’t know what I’m doing! What if I mess it up or make a mistake? What am I supposed to do with a knife?”

      “Pointy end goes into the fleshy bits of the monsters.” I pointed at the tip of his dagger, then to the bladed edges. “Same with the slicy sides. Don’t hit rocks, metal, or any hard bits, or it won’t cut through properly.”

      “I know all of that!” He jerked the blade away from me. “But there are techniques and skills that you have to use in order to get the most out of a blade. If I just go around swinging my knife like a madman, I’ll get killed in my first fight!”

      “I don’t know.” I took the reins back up. “All it takes is one cut or stab in the right place to end a fight. You don’t need any fancy tricks to kill something. Sure, they might help, but killing something is as simple as it gets. Take it from the guy who killed a gold-grade adventurer in one strike. Stab the fleshy bits before your opponent stabs yours, and you win.”

      “That’s terrible advice!” Jacob shouted. “You’re not going to win every fight like that! You and I both know you got lucky with the adventurer! If that were an honest fight--”

      “What the hell is an ‘honest fight,’ kid?” I gave him a quizzical look. “Do you know? Because I sure don’t. I don’t think that’s a thing. I think you’re mad.”

      “Of course, honest fights are real!” Jacob sounded more and more like a child. “There are duels and challenges, and there are field battles! Gladiator battles, tournament battles, formation exercises--”

      “You think a griffon’s going to go through the trouble of issuing a proper challenge when you go trotting up the mountain to its nest?” I laughed at the naïve little boy. “No, of course not! He’s probably already flying around the side of the mountain to throw you off the cliff you’re trying to climb to get to him! He won’t even trouble you with a courtesy roar before taking your skinny little frame and snapping it in two pieces to suck out the marrow in your bones.”

      “You know, you’re not making me feel better about being an adventurer,” he whispered in defeat. “Of course, a beast isn’t going to fight fairly, but--”

      “Neither is anyone else with a brain, which excludes you right now!” I laughed again. “You think wars are supposed to be fair? You’re fighting for your goddamn life out there! No one’s just going to let you kill them on the principle of an ‘honest fight.’ Everyone fights dirty if their life is on the line, even if they won’t admit it themselves. They’re just lying at that point. Anyone who ‘fights fairly’ doesn’t care about living beyond that fight. You’ll die quickly, giving your enemy the benefit of a fair fight, and you might not be the only one who dies because of it.”

      “I know you still don’t think being an adventurer is an honorable path,” Jacob grumbled like a young man talking back to his berating father. “You’ve made that very clear at this point. You think all adventurers are cutthroats that only want to abuse the little people.”

      “That’s just what fighting is, Jacob!” I told him. “As much as I hate adventurers, I’m not so heartless that I want you to die just to prove a point! So I need you to understand how it works so you can actually live long enough to regret your actions one day, okay?”

      “O-okay.” He seemed as surprised as I was that I said that. “I get it. Fighting is dangerous. But I’m not going to just believe everything you say about adventuring, you know.”

      “So you’re telling me that you’re not going to stab the fleshy bits and avoid the hard bits?” I chuckled. “Sounds like somebody doesn’t want to live long as an adventurer.”

      “I do, but… argh!” Frustrated by the logical corner I’d trapped him in, he railed against me as he shook his fists in the air. “I’m saying I’m going to be a good adventurer! I made a promise to you, Mr. Yew, and I’m keeping it!”

      “I’d rather you keep that heart of yours.” I changed the tone of the conversation to a more somber one for a moment. “You’ve got a good one, Jacob. Don’t go losing that in the chaos of your adventuring career, okay? Can you promise me that?”

      “I…” Jacob paused for a moment, the weight of the promise pressing down harder than his first promise did. “I will, Mr. Yew. I won’t let adventuring change who I am.”

      “Good.” I jumped off the cart. “Now help me with these goblins. Treat it like stabbing practice for any trolls you might run into.”

      “Goblins, I can handle!” Jacob jumped off the cart, walking around Bronson to join me in crushing as many of the goblins along the ground that we could.

      Jacob was a good kid. I couldn’t have said that I wasn’t going to miss him as he went on to become an adventurer. Definitely could have used the help around the farm if I could afford to pay him a decent wage for it.

      I guess I could have only hoped that we didn’t cross paths in the future, and I had to find out that Jacob couldn’t keep his promise to me.
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      With Jacob gone, it was just me, Barry, and George around the farm, keeping busy with our new magical tools to fix up the farm better than it ever was before. I kept up my work in the fields while my two craftsmen kept working on every structure around them. They’d finished the new pig pen the same day they’d started, with some time left over to start working on the barn next to them. After the barn came the horse stables, then the cow stables, the chicken coop, the goat pens, and just about everything they could test out their magical tools on. The magic inside meant that they never had to worry about running out of materials, so long as there was still something made of the same material to work with and grow more out of.

      The constant threat of monstrous pigs getting loose meant that everything had to be fortified five times over as a precaution. Thanks to magic and metal reinforcements, every building could be made twice as big as before for no extra cost to me or my hired hands. I even had a second floor on my house now. I’d never lived in such luxury before. Hell, even my outhouse was made more accommodating, with well water pumped right over to it for sanitation.

      As far as the monstrous pigs themselves, they acted just like the regular pigs they were grown from, but bigger. They might have even been a bit friendlier, never once trying to break out of the higher, stronger fences we’d put them inside. And their tusks didn’t seem to have any feeling in them, as I’d tested out a few times just to experiment a bit. Cutting them clean off didn’t affect them in the slightest, and a new pair growing back in the next day. I’d already collected a dozen or so by now, but I hadn’t the foggiest idea how to use them yet. Maybe Barry or George could do something fancy with them someday.

      However, they did breed like an infestation. They’d all but doubled their litter sizes and gestated to birth twice as fast as before. My sows that were pregnant before the monsterfication were already popping out their monstrous brood like popcorn a couple of months before their time, but the little piglets were just as lively and healthy as they would have been otherwise. Before I knew it, too, they’d all become pregnant again in a snap, already twice as far along as a regular pig would have been at the same time. Barry and George doubled the size of the pigpen from what they’d done before, and even that was starting to get crowded. Those little suckers grew just as fast as they were born.

      If anyone had been curious about how delicious monster pig meat was, I could say without a doubt that it was divine. We’d killed and cooked up one of the older ones, and none of us died from the first meal. There was no real way of telling the long-term effects of monster meat on a person, but for now, my new pigs weren’t totally useless sitting in their pens. Storing the meat was easy enough since the ice chests were reinforced as well, and I’d saved one of the magic knives for ice-crushing, which happened to also multiply the ice as well. No more dealing with ridiculous charges for shipping ice over from the mountains.

      Also, our theory about the weapon enchantments being renewed was a radical success. Barry’s plain old hammer had already gotten some more definition in the handle, and the head of it had gotten bigger. I’d say if we were using adventuring measurements for these repurposed adventuring tools, this had gone from a copper-grade to a bronze-grade blacksmith’s hammer. It seemed the material itself agreed with me, since the hammerhead was also growing some bronze trim on it in its magical mutations.

      The same went for all of George’s knives, each taking on new shapes to accommodate the specific ways he was using them. Some had grown more curves, serrated saw blade edges, or thicker edges, as George needed them for his work. He’d turned his plain knives into a whole woodworking toolkit through the adventuring enchantment. I was curious if something similar could have happened to the knives Barry’d smelted down into his own personal toolset. Although, thinking on it, it probably would have been a hilariously frustrating time trying to use knives like a pair of tongs or an anvil enough times to turn them into those things.

      My sword, on the other hand, hadn’t quite gotten the same treatment as their magical tools. I saved it for killing the pests that came about the place, but killing goblins and pixies didn’t seem to have the same level of growth that the tools were getting. If I was going to get a bronze-grade sword at the same rate, I’d have to start killing some bronze-grade enemies, it seemed.

      And, despite our best efforts for the leather armor, just hitting it over and over again on a workbench didn’t seem to have any effect on it, either. I’d suggested that maybe it had to be done while someone was wearing it, but Barry wasn’t willing to beat me senseless just on a theory, and he kept George from cutting me with his knives.

      The opportunities were slim pickings for me and my items, but I wasn’t going to be deterred so easily. I knew that the opportunity was going to come up soon, and a little patience was bound to yield some fantastic results for me.

      And that day had finally come. I’d served up some monster pig ribs for our lunch break, and we’d cracked open a few bottles of whiskey I’d made myself. Resting on the new porch, the three of us watched the fields for a time, taking in the view of all our hard work. Just as we’d gotten comfortable, I heard a familiar sound coming from farther into the fields. Judging by the looks on Barry’s and George’s faces, I wasn’t the only one who heard it, either.

      “Do you hear that?” Barry stopped drinking for a second to listen as the vague sound of grunting and arguing rang in the distance. “Does that sound bad to anyone else?”

      “Yeah, it’s about time the trolls showed up again.” I stood up from my kneeling position by the porch side. “I’ll be right back. I’m taking the leather armor and the sword. You two just sit tight and keep resting up. I shouldn’t be too long.”

      “Are you sure you can take them on alone?” Barry asked, offhandedly working on the porch again. “Your magic tools haven’t exactly been progressing along like our tools have. They’re just regular gear right about now, see?”

      “How else am I supposed to make them better?” I called back to them as I rummaged through the house. “It’s not like killing goblins has gotten us anywhere. These need a real test of strength to get stronger.”

      “Look at the adventuring gear expert over here!” George took a swig of the whiskey from a wooden cup. Hey, I didn’t have any glasses in the house, alright? “If you die, we’re not coming back for you, you know.”

      “George, be serious!” Barry smacked the carpenter upside his bushy mop of a head. “He might be going somewhere dangerous. We should go help him.”

      “With what gear?” I remarked, fitting myself into the leather chest piece. “You’ve got crafting tools. And you said it yourself, if we overwork the adventuring enchantment doing something it wasn’t supposed to do, we can change the enchantment into something we don’t want. Let’s not waste two weeks of progress over something like this?”

      “You mean this life-threatening raid of trolls?” Barry got himself up, putting his cup of whiskey down. “I’ll gladly put in the work again to change my hammer back after I’ve saved your life. We’re coming with you, and that’s that.”

      “I always did wonder if these knives could kill as well as create.” George set his cup down, picking out two knives from his set. “What a beautiful juxtaposition of skills they would possess with such a feat.”

      “It’s not like I haven’t dealt with these trolls before.” I fit the first sleeve of leather patches on. “It’s always the same group, just with different numbers, and I was nearly buck-ass nude all those times before. I’m way more prepared to take them on this time.”

      “We ain’t saying you’re soft, Markus.” Barry walked through my front door to talk to me face to face. “It’s just plum foolish to fight trolls by yourself. You don’t have the gear for it! Even an adventurer would think this is suicide, and you know how stupid they are!”

      “Look, I know trolls, alright?” I fit the next arm onto myself, fastening all the buckles properly. “They respect strength above everything else, even the lives of their fellow trolls. They’ve gone easy on me after killing a few of their own young warriors just because they liked how strong I was. If I just show them that I’m nobody to be messed with now, then they’ll leave us alone. Maybe they’ll even move on to an easier mark out of respect.”

      “That’s a bit optimistic, don’t you think?” Barry continued to argue, helping lay out the other pieces of leather armor for me to grab easily. “What if, best-case scenario, you fight off this whole group by yourself? What’s stopping them from bringing more trolls next time to overwhelm and kill you?”

      “Hopefully, my gear will be upgraded by then.” I sat down as I slipped on the leather patches around my legs. “I’ll be able to handle them by then.”

      “That’s a BIG chance to take, wouldn’t you say?” Barry helped adjust some of the straps on my sides as I fit the rest of the leather on my legs. “What if it takes even more than that to upgrade your gear? You don’t know the threshold for their upgrades yet. That’s a drawback of stealing adventuring gear instead of being an adventurer yourself.”

      “Look, if you’re really that worried about it…” Now fully equipped, I stood back up, grabbing the sword in its scabbard and strapping it on the belt around my waist. “They’re probably heading towards the pigs and cows. Considering how big they’ve gotten, they can’t just have one of their guys hold it under their arm anymore. If things are looking bad, you can just release them from their pens and rile them up. They’ll go wild, kill or scare the trolls off, and then we just have to put them back into the pen again.”

      “That sounds worse than a troll raid, Markus,” Barry commented. “I’d rather the trolls just take a few pigs than risk killing everyone in the village.”

      “This is my parents’ farm, Barry, and I’m not letting anyone have their run of the place while I’m still working it.” I headed out the door. “I can’t stop you from following me, but please keep your distance. If you look threatening, you’re gonna get attacked by a troll. They take almost anything as a challenge.”

      “Gods above, you’re just as stubborn as your Ma,” Barry grunted as he followed behind me. “She wouldn’t listen to me, either.”

      “Or his Pa.” George brought up the rear as we jogged towards the source of the troll noises. “He’s genetically predisposed to never listening to anyone.”

      “It’s served me well so far!” I shouted back to them, making my way towards Mindy tied to the cart. “I still have my farm, and now I’ve got some magic with me to defend it. If things really do get bad, I can just use some of the magic rings to cast a spell on them or something.”

      “Do you know how to use magic rings?” Barry huffed and puffed as I helped him and George onto the cart. “They’re just fancy jewelry until you can make them spit out a spell. I distinctly remember us trying and failing to do anything with them. I bet they work just like the adventuring gear, so we can’t even use them since we’re not the ones who used them the most.”

      “Why don’t you two try to figure them out, then?” I handed Barry a purse filled with all the magic rings. “We’ve got a bunch of them there. Use some of George’s knives and pry the gems out to make some magic explosions. That should scare them off if I get overwhelmed here.”

      “Damnit, Markus, I’m a blacksmith, not a damn mage!” Barry, along with George, started pulling out rings and putting them on. “I don’t know how to cast spells!”

      “Well, if we don’t make a breakthrough in the next few minutes,” George showed off a full hand of magic rings, “Markus just might die.”

      “You’re not helping, George.” Barry glared at the woodworker. “Just keep your knives handy in case Markus gets into trouble.”

      “OI!” a familiar, monstrous voice called out from far away. “Who this oomy?”

      Down the hill, almost in the same spot I’d caught them two weeks ago, the brutish, tusked giants had gathered again. Glubnuk and Trubnuk, the twins, Hubububu, the fat one, Yakyank, the tall one, and Groktoktok, the big one with the war-painted face, all had come along. This time, however, there were another ten new trolls on top of that, including the biggest motherfucker I’d ever seen. He had a grey mane of hair, stretching up his chin into a braided beard, and the green warpaint on him stretched down from his face and adorned his shoulders like a mantle. He was a clear leader among them, making Groktoktok seem small and meek next to him.

      “He look like warrior!” Glubnuk answered his brother’s question. “He has weapon! He come to fight!”

      “We see if he fight good.” Groktoktok pointed to some of the new trolls. “Go kill oomy. Bring oomy sword to chief.”

      This time, four of the trolls broke away from the pack, lumbering over to us with their long arms as I stepped down from the cart, drawing my sword. This wouldn’t be a problem. I wasn’t just using a flimsy pitchfork and hoe this time around. I had an actual weapon that could do some damage to them and wouldn’t break at the first mistimed attack.

      The first troll brought both of his fists into the air, ready to plant me firmly in the dirt road. Before he got the chance, I slashed at the vulnerable spot in his throat, choking him with his own blood as his hands diverted to cover up the wound. In the same motion, I deflected the haymaker punch from a second troll into the ground, striking at his eye with a thrust of the blade.

      A third troll threw his open hand towards my head, wanting to grab me and throw me somewhere far away. Unsheathing my sword from the second troll’s skull, I cut the palm in a swift stroke, forcing the troll backward. I quickly took advantage of the opening he left me, jamming my sword forward to stab his soft neck. He thought he was clever as he tried to bite down on my sword with his teeth. But I simply pressed forward and stabbed through the back of his throat and out the other side of his neck, killing the third one.

      The fourth tried to catch me in both his hands, and I was forced to let go of my sword to dodge underneath his grasp. Pushing into his space, I tightened my fists and threw a few quick jabs into his gut, finishing with a rising strike into the soft spot of his neck. As the fourth stumbled backward, I stepped back to draw my sword from the third troll’s mouth. As it pulled free, killing the third troll, I swung the blade over my head and down in a crescent strike on the final troll in a dramatic faint for his head. He covered his face, and I pulled back at the final minute, drawing in close again and gutting the troll right there.

      With all four trolls dead, I cleaned my sword on the grass growing by the road, smearing the red all along the green. As I stood back up, I looked towards the smiling trolls, all of them excited to see how well I’d performed.

      “Get the hell off my farm,” I told them, brandishing my sword to show that I wasn’t nearly done killing trolls today if they pushed me any further.

      “Oi, it’s the farmer oomy!” Hubububu pointed out. “He got oomy magic now! He oomy adventurer!”

      “Don’t compare me to those hobos.” I stepped towards them. “Unlike them, I’ve got a home to protect, and you’re all trespassing. Leave.”

      “Hmm, farmer oomy think he strong like troll!” Groktoktok laughed. “We know how fight farmer oomy. Come, trolls! We attack together! Crush with feet!”

      “No.” The grey-haired leader put his hand out to stop the other trolls from charging towards me. “No attack oomy.”

      Odd. There was no way that the big troll was intimidated by my humble display of troll killing. They still had another eleven trolls to absolutely decimate me. I barely survived being stomped on by five trolls, but this would have likely killed me. Maybe I’d earned a bit more respect than I thought by my display of power.

      “Why?” Groktoktok asked his boss. “Oomy no can fight us all! He die, and we take new pigs! He make them big and fat! He no want us take new big pigs, so he kill more trolls. We kill now, or oomy kill more of us. Look!” The troll pointed towards the cart, where Barry and George were trying their best and failing to hide. “He bring friends to fight! If they fight good like farmer oomy, then we lose more trolls. We no can carry big pig back to tribe.”

      “Hmm…” The grey-and-green leader stared at me. “Farmer oomy. You fight good, but no come find tribe for revenge. Why?”

      “I want you trolls off my damn property!” I rolled my neck, preparing to fight some more trolls by the end of this conversation. “I just want to be left alone! If you didn’t come onto my property and steal my animals, I wouldn’t have any reason to kill you.”

      “Hmm…” the leader continued to contemplate. He looked at the trolls beside him, then over towards the monster boar pen, then back to me. “How you make big pigs?”

      “Trade secret.” I raised my sword. “I’m not letting you make your own big pigs to come to attack my farm. I’d die before I give you the secret.”

      “Hmm…” A lot of contemplative grunts came from the leader as he continued to stroke his beard. “You care for farm. You make farm strong. You make wooden huts bigger. You know great secrets like shaman. You die for animals? You die for home? You die for friends?”

      “Gladly!” I took a deep breath, gripping my sword tighter. “Give it your best shot. I’ll kill half of you before I drop dead! You’re not taking my farm from me!”

      “Hmm…” Gods’ bones, that grunting noise was getting on my nerves. “Very well. We see if you have strength to keep word.”

      “You hear chief, trolls!” Groktoktok raised his log club into the air. “We attack farmer oomy together!”

      “No!” The leader slapped Groktoktok across his tusked face. “You no fight oomy. I fight oomy. I win, we take farm and make oomy friends tell us secret to big pigs. If farmer oomy win, he become new chief. We fight to death.”

      Wait, what?
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      The trolls whispered to each other as they came to terms with what their leader was suggesting. The chief, on the other hand, was already preparing to fight me, grabbing the log from Groktoktok to use as his weapon. Back in the cart, Barry and George were also discussing the repercussions of the chief’s decision. It looked like there were several dissenting opinions around us, myself included.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hey, I don’t agree to those terms!” I pointed my sword forward as the chief approached me. “I can’t run a troll tribe in the middle of some godsforsaken forest! I have a farm to run, which you are interrupting! Just get the hell out of here.”

      “You want no raids, yes?” The chief swung his log club around. “No raids on chief. If you new chief, no raids. Simple.”

      “How about this? If I beat you, I won’t kill you, but you and your trolls have to leave my farm alone.” I kept my eyes on the giant standing opposite of me as he stepped to the side, mirroring his movements. “I don’t have anything to gain from this that I want.”

      “If you chief, you break up tribe.” Always full of helpful suggestions, this troll chief. “No more tribe, no more raids. Simple.”

      “Sure it is.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure they’d just let me do that.”

      “Chief, why you do this?” Groktoktok stepped up to his chief. “We crush oomy quick! No need for chief fight! We fight for chief!”

      “You no think chief win?” The chief struck Groktoktok with the bottom of his log club. “Chief win easy! Chief prove chief is strong! Then tribe get big pigs! Tribe wins!”

      “But tribe kill oomy easy for chief!” Groktoktok argued. “No need for chief to fight! Chief no know if oomy have adventurer shaman tricks! Farmer oomy maybe tricky!”

      “Chief strong!” Hubububu stepped up beside Groktoktok. “Chief beat oomy easy! No worry for chief!”

      “At the risk of changing your mind,” I interrupted their argument, “but I think I’m with Groktoktok on this one. Why are you--?”

      “Markus! What are you doing?” Barry shouted from the cart. “This is the best outcome you could hope for! Take out the strongest one before you have to fight the rest! Don’t argue with them when they’re about to do something stupid! Just let them be stupid!”

      “Yeah, Markus! The hell?” George shouted from beside Barry. “We still haven’t got the rings to work, by the way.”

      “Shut the hell up, George!” Barry smacked George over the back of his bushy head. “The trolls don’t need to know that! We can just use the magic when we figure it out!”

      “Now who’s telling the trolls things they don’t need to know?” George snarked. “They didn’t know that the rings were magical!”

      “Why the hell else would anyone fiddle around with a ring?” Barry argued as tensions rose. “As soon as they figured out we have rings, they probably put it together that they were magic rings, you ass!”

      “Sorry, but I have to say something.” I let the sword tip touch the dirt road. “You have every advantage, and you’re throwing away half of them for no reason. This is a dumb idea on your part, and you don’t seem like a dumb troll. You’ve seen me fight. You know I’m not a slouch. Even if it’s the tiniest chance, why would you risk your life when you don’t have to? I don’t like being tricked. Tell me why you’re putting yourself at a deliberate disadvantage, and I might play along with your little game.”

      “You smart, farmer oomy.” The chief hoisted the log club onto his shoulder. “Chief hope you fight good.”

      I didn’t like the look in the chief’s eyes. He was up to something. Was he waiting for me to get tired fighting him and then call in his trolls to finish me off? Or did he have some trick he used to win fights that he didn’t think I could counter?

      Gods damn it all. I couldn’t get a read on him. He wanted to fight me, that was sure as the day was long.

      So, how would I approach this? He was a troll, so he’d have the same vulnerable spot on his neck as the rest of them. If I could get to that quickly, I could kill him in an instant. The problem was that log club of his. Even with Groktoktok swinging that around, I couldn’t stand a chance against him, and there was no doubt in my mind that the chief was stronger still. I couldn’t afford to get hit with that at any cost. Leather was good against getting cut, but not against getting crushed by a falling tree.

      “Chief challenge oomy!” Groktoktok made an official announcement of our duel. “Winner take all! Fight!”

      Funny. I couldn’t help but be reminded of the advice I gave to Jacob about not expecting any fair fights or official duels as an adventurer, and here I was, officially dueling a troll chief in a seemingly fair fight. To be fair, I did say that people who fought fair were stupid, and this troll definitely wasn’t making the smart decision here.

      But he did make quick ones. As soon as Groktoktok announced the fight had started, the chief charged at me, carrying the log over his head to slam down where I stood. I could only dance out of the way at the last possible moment to narrowly avoid getting hit.

      He was faster than I anticipated, definitely quicker than his troll underlings. He swung the log around from the ground, slamming into my gut before I had both feet back on the ground. The impact knocked the wind out of my lungs and nearly cracked a rib as it sent me flying with the followthrough. I flew ten feet and tumbled backward, barely making it back to my feet to see the chief still relentlessly pursuing me.

      That one strike hurt more than every stomp of my full-body beating combined. I couldn’t afford to take another hit like that if I wanted to survive. The leather armor took away the sting of the impact, but not the blunt trauma to my organs. I felt parts of my chest and stomach I didn’t even know I had, taking notice of new organs I’d never be consciously aware of if it weren’t for the constant pain highlighting them.

      Until I could find an opening, I could only dodge. Swing after swing, he moved that goddamn log around like it was made of air, but the pressure I felt every time it got close to me reminded me of its true, devastating weight. I had to prioritize not getting hit by that log at any cost. Not only did it hit like a lightning strike, but it worked well with his lanky arms to keep me far away from his body. I’d have to get him to drop it somehow, so I could get in closer. As it stood now, I couldn’t so much as touch him with my sword.

      Getting a bit desperate, I let one of his overhead strikes land close to me, missing by inches. As the momentum of the strike buried the club into the dirt below, I stepped on top of it and rushed up it, my blade aimed straight for his head. As I reached the end of the log, I finally got close enough to him to do some damage.

      Of course, the chief wasn’t going to let me stay there long. With a backhanded swing, he swatted me away as I thrust my sword. The strike missed the eye I was aiming for, only managing to slash across his face and crack one of his tusks. Rolling with the blow, I quickly flipped back to my feet, ready to counter him if he kept charging.

      My instincts were right as he went for a crushing fist straight down after his flailing swat. He was so large that he could reach across the battlefield while I was forced to dance around it with my comparatively little legs. Thankfully, I was quick enough to put my sword between him and me, letting me strike against his knuckle and deflect his smashing strike to the side.

      But he must have anticipated that I would strike his hand, and he used the moment I was occupied to bring the log club around, slamming it into my side. By a slim miracle, I managed to bring my elbow down and protect my side from taking the brunt of the blow. It still hurt like a bitch, and the bones in my arm felt like they were just a hair away from cracking, but I was still on my feet by the end of it.

      “Holy fuck, Markus, stop letting him hit you!” George unhelpfully guided me in the fight. “The log is deadly! Avoid the log!”

      “Don’t distract him, George!” Barry slapped the loud commentator upside the head. “He’s barely holding on as it is!”

      “Yeah, because he keeps letting that log get to him!” George argued. “If he’d just stop getting hit by it, he’d be doing a lot better in there.”

      “You’re a fucking genius, you idiot.” Barry held his head in his hands. “Maybe you should be in there instead of him.”

      “Why? We keep Markus around for just this sort of thing!” George joked around. “I can’t afford to break these delicate hands in a fight.”

      “Then why did you come along with us to meet the trolls?” Barry asked. “And I don’t see you making the rings work! Markus needs us!”

      “You aren’t either.” George went back into the cart bed and fiddled with the rings again. “Just saying.”

      “Shut up and get fiddling!” Barry slapped him upside the head again.

      Avoiding the log would be a lot easier if I could get him to drop the damn thing. How do I get him to do that? Mess with his hands. Or not his hands, but the muscles that moved them. Maybe I wouldn’t have to get close to him, just to his forearms to get at those hand muscles. If I could cripple one of his giant hands, then he’d be swinging the log at half the speed and power as before.

      The only problem was the risk of getting clubbed in the process. It was either win or die, though, so I had to take the risky options to win this.

      Oh, this was going to stretch things in ways they weren’t meant to be stretched. He swung the log around, and I got on my knees, bending backward and sliding underneath the swing to get in closer to him. With all the power and speed I could summon, I flung myself back up and stabbed my sword deep into his forearm as it passed by. Using the momentum of the arms swinging away from me, I pulled the sword free in a twisting motion, severing as much flesh as I could on the way out.

      That was exactly what I needed, as the log swung away from me and kept flying away into the distance. The big troll had to use both hands to keep the thing steady with each swing, and he wasn’t prepared for me to stab him in the arm. Well, who would be?

      Pressing the advantage, I moved in closer, planting the blade deep in his chest as he was still reeling from the momentum of his swing. He wasn’t a slouch, though, and he backhanded me with his bleeding arm before my sword could kill him. Even as he pushed me away, I, unlike him, wasn’t going to let go of my weapon if it killed me.

      Now the game had been reversed, and he was the one trying to dodge my strikes. For a creature nearly twice as tall as I was, he was light on his feet, and he skipped away from me as I swung at him. The wound on his arm gushed out blood, as well as the one in his side, but my head wasn’t as clear as I would have liked with all the blunt force he could put into his attacks.

      At this point, this was a fight of attrition. By the gods, I may not have been as strong or as fast, but I was twice as stubborn as any troll out there. He was going to fall first.

      Being a chief of a band of trolls probably came with a few years of battle experience, and he probably thought exactly what I did. So, he started pushing the offensive, even as I turned his brown, leathery skin red with his own blood, using his bleeding hand like a shield for my slashing strikes while his meat block of a fist moved in for the attack. I thought I had the advantage again, but he still smacked me around like I was a redheaded stepchild.

      My vision began to blur, and my mind began to drift. It took every ounce of willpower to keep my focus in the moment and save my life. I had to pull a victory out of this somehow. Even without the log, this guy’s fists hit like a charging bull. I had to finish this fight as soon as possible, or I wasn’t going to last much longer. Maybe I was more stubborn than he was, but my body wasn’t when it’d been broken down by a dozen boulders falling on it. That’s what this onslaught of attacks felt like.

      Maybe I had to buy some time until Barry and George found out how to work the magic rings. They must have been panicking right about now, and they’d be resorting to uncapping the gems from the rings to disenchant them and release the magic energy within. I just had to keep standing long enough for them to release hell on everyone.

      “Markus!” Barry called out from the cart. “Your sword’s changed!”

      What? Oh, gods be praised, look at that! I caught a glimpse of it. The dingy steel had gained a reflective shine, and the crossguard had grown a bit longer, with a weave of bronze styling weaved into its design now. After all the work I’d put in to make it stronger, it finally got the upgrade I needed to win.

      It wasn’t like I didn’t still have a chance here. I was landing just as many hits as I was taking, and my sword had just gotten the boost in cutting power it needed to really break into troll skin easier.

      The chief couldn’t have been having a fun time getting one of his arms sliced open in a dozen different places. Even if he were to survive our encounter, that arm certainly wasn’t making it with him. It was the other arm I hadn’t touched that was the problem, but I had the solution. The way forward was clear: I had to make the chief’s good hand into another bad one if I was making it out of this alive.

      His arm had enough gashes in it now that my plan could work. As soon as he sent his shielding arm in to deflect my sword again, I focused on stabbing that one between the twisting bones of his wrist. Thinking that my sword was occupied, he went in for another punch with his good hand. As he wound up, I planted my feet and placed my gloved hand on the blade to give myself as much leverage as I needed for my maneuver.

      His fist flew towards me, and my blade glided through the meat of his shielding arm, slicing through his wrist and out, catching the knuckle of the punch just before it made contact. The chief pulled back, trying to avoid my blade, but not before I cut the finger attached to the knuckle clean off.

      Hell. Yes.

      Despite his new wounds, the chief was relentless, realizing his other arm was nearly useless, and his time was now limited. In an effort to keep his severed finger away from me, he changed his attack style to a series of one-handed chops. My all-out attack had thrown me off balance, so I couldn’t parry at first. Instead, I had to dodge the first chop in order to avoid getting hit, and he kept me on the evasive as he flung his berserker fury towards me.

      Fortunately, another slip to the side gave me the space to regain my proper footing, and I could finally defend against one of his chopping strikes. With the grip in one hand and the blade in the other, I braced myself against another chop, and as he brought his hand down, the edge of my blade cut into it deeply.

      The chief troll pulled away, but not before cutting into the bones of his pinkie finger in his palm. Finally, the offensive was mine again. He was now forced into pushing away and attacking with his feet at the same time, and he could barely avoid me as I pressed into my eventual victory.

      At long last, after an eternity of our dance, he finally made a misstep. I feinted an overhead strike, and he dodged to the side accordingly. So I quickly redirected my blade into an underhanded cut upward. The big brute practically pushed himself into my strike, and his side sliced open as I dug my blade deep. Then I pulled up as hard as my muscles would allow, pushing past his ribs and collarbone and straight into the vital spot in his neck.

      The chief grabbed at his neck as he fell to his knees. Then he keeled over and fell onto his bleeding arm as it crumpled underneath his weight, bringing him all the way to the ground. Like an idiot, I let my guard down to rest for just a half of a second and let my vision clear. But even now, he wasn’t yielding.

      With his good arm, he grabbed my skull in an attempt to crush it with his meaty fingers.

      In response, I stabbed into his arm and twisted the blade to destroy as many muscles inside it as I could. All that damage forced his grip to slacken, and as the troll let go, I guided his falling arm to the side. I ripped my blade free, and just to keep any more surprises out of the way, I stabbed him in the muscles of his upper arm, pulling away to cut it open and expose the bone deep within.

      Not that it stopped him. Before I even finished the motion to cut the chief’s arm open, one of his feet was flying through the air to kick me in the head. Holy shit, he wouldn’t give up. So much for no surprises. With my free arm, I kept the troll shin from connecting to my already concussed head before bringing my blade over his leg to slice at the back of his knee. I did the same with the back of his other knee, making absolutely sure that he wasn’t going to bring out any more surprises.

      Clearly, as long as he still had spirit in his body, this troll was still fighting. So, with a series of plunging stabs into his head, I thoroughly removed that spirit from the body, leaving the chief motionless and dead. Then, with one clean slice at the neck, I cut the chief’s head from his body.

      I wasn’t taking any chances this time.

      Lifting up the head by its mane of hair, I turned to the other trolls, displaying my victory to them. As anyone would have expected, they were just as surprised as they were unhappy with the outcome.

      “Your chief is dead!” I shouted to them. “If you don’t want the same to happen to any of you, then you’ll get the fuck off my property!”

      “Holy shit!” Barry raised two fists into the air, a beaming smile pressing through his mighty beard. “Holy shit, he did it! He did it! Markus, you beautiful bastard, you fucking did it!”

      “That was touch-and-go for a few moments in the middle there.” George started taking rings off of his fingers and putting them back into the purse. “Didn’t I tell him? ‘Avoid the log,’ I said. Thanks to my expert advice, he’s still alive. Maybe I should have been a gladiator coach.”

      “Blow it out your ass, George!” Barry slapped him upside his head for the tenth time. “We didn’t do jack squat in that fight. This is all Markus’ victory!”

      “If we’d gotten these dumb rings to work, we could have.” The carpenter dejectedly put the last ring in the purse. “Stupid jewelry wouldn’t let us become wizards.”

      “Um… Chief…?” Groktoktok didn’t move from his spot. “We follow you now. You kill old chief. You new chief. Old chief’s orders.”

      “I’m not taking one godsdamned step away from my home to follow you into the forest.” I sunk my sword deep into the corpse of the chief beside me. “Y’all can leave my property at your earliest convenience. Or sooner, if my fancy sword has anything to say about it. Don’t touch anything on your way out. Take the dirt path away from here, so you don’t stomp all over my crops.”

      “Chief, you banish us?” Hubububu stepped beside his fellow troll. “You exile warriors from tribe?”

      “Your tribe is still in the godsdamned forest!” I pointed towards the trees in question. “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here! Elect a new leader. I don’t fucking care. Just make sure to stay the hell away from my property!”

      “Chief, we speak truth before we leave.” Groktoktok stepped forward. “Little game in forest. Tribe starves. Only animals here on farm. We feed hungry children with them. We no can live without farm.”

      “You can’t be serious.” I leaned onto the sword, still halfway into the dead chief. “You think I’d believe that an entire tribe of trolls needs my farm to survive?”

      “You hold secret to big pigs,” Groktoktok explained. “You have much food. Food for whole tribe. Tribe need food. Tribe eat small animals too quick. You have big animals. You make small animals big. Tribe need big animals.”

      “Just fucking move!” I felt a headache coming on, or maybe that was just blood loss from internal bleeding. “I don’t care where! Follow where the animals went, hunt them there. You’ve got hunters and trackers, don’t you? What kind of hunter-gatherer tribe are you?”

      “Tribe have sick and elderly,” Groktoktok continued to argue. “Tribe have young and babes. No can move before winter comes. Tribe die in winter cold. Tribe starve without food. We follow game to forest from old home. Forest lose game too quickly. Tribe no ready to move. Tribe no have food to store. Tribe no can store food to travel. Tribe use farm to live through winters. Tribe need farm.”

      “Jesus, what asshole killed all the game around here?” I stood myself back up, forcing my head to clear. “Nevermind, it’s probably the goddamn dragon in the mountain nearby or adventurer hobos overhunting in the area. I bet that asshat who broke into my home probably contributed to that little problem when he was in town.” I sighed deeply. “So, let me get this straight. You’re saying that if I don’t let you guys eat my animals, your whole tribe’s going to die in the winter?”

      “Yes!” Yakyank, the tall one, nodded.

      “And, since I’m the new chief,” I sighed heavily, already feeling the burden of leadership, “this is now my problem. Just another one on the pile, I guess.”

      “Yes,” Hubububu agreed. “Chief make good summary.”

      “Here’s my problem, then,” I told the trolls here. “I’m not leaving this farm under any circumstances, not even to go lead this tribe that’s been dropped on my lap. I think I’ve made that abundantly clear to everyone.”

      “You heartless bastard!” George called out from the cart. “You’d let an entire civilization of brutish monsters starve in the forest? Have you no kindness left in your soul?”

      “Let me finish!” I stared daggers at George until he retreated to the safety of the cart bed before turning back to Groktoktok. “So, since I’m not moving, can your tribe move here? Is that too far for your people?”

      “Tribe not far from here,” Groktoktok said. “We move all by next next sunset. Chief let us stay on farm? Tribe no starve?”

      “Now, hold up a tic.” I clenched my teeth to force my consciousness to remain for just a few more seconds. “I don’t give free rides. If your trolls are sticking around, they’re working. I don’t run a charity. I run a farm.”

      “We no know farm work,” Glubnuk admitted. “We fight. We kill. No farm.”

      “I’ll show you the ropes,” I conceded, “but you all better learn quickly. No breaking any of my stuff, and no killing my animals unless I give the order! Understood?”

      “Yes, chief!” the trolls all shouted at the same time.

      “Alright, then, go tell your tribe that they’re moving over here! And make it snappy! You’ll be reporting to these two in the cart for work until your new homes are finished!” I commanded to the hooping and hollering of the band of warriors. Then I turned towards the two humans in the cart. “Think you’ve got the chops to make a few dozen beds for a whole tribe of hungry trolls?”

      “Maybe?” Barry tentatively answered. “My tools are cutting down on the time to make things, but I don’t think they’re up to the task of making housing for so many giants in a few days.”

      “Hmm, interesting.” George looked over his fingernails smugly. “I guess you’ll lose, then. I’ll have all their lodging done by sunrise tomorrow. I always knew I was the better craftsman, but for you to just admit it like that…”

      “Now hold your damn horses, you lumberfucker!” Barry had a fire in his eyes. “You just watch as I make enough beds to hold twice as many trolls by midnight!”

      “Oh, metal beds! Sounds so comfortable!” George mocked. “Please, you’ve already lost this one, baldy. You can take this time to rest and rethink your career choices.”

      “We’ll just see about that!” Barry took up his hammer in hand. “First to finish a lodge of twelve beds gets their laundry cleaned by the loser!”

      “If you wanted to do my laundry, you can just say so!” George snuck in the last word again. “I’m not judging. Honest.”

      “Glad to hear you’re so eager.” I felt my perception begin to darken. “Now, if you excuse me, I think I’ll just take a nap in the grass over here for a second.”
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      Waking up in my bed at what I assumed was the next morning, stripped of my armor and put into a set of night garments by someone with no sense of privacy, I groggily rose from my bed. It was like every hangover I’d ever experienced had taken up residence in my head and chest, and it brought along all the childhood injuries I’d ever received to slumber in my arms and legs. In short, everything hurt, and I felt like I was about to throw up. Or maybe fall back asleep.

      “Good morning, husband.”

      Talk about a ‘wake-up call.’ My eyes popped open, gathering as much information as they could to determine who had just said that. Since I was the only other person in the room, my detective reasoning could only conclude that it was the troll woman sitting beside the bed on a stool.

      Only a fool would have guessed anything else, the woman clearly having troll heritage by height alone. Shorter than the troll men I’d seen before, she was still a clear head taller than I was if we were both standing. Her arms were as long as they were toned in musculature, and her legs even more so, contributing to her towering stature. Three fingers and a thumb on each hand, as well as four toes on each foot, were the dead giveaway, however.

      I’d half-suspected that I wouldn’t have been able to tell the troll genders apart and that I might have come across a few without ever realizing it, but this woman before me proved that there was a drastic difference from the men. She didn’t have a huge pair of tusks like they did or the massive, slouching nose as the centerpiece of her face like theirs had. The tusks were still there, but they were more like canine teeth than anything, and the nose wouldn’t be considered small by human standards, but a petite little thing compared to the troll men. Her hair flowed out from her head like a tamed explosion of beaded braids and free-flowing strands, with three feathers above her pointed ear sticking out straight away from her head.

      Out of all the features that I might have expected troll women to share with human women, I never would have guessed that it was the potential for an hourglass figure. I mean, holy shit, her hips were wide enough to fit a bovine head through, and her thighs could have crushed that head with ease, horns and all. I couldn’t see her ass from here, but the roundness I saw from the side only told of greater things to come when I eventually could. But, in the meantime, she was facing towards me, and so were her massive breasts, like full-grown melons in size and shape.

      I would have taken note of her clothing, too, but she wasn’t wearing any. The redirected blood flow wasn’t helping my brain haze at the moment.

      “Dy-uuuuh…” I found myself at a loss for words. “Hello. Who are boobs--? Who are you?”

      “Tana,” she answered. “Wife to chief.”

      “Oh…” I blinked rapidly, focusing on the conversation instead of the heavenly body before me. “Sorry about that. Didn’t want to do it, personally, but he started it. And he wasn’t quitting no matter how many times I stabbed him. I understand if you’re upset, though. If you want to fight me or something, I can oblige.”

      “Sorry?” Tana seemed confused. “Why sorry?”

      “Sorry for… killing your husband?” I answered. “Most people tend to hold grudges about that sort of thing. Did you not know I killed him? Because I definitely did. Cut his head off and everything. Oh, maybe I should be a bit more sensitive about that, I guess.”

      “You kill old chief, yes.” She nodded. “You new chief now. Tana serve new chief. Tana wife to new chief.”

      “Right, right, I’m the new chief. I’m still getting used to--” My brain finally woke up enough to realize what she was saying to me. “Oh, you’re saying you’re my wife now! Oh, gods, I didn’t know about that. I am so sorry, Tana! I had no intention of stealing anyone’s woman out from under them when I killed the chief!”

      “But… you fight old chief.” Tana squinted her eyes at me. “You kill old chief. You win. You get chief’s things. Chief’s hut, chief’s good cut of game, chief’s weapons and armor, chief’s command of tribe, chief’s wife, all yours.”

      “Okay, yeah, but I didn’t think I was getting married when I agreed to fight.” I rolled my aching shoulders. “To be honest, I didn’t agree to fight in the first place. He just kind of attacked me after saying, ‘If you kill me, you get to be chief.’ I’m still not a fan of running a whole damn tribe and a farm at the same time. I can’t afford to worry about a marriage on top of that.”

      “Chief sound mad.” Tana slumped over, retreating into her shoulders. “Chief no like Tana? Tana no please chief?”

      “What?” Ouch, now my heart hurt on top of everything else. “No! Nothing like that! I don’t even know you yet! If it helps, I like everything I’ve seen so far… No, that’s not what I meant! The kind of woman you’ve shown me, that’s what I like. I mean, I like what I’ve seen also, but, you know…” I took a deep breath and tried my best to figuratively remove my foot from my mouth. “It’s just all moving way too fast for me. I don’t know what to make of everything that’s happened yet. It’s not about you. It’s about all the change that’s going on at once. Too much too soon.”

      “But.. Tana show chief Tana’s body.” She pushed her breasts forward with her upper arms, and the blood redirection was now hurting along with everything else. Life was pain, but some of it was good pain right now. “Tana want please chief. Chief no want Tana? Chief no like Tana’s body?”

      “Tana, let’s get one thing straight here.” I moved my dead legs over to the side of the bed in my slow journey to finally standing up. “You look amazing. All of you. From your hair down to your legs and everything in between. Dear mother of the gods, it’s just a feast for the eyes. I’m sure there’s not a man among trolls or humans that wouldn’t be beating down this door over here for half a chance to look at you now. Gods be praised, I’m certainly trying my best to take a polite eyeful right now as we’re talking. That is not my problem right now. It’s just… I would very much like to spend time with you if I had the time to spend.”

      “So… chief like Tana?” She sounded hopeful, pushing her melons forward again. “Tana please chief good?”

      “Very good, Tana, rest assured!” I chuckled through my words. “Vastil’s beard, just look at you! You are just… you’re a natural wonder of the world, Tana. I’m having a hard time focusing on our conversation because of just how beautiful you are. If it sounds like I’m repeating myself, it’s because I’ve got two heads running at the same time, if you know what I mean.”

      “Then why chief no take Tana as wife?” Tana’s puppy dog eyes killed me. “Tana only want please chief. Only thing Tana want ever.”

      “I’m just not ready to worry about handling a wife on top of a tribe and a farm,” I tried to explain as best I could. “I’d never taken up a wife before simply because I couldn’t handle one. I’m barely surviving the farm. Sure, I’ve got these magical tools to help out now, but no magic tool’s gonna help with everything I need to do. And I’ve got to teach the trolls how to not make a wreck of the place, which is just gonna be a nightmare. AND I still have to pull in the harvest to get the most out of this growing season! Who knows what pests have gotten their grubby little hands on my crops?”

      “Chief have many duties,” Tana commented with surprising wisdom. “Chief think Tana just more duty.”

      “Again, you seem really nice, and you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.” I was going to drill that point home as hard as I could. “I want to treat you right because you deserve it. But I don’t have time to meet your needs when I’m not even capable of meeting the needs of my increasingly complicated life. As much as I’m sure I’d love being with you and having you as my wife, I don’t have the energy to keep up with everything that’s coming up.”

      “Tribe help!” Tana chippered up. “Tribe fight pests! Tribe no raid farm! Tribe serve chief! Tana serve chief! Let tribe serve!”

      “I still don’t feel right about it.” I frowned. “I’ve never had any help on this farm for years, decades even, and it hurts my pride to think that I need to ask for any help now. If I had the money to pay all these trolls, maybe I’d take the extra hands, but it’s just… wait, I do have a bunch of gold lying around. Do trolls like gold?”

      “Trolls want meat,” Tana said, “Tribe no use gold. Tribe need food. Chief have food on farm. Tribe work for food. Tana serve by… pleasing chief.”

      “I mean, I do have a whole lot of ‘big pig’ meat lying around, I suppose.” I blushed. “If that’s what they want, they can eat what they need while they work. I just gotta make sure that there’s enough food to go around, and then double-check on the lodging situation, and then I still gotta teach them how to take care of the animals and set up a method to keep them from just pigging out when they want on the food.”

      “Chief stressed, yes?” Tana’s hands crawled up my thigh. “Tana help. Tana want please chief!”

      “Well… you make a good point.” I scratched my head, my cheeks burning like the sun. “Your tribe of trolls was half of my pest problem as it is, and if they’re gonna help with the other pests, that clears up half of my workday right there. I wouldn’t be getting my ass kicked so often. I can finally just focus on bringing in the crops for once. And gods know I could use a bit of a… reprieve. Can’t even remember the last time I’d gotten some. Maybe I do have time for a wife.”

      “YAY!”

      Tana’s shout came with a swift swipe of her hands, flinging the blanket off my bed and clear across the room. Before the cold had set in, the troll woman’s fingers were hooking at the hem of my tunic, pulling it off my body in one swift motion, and she was already pulling down my pants as well.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hey!” I caught her attention, but not before she’d already made my legs bare. “Slow down! I’m sure you’re eager to… you know, consummate the marriage, I guess, but--”

      “Chief said Tana please!” Tana was upset by my interruption. “Tana want please chief more! Let Tana serve chief best way!”

      “Honey, I am a gentleman as well as a… chief for a troll tribe.” I didn’t linger too long on the semantics. “Look, I want to do this right, and I just fought a troll twice my size and got hit with a tree twenty-odd times. Every part of my body hurts when I move it. I can’t give you the kind of loving a girl like you deserves. As soon as I recover, I can rock your troll world as best as a good chief and husband should--”

      “Tana no care!” She returned to stripping me, pulling my undergarments down and exposing where half of my body’s blood had gone to. “Tana no wait no more!”

      “Gods be damned, you are voraci-- HOLY SHIT.”

      As soon as I was exposed, I was covered again by Tana’s mouth swallowing me whole. Gods above, I could feel her tongue dancing around me in ways I’d never conceived a tongue could dance as her head swayed up and down rhythmically and hypnotically. I wasn’t even sure she was breathing at some points, save for the occasional grunts she would make. In no time at all, I reached my limit, feeling the rush pushing deep into her throat. Like an absolute champion, she swallowed everything, not even leaving a drop to dribble over her lips as she pulled her head back up. She let out a very pleased moan of satisfaction, and I let out a sound I once heard a dying steer make.

      “What the hell was that?” I fell back onto the bed. “You are a legend! Have a lot of practice with the old chief, did you?”

      “Well… no.” Tana sat on her feet. “Old chief no want me taste. Old chief very strict. Tana hope that new chief no hate Tana when Tana try.”

      “The old chief was an idiot.” I chuckled. “Who, on this green earth we live on, would turn that kind of divine service down? Holy shit! That was amazing!”

      “Chief really think so?” She swayed her shoulders coyly. “Tana afraid Tana no good. Chief much bigger than Tana thought.”

      “I’m flattered, but you don’t have to lie to me.” I sat myself back up, forgetting the pain of the life-threatening fight I hadn’t quite recovered from yet. “I’m half the size of any troll, and I’m sure that translates to all accounts.”

      “New chief smaller, but…” She brought her hands above and below and pushed them together but then shifted them beside each other as she pulled them apart. “Bigger than old chief.”

      “I mean, I’ll take it.” I tried not to let this posthumous victory over the giant troll go to my head. “I’ll never say no to an honest compliment.”

      “Tana peek when chief sleep.” She stood up, showing her full, gigantic height over me. “Tana admit, Tana really excited for chief wake up. Tana almost no wait for chief wake up.”

      “I appreciate your patience and restraint, Tana.” I took another eyeful of the troll woman’s bare body. “I would have hated to have missed out on any of that for a second.”

      “Tana sit down?” Tana moved her legs over mine, positioning herself just above me as she reached down to grab me in her hands and direct me. “Tana please chief more?”

      “I’m ready if you are,” I agreed, “You sure you have the energy? You were moving pretty fast before. I wouldn’t blame you if you’d tuckered yourself out.”

      “Chief still ready. Tana no wait.” She sat herself down, and I could feel her embrace me with every part of her. “Oh! Chief so big!”

      “You alright?” I said, feeling a bit overwhelmed by the sensations. “Pace yourself, now. I haven’t even done anything yet.”

      “Tana strong!” She pushed back up, pumping away on me. “Tana handle big chief no problem! Tana take all chief!”

      “I believe it!” I nodded along with her bouncing body. “You’ve got energy to spare! Sorry I ever doubted you.”

      “Touch.” She grabbed my wrists, pressing my hands against her body. “Feel. Let Tana please you. Tana belong to chief! Chief use Tana how chief like!”

      “How could I not?” I brought my hands up and down her as I pleased, taking handfuls of her breasts and ass. “I can’t believe they were hiding you away in that village for so long.”

      “So, if chief know where Tana live before, chief come find Tana?” She asked between heavy breaths as she gyrated. “Chief fight old chief and become new chief? Chief mate with Tana sooner?”

      “Honestly? Maybe.” I admitted in my lustful mindset. “Logistically, I don’t know how I’d make it happen before, but if there was a chance, gods be damned, I would have taken it in a heartbeat. Who could afford to miss out on any of this? You’re so damn beautiful, Tana.”

      “If Tana saw chief before, Tana leave tribe before.” She took my face in her hands. “Tana find chief before and make husband before. Tana need chief every day now! Chief mate with Tana every day now! Please, chief! Please Chief mate with Tana every day!”

      “Even if it was half as good as this, hell yeah!” I hooked Tana’s legs in my arms, lifting her up as I spun us around and threw her onto the bed, never disconnecting from her for a moment. “I’ll make sure you don’t have time to think between all the fucking.”

      “Oh, chief!” She threw her arms over her head, grabbing at a pillow like she was holding on for her life as she arched her back. “Tana know chief name sacred, but please tell Tana chief’s name! Please!”

      “Oh, um…” Thrown off by the question, my rhythm slowed down for a second before I picked it back up again. “My name’s Markus.”

      “Marusk!” She must have misheard me. Maybe I should have corrected her then. Oh, how things would have been different. “Marusk! Tana love Marusk! Tana love Marusk so much! Tana no live without Marusk no more! Please! Marusk be with Tana forever!”

      Damn, this woman was super needy when she was horny, and I wasn’t just talking about the tusks. As long as that neediness translated into more sex, I was more than fine with however desperate she felt for me. Maybe she was a little crazy about it, but hey, sex did weird things to people, and trolls were probably no exception. She probably didn’t mean half the stuff she was saying.

      “Well, you are my wife now.” I pulled out, flipped her over, went back in, and held onto her arms for better leverage as I picked up the pace yet again. “It’s not like I’m just going to leave. As long as you’re hanging around this farm, you’re stuck with me forever.”

      “Yes!” Tana could barely talk without letting out all the air in her lungs, but that didn’t stop her from trying. “Yes! Tana please Marusk? Marusk please Tana! Tana love Marusk! Tana no feel so good before! Marusk so good! Marusk best thing in Tana’s life!”

      “Damn, high praise.” I pumped away, enjoying the rippling view. “Let’s see how you feel when we’re done. I mean, we’ve just met.”

      “Tana feel good!” She was giggling like crazy, biting into the sheets still on the bed. “Tana feel so good! Too good! Tana no think! Tana need rest!”

      “And here I was, thinking that I’d be the first to give out.” I pulled her up, wrapping her hair around in my hand. “Let’s get this out of the way, first; once we start, we don’t stop until I say we do.”

      “Oh, Marusk!” she howled. “How oomy so strong? Stronger than trolls!”

      “Call it a family trait.” I tugged on her hair a bit. “I thought a troll would put up more of a fight, but it looks like I’m winning this one, too.”

      “Yes, Marusk win!” Tana let her tongue out like a dog. “Marusk win! Mercy for Tana! Mercy! Tana go crazy!”

      “I suppose I should get to work soon,” I smirked, feeling her tighten up for what must have been the twelfth time so far. “I’m reaching my limit, too. I didn’t want to have to clean these sheets today, but--”

      “Inside!” Tana demanded. “Inside Tana! Tana leave no mess! Inside!”

      “Gods, this is a bad idea.” I felt my legs giving out. “Too late to change now!”

      Honoring her wishes, I kept going all the way to the end, pressing up against her. The animalistic sounds she made frightened me a bit as she tightened around me one last time. Dear gods, I felt rung out like a wet towel as she proved to be just as voracious down below as she was up above. And, sure enough, she didn’t leave a mess behind as I disconnected myself. Except, she did end up drooling a lot as her head hit the bed, her ass still up in the air.

      “That was fun.” I looked around for something to throw on for the workday. “You’re not too bad yourself at this.”

      Tana didn’t answer with words, just an odd mixture of giggles and snorts as her eyes rolled back into her head. As I looked into the chest at the foot of the bed, I was greeted by the strangely organized and folded clothes inside. Usually, I just threw everything into the chest and pulled it out as I needed it, so I definitely wasn’t the one who took the time to do this. Was it Tana?

      “Tana, if you’re the one who folded all of my clothes, thank you.” I looked back at her as I put on some fresh clothes. “You’re going above and beyond, and I appreciate it. You’re an excellent wife.”

      “Tana want be good wife.” She finally had caught her breath again as she spread herself out onto the bed. “Now Marusk make Tana feel good, Tana want be best wife ever. Tana show Marusk no need worry about Tana. Tana do good wife duty.”

      “I’m sure you will.” I headed out the door. “Come find me when you’re done resting. I’ll find something for you to do so you can keep doing… wife things. Though, if you wanted to clean up the house a bit more, that’s a good start. You’re clearly very good at it. It’s gonna be hot today, and I don’t want you getting burned out there, so you should probably put some clothes on.”

      “Marusk later come to bed tonight?” Tana picked herself up from the bed. “Marusk need rest after much work. Tana help Marusk rest more. Marusk no hurt from fight, yes?”

      “Well…” found the pain in my body miraculously gone as I rolled my shoulders. “Yeah, actually. I feel good as new. Better, to be honest. How did you…?”

      “Tana heal.” She smiled, digging herself into the sheets on the bed. “Tana have shaman touch. Heal old chief sometimes. Now heal Marusk all time. Every day and every night. Tana need more Marusk. Much more Marusk. Tana love Marusk more than anything.”

      “Of course, I’ll be back.” I couldn’t believe how much I lucked out with her. “Wouldn’t ever want to miss it, even if you didn’t have magic healing powers.”

      As I headed down the stairs, through the living room, out the door, and onto the front porch, I saw the many, many trolls that had come from the forest, already making themselves at home. Some young trolls half the size of the adults, but still nearly my own height, were running around carrying tools between trolls working on giant buildings. Others were walking beside adults as they carried around bundles of furs and bones, probably the belongings they brought over from their old home. Still moving pieces of lumber, holding up plates of metal, and digging pits for huts and such, they hadn’t yet finished building the new homes yet, even with Barry and George helping along and giving orders for the trolls to follow. From what I could see, the trolls took directions fairly quickly, picking up on techniques as soon as they were taught. Maybe this wouldn’t be as hard as I thought.

      Walking back into the house again and through the door to my room, I looked at Tana, still resting her naked body. She perked up immediately as she saw me, sitting herself up with a hopeful look on her face.

      “My morning’s been cleared up, as it turns out.” I pursed my lips. “You wanna go again?”

      Her squeals told me she’d want nothing more, and I hopped back into the bed with her to spend the rest of the morning… resting.
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      “Chief!” one of my trolls woke me up with a knock on my front door. “Scouts find strange oomy group in forest. Look like trouble.”

      “Can it wait?” I drowsily got myself up, shifting about as Tana, with her head on my chest, nuzzled in closer unconsciously. “What time is it?”

      “Crack of dawn,” the troll answered through the door. Listening in, I recognized the voice as Yakyank, the tall troll who I put in charge of my cows. “Strange oomy group may be here by sunset. Look like adventurers.”

      “Oh, hell.” I slapped myself awake, forcing myself to break away from the sleeping Tana as she grasped at me. “I’ll be right out. Just wait by the front, and we can make a plan. Adventurers. Goddamnit. Fuck me.”

      “Come here. Tana gladly help.” Grabbing my arm, Tana tried to pull me back into bed. “Tana no want Marusk go.”

      “And I’m not letting any damn adventurers onto my farm.” I slipped out of her grasp. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, honey. Once the adventurers are dead or gone, I can go right back to bed.”

      “Tana help Marusk get ready!” Tana leapt out of bed, flipping over to the chest at the bed end to pick out some clothes for me. “Wear this and this and this and this and this!”

      “Agh!” I found myself buried under a pile of clothes. “Tana! Tana, stop! I don’t need so many clothes!”

      “Tana thought Marusk like clothes?” She tilted her head like a confused puppy, still throwing clothes at me. “Marusk get all clothes he wants!”

      “Not this many!” I unearthed myself from the burial of cotton and wool. “I just need one of each. Just one! You’re just going to have to fold all of these later, you know.”

      “But Marusk say two socks other day!” She sighed as if she was the one dealing with an unreasonable person as she kept pulling out different clothes and griping about them. “One tunic, one pants, two socks, two gloves! See? Clothes confusing!”

      “They’re really not!” I finally uncovered my head to look at Tana. “You got two hands and feet, right? You need one glove and one sock for each!”

      “But why one pants for two legs?” She argued. “Two legs! One clothes! Clothes make Tana’s brain hurt!”

      “You are so full of shit!” I chuckled. “You just like being naked all the time. Don’t think you can hide behind your weird word jumbles to fool me into thinking you’re stupid.”

      “Tana no know what Marusk talking about.” She failed to sound convincing. “Tana no know clothes. Tana no smart to wear clothes. Guess Tana should be naked all time. Oh, well!”

      “Sure, you betcha!” I laughed again. “Now stop distracting me. I have to go do some actual work today!”

      “Tana help Marusk dress!” Already lunging from the trunk to my personal space, she put on my undergarments and my pants quicker than I could realize I had been lifted from the ground. “Marusk no worry! Tana help… Tana… help… good…” Her eyes lingered right below my waist. “Soooooooo… can Tana have one time with mouth?”

      “Really, Tana? Right now?” I laughed as she became mesmerized by her proximity to my more private places. “If you can make it quick and clean, sure.”

      “YAY!” She clapped like a hummingbird’s wings flapped. “Marusk best husband!”

      I chose one of the many tunics thrown at me to put on while Tana pulled down my undergarments just enough to get at what she had been craving. While I fiddled around with fitting my arms and head through the many holes, Tana got to work with her perfected technique. Couldn’t say that her prowess in her craft helped me not look like a witless raccoon in a potato sack as I lost focus putting my arms through the right holes three separate times. But, eventually, I got my tunic on, and Tana kept things as clean as possible, consuming all the excess as she wiped her mouth clean.

      “More!” Tana flipped herself around, inserting me into her before I could so much as pull my belt back up. “Tana need more!”

      “You know, eventually, I need to leave this room,” I told her as she bounced away. “You’ve made me into a very lazy farmer. If I don’t start pulling my weight soon, the trolls might start thinking that I don’t do any work around here at all.”

      “Tribe no mind, chief!” Yakyank, still not having left the door, tried to assuage my fears. “Trolls respect virile chief! Yakyank proud to listen to chief grunting and chief wife moaning! Sign of strong chief! Tribe work hard, chief make strong children! New, stronger trolls! Yakyank proud of chief! Yakyank follow chief to Yakyank’s death!”

      “Why are you still here?” I yelled towards the door. “Shouldn’t you be down by the porch by now?”

      “But then Yakyank no hear chief mate good.” By troll standards, Yakyank was not actually anywhere near creepy, but by human standards… what the hell? “Yakyank want remember glorious moment. Could be time chief make new chief!”

      “Would you get out?!” I shouted a little louder. “How many times do I have to tell you trolls to give me some goddamn privacy when I’m sleeping with my wife?”

      “Tana approve of chief!” my crazy wife of a troll woman said to the perv behind the door, feeling the same lack of shame as any troll does, apparently. “Chief so good! Chief make so many babies!”

      “Tana, you’re not helping!” I wanted to hit something, so I smacked her ass as it bounced around on me, to her screaming delight. “Yakyank, just get out of here and let me finish getting dressed!”

      “Chief mate with chief wife dressed?” Yakyank asked, still not obeying my command to leave. “Why? Chief wife no wear clothes at old home. No need clothes for mating. Clothes make mating harder. Clothes block mating.”

      “Tana try tell chief!” Tana still carried the conversation with my troll employee. “Chief no listen! Chief still want clothes!”

      “Maybe you jackasses wouldn’t be dying in the winter if you wore some goddamn clothes every once in a while!” I may have been a bit insensitive, but in my defense, I wasn’t expecting to have to carry a conversation at a time like this. “And I don’t usually wear clothes while I fuck-- Why am I explaining myself? Get your ass down to the porch, Yakyank! Chief’s orders!”

      “Okay.” The dejected troll made his sad steps away from the door until he stopped for one last comment. “But if chief make new chief baby from mating with chief wife right now, and Yakyank miss out, Yakyank very upset.”

      “Go!” I shouted as I reached the goddamn limit of my patience, among other things, at that same moment. “Now!”

      “Marusk so strong when Marusk rage!” Tana took great pleasure in my aggressive finish, rolling up her spine and pressing against my chest. “Tana love!”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know you do.” I regained my composure, pulling my pants up as I left her insides. “Get some clothes on. If not for the trolls, do it so that Barry and George can still say they’re faithful to their own wives.”

      “Marusk command, Tana obey.” Tana grabbed one of my tunics off the floor and put it on, stretching over her buxom chest. “Tana no understand oomies. But Tana love mating with Marusk!”

      “So much for ‘not being an exhausting wife.’” I held my head in one hand and chuckled to myself. “I love you, you ridiculous woman.”

      “Tana love Marusk.” She stepped over to me and kissed my lips. “Tana crazy about Marusk.”

      “Oh, honey, you’re not blaming me for your craziness.” I joked as Tana tried to stretch a pair of my pants over her thick thighs. “That’s all on you!”

      “Hey!” Tana frowned at me. “Tana not crazy! Oomies just weird!”

      As far as I could tell, most trolls didn’t view this voyeurism habit as a sexual thing with the chief of their tribe, more like a ritualistic honor of sorts. I didn’t know if that made it better or worse when they always wanted to peep in on my time with Tana at all hours of the day. But, they also didn’t mind when I spent an hour or two extra with her before officially starting the workday. Or leaving the worksite an hour early. It wasn’t like I was still working my ass off on the farm. I just was making up for a lot of lost time resting that I hadn’t done in years.

      But, today wasn’t a day that I could indulge in that luxury. Adventurers at our doorstep meant that another fight was brewing, and I didn’t know how well my farm would handle it. I’d gotten incredibly lucky with that first one, especially since he was at least gold-grade. One of him was still more than enough to kill my trolls and wipe this poor farm clean off the map.

      Well, maybe if they were still the same band of trolls that had come into the same farm nearly a month ago. We’d made a lot of improvements since then. Barry and George’s tools were nearly silver-grade, gaining all kinds of shiny silver trimmings and details as they worked on so many projects around the farm, and they’d taken to testing out as many new magical abilities as they could. Instead of forging his own nails from pieces of metal he’d grown with his hammer, George could now have just made more nails with the hammer’s magic itself. George was transforming soft, crappy lumber into stronger kinds, like cottonwood to oak. He couldn’t upgrade to any of those fancy magic lumbers, like mithrilwood, but hey, no one would have heard me complaining about a new mahogany barn.

      Everything had to be made bigger to accommodate the size of the trolls that were working day and night to keep the farm running. I felt like a halfling a lot of the time since every doorway was far above my head now, and most door handles were nearly at chest level instead of by my waist. If it kept them from getting their tusks caught in my doorways, I was happy as ever to have more buildings.

      The trolls had added their own stylistic touches to their lodging in the form of underground rooms they’d dug themselves. Apparently, after they’d found themselves stuck in the same place instead of migrating like usual, they had to learn to adapt to the cold winters or die, so they dug themselves some insular rooms to hide in. So, along with all the new huts and longhouses around the place, there was a whole network of tunnels and pockets for the trolls to hold their stuff. Anything to keep them working, I guess.

      They were fine workers, each and every one. For a job they’d never had to do before, all the trolls were surprisingly grateful to be working on the farm. With a whole tribe of them to do all the jobs, I almost didn’t have enough work for them all to do. Pest-killing, harvesting, tending the animals, all had more than enough trolls working around to make it as easy as it could be.

      I’d resorted to making up jobs on the spot just to keep everyone busy. But that was easier than I thought after a fortunate accident. Some of the younger trolls got into the pigpen and started joyriding the monstrous pigs. By some miracle, they weren’t crushed to death under their massive hooves, but their little stunt gave me an idea for a new enterprise on my farm.

      Regular horses were far too small for trolls to use, but giant-ass pigs were just the right size. Using some horse-breaking techniques, we got those pigs into saddles and had our very own troll boar-riders before long. Now employing some beefy beasts of burden, I turned a few boars into cavalry mounts and had some of the riders guard the perimeter of my farmland for any dangers. Even though it was one of those kinds of jobs I’d made up just to keep as many hands busy as possible, they took the role very seriously, keeping me updated on any and all disturbances they witnessed.

      Well, guard duty wasn’t a complete waste of time. I wasn’t so much of an idiot to think that all the fancy new upgrades to my farm were going to go unnoticed by treasure hunters and wandering adventurers. They’d take one look at my farm and think they’d discovered their own personal cache of treasures. I’d dreaded the day that they’d finally come. I wanted to be prepared. I’d come too far to have an adventurer take everything from me now.

      I even trained with the warriors from the tribe to get some fighting practice. My previous victories were mostly blind luck and my scrappy stubbornness carrying me through, which wouldn’t be enough for the tougher enemies I was sure to come across in the future. I had to actually learn to hold my own in a fight and use my magic equipment to its fullest.

      Tana was, by far, the hardest to take on in a fight, to everyone’s surprise. Both in the bedroom and on the battlefield, she was merciless and enduring.

      My sword and armor had gotten their own fine upgrade from the fight with the chief, which helped immensely to keep me on top. Along with the sword reaching the bronze grade and gaining some bronze affectations, my leather armor had done the same, changing from cow leather to something tougher, like a minotaur hide, when I wasn’t looking. Minotaur was the bronze to a bull’s copper, I supposed. And that armor could really take a hit, as I’d proven time and again practicing with the warrior trolls of the tribe in sparring. Of course, none of the other trolls hit nearly as hard as the old chief ever could, so it wasn’t an accurate comparison.

      Inheriting the chief’s position also added to my personal effects, as it turned out. He had a bunch of fun magic equipment of his own that I added onto the pile of magic gear I had begun collecting. The best piece had to be the helmet made from a drake skull. No adventuring enchantment, so it wouldn’t get better with time, but it was still magical, protecting the wearer from fire. And, come on, it was a godsdamned skull of a fire-breathing lizard. Not a flying one, mind you, but still a magical one.

      I couldn’t help but wonder why he didn’t have any of this on him while he was fighting me, but hey, his loss, right? Literally. Best I could figure, he underestimated me and paid for it with his life. Though, another theory had been knocking around in my head. The other trolls around had been saying that the old chief wasn’t the worst chief around when he was in charge. He cared for his people, and they felt it. According to them, he was concerned about the food shortage and the terrible winters more than anyone.

      So, you know, maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t planning to win against me when he challenged me. Maybe he wanted me to feed his tribe to save them, and he felt that this was the only way to convince me to give them food.

      Eh, who cares? My tribe now, and I kept my farm intact, regardless. As I headed down to the porch, fully clothed, I met up with Yakyank, my nosy and stretched-out troll servant.

      “Chief finish mating with chief wife?” Yakyank said first thing. “Chief have plan for adventurers?”

      “I have the beginnings of one.” I stepped off the porch and into the darkness. “First, I need to check in with my craftsmen.”

      “Baree and Chorch over by barn.” Yakyank pointed to the great palace for hay just down the hill. “Makers make new part. Make bigger.”

      “I’m worried about an older thing right now.” I marched down the hill. “They’ll have to postpone any improvements and finish a rush order.”

      Opening up the barn doors, I saw Barry and George working together in the corner, having cleared out a bunch of hay to start stacking a bunch of stones on top of each other. Not the usual medium for either of them with their magical tools, but I trusted that they wouldn’t just waste their time with nothing. And I wasn’t going to think about the implications of them agreeing with each other long enough to make anything as a joint effort. The thought alone terrified me.

      “While I would like to know what this is eventually going to be, we have bigger problems.” I interrupted their work, turning their attention towards me. “Did you hear about the group of adventurers nearby?”

      “Oh, hell, adventurers?” Barry dropped a slab of stone he held in his hands. “They’re going to run right through this place as soon as they see it.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page,” I said. “I need you to finish those big things you were telling me about before. The siege weapons?”

      “You serious?” Barry let out a snort. “I was mostly kidding about those! Why would we need siege weapons on a farm?”

      “We’ll need some kind of big weapon to stop adventurers from pillaging the little tribe of trolls I’m hosting,” I argued. “So you didn’t work on them at all?”

      “Well, I did.” George tentatively raised his hand. “I thought he was serious about them for a little bit.”

      “This is why we keep you around, George!” I laughed, patting him on the shoulder. “You crazy bastard! Where are you hiding them? I never saw anything out in the fields.”

      “Glubnuk and Trubnuk let me use their hut to store them.” He answered. “I only have two ballistae and a… trebuchet, I think it’s called, built in there, and a half-finished trebuchet so far.”

      “Can you tell the twins to go fish them all out?” I told George. “If you can finish that last trebuchet and get that out, too, that’ll be fantastic. We only have until sunset to figure this all out, so don’t take too long.”

      “Oh, hell yeah, I can finish it by then, with time to spare.” George bragged. “I only stopped when I learned that Barry didn’t want me to actually make them.”

      “I might have told you to tear down the ones you’d made if I’d known about them.” Barry grimaced at George. “Conveniently, you left that little detail out when we had our little chat.”

      “And where would we be if I’d listened to you?” George smiled. “We’d be siege-weaponless, and Markus would be kicking both of our asses right now.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Just finish it and bring them out,” I told him. “Tell the twins to place them up on the hill by the corn. That’s where we’ll be laying the trap.”

      “The trap?” Barry looked at me. “What kind of trap?”

      “The kind that needs your help, my friend.” I led him along with a hand over his shoulder. “Come on. We’ve got work to do. Everybody’s pitching in.”
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      “Don’t be so anxious,” Martinos Scalehide said to his trusty steed, Sonitram Goldwing, calming him down. “We haven’t even run into the enemy yet. You’ll get your chance to kill some trolls, don’t worry.”

      Looked like the mighty paladin Martinos, riding in the front, was more than ready to begin the quest. Trolls weren’t something to scoff at. A group of all silver-grade adventurers wouldn’t get out of this next fight without any scratches, let alone a mixed group of silvers and bronzes like us. Troll chieftains were as physically strong as a gold-grade adventuring warrior and usually twice as tall. We couldn’t afford to mess around too much with this mission.

      Why did it have to be so far out from the guildhall? The village was supposed to be just on the other side of the forest, but we’d been walking through it for a couple of days now. Of course, it made sense for us to be so far out into the countryside. It was nearly impossible for a troll tribe to encroach on a fortified town and still rare for a village. They didn’t have the organization to maintain even the smallest settlements of their own, and any civilized settlement they managed to overcome was quickly expunged by adventurers like us. Usually more skilled adventurers of silver or gold rank, but we would have to handle this ourselves. I wasn’t going to let anyone else take the reward from me, even if it killed all of us here.

      Though, I highly doubted that Martinos Scalehide would fail. He was a powerful crocodile lizardborn, with a powerful tail twice as long as his fearsome maw. It was like he was a crocodile that stood, then given a set of gorilla arms to hold dangerous weapons. Though, he hardly needed such tools, as his jaw strength and powerful muscles were more than enough to kill anyone who dared face him.

      I’d seen the armored knight topple hordes of bandits single-handedly, crushing bones with his mighty crocodile jaws and throwing them with his immense strength over his head, and I’d only been traveling with him for a few months. In the Pious Order Of Peace, he was considered a serious candidate for head paladin by the elders of the order if his current growth as an adventurer continued. Only adventurers of draconite-grade and up could be chosen for such a prestigious order of paladins, so that spoke a lot to his expected potential.

      While still only a silver-grade adventurer paladin, Martinos could have held his own against most gold grades if given half the chance. His magical silver-grade armor protected him from harm and cold, and his two axes were each devastating. One could vampirically consume blood to heal his wounds, and the other could consume bone shards to temporarily rip apart enemies more efficiently. The bone axe was a gold-grade weapon, a rarity for a silver-grade adventurer.

      His steed, Sonitram Goldwing, was also his closest friend and a powerful bird steed. Unlike any steed in the world, he was like a golden eagle the size of a horse, with an extra two taloned legs to match. With his beautiful wings that glimmered like metal, he could carry Martinos high over enemy armies, bringing him directly to their leaders for a quick and decisive victory.

      Though, of all his magical equipment, the enchanted amulet around his neck was what made him truly fearsome. Some said that it was cursed, but Marnitos made it seem like a blessing. With its power, he could transform himself and Sonitram, turning one or the other into a mighty steed to ride upon and the other into a powerful warrior to ride it.

      As a steed, Martinos took on the form of a massive crocodile, swimming faster than sharks and biting through solid steel. His axes turned into massive gauntlets for his crocodile claws, and his armor molded to fit his new proportions. Magic was very convenient like that.

      Sonitram would lose the steed-like body to regain his true, humanoid, raptorborn body with his own armor, sword, and tower shield. In this form, he was still like a gigantic eagle, but slightly smaller, and with talons better equipped to hold the sword and shield that he made such excellent use of. He became like a defensive wall that could fly through the air, shrugging off all but the most dangerous of blows. Just like Martinos, Sonitram was a silver-grade juggernaut and a perfect match to his lizardborn partner.

      Though, if you asked me, both of them were assholes to the core, no matter what forms they were in. They were basically the same person, just in different skins. Didn’t matter who was the steed and who was the rider. Neither of them was patient or merciful.

      “Are you sure that you can ride this coward into battle?” Darkstahb Shaadoefuut Bla’akknyte picked at a few of his teeth with one of his knives. “Maybe you two should switch now if ol’ Chicken Beak isn’t going to actually be helping you out in this fight.”

      Darkstahb was an up-and-coming assassin from the Fraternitas Ultima Cacumen Kibus, a secret peacekeeping force that killed under the authority of the king of Kalkumas, the desert kingdom far to the east. They only trained the most competent of young men as wards in their fraternity, brutally punishing them with regimens designed to weed out the weak and produce killing prodigies. They gave themselves new names upon joining the fraternity to better reflect their new way of life and wrapped their skin in black cloth from head to toe as a way of hiding better in dark places.

      Though he was only a fraternity ward as yet, a bronze-grade adventuring rogue, and a human male, Darkstahb was no one to laugh at. He possessed a brigandine armor that attracted shadows to him, hiding him in darkness even the brightest and most exposed spots. His twin knives were nearly silver-grade with how many stealthy kills he’d made with them, and he had the ambition to kill his way to the top.

      “Watch who you’re calling ‘Chicken Beak,’ human.” Martinos pointed at the black-colored mummy. “We’ll be calling you ‘No-Face’ in just a little bit if you’re not careful.”

      “I’d like to see you get close enough to try.” Dancing around the feathered mount, Darkstahb taunted the crocodile paladin. “You’re both weighed down by all of that armor. I bet I could get in and out before either of you could swing at me.”

      “Sure thing!” Martinos snarled, “I’ll prove to you how inferior you are. I was getting hungry, anyway!”

      “Now, now, gentlemen, remember the ancient wisdom,” Escitaloproprion the Wise warned the two adventurers. “Warriors who gripe before battle are the first to die. Peace, friends.”

      Escitaloproprion the Wise may have had a professional education, but he was wise in name only, and that name was fake. His real name was Norbert Skrotunn, of the Ubremthor Skrotunns. A fairly notorious wizard in the community, he was only an undergraduate scholar of the College of Ubremthor’s Collective Knowledge Ordained by Lordly Dominion but had received his own magical moniker, along with an arcane adjective attached as his title. Usually, that’s a graduation honor at the college, so most people would think that he had somehow earned the title some other way.

      Some might have correctly made the conjecture that Escitaloproprion, as only a bronze-grade adventurer himself, couldn’t have proven worthy of a magical name and title and that his noble family was more than rich enough to buy their way to those, but no one would have said that to his face. Not without incurring the wrath of his lordly parents. So everyone, myself included, kept their mouths shut on the subject.

      As an actual wizard, though, he was formidable enough, even if there were any doubts about his status. His silver-grade spellbook his parents purchased for him helped channel most of his spells efficiently to not waste any magic, making him more dangerous than the average bronze-grade wizard. Along with two spell rings storing storm magic, he had a fireball wand that could ceaselessly throw out flames and explosions, costing him little to no magic at all.

      If it wasn’t hard to tell, Escitaloproprion was my least favorite at this party.

      “Yeah, yeah, ‘ancient wisdom,’ sure, sure.” Martinos rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you blow it out your ass, Wise?”

      “I am not your enemy, Sir Martinos,” the wizard replied. “You would be wise to--”

      “Yeah, I’d be wise to stab you in the face, you wise-ass.” Darkstahb pulled out his knife. “We’ve had a few minutes of beautiful silence without you getting all lippy.”

      “Are you sure that you’re capable of something like that?” The Wise began to conjure fiery magic in his hands. “You should know by now that getting on my bad side never ends well.”

      “Gods, why does your voice just grate at the inside of my skull?” Darkstahb brandished the knife, readying himself to deflect the Wise’s magic with his own. “It’s like if two crows decided to fuck inside a casket full of city sewage.”

      “As if yours is any better?” Martinos brought his steed in between the two adventurers, one of his axes resting on his shoulder as he tapped his fingers on the grip. “You know, I’m beginning to think that this should be a job for just the two of us, and not you noisy lot. Wouldn’t have to split any of the loot, either! Why didn’t I think of this sooner? This job’s gonna make me rich as a lord! A king, even!”

      “Oh, are we finally doing this?” Darkstahb asked. “I’ve been waiting for a chance to kill you three for the longest time. You could have picked a better time to want to hash this out, but I won’t complain! I’ve gotten sick of you threatening to eat me, anyway! And the wizard’s just the worst.”

      “I suppose wisdom dictates survival above all else.” Escitaloproprion surrounded himself in a cloak of flames, igniting his clothes in an ever-burning fire. “By the honor of the Scrotunn family, I will not fall on this day. Everyone will die.”

      Oh my gods, again?! I couldn’t leave these muscleheads alone for five seconds! They were about to ruin everything just because they couldn’t stop measuring themselves against each other. None of us could do this job alone! They should have known that! Why wouldn’t they get that through their thick skulls! They needed the money for this job as much as I did!

      To be perfectly honest, though, it wasn’t their welfare that I was concerned with. I… really… didn’t care if they killed each other. Don’t get me wrong. I wanted to care! I wanted to be a part of a group of heroic adventurers, help people, and just… be normal. That’s the only thing that I’ve ever wanted. Just to be normal and happy and safe. Was that too much to ask?

      Being a wolfborn wasn’t exactly easy in these parts of the world. Some people just assumed you were a werewolf and tried to beat you to death with their silver candlesticks. I counted myself lucky if that happened. Most just took one look and thought that I was a stray dog wearing someone’s clothes, and they’d try to put a leash on me. Even the friendliest people always wanted to scratch me under the chin. I hated that so much. I was a person, gods damn it all!

      I mean, come on! I looked like a person for the most part, besides my fangs and claws! I had hands, even if they had paw pads on them! I stood upright! I even had hips, legs, and breasts like a human, even if they were covered in a little grey fur! People would find me beautiful if it wasn’t for all the wolf parts!

      I even behaved like one of them! I wore a leather tunic and trousers that fit me! I had bandoliers of potions over both shoulders, and I knew what each and every one of them did! I had a headset with several different glass lenses for different magnifications, and I used them all when I made potions! None of this was for show! I was good at my job!

      I thought that if I proved myself to the people around me, they would accept me. I was smart, at least when it came to alchemy. Give me some plants and powders, and I could whip up a potion for almost any occasion. Needed an explosion, or someone to fall in love, or to get skinny, or to dissolve someone into a puddle? I was your girl. But no one trusted a wolfborn to give them a potion that would help them.

      Even other non-humans thought the same, like lizardborns and raptorborns! They all treated me the same way as the humans! Every race decided that wolfborns were the bad race for some reason! How unfair was that? Why was I singled out? Just because there weren’t that many wolfborns around here! I’d never met another one in my life. I guess most folks just hated anything that was too different. People were just the worst. I’d have given almost anything to find a place that would just let me be for once.

      At one point, I thought that, even though most people were awful, there were a few that were kind among the rest. Adventurers had found me, and they said that they liked my alchemy. They wanted me to join their guild. And I wanted to have a home. So I accepted. But, like I should have expected, it was a trap. One quest later, and they’d framed me for a bunch of explosive attacks on the local thief’s guild. The recruiters told me the only way to clear my name was to pay them enough gold by completing quests for them. They buried me in a mountain of debt I couldn’t get out from. The interest alone kept spiking, and I could never stay ahead of owing even more. Out of everyone, adventurers were the worst.

      That was why I needed the money from this job. It paid ten times the amount that any of my other jobs did, and I could wipe my debt clean. I’d even have enough to save up for a trip somewhere far away. The farthest corner of the world so I could start my search for a place where I could hold my head high. Or maybe just enough that I could find an unclaimed corner of the world and live like a hermit for the rest of my life, far away from anyone ever. I didn’t need much. Just one more job and I could start my new life.

      But these assholes were going to ruin my life all over again! This kind of bickering was as common as mealtime since I was first assigned to this group by the guild. They always wanted to kill each other. So it was up to me to keep them from actively destroying my chances of finally getting out of the hell that I called my life. And there was one way I knew how to do that, just like I’d done so many times before.

      “Guys, I think--” I tried to interrupt.

      “WHO THE FUCK ASKED YOU?!” Martinos threw his backhand against my snout, pushing my head to the side. “KNOW YOUR PLACE, MUTT!”

      “YOU’RE LUCKY I DON’T SKIN YOU ALIVE FOR TALKING BACK TO US!” Darkstahb put a blade to my throat. “YOU HAVE ONE JOB, AND THAT’S TO CARRY OUR SHIT!”

      “Do not waste your breath on the help,” Escital scoffed. “It won’t understand anything you say to it. You bark at it, it barks back, and you both look stupid.”

      “It can understand fear.” Darkstahb smacked me with the pommel of his dagger. “How many times do we have to tell you not to talk? It’s bad enough that the wizard talks, let alone your constant yapping!”

      “When will you learn to be thankful for being alive?” Martinos smacked me upside the head again with a forehanded slap. “We could kill you right here and now, and no one would care. Show your gratitude by obedience. We will not be telling you again.”

      Sure, you wouldn’t. Just like the fifty thousand other times we’d gone through this same song and dance.

      “Let’s just head into this troll camp.” Darkstahb marched forward, grumbling to himself. “We’ve wasted enough time here with the dog as it is.”

      “A wise decision.” Escitaloproprion snapped his fingers, removing the flames from his clothes. “Ancient wisdom: A fool idles, and the wise are always striving.”

      “You’re lucky we’re close.” Martinos flicked the reins on Sonitram, urging the transformed bird steed forward. “We’ll need to stay quiet.”

      And there you had it. Testosterone-laden adventurers needed an outlet for their anger, and I was that outlet for them. It worked nearly every time. Thankfully, they had finally learned that it didn’t help them to break their pack mule while they still had places to go to, so I was left mostly ‘intact.’ Ironic that they called me a dog when I felt like I was the one training them into better obedience.

      Fuck these adventurers. This was going to be my last mission with them, and I wouldn’t have to put up with this anymore afterward. I just had to focus on that. I just had to focus on the goal. The money for the quest. The paid debts. The peaceful trip to the farthest corner of the world. One day very soon, all of this was going to be--

      “What the hell?!” Martinos shouted as he and Sonitram fell into a pit of sinking mud they’d stupidly stumbled into. “Sonitram, get us out of here!”

      The bird tried to flap its wings and fly up, but his feet were cemented into the ground. The more that Sonitram tried to move, the more his talons sunk further into the dirt. Soon, the feathered steed was panicking, only worsening his descent into the ground. It wasn’t long before Martinos’s boots were touching the surface of the pit, and the stalwart adventurer was putting both feet on Sonitram’s back.

      “Haha, jackass.” Darkstahb pointed and laughed at the two of them instead of helping, not noticing his own similar predicament until he was already knee deep in it. “Ah, shit.”

      “It appears that we have made…” The wizard’s cloak had piled up along the surface as he was pulled under as well. “An unwise decision.”

      “No shit, wiseass.” Darkstahb twisted about, failing to unscrew himself from the quicksand mud in his flailing.

      Anyone familiar with things like quicksand would have picked out that this wasn’t normal at all. Normal quicksand was more hazardous to your shoes than anything else and not in any way deadly. Also, this was a forest. Forests didn’t have quicksand. Something was wrong here. Could this have been the trolls? They did have a knack for digging around.

      It was a bit too clever for them, though. Someone else must have set this up. I didn’t sense any magic from the pit, however, which suggested that this was somehow constructed, which would take a lot of manpower. Or troll-power, I supposed. Was there someone working with the trolls? That would make the sudden invasion of the settlement far more plausible. But who could convince trolls to do anything?

      I had trailed behind the others, leaving me high and dry while the others tried to figure out what exactly was happening to them. Here would be the time that an adventuring party member would help out and maybe speak her mind about her suspicions. Gods know, my lovely voice wasn’t exactly welcome in this group, so I was going to keep all of these thoughts to myself. Maybe I should have helped them out, but I was enjoying myself a bit.

      Alright, fine. I knew I couldn’t finish the quest without them, so I had to give them some kind of help to get them out. Pulling a rope from my bag, I tied one end around a nearby tree and threw the other out into the mud for them to grab and pull themselves to safety. As the rope plopped down in front of them, they ignored it, as if it was invisible or something, while they all collectively struggled for another ten minutes, sinking lower and deeper into the muddy bog as they weighed their options.

      I might have tried to tell them that there was a perfectly good rope in front of their eyes, but that would require talking, and we all knew how well that turned out for me by now. I’d done everything I could to help them not look like a pack of fools. It was their responsibility now to finally wise up.

      I decided to take in the scenery while I waited for them to do something. These were some beautiful hills full of wheat, stretching out for a good mile before curving over the hill. We must have been near a farm of some sort by now. Were the trolls using farmer humans as field slaves, making them work their own farms for their tribe?

      Seemed a bit too smart for them. Well, first time for everything, I suppose. Still, though, it was really pretty. It was the kind of beauty I hoped to find in the future home I would find for myself one day.

      “Mutt!” Martinos called back to me, interrupting my peaceful train of thought. “Throw us something to get us out of here! A rope or a tree branch, anything! Make yourself useful!”

      “But I already--”

      “I DON’T REMEMBER ASKING YOU TO TALK BACK TO ME.” Martinos adamantly pushed down on Sonitram, desperately trying to stay above the pit. “Get us some godsdamned rope!”

      “If you would just--”

      “Fine, I’ll do it myself!” Martinos had the patience of a fruitfly. “Wasting time talking instead of doing something helpful for once!”

      Touching the amulet on his neck, Martinos focused the energy of the curse into his body as swirls of blue light surrounded him and Sonitram. His body began to contort and twist, growing longer and wider as he stretched out into the sky above, his arms shortening as they became compact with bestial muscles. His crocodile maw pointed upwards as he fell flat on top of the sinking mud, and the armor upon him shifted to match his new form. In just a few horrifying seconds, he had fully transformed into a powerful crocodile monster that could have easily been mistaken for a dragon.

      Opposingly, Sonitram, the bird steed, shrank in size, his neck cracking and popping as it readjusted his head to the proper placement. His upper feet retreated into a pair of taloned hands that grabbed onto the scaled hide of his new steed as his humanoid form took hold, and he became the rider. His shield and sword bubbled to the surface of the back of his cuirass, magically summoned from his own flesh and blood.

      The others in the party took hold of the crocodile Martinos, who was now wide enough to not have to worry about sinking as quickly and fast enough to shuffle into the safety of solid ground. With the adventurers now out of the immediate danger, they picked themselves back up and wiped as much mud off of themselves as they could.

      “What the fuck, guys?” a man’s voice came from behind them, coming out of the wheat field. “Don’t tell me that you’re the adventurers I was supposed to be looking out for, right?”
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      It was these kinds of disappointments that really got me up in a twist about adventurers. Not only were they just the worst kind of pest infestation when they were around, but they were the most unreliable sorts of people I would have ever had the displeasure of knowing or hating in my life.

      I had this whole plan. Well, not anything elaborate, but I had a strategy in place. I had a bunch of my trolls set up in one of the cornfields further into the farm and a bunch of those big siege weapon things set up to throw everything they had on this one particular spot I had set up. The adventurers were going to run into the field, but then a few of my trolls were going to get their attention and finally lure them to their deaths while we just annihilated them in the killing field.

      But then they had to go and get hung up on the perimeter mud trap we’d set up two weeks ago to keep the foxes away. I honestly thought they were going to all but ignore that trap and march right in. Here I was, all worried that I wouldn’t have enough time to properly set up my trap, and I’d have to rush in and stall them myself. Guess I was an idiot for coming here in person to check on things. A part of me was a little worried that the adventurers had caught on to my trap scenario and planned their own, but now I knew that they were just taking their sweet time getting out of the godsdamned mud.

      Well, all of them except for the wolf lady in the back who had stayed behind the mud. She clearly wasn’t a werewolf, what with the fact that her clothes weren’t tattered, but she definitely wasn’t anything human. Her whole body was covered in a timber grey fur that clung tight to her, just like her leather tunic and her colorful bandoliers over both shoulders. On her back was a large pack carrying what must have been enough supplies and tools for four on a trip across the country. So they made her carry all the stuff.

      She had petite paws at the end of two-bowed legs but clawed, leathery hands as she held tightly to a strap holding a satchel to her shoulder. Her eyes were a spellbinding shade of yellow I’d never seen before, and her wolfish face was… beautiful if anyone could have believed it. Her hair was cut short at the shoulder, tied in a ponytail behind her head with long strands hanging in front of her face. Her whole figure was alluring, strikingly so. Toned by a life of hard work, but thin and dainty still.

      These mud-covered assholes were a lot less so. One guy was wearing enough leather for two cows, the second was in a dress, and the third guy was a bird knight riding a crocodile. But, based on how fancy their equipment looked, they weren’t anyone to mess around with. If any of it had the adventuring enchantment on it, then ornateness translated directly to power and destructiveness.

      I didn’t know if my trolls could handle this if they all fought them at once. My trap might not have been exactly enough to guarantee minimal casualties. I needed a new plan, or at least an adapted plan, as quickly as possible. This was going to be a lot harder than I thought.

      They looked very frustrated, too.

      Good. So was I.

      “Who the hell are you?” the leather-covered man shouted. “The fuck are you doing here? We’re not in the mood for any bullshit.”

      “I could ask you all the same question,” I said. “You should all turn around and head home. You’re not welcome here.”

      “You trying to edge out our quest?” The birdman rolled his neck as he sat up on the crocodile’s back. “We should just kill this guy and be done with it. The trolls are our bag.”

      “You’re here for the trolls?” I asked.

      “We are, and we’ll be the ones turning in the reward,” the birdman ranted, wiping more mud off of himself. Somehow, he was dirtier than his crocodile steed. “You can tell the rest of your party to leave this to us, or we’ll bring your bodies back along with the troll chieftain.”

      “My… party…?” The gears began to turn around in my mind.

      It must have been the sword and the leather armor, but these adventurers thought that I was one of them. I wondered if I could use that to my advantage somehow. I still could lure them out to the killing field if I was smart about this. From the sound of it, though, these guys were vicious as wild animals. I’d have to be careful about how I worded everything and swallow a lot of pride.

      “I do not recognize this man from our guild hall,” the man in the dress said. “It may be wise to ask this man where he hails from.”

      “Oh, um…” Quick, Markus, lie! “We were hired by Baron Barumpsh to clear this place out. He’s the lord of this territory. Trolls are bad for business.”

      “A noble hire, ey?” the leather-clad man commented. “We don’t need you lordlickers stealing our reward. You can tell your friends that some real adventurers have this handled.”

      “We’ve already got payment set up by the baron, no worries,” I assured the man covered in knives. “You can keep anything you need. We just need to inform the baron that this place has been cleared out when all’s said and done.”

      “Oh, so you’re privateer adventurers?” the avian knight said. “I’d call your party a bunch of sellouts, but it’s hard to insult your lot. So you’re saying that you just want to help out from the bottom of your kind heart?”

      “Well, it’s the job.” I tried to be as vague as possible. “Do what the baron asks of us, get paid. We don’t sweat the details.”

      “We take the troll chieftain’s head, as well as anything magical on him.” The man-bird strode forward on his crocodile steed. “You can take whatever troll tongues and ears you need to prove to your baron that you were good little dogs. Maybe you’ll get some fresh table scraps for this!”

      Gods be damned, even other adventurers hated adventurers!

      “So you’ll agree to work with us?” I faked a smile. “Fantastic! We can just help your wolfy friend over there and then--”

      “It would be wise to leave it.” The man in the dress placed a hand on my chest as I moved towards the mud trap moat. “We have wasted enough time as it stands. Helping it across will just waste more.”

      “Are you sure?” I looked over to the wolf girl, seeing a deep sadness in her eyes. “It’d just take a second.”

      “We can fetch it on the way back!” the bird shouted at me, clearly not paying attention as I jumped across to the wolf girl’s side of the mud trap. “Would you have us rescue every rock and twig from the ground before we stepped on the ground? Just leave it, and we can finish this quest!”

      “Oh, sorry.” Sweeping the wolf girl off her feet, I had already jumped across the mud trap a second time, dropping her off safely on the farm side of it. “I wasn’t listening. You were saying?”

      “Do you think you’re funny, boy?” The bird knight pulled his crocodile around to threaten me. “You better watch what you say around the likes of us, or you won’t be reporting anything back to your baron.”

      “I mean, I’ll have to report something back to him,” I countered. “Don’t you think it’d look pretty suspicious if I didn’t say at least a little bit about what happened here?”

      “What makes you think that you’ll be making it back alive?” the bird man insisted as he kicked his crocodile steed, prompting it to hiss at me. “A lot could happen in the middle of nowhere.”

      “I’ve made it back alive from all the other things I’ve done in my life.” I waved to the crocodile. “I don’t see why I wouldn’t do the same now.”

      “But there are so many dangerous things in a place like this.” The knife-fetishist pulled out two knives, picking his teeth with one of them. “Trolls, for one, and no witnesses besides us. Who’s saying what’ll happen out here? There could be an unfortunate accident if you don’t, shall we say, start being a little more respectful. Do you understand?”

      “I understand that you guys are really in my personal space.” I took a step back as the crocodile snapped its jaws at me. “Is it weird that the alligator’s breath smells better than yours, bird guy, or is that just because it eats better than you do?”

      I gave a smirk and a wink over to the wolf girl, who couldn’t help but giggle.

      “He’s a crocodile, and we share meals, thank you very much.” The bird’s neck tensed as he tried to hide his frustration. “You’re going to be a problem, aren’t you?”

      “I just want to get the job done.” I put my open hands up by my face. “I didn’t want to dilly dally for much longer, but you guys started threatening me. If that’s more important to you than killing the trolls, I’ll let you get that out of your system first.”

      “We weren’t-- I wasn’t--!” The bird knight glared at me. “I don’t like you.”

      The feeling was mutual. I shot a look over to the wolf girl, who blushed as she turned away. She was cute.

      “Let’s go, already, then!” the leather-clad man seethed, stomping forward through the wheat field. “We’ve got trolls to kill.”

      “It would be wise not to waste any more of our time,” the man in the dress said unhelpfully.

      “What exactly do your comments add to the conversation?” I said to the wizard. “Do you think that just saying ‘it would be wise to’ before you say anything makes you smarter?”

      “I… also sometimes recite ancient wisdom.”

      “Just calling a bit of common sense ‘ancient wisdom’ doesn’t make it ancient or wisdom!” the leather enthusiast shouted backward as he led the group. “Nothing you try to pass off as wise is new information.”

      “Finally, someone said it.” The bird man rolled his eyes as he rode along on his crocodile. “Every other sentence, it’s ‘ancient wisdom,’ or ‘a wise decision,’ or even ‘a sagely pontification.’ If I had a copper for every time he said something like that, I’d be as rich as his parents.”

      “Maybe that’s how his parents became so rich!” the leather man joked as he and the bird laughed together. “I wonder if they own the word ‘wise.’”

      “I could very well own the both of you if you do not shut it!” The wizard snapped at both of them while they snickered quietly. “My father could have you both kicked out of the Nuretoth adventurer’s guild with just one letter sent to the right office.”

      “You’d have done it by now if you could, college boy,” the knife-wielder said, calling the wizard’s bluff. “Why don’t you wise up to that?”

      The man laughed at his own joke as the three of them began to argue in front of us. While they pulled ahead, I staggered behind as I kept pace with the wolf girl meekly following behind all of us. She looked down at the floor as if avoiding the slightest chance of eye contact with anyone around us.

      “Hey, there.” I started the conversation.

      No answer from her. Just more floor staring.

      “Do you have a name?” I tried to start again.

      “Do…?” She began to perk up a bit. “Do you want me to speak?”

      “Generally, that’s how these things play out,” I admitted. “You talk, then I talk, then you talk, then I talk, and we keep going until something interrupts us, or we get bored.”

      “You shouldn’t do that.” The wolf girl rigidly kept her head down and walked forward as if trying to ignore me. “If the others catch you talking to me, it won’t turn out well for either of us.”

      “Why would I give a shit whether they catch me talking to you?” I asked. “I don’t know why they seem to hate you, but I don’t have a reason to yet. Let them get in a tiff about it. In the meantime, about that name?”

      “Oh, um,” she giggled, mostly from nervousness but partially from my boyish charm, “my name’s Aiyana.”

      “Pretty name.” I put my hand out to shake hers. “Lovely to meet you, Aiyana. Most people call me Markus.”

      “Are you…?” Apparently, everything I did confused the poor wolf girl as she slowly brought her hand up to shake mine. “What are you doing?”

      “Well, as of right now, I’m shaking your hand,” I said, feeling her hand. “You could say that I’m greeting you. You know, like how people do.”

      “That’s not…” She refused to look me in the eye. “That’s not what I meant. Why are you really here?”

      “Beg pardon?”

      Uh oh.

      “You were expecting us,” she pointed out. “You said that we were the adventurers you were waiting for. Why would you be waiting for adventurers if you were already adventurers here to solve the troll crisis?”

      “Well, you see…”

      Coming up with convincing lies on the spot was hard. If these stupid adventurers had fallen into the actual trap naturally like they were supposed to, I wouldn’t have caught myself in this little web of lies. Clearly, I had to watch out for this wolf girl.

      “We knew that there would be another party sent from a nearby guild,” I fibbed, “they always send out several independent quests along with an official request from the baron himself. Redundancy and all that. We were in over our heads with this one, so I figured we’d wait for some help before we tackled this.”

      “How big is this troll tribe?” she asked.

      Yes! She bought it.

      “Over thirty warriors, maybe forty.” I doubled the actual amount for effect. “And their chieftain is a tough son of a bitch, too. We were thinking about taking them out at night, but they have some tight patrols all the time. We haven’t found an opening. Do you think these…” I looked at the group ahead, watching them yell at each other while they threatened to kill each other over and over again. “Capable warriors can break their stride? They look like they’d make for a great distraction, at the very least.”

      “I’m sure that they’ll do just fine drawing attention to themselves.” The wolf girl rolled her eyes, then returned to looking at the ground. “Where’s the rest of your party?”

      “Hiding and preparing,” I vaguely didn’t lie. It’d be true if I was talking about Barry and George. “They’ll be around. I’ll signal them when we make our move.”

      “What are their talents?” she probed for information. “Are they warriors, magic swordsmen, wizards, healers?”

      “Oh, um, they’re…” Fuck, what would you call a carpenter and a blacksmith in an adventuring party? I had to redirect her focus. “Why are you asking?”

      “We need to know how your party operates in a fight if we’ll be working together,” the sheepish wolf girl reasoned. “I was just trying to help us work better together.”

      Okay. I got it. She was trying to probe me for more information as insurance. I was still an enemy in her mind, though I was starting to see her as less of one in mine. Definitely liked her more than the others in her party, for sure. Smart of her not to trust a stranger like me yet. Now, how much information could I divulge to her without sounding more suspicious?

      “They’re… trapmakers.” That was the best tactical name I could come up with for Barry and George’s skillset. “We specialize in extermination and defense missions. That’s an adventuring thing, right?”

      “Sure.” Aiyana finally looked me in the eye, though it was clearly out of distrust. “I guess artificers would be good at making traps. So, you have a team of artificers?”

      “Yeah, that one.” Oh, boy, I wasn’t doing too hot. She definitely suspected something about me. Time to change the subject. “What about your team? What can they do?”

      “The raptorborn, Sonitram Goldwing, is a paladin rider.” She pointed to the bird man on the crocodile. “The knife-wielder, Darkstahb Shaadoefuut Bla’akknyte, is trained in stealth and assassination, and the wizard, Escitaloproprion the Wise, primarily knows fire spells.”

      “There’s got to be a shorter name for these guys.” I laughed at the last name. “Can I call the wizard Esky or something? Prion? Wiseguy?”

      “Not to his face.” Aiyana laughed, instinctively placing a hand on me in a friendly gesture. “He’ll probably set you on fire.”

      “Would that be ‘the wisest’ course of action?” I made my best impression of the wizard for a moment. “Surely, it would be wiser not to be such a little baby about his stupidly long name?”

      “It’s not even his real name.” Aiyana couldn’t stop herself from giggling. “That’s just his wizard title, but he refuses to respond to anything else. It’s Norbert Scrotunn, by the way.”

      “Really?” I snorted. “Norbert? Oh, I’ve got to find a way to use that against him without drawing suspicion. I’m sure I can somehow. Is Darkstahb Shadowfuck Blandguy, or whatever it is, the other guy’s real name?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.” Aiyana smiled. “They adopt and name the wards of the Fraternitas Ultima Cacumen Kibus from a very early age.”

      “The F.U.C.K.?” I asked. “He’s a F.U.C.K. ward?”

      “Ha!” Aiyana let out a yelp of a laugh before covering her mouth and whispering. “I never noticed that before!”

      “Have the F.U.C.K.s noticed that they’ve got F.U.C.K. wards walking about?” I joked. “Just F.U.C.K.ing things up everywhere they go?”

      The poor wolf girl had to keep a firm lock on her mouth with both hands to keep herself from howling with laughter. I felt it safe to say that she had warmed up to me a bit. Even if she didn’t trust me yet, she at least liked me better than she seemed to like her other party members. The only problem was finding out her stake in this quest and unrooting it.

      “What about you, Aiyana?” I asked her as she finally stopped laughing. “What do you bring to the party?”

      “Oh, I don’t do much around here.” She brushed some of the hair across her face behind her pointed ear. “I mostly just carry things for the others.”

      “I can see that.” I looked at the giant pack on her back, then to the belts of potions on her chest. “Must have a strong pair of legs. I’m much more interested in all of these potions here, though. What do they do?”

      “R-really?” She put a hand on her chest, feeling the bottles with her hands. “No one’s asked me about these potions before. Do you really want to know what they do?”

      “So you know what they do?” I gave the rainbow assortment of potions a closer look, seeing the bubbling liquids inside. “All of them?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t be a very good alchemist if I didn’t, now, would I?” She tried not to look too proud. “I’ll admit to making a few potions that may have been unstable, but all of these here have my official seal of approval.”

      “You made all of these potions?” I stroked my chin. “Can I touch one?”

      “You’re asking me for permission?” She blushed. “Um, yes, of course. Go for it.”

      “Hell yeah.” I picked one out. It really didn’t matter which one.

      Could I have gotten any luckier? I had a true alchemist in front of me, an expert in making all different kinds of potions. She might have been able to identify exactly what I did to make my monster chow for my pigs. If I could accurately recreate it or rather simplify the process a bit with more availability, I might have been able to use it on more animals. My food production would be through the roof, and I could really start selling it for some sustainable coin. I had to convince her to help me out somehow.

      That was going to be tricky with the undergirding lie I was operating with.

      “So, um, Markus?” Aiyana moved a few strands of hair behind her ear. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure!” I gave her back her potion. “Anything.”

      “Are there children here?” She placed the potion back in her belt. “Any troll children, I mean. Did your party find any?”

      “Well, it is a whole village of trolls,” I answered. “There are women and children here along with the warriors.”

      “Oh.” She looked down at her paw feet. “I see. While we are getting paid for every troll we bring back, our guild’s quest only requires the head of the chief as proof we finished for the overall reward. My party will probably get a little zealous while they’re looking for him, and… Do we have to…? Is your party going to…? Does your baron want the rest of the tribe exterminated, too?”

      “Huh.” I was surprised at her compassion. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

      “Forget I said anything.” She turned away from me. “Let’s just finish the quest and be done with this place. The sooner we get done, the less damage we’ll do.”

      “No, no, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.” I put my hand under her chin to pull her face towards mine. “Do you really want to spare them?”

      “Honestly?” She looked me in the eye. “Yes.”

      “I think there’s a way we can make that work,” I assured her. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “O-oh, yeah, of course.” She blushed through her fuzzy cheeks.

      “I--”

      “CONTACT!” Sonitram, the bird knight, shouted from the front as the sound of growling trolls rustled through the fields ahead of us.
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      “Follow me.” I grabbed onto Aiyana’s wrist, pulling her into the brush of the wheat while the rest of her party fought with the trolls. “This way.”

      “Wait, what about the trolls?” She looked back towards the explosions and flames coming from their battle. “Shouldn’t we help the others?”

      “We will, sort of.” I led her into one of the dirt roads cutting through my property and through another field of corn. “I need to explain something to you first.”

      “So you were lying to us.” She pulled away from my grip. “What are you doing here? Do you even have an adventuring party? Where are they? Did you lead my party to a trap they made?”

      “Alright, I’ll give you the short version.” I tried to summarize my plight. “I really need your help to kill the rest of your party, and I get the feeling that you might be willing to help me out.”

      “What?!” She gasped. “Why?”

      “I don’t want them to destroy my farm or kill too many of my trolls,” I explained, “I’ve grown attached to the big lugs ever since they made me chief.”

      “You’re the chief?!” Aiyana yelped. “How?”

      “Long story, not gonna get into it right now,” I said. “We don’t have a lot of time before they get through the distraction trolls and fall into the trap.”

      “You were leading us into a trap?” She put her hands on her hips. “You were going to kill all of us?”

      “Well, I’ve excluded you from that trap group now.” I moved beside her, trying to lead her along towards one of the barns. “Can we run and talk?”

      “Why would I go anywhere with someone who was trying to kill me?” She stayed her ground. “Give me one good reason why I should.”

      “Because I’m not trying to kill you specifically, I want to save all the trolls just like you seem to, and I’m willing to give you anything within my power to gain your support.” I gave her three reasons. “Please answer quickly. I don’t have time to bat this around.”

      “If I let them die, I can’t go back to the guild again!” she argued. “I can’t go on quests, and I really need the coin from this one.”

      “I can give you two hundred gold coins, two diamonds, and a bunch of other gemstones for your service,” I countered with an offer. “Do you need more than that? That’s all I have on hand right now, but I’ll be making more money real soon.”

      “That’s how much you have on hand?” She took a step forward, her interest peaked. “And I could take all of that right now if I agreed to help you?”

      “Absolutely, no problem.” I waved her over. “Is that enough for you? Are you going to help me out, then?”

      “Well, I…” She thought about it for a moment. “That’s more than five times what I’m being paid for this job. I don’t know.”

      “Look, either help me out or go back to your party and help them.” I unhooked my sword and sheath from my belt, handing it to her. “You can tell them that you beat me in a fight after figuring out that I was a liar. That way, you can save face and still try to claim your reward. If you give me a second, I have the skull of the old chieftain. I bet they’d take that as proof that you completed the quest.”

      “You’d… help me out, anyway?” She raised a fuzzy eyebrow. “Even if I didn’t help you?”

      “Something tells me that you’re worth it either way.” I smiled.

      “I…” She looked down at the sword. After a long, excruciating pause, she pushed the sword away from herself. “Keep it and the skull. I’ll help you under one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “Can I…” She almost had to push the request out of her mouth. “Can I stay here in your village for a while? Just for a month. I just want to see if this place has what I’m looking for.”

      “Absolutely.” I put a hand behind her to push her along as we moved towards the barn. “I’ll have my trolls make you feel right at home. You can meet up with Barry, George, and all the others around here. That’s more than perfect. Saves me a bit of trouble, honestly.”

      “How so?”

      “I was hoping that you’d stick around and help me with an alchemical problem,” I told her. “I was going to pay you the gold for that, but I suppose I’ll have to come up with some other payment to hire your services.”

      “I’d love to help!” She barely let me finish my sentence. “What do you need? Want me to make you a potion? A poison? A poultice? Maybe some really good soup? I make a mean bowl of vegetable soup!”

      “Later.” I finished the conversation as we approached the barn. “For now, do you have any explosives?”

      “A few.” She pulled out a few choice bottles from her belt. “Why? Are we blowing up this barn?”

      “Gods, no!” I opened up the back door of the barn, leading her inside where Barry, George, and a bunch of trolls were waiting, working on the final touches of some of the last few siege weapons. “You’re going to help these two out. Barry, George, this is Aiyana. She’s a friend of ours now, and she’s here to help make your new weapons just that much better. Aiyana, these are the trapmakers I told you about.”

      “Well, aren’t you a hairy one?” The bushy-bearded blacksmith held out a meaty hand to suffocate the delicate fingers Aiyana held out in turn. “Barolt Anglish, blacksmith and handyman, at your service.”

      “George Wayfar, wood and wood accessories.” The woodcarver waved. “How exactly is this woman supposed to help my creation reach its zenith of perfection?”

      “George, be nice!” Barry smacked the woodworker over his mop of hair. “I’m sure Markus wouldn’t send us an extra pair of hands unless they were skilled in a craft, woman or otherwise. Aiyana, I must apologize on behalf of my fool of a work associate.”

      “No worries, Barry!” She giggled. “I’m just so glad that he referred to me like a real person for once!”

      “Are we…” George tilted his head and squinted. “Not supposed to be doing that? You’re a person, after all. That’s what people do for each other.”

      “Right, what people do, I’ve been told.” Aiyana began to tear up. “Sorry, I’m fine. Just give me a second.”

      “Look at what you’ve done, George!” Barry smacked him upside the head again. “Making a woman cry like that! Who raised you?”

      “Don’t be hard on him, Barry. I’m fine,” Aiyana assured the blacksmith. “I’ve never been better, actually. What do you need from me? I can make explosives for you guys.”

      “That’s what we’ve been missing!” George smacked his own head with his palm. “I thought I’d never figure out how to perfect this war machine! It needs to go BOOM!”

      “Please don’t let him touch the bombs,” Barry begged the alchemist.

      “Great, you guys figure that out, and I’ll go out and help my trolls not get killed.” I headed for the barn’s front door. “Finish that as quickly as you can and bring it out. Aiyana, if you’re up for it, I could use your help out on the field once you’re done helping them out.”

      “Anything for you, Markus.” She smiled back at me. “Oh, Markus, before you go! Two things!”

      “What?”

      “First: Don’t underestimate them,” she warned me. “They’ve got two silver-grade adventurers with them. Sonitram and Martinos are the most dangerous in the group.”

      “The bird guy and… his pet crocodile?” I chuckled. “Are you saying the crocodile’s also an adventurer and that he outranks F.U.C.K.wad and Wiseboy?”

      “I’m serious, Markus. He’s not just a crocodile, and Sonitram’s not just a raptorborn. Not when they’re together.” She walked up to me. “And second…”

      She pulled on the collar of my armor and kissed me on the lips.

      “Thank you.”

      “You can thank me later when my farm isn’t burned to the ground by some damn adventurers.” I forced myself to pull away. “Wish me luck.”

      Heading out the front, I hustled over near the killing field, where my trolls had already engaged the enemy. It seemed that they followed my instructions to the letter. The trolls from before had garnered their attention, leading them further into a barren patch of my farm that we’d set up the ambush. The finished half of the siege weapons, a couple of ballistae and two trebuchets, were firing at full capacity, operated by their own crew of trolls as they threw everything that they could on the adventurers.

      Even with giant rocks, sharpened logs, and a dozen or so trolls throwing themselves at them, they were somehow holding their own. As much as we were making fun of the wiseguy wizard, it turned out that he was at least capable of deflecting giant rocks being thrown around from the sky. They would still land like they should, just not where they should, as he used wind magic to redirect the rocks at the last minute. He himself was covered in flames from head to toe, making any direct contact come with scorching consequences.

      While he was playing defensively, the Darkstahb guy weaved his way through the trolls, slicing them up with his fancy daggers. Pretty agile for a short guy, made all the shorter by the towering height of my trolls around him. Didn’t matter how strong they were when they couldn’t touch him. The only thing keeping my warriors from being torn to shreds was the armor Barry had made for them in the past few weeks, and even that couldn’t stop every strike.

      The real problem, and by far the most bizarre, was the bird knight Sonitram and his crocodile steed. As it turned out, the line between steed and rider was a little blurry between the two of them, and they used that to their advantage very well in combat. They could literally switch, where one would become horse-shaped and the other man-shaped to suit their needs. When the bird was the rider, he had the massive shield to block and deflect troll attacks, staggering my trolls so that the assassin could get in close for the deadly attack. When they saw an opening, the crocodile became the rider, and he’d use both of his axes to slice up one of my trolls, killing them one by one and whittling down their numbers. With them clearing the space, the wiseguy wizard had all the room he needed to keep deflecting the siege weaponry.

      Clearly, I had to step in, but what was I supposed to do? I had a sword and very little training. If I played this wrong, I would get my ass handed to me on a silver platter. What I needed was a distraction--

      “TANA KICK!”

      Like a javelin thrown from a thunderstorm, Tana flew in from above, cracking the beak of the bird knight just as he transformed back into humanoid form and knocking him off his crocodile steed. She must have jumped down from the nearby barn to gain that height, but the distance she covered was just absurd. Well, she had the legs for it, and she had no trouble showing them off.

      “TANA KICK!”

      While Tana and Sonitram were tumbling around, Tana’s legs were twisting and flying with precision and flair like an extra set of hands as she kicked the shield out of Sonitram’s hands, letting it fly far away from the battlefield. It sunk into the ground nearly halfway, its weight pulling it down deeper than I knew I could carry alone.

      The two paladins recovered quickly from the surprise attack and transformed again, Sonitram turning back into a steed and Martinos the crocodile regaining his axes. They both tried to pin the warrior woman in place by surrounding her, keeping her mobility in check. Martinos rushed forward, barbarically throwing his axes around in a chaotic and unpredictable slashing flurry.

      “TANA KICK!”

      She was having none of that, however, as she kicked one of Martinos’s hands high, somehow grabbing his wrist with her toes as she threw him over herself with just her flexible leg-power alone. Sonitram, the bird steed, couldn’t so much as stand on his four legs before Martinos was crashing into him, accidentally slicing through armor straps with his enchanted axes.

      II had to admit, I was very scared and just a little aroused by that display of violence from my troll wife. If she was the chieftain I had to fight instead of the other guy, I don’t think I would have survived the encounter.

      And that was just the distraction I needed. Rushing forward with my sword drawn, I ran my blade through Esky the wizard as an opening presented itself to me. If I got him out of the way, the trolls might just be enough to take the other two down, and we could finally win this.

      “That was very unwise.” Esky looked at me, his eyes glowing yellow like a wildfire.

      As his blood splattered onto the sword, it ignited, heating up the blade to a bright yellow as my grip seared my hand through my leather gloves. I almost reflexively released my grip on the sword just to avoid the pain, but I knew that if I lost my sword, it’d be all over for me in this fight. As I clenched my teeth and screamed through my throat, I held on.

      “I do not know why you sided with the trolls in this fight, adventurer.” Esky the Wise placed his hand on the glowing blade, brightening it and increasing the heat tenfold. “I suppose it matters little in the scheme of things. You will be dead, and your meager wisdom will die with you.”

      “The fuck is with your wisdom fetish?” I tried to say as I shouted through the pain. “It’s starting to creep me out.”

      “I can have any fetish I want.” Esky took his hand off the blade to reach for his wand, his other hand holding an open tome. “I will be the victor of this battle. From wisdom comes strength, little man.”

      Flames erupted from the tip of the wand, connecting with the flames of his clothes as he swelled with heat and light. Several strands gathered above his head, coiling into a ball filled with rippling color. Larger and larger, the flames fed the ball and filled it up, giving it power and life, all to create what could only be something like a giant bomb just for me.

      “Oh, my gods, who the hell cares?”

      Pulling away, I tore the blade out of the wizard’s side, releasing myself from the heated trap I’d stumbled myself into. Gearing up for a slash across his chest, I stopped myself when I saw the dress-wearing adventurer’s limp body fall to the ground, his eyes lifeless and his life pointless. All of that drama and such an anticlimactic death. What a chump.

      However, just because he was dead didn’t mean he was done being a pain in my ass. As the splattered blood turned into flame, it was also consumed by the raging inferno above him, along with the flames on his clothes. Eventually, his whole body was consumed by fire, and the fire itself consumed by the floating ball still hanging in the air, like a miniature sun. And, judging by how wiggly the mini-sun was getting, it wasn’t going to just stay so compact for long.

      “Everybody run!” I commanded my trolls. “This thing’s about to--”

      “Where do you think you’re going, lordlicker?” The assassin kicked off one of the trolls he was fighting and ran towards me. “Can’t say I’m upset that the ‘Wise’ is gone, but I still have to kill you for that one! Though you did save me the trouble of killing him mysel--”

      “Just in time!” I dove underneath his slashing knives, gave him a bear hug, and turned around to face the fireball. “Could you deal with that for me?”

      “What the hell!” He broke away from my bear hug, though finding himself far too close than comfortable to the fireball as he stopped his momentum with his foot and took a step back. “You bastard! Nobody lays their hands on a ward of the Fraternitas and gets away with-- Hey!”

      I was already hoofing it towards the shield stuck in the ground, conveniently nearby. As I slid on my knees and shuffled behind it, I awaited the explosion of the fireball at any moment. The other trolls had taken my advice and moved as far away as they could with their long legs, having already cleared the field. Tana gave a final kick to both Martinos in knight form and Sonitram in steed form, keeping them in the blast-to-be.

      “Oh, you son of a--!”

      A thundering boom and the explosion sprung to life, silencing the would-be assassin as the funerary flames of the dead wizard coated the battlefield. Wisps of flickering heat soared over my shield, nearly cooking me alive in this makeshift oven I’d put myself in. Better than taking the flames on directly, but I just knew I’d be nursing some sweaty burns underneath my armor once we’d finished up here.

      The flames had erupted quickly but died away slowly, the magic fueling them finally running out. With the last flicker gone, I peered over the edge of the shield to see the destruction. The ground was scorched black, dented like a crater, and barren to all hell. There was no sign of the wizard whose body made the explosion or the assassin who was caught so close to the blast.

      The bird and the crocodile, whoever, were still alive.

      “You miserable, filthy little meatsacks!” Martinos, the crocodile knight, ripped the golden, bejeweled amulet from his neck. “This was supposed to be an easy mission! Easy coin! You have no right to kill adventurers like us! We’re better than you! We’re stronger, faster, more powerful than anything you could hope to be! We’ll kill every last one of you!”

      He placed the amulet in his maw, crushing it with his teeth. Ethereal blue winds blew out from the destroyed pieces, surrounding both Martinos and Sonitram as their bodies began to pull together. The light thickened around them both until it shrouded them from view like a cocoon, tightening and brightening while the magic did something to both of them.

      This was going to get horrific, wasn’t it? Gods help us. I hated adventurers.
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      The light cocoon quickly dissipated, and the two knights had disappeared. In their place was an abomination of knight and steed, crocodile and bird, the two bodies mixed into one horrifying form. The new monstrosity had a long lower body covered in thick scales, mixed with mangy feathers and jagged shards of metal sticking out and scattered about all the way down its tail. Four bowed legs stuck out of its sides, ending in talons like curved daggers. Like a centaur, instead of a neck, it had a human-like upper body, with long arms tipped with crone-like fingers. It held a massive splintered chunk of sharpened metal as a weapon, vaguely resembling the two axes and the sword the two paladins once wielded. The muscles on its back had enlarged into a grotesque hunch, with two eagle wings that blocked out the sky, made bare by the scales that had taken up half of its skin. Its mouth was long like a crocodile’s, filled with sharp teeth, yet hardened and curved like an eagle’s beak.

      “What in the godsdamned fuck?” I pointed at the new beast. “What in the godsdamned fuck? I mean, WHAT. In the GODSDAMNED. FUCK!”

      “It hurts!” the new beast writhed, twisting about its upper torso and clawing at its own face as it spoke from its mutated mouth in the two voices of the paladins that it was made of. “It hurts! It hurts!”

      “Oh, my gods, they’re both still in there!” I tried to pick up the shield I was hiding behind off the ground, finding it held in place by its own weight. “Why would you ever think to do that to yourselves? That’s just stupid.”

      “It hurts!” the paladin monster cried out more. “It hurts! Make it stop! Make it stop!”

      I had no moral qualms about killing all of these adventurers when they got here. They came onto my property uninvited, and they weren’t going to be leaving it alive. I believe I’d made that opinion clear to anyone who knew me well. There was no love between me and any in their profession, but now?

      This was going to be a mercy killing… for me because I wanted it to shut the hell up.

      “Hey! Hubububu!” I shouted over to the fat troll leading the siege weapon operators. “Where the hell’s my siege support?!”

      “Stop it!” The pala-demon threw his blade chunk weapon at me, powdering the dirt into the air, with me and the shield flying along with most of it. Thank the gods I was still behind the shield when it hit me, or I wouldn’t have survived. Definitely wasn’t a big fan of all the pain from being thrown several feet away by a giant pillar of pointy and slicing death.

      But I could finally hold the shield now! The damn thing was heavy as shit, about the size of a wagon wheel and a solid chunk of metal through and through. I didn’t know how the bird guy was able to lug it around so casually, but it would do in a pinch, and I could set it down whenever I needed to block, hopefully.

      “TANA KICK!”

      There she was! Tana flew in yet again, driving the heel of her foot straight into the jaw-beak of the palademon, turning the beast’s head sideways. Unlike the first surprise kick she’d used beforehand, though, the paladin hybrid had caught on to that trick, catching the troll warrior princess in his hand and throwing her down to the ground. Thankfully, she rolled out of the way before one of the palademon’s feet stomped down on her.

      “Ah! Tana no like this!” Tana backed away from the beast, the giant still distracted from its own constant pain as it clawed its own face. “Why metal warriors change into nasty beast?”

      “I don’t think they knew this would happen.” I ran by her, putting the shield in her hands. “Can you hold on to this?”

      “Tana hold.” She grabbed onto the shield. “Tana like. Can Tana use shield?”

      “That was the plan.” I stood behind her. “It’ll be up to us to distract that thing until we can get some heavy support again. Do you think you could take a hit or two while holding that?”

      “Tana try!” The warrior held her shield up stoutly between herself and the beast. “Tana never let Marusk be hurt!”

      “I knew you wouldn’t let me down-- GET DOWN!”

      I noticed at the last possible moment that the paladin monster wasn’t just flexing his hand in the air for no reason and looked back to see the club weapon dislodging from its rest in the ground through some strange magic. I pulled Tana’s head down just as the sharp club flew through the air on its own like an arrow shot from a bow, barely skipping over our own heads.

      As it continued to fly through the air, the metal spike pillar sailed clear through one of the wings on the beasts, shredding through the joint as the wing fell to the ground. The beast howled in pain as it tensed its hand again, summoning the blade to fly through the air again in the opposite direction, right back at us. While it used its magic, it charged at us, bending its upper torso down and baring its claws and vicious teeth.

      Taking the risky maneuver, I pushed forward instead of pulling back, threading my sword through the tiniest opening that the beast had left me in its wild charge. My blade found purchase right in the connection between the upper and lower sections of the beast, and I found myself dragged along as the beast finished its charge. As it did so, I stood back up straight as it looked down at me on its side.

      “Hi.”

      “Make it stop!” The beast swiped down with the arm on the same side as I swung from side to side to avoid its awkward assault. “Make it stop! Make it stop! Make it stop!”

      “I’m trying. Just hold still!” I dislodged myself from his side, accidentally swinging up and landing on top of his lower half, as if riding him like a horse. Thankfully, it was a soft spot with feathers and no sharp pieces of metal, so my privates were… relatively unscathed. “Oh, boy, this isn’t good.”

      “We hate it! We hate it!” Like a bucking bull, the paladin monster kicked and stomped, jumped and twisted, doing everything in its power to get me off. “We hate it! Make it stop! It hurts so much!”

      “Then just let me kill you already!” I stabbed my sword into a somewhat bare spot on its back to hold on, using every drop of strength I had to inch that thing deeper into its flesh. “You could have died peacefully as a knight and his horse, but noooo! You had to go and do some magic thing and turn your every waking moment into an eternal nightmare! And you did it on MY PROPERTY!”

      “Make it stop!” Tensing his hand again, the beast summoned the spike pillar towards us to attack me. “Make it stop!”

      “Yeah, yeah, we got it!” I hugged the beast as tightly as I could to avoid getting sliced by his club attack. “Insufferable torment, anguish beyond imagination, we’ve got the concept locked in.”

      As the pointy blade chunk flew towards us, it missed me entirely, leaving only the beast itself to be hit by its own weapon. Unable to dodge its own attack, the oversized weapon stripped the palademon’s side on its lower half of skin and muscle. Blood splattered across the ground like a fountain, soaking the ground beneath us as the beast kept stomping about.

      “Marusk!” Tana shouted from down below. “Need shield?”

      “Yeah, probably!” I waved for her to toss the shield up to me.

      With a single spin around, Tana threw the shield like a flying discus, heading way over my head and straight into the paladin beast’s, clanging against it as it spun out of control and out to the edges of the battlefield. Tana tried to avoid looking at me as her cheeks flooded with embarrassment.

      “Sorry!”

      “Just try again.” I tried to laugh it off, still holding on for dear life by the grip of my sword. “I’ll be right here waiting.”

      While Tana was off fetching the shield, I took advantage of the momentary distraction she had given me by dazing the beast to push my blade further into his body, churning up as much flesh as I could. There was a metal chunk in here that wanted to get out, so I excavated that quickly while I had the chance as well, leaving a gushing sore of blood and exposed muscles in its place.

      “WHY?!” The beast tried to twist around to see me, kicking and bucking away once more. “WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?! WHY?!”

      “Because you’re on my damn property!” I pulled out a few giant feathers while I was hanging on again. “Yeah, you like that? Do you like that? Doesn’t feel too good, does it? I bet you hate this, don’t you? Are you in unbearable pain, big guy?”

      “Pain!” the beast cried out, blindly twisting and slashing with its clawed hands. “It hurts! It hurts!”

      “Then just die already! I’m trying to help you do that!” I looked at all the blood spilling out of its sides. “Gods be damned, you’ve lost more blood than I’ve ever seen, and I’m a butcher. You should be passing out by now!”

      “I can’t…” The beast lost a lot of its energy, finally feeling the blood loss as the bucking and jostling slowed down. “I can’t…”

      “There we go!” I started pulling on another chunk of metal to open up another wound. “You’re not the first pest that’s plagued my farm, and I’m sure you won’t be the last, but you sure as hell were the loudest. Now, how about you take a nice little nap for the rest of time, and we’ll just… Uh-oh.”

      One of the hands of the beast calmly and expertly grabbed one of my legs, pulling me from my mounted seat as I quickly pulled my sword out from his back. Lifting me up to hang upside down, it held me out from itself, tilting its head to look at me. I did not like this new calmness at all. Not only were its eyes focused on me, but it was also smiling.

      Not a good sign. I had a feeling the painful anguish had come to an inconvenient end.

      “Our mind returns to us.” The beast’s two voices spoke for both Martinos and Sonitram. “We don’t know if this is reversible, but it doesn’t matter.”

      With a tensing of its hand, the beast summoned the blade chunk to its hand, holding it by a stray cluster of spikes. It pointed one of the many tips at me, pressing the blade against my stomach. Mastering the flying weapon was also not a good sign for any of us. We were royally fucked.

      “We like the power this form gives us.” It moved the blade down towards my head, and I tried to keep the sharp edges away from any of my skin with my sword. “Imagine all the quests we could complete in a form like this. We may become the strongest paladin there ever was. The strongest adventurer. The strongest in the world.”

      Hoo, boy, the blood was really starting to pool in my head. I couldn’t stay conscious for long if this kept up. But I spotted an interesting development out of the corner of my eye, which put a little pep in my step.

      “First, you have to leave my property.” I put my other hand against the flat of the blade to push harder against the metal shard club. “If you leave without causing any more damage to my farm, we’ll let bygones be bygones. Whaddaya say to that?”

      “You’re in no place to bargain.” The palademon laughed. “I’m stronger than you. Your party of cowards abandoned you. All the trolls are powerless against me. Your threats don’t scare me. And I have to kill you anyway to keep you from telling anything to your baron. Once I kill the chieftain of this camp, I can return to Nuretoth as a hero. A rich one.”

      “Oh, right, right, the lies I said before, right.” I rubbed my eyes with my fingers. “Right, so, surprise surprise, I’m not actually an adventurer working with the local baron, I’m the troll chieftain, and this is my place. I own it, and you’re trespassing. Leave.”

      “I’ve got my senses back, meatsack.” The beast’s eyelids dropped in disappointment as it released its blade mass from my neck. “You’re fooling no one but yourself with your lies. I’d believe it if you had said you were working with the trolls for whatever reason, but you’re just ridiculous. It doesn’t matter who you are in the end. You’ll be dead in just a moment. But, just to show that I’m not a beast, I’ll give you a few final words. You did help provoke me to evolve. It’s the very least I could do. And there’s nothing that you can do.”

      “Really?” I smirked. “Um. Okay. Can they be anything that I want?”

      “You’re wasting them.”

      “Okay, okay, okay!” I put a hand to my chin. “How about… launch?”

      “What kind of last word is that--?”

      A massive boulder crashed into the side of the beast, which exploded into a thousand sparkling streaks that tore a chunk of flesh out of its side, sending blood and skin all over the place. The beast roared with its two voices, dropping down to its front knees and one hand as it tried to recover from the blow.

      The thing dropped me promptly, and I did everything in my power to land as gracefully as possible. I ended up landing on my side and rolling away, but it could have been worse. Running away from what was sure to be a slaughter, I noticed Tana standing by Aiyana, both of them hiding behind the shield, and I did the same.

      “Sorry I’m so late, Markus,” Aiyana apologized. “I would have helped you fight the other adventurers, but it took a lot longer than I expected to equip all the boulders and ballista bolts with explosive liquid coatings. Plus, I had to explain to the trolls operating them that I was trying to help, and one of them almost tried to kill me before Barry explained that I was--”

      “It’s fine, Aiyana, don’t worry.” I put my hands on her shoulders. “You did amazing, and you may well have saved all of our lives.”

      “Tana thank new girl!” Tana crushed Aiyana in a big hug. “New girl so fluffy!”

      “How’s our big dingleberry doing?” I looked over the shield to see the carnage that was about to devastate our adversary.

      And, just like I had hoped, a half dozen or so boulders and ballista bolts fired at the beast, pelting it from every direction. It tried to deflect a bolt in the air with its blade club, but the bolt exploded as soon as he made contact with it, blasting the club out of reach as he was attacked from every side. That must have been because of that explosive liquid coating thing Aiyana mentioned.

      In fact, every boulder and bolt exploded on impact and tore the beast to shreds, scales, metal, and all. It tried to summon its club back to itself as some kind of defense, but an explosion broke its concentration, and the blade club landed squarely in its chest.

      In short order, the barrage stopped, and the beast was little more than bones and shreds of flesh stacked on top of each other. The bones with muscles attached toppled over, and the Martinos-Sonitram hybrid abomination was no more.

      “Not to be weird, but,” I addressed the two girls with me, “is anyone else curious about how he would taste? I’m willing to try it out if you are.”
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      “Soooooo, Marusk!” Tana bumped me with her hip as we walked back towards the loghouses. “Who new girl? New wife?”

      “Wife?!” Aiyana choked on her own breath, blushing like a red beat through her fuzzy cheeks. “Nononononono, nothing like that. No, no, no, I’m not ready for that kind of hard commitment yet. I mean, he’s pretty cute for a human, like, really really cute, I know, I know, but just met him, and I don’t even know if he likes me like that or not and-- Why am I talking like this? You’re right here, oh my gods!”

      “What wrong?” Tana asked the new girl. “Marusk strong and brave. Provide for tribe! Provide for family! Make strong babies! Marusk make great husband! Also, Marusk chief. Chief, new girl. Marusk chiefy chiefy chief chief. Power. Respect. Food. Chiefy chief chief.”

      “Yeah, you said that already.” Aiyana tucked her hair behind her ears. “This is all so sudden. Shouldn’t we start with a little courting first? A few romantic evenings? Isn’t that how it’s supposed to go?”

      “Wolf girl have problem.” Tana swept the wolf alchemist onto her shoulder. “Tana have solution! Marusk, make love to wolf girl! Wolf girl see how good Marusk is!”

      “Wha--? Put me down!” Aiyana pounded on Tana’s back with about as much effectiveness as a pebble bouncing off a castle wall. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Wolf go to Marusk’s loghouse!” Tana shouted, marching towards my home at the other end of the property. “Marusk make love to wolf girl. Wolf girl’s life changed forever! Wolf girl beg Marusk to be wife!”

      “Markus, is this why you saved me?” Aiyana gave me a stink eye from atop Tana’s shoulder. “You were just going to force me to marry you?”

      “I had literally no idea she was going to do this.” I had to march just to keep up with Tana’s powerful walking pace. “Trolls are a bit unpredictable from my experience. They kind of just do what they want, regardless of anything you say to them.”

      “So, then, how are you their chieftain?” Aiyana asked. “Do they even listen to you?”

      “Oh, of course, the chief’s word is law,” I explained. “But I never wanted to be their chieftain in the first place. They’re the ones who wanted me to replace their old chieftain. This girl’s been especially troublesome.”

      “Tana!” the troll girl introduced herself. “Marusk’s first wife.”

      “You already have a wife?” Aiyana gasped. “Why do you need a second one?”

      “Look, Aiyana, the only thing that I need in this world is for people to respect my property.” I metaphorically put my foot down, though both feet were still tapping along at a jogging pace behind Tana. “I didn’t ask to have a first wife. She wanted this. And apparently, she wants you to be my wife, too. Now, I’m not going to force anything--”

      “Tana will,” Tana unhelpfully interjected. “Aiyana wolf girl beautiful. Aiyana make good wife for Marusk! Tana make it so!”

      “Tana, enough.” I stopped running behind her. “Put her down.”

      “But, Marusk, why--?”

      “Chief’s orders, Tana.” I pulled out the authority card. “Down.”

      “Okay.” Tana set Aiyana down. The wolf girl brushed herself off and shook herself clean.

      “Aiyana, I’ll level with you.” I looked at the fur-covered alchemist. “I think you’re very beautiful, and I’d love to spend more time with you. You said you wanted to stay around here for another month, and I’m willing to spend that time however you like. Now, the whole ‘marriage’ thing is a huge thing I won’t get into, but I’m willing to explore whatever kind of relationship you’re willing to put up with between us. Or you can stay on the other side of the farm for the whole month, or you can leave right now, and anything in between all of that.”

      “So, you don’t want me to marry you?” Aiyana asked after a pause.

      “I’m fine with anything,” I answered, “and, clearly, trolls are into big families, especially when it comes to their chieftains. Lots of strong descendants and all that. It’s your call all the way. You get the final word on this. I’m not going to force anything on you.”

      “Alright, so…” She put her hands together and placed them against her mouth. “If I were to say that I want to simply consider my options… with you… alone… with you… you know, privately, with some time to consider all the things you offer… on a more intimate level… in, you know, a bedroom or something…?”

      “Aiyana wants make sweet love to Marusk!” Tana hooked both Aiyana and myself in her arms, running towards my house. “Tana so happy. Marusk no disappoint, Aiyana! Marusk great love maker! Best ever! Marusk make Aiyana so happy!”

      “Wow, you really did a number on her, didn’t you?” Aiyana unhooked the first latch of her leather vest to loosen her collar and let her chest breathe. “She’s so strong and agile. Making her so crazy about you must have been hard.”

      “Please don’t set your expectations too high. I’m just a man with a farm.” I tried to temper the mood a bit. “Let’s just let your firsthand experience decide how you feel, alright?”

      Barging into the house, Tana charged up the stairs and into my room, throwing me and Aiyana down onto the bed. Just as quickly as she had charged in, she rushed back out, closing all doors behind her as she left us to our own devices.

      “Have fun! Make sweet love!”

      “Yeah, no pressure.” I joked around. “I’ll just rock your world like no one’s ever done before, right? Not exactly a mood-setter, is she?”

      “I think she did alright.” Aiyana began to undo the bandoliers and belts on her, stripping down the accessories on her leather as she got to just the leather armor. “You mind helping me out?”

      “Of course.” I moved over on the bed, undoing the latches on the straps, holding her armor in place. “Armor isn’t exactly the perfect attire to wear right before you have to strip naked for a few hours, is it?”

      “Hours? Now my expectations are high, Mr. Markus.” She put a hand to her chest, realizing that I had already taken off her chest piece, revealing the loose clothing she wore underneath. “Oh, wow, you work fast. You’re not wasting any time, are you?”

      “Honey, we can take all the time we need.” I put a hand to her cheek. “Your pace. I’m just trying to help things along.”

      “Oh, believe me, you are.” Her voice became breathless, and her tail started to drag along the bed in her excitement. “Oh, my gods, I’m sorry. It does that when I get excited.”

      “I’m taking it as a compliment.” I gave her a soft kiss. “Who doesn’t appreciate a little enthusiasm at a time like this?”

      Not leaving her lips, I quickly lifted her clothes off of her, exposing her to the cold air as I pulled her closer to me to feel my warmth. My hands explored as they pleased as we spent a moment together, locked in this simple embrace, her arms wrapping around my neck and mine around her waist. She had plenty of curves to explore, and I took my sweet time getting to know each and every one. Her fur was just as soft as her skin, her skin as soft as her breasts, her breasts as soft as her ass and legs. Slowly but surely, we got all the cumbersome armor off of ourselves until we were both as bare as the day we were born, feeling each other to our heart’s content.

      I laid her down gently, pulling her hips closer to me as I guided myself down into her. With a light tease, I played around, then entered into her, feeling her embrace me as her arms and legs moved to pull me closer to her. As our lips met again, so did our tongues, as we fell into each other, grinding against each other and letting the passion of the moment take its course. Her hot breath washed over me like a stream of heated water, refreshing me and renewing my strength.

      As time passed, I pushed harder and harder against her, and she pushed harder against me in turn. Her quiet breaths became loud moans and eventually forceful screams as she arched her back, grabbing onto the bed sheets as if they were a lifeline. Pulling her legs up, she flipped herself around while staying attached to me, pressing her chest into the bed as she bit into the pillow in front of her. I hung onto her hips with one hand and put another on her tail. She liked that a lot, given how much tighter she gripped onto me. Though, I’d lost count of how many times she’d tightened around me, her body giving her ecstasy and more ecstasy.

      “Tana undersold you, Markus!” she screamed. “You’re so good! I’ve never felt like this before! I can’t think straight. I… I love you!”

      “I love you, too.” I kept pumping away, happy to hear the positive feedback. “You’re amazing. I could get used to this.”

      “Then let’s get married!” she said in the spur of the moment, the pleasure flooding her mind with impulse. “I’ll be your wife! I don’t want to spend a day without this!”

      “I think I can arrange that.” I bent over, feeling up her chest as my tongue dragged up her back. “I wouldn’t want to miss a day of this, either.”

      She turned herself around again, crawling up my body as she clung to me. I held onto her thighs and kept going as she held onto me, locking lips with mine again. Half the time, she seemed to kiss me just to stop herself from screaming loud enough to rattle the whole house, but then she’d do it, anyway. I thought it was cute.

      “Oh, gods, oh gods, oh gods!” she shouted, on the verge of another orgasm. “How are you this good? How are you still going? My body’s about to give out!”

      “Well, I’m close, so I should probably--”

      “Don’t stop!” She kissed me again. “Don’t stop! Please don’t stop! Just a little while longer! Please!”

      “I’m telling you, I’m about to--”

      “I don’t care. Just keep going!” She pushed against my hips as much as I was thrusting into hers. “I’m so close.”

      And the deed was done. She was feeling a shockwave through her whole body, which I could feel by holding onto her. I released a lot of the day’s tension into her and felt an inexorable calm run through me, collapsing me onto the bed with Aiyana on top of me. As I took in a few breaths of fresh air, she giggled like a child who’d just gotten away with something naughty.

      “Wowowowowowowowow…” She sighed, nuzzling herself into my chest. “Wow. Wow. Wowowowow. Wow.”

      “Wow.” I laughed.

      “I had no idea.” She giggled again. “I had no idea. When Tana was saying all of those things, I had no idea that… that… that she’d be so right!”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” I stroked her back. “You were great. I’m tuckered out.”

      “Well, you did just single-handedly fend off a mutated curse-beast fusion of two silver-grade adventurers!” The wolf girl gripped me tighter in all ways. “How did you even survive fighting that thing nearly alone!”

      “Well, I did have a lot of help.” I pointed out. “Like, a lot of it. The trolls warmed them up for me, Tana got rid of the bird guy’s shield and distracted the two tough ones while I helped deal with the other two, and the siege weapons are what actually killed the guy with your explosives.”

      “You stop that!” She slapped my chest. My tender, tender chest. “You did more than half the work in that fight, and you know it! Just like you did more than half the work just now.”

      “I definitely tried to do as much as I could, you know?” I said. “I hope that it doesn’t keep getting worse like this. I thought fighting a troll chieftain was hard enough, but that fucking monster mash paladin thing was just a goddamn mess. Do you know what that was all about? I know it probably had to do with that switchy horse-rider-horse power they’ve got. Was it related to the amulet he ate?”

      “If he broke the amulet containing the curse, then the magic would have exploded chaotically,” she explained a bit. “It would have released a lot of power, but there would be no telling how that power manifested itself. I can’t believe that they thought they needed to do something like that to fight you. You must have scared him.”

      “I ain’t scaring nobody.” I chuckled. “He was just getting pinned in a corner and thought he could handle a bit of broken curse. Turns out he couldn’t.”

      “Well, maybe he would have if it wasn’t for you.” Aiyana smiled at me. “I’m sure a team of gold-grade adventurers would have had their troubles taking care of a beast like that. You really are something special.”

      “Okay, now you’re overselling me.” I pointed at her. “I was a glorified distraction for that thing while the siege weapons were being set up. But nevermind, I won’t rehash that discussion. I did, however, want to talk to you a bit about the alchemical problem that I’d come across.”

      “Oh, yeah, tell me about that!” She sat herself up more on my chest to pay attention. “What kind of problem is it? Do you think you need a special brew for something?”

      “More accurately, I already have a special brew,” I told her, “I just don’t know how I made it, and I’m running out of the ingredients I’ve been using to make it up.”

      “So you need me to find out what your brew’s made of, isolate the active ingredient and all necessary ingredients, then tell you how to make more, possibly with cheaper methods?”

      “Nailed it.” I kissed her on the forehead. “And if you happen to have any other fancy alchemical tricks up your sleeve that you think would help us out around here, I would never turn them away.”

      “You know, Markus, I can’t help but think that I’m dreaming right now.” She rested her head on my shoulder. “I’ve wished for a place like this my whole life, and here it is, just like that. No fanfare, no painful journey across the world, no series of letdowns before the big prize at the end of the road. Just this. It’s nothing like I imagined it would be, but it’s everything I wanted.”

      “You wanted to live on a farm?”

      “I wanted a place that felt like home.” She sighed contently as she pulled me in closer. “The kind of place that treated me like I was worth something like I mattered. You appreciate my talents, and everyone around here treats me so nicely. Well, now they do, since they figured out I’m not an enemy anymore. They like it when I talk. They want to hear what I have to say. They listen when I do. I’ve never felt so normal before.”

      “That is just… awful.” I looked at her. “Your fantasy home is to be treated like a normal person? What kind of life were you living before that?”

      “Well, as you can see…” The wolf girl wagged her tail. “I’ve never been exactly normal.”

      “You hung out with a crocodile and an eagle that both turned into steeds for each other!” I got a little angry. “You’re telling me that nobody thought that was weird?”

      “They were quite popular in their paladin order,” she pointed out. “There’s lots of beast races and exotics they don’t seem to care about. I’m just not one of them.”

      “But you’re a wolf!” I was adamantly upset. “You’re like a little timber puppy mixed with a beautiful woman! That’s almost exactly what you are! How is that unpopular compared to things like a grizzled barbarian who looks like a swamp predator and a pigeon man? I ain’t saying that I wouldn’t want to have a civil conversation with a swamp predator man or a pigeon man one day that’s not trying to attack my farm, but just… how do you choose that over the little timber puppy?”

      “People have tended to see me more like a mangy street dog that just shit on the carpet.” Her head flopped onto my chest. “They want to slap a collar on me, or kick me out onto the street, or tell me to go outside if I want a restroom. They don’t see the… see the… puppy…”

      Tears filled her eyes.

      “Oh, my gods, I’m so sorry!” I held her tighter. “I didn’t mean to bring up any bad memories. I’ll shut up about it now, don’t worry.”

      “No, no, it’s fine!” She wiped her tears away and smiled. “I’ve just… never had anyone talk about me the way that you do. I’ve always seen myself as the mangy street dog, like everyone else. That’s just how my life was. I begged for scraps. I took what I could get, and I tried to earn enough money to get myself out of this life and explore the world a bit. I’d always hoped I’d find a place that saw me better than this. But now that I’m here… I really like being a little timber puppy.”

      “You’ll always be my little timber puppy.” I hugged her close. “As long as you stay here, you’ve got a home. I’m not going anywhere, and I’ll make damn sure that anyone who stays here doesn’t go anywhere either. You’ve seen what I’m willing to fight to keep what’s mine.”

      “I have!” She wiped away more tears as she giggled again. “You fight like your life’s on the line! You’d take on the world if you could.”

      “The world better stay off my damn property.” I pounded the bed. “Damn straight.”

      She spent a good long time looking at me and I at her before we said another word.

      “So, Mr. Markus, Champion of the farm,” she smirked at me, “what’s this special brew you want me to help you with? What’s it do?”

      “In short?” I started to answer. “It turns things into monsters.”

      “Monsters?” she asked. “As in, it polymorphs them into a monster? What kind of monster is it? A basilisk? A manticore?”

      “No, more like just a bigger, meaner version of itself,” I told her. “It gets almost ten times bigger and looks more primal than usual. My pigs have tried it out so far, and they’re huge now, with these big honking tusks. I’ll show you tomorrow.”

      “That’s… odd.” She pressed the tip of her finger up against her lip as she pondered. “I’ve never heard of a potion that can do something like that. Are you sure that the big pigs aren’t just a polymorphism of some kind of existing pig species? Have you tried it with other animals? Would they turn into big pigs, too?”

      “I was going to try it with the chickens next, but I wanted to be a bit sparing with the special chow,” I explained my goals with this concoction. “Ever since the trolls moved in, I’ve needed the monster-sized pigs just to feed everybody. Plus, I’ve made a bit of money on the side with the excess.”

      “We’ll definitely have to test it out on more animals to be sure that it’s doing what you say it is.” Aiyana jiggled the finger on her lips, her pondering ever more ponderous. “I’ll also need a list of all the ingredients that you put into the pig’s food so we can narrow down which ones are the likely culprits or what possible combinations.”

      “Well, in exchange for all of that, I…” I sat up, holding her close as she ended up sitting on my lap. “I need another round from you.”

      “Oh, is that all?” She giggled as she felt me inside her. “Feels more like a reward for me.”

      “Then I hope you’re ready.”

      And that was a long night.
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      As it turned out, those adventurers knocking on my door was the best thing that could have happened to my farm. It was the gift that kept on giving, and I wasn’t just talking about the gear that they had on them. It was quite the inventory they had on them, and I planned on making full use of all of it.

      The wizard’s stuff wasn’t exactly helpful to me at the moment. I didn’t know how to use spells and spell rings, and I didn’t know how to read any of the ancient runes in the spellbook to make sense of the drawings in there. Aiyana’s educated background helped her translate a little bit of it, but nothing she could decipher helped make the book useful. I wasn’t just going to throw something like that away, though, so I had it locked up with the rest of the magic rings I still hadn’t figured out yet.

      The assassin’s daggers were a sweet prize. Two more adventuring enchantments to turn into more magical equipment that we could use for whatever we wanted, plus another three that he never had a chance to use. The problem was, I didn’t know what to turn them into. I thought about making some special equipment for Aiyana or Tana, but neither of them really wanted anything. Aiyana was happy with the alchemy station she commissioned from Barry and George, and Tana worked best with her feet alone. She kept the paladin’s shield since she was one of the few people around who could lift it reliably. But, again, I wasn’t going to waste any magical equipment, so the daggers were stored for a rainy day.

      The real boon from the expedition, however, in terms of material goods, was the paladin monster. That crazy stunt that they pulled to fuse themselves together managed to catch most of their magical equipment inside of the chaos, warping it all into some magically infused ore. All of those metal shards sticking out of it were now raw material that Barry could experiment with to make some enchanted things. Whatever it was, the new monster steel was stronger and lighter than anything Barry had worked with before and would make for some very powerful armor, among other things.

      All of my troll patrol leaders were equipped with the best armor that a magical blacksmith could make. The magic on the new monster steel was incredibly chaotic, though, so each set of armor did something different and not always helpful. Glubnuk and Trubnuk randomly caught fire and got covered in frost, respectively. Hubububu would sometimes float around before falling back to the ground, Yakyank’s would spontaneously grow clawed spikes all over it, and Groktoktok’s was entirely invisible at all times. We had no injuries or casualties from the armor sets yet, but who knew what could happen with these idiots?

      Plus, all the leather that survived the explosions was tough as hell. I got both my girls equipped with palademon leather upgrades to their outfits for extra protection.

      By far, Aiyana was the absolute best thing to come out of that debacle. She was exactly what I needed to bring the best out of my accidental invention. Just like she promised, she figured out all the ins and outs of my special monster chow, optimizing it and fine-tuning the recipe until it was damn near perfect. I suddenly had ten times the stock of it from before and could afford to use it on different animals around the farm. So, of course, I got to feeding literally all the animals around with it just to see what it would do. Thank the gods I had trolls to wrestle all the new monstrous animals I was about to get. When we’d finally gotten around to all the animals on my farm, we had quite the menagerie of new monsters to wrangle.

      As for Barry and George, they continued to expand my farm, even more so now that I was swelling up all my animals to ten times their usual size. I would run out of property in a little while if they kept up their expansions. But that was a problem I’d have to solve another day. I was just glad that they seemed to be spending most of their time here helping me out still, instead of tending their own shops. I’d have to talk to them about that at some point.

      I was hardly able to recognize myself compared to who I was just a couple of months ago. Just in my daily routines, it was like I was living another life. I’d gone from a struggling farmhand to a godsdamned landowner with a bunch of workers. Instead of going out and working my ass off night and day, I spent most of my time checking up on everyone else’s progress and helping with the problems that came up.

      “How’s everything coming along?” I asked Groktoktok as we stood outside the new chicken coop. “Are the new chickens still giving you trouble?”

      “Groktoktok think trolls good with new chickens now.”

      Groktoktok gestured to the giant fortress of a chicken coop Barry had helped build. Troll tenders walked along and checked every last chicken, lifting them up and collecting eggs out from underneath them. Although, ‘chicken’ was now a very loose term. They were now terrifying creatures with leathery bat-like wings, twisting coils for a tail, feathered hides of blue and grey, twisting heads with beaks and crests like a chicken, and eyes like a snake. Each one was as tall as I was, and they sat in their own little nests, looking around at everything and nothing while clucking to each other, as if talking all at once. Apparently, the closest analog, according to Aiyana, was a cockatrice, but a wild cockatrice was far more lizard-like overall. These were clearly just demonic-looking chickens.

      Sitting on top of the coop itself was a massive one of these beasts, almost twice the size of the others. Everything about him was exaggerated, with bigger, angrier wings, more vibrant blues in its feathers, two whip-like tails instead of one, and a jagged rooster beak and crest. He slowly twisted its neck completely around in one direction for a full rotation, stopping as he looked behind himself before twisting it the other way and repeating the same as it scanned the whole farm for threats. The only time he stopped spinning his head was to cough out a green vapor from his lungs from time to time. I’d have liked to see any foxes try to touch one of these hens with Darryl keeping such a steadfast watch.

      “Darryl seems much calmer now.” I looked up at the monstrous rooster protecting its coop. “What finally made you let him out of his restraints?”

      “Groktoktok send many trolls to Tana for healing from stun breath,” the troll foreman explained. “Darryl angry trolls go near hens. Darryl want protect hens. Trolls release Darryl so Darryl protect. Darryl happy to protect hens.”

      “A rooster after my own heart.” I smirked. “Now that he’s calmed down, I’ll talk to Aiyana and see if we can’t use his breath somehow.”

      “Groktoktok no want go near Darryl again.” The big troll nervously scratched under his chin. “Can chief wait for Darryl to sleep?”

      “Only if you’re feeling scared.” I laughed and used that joke to exit to my next task for the day. “Let me know if Darryl gets out.”

      I moved over to the barn with the cows, seeing what Hubububu had gotten up to. Before I’d even approached, I saw the spectacle that had become of it as a crowd of trolls had gathered around a certain penned enclosure. Apparently, the monsterfication of the cows had given some of my trolls a certain idea, and I felt that it was harmless enough. Well, maybe ‘harmless’ wasn’t the right word for it.

      Pushing through the screaming crowd, I reached the fence and saw the two combatants in the arena getting ready to fight for everyone’s entertainment. In one corner was Hubububu himself, still as round as ever, stretching himself out in preparation for the upcoming battle. He had attendants with him, soaking him with water and encouraging him as he hyped himself up.

      In the other corner was one of my prize bulls, Valmont, monstrous and transformed into a muscled, hulking beast. Now, he stood more like a gorilla than a bull as his massive upper arms had grown so much larger. His horns had become more like blades growing out of his head, twisting independently of each other as they crowned his head. I would have expected him to be trapped in a labyrinth instead of inside a pen. His attendants merely held onto some chains attached to the base of his horns, quivering in fear as they hoped he wouldn’t pull against them. For a troll to be afraid of being outmatched in strength, Valmont must have become something fierce.

      A bell rang out, and both contestants charged forward. Valmont, the monster bull, tried to gore Hubububu with his horns, but the fat troll swept underneath, pushing against Valmont’s chest as he flipped him over onto his back. Valmont flipped himself back over as Hubububu tried to get on top of his back. Just as it seemed like the troll wrestler was about to find his place and ride the crazy bull, Valmont bucked him off, pushing him all the way to the edge of the arena and crashing into the posts on the sides. Hubububu’s attendants immediately rushed to his side, pouring more water on him and making sure he was still alive. Valmont’s attendants, along with a few others, rushed over to the raging monster and lashed him up with more chains, holding him as still as they could.

      “Bring bull to sow!” one of the attendants shouted to the others as they tried to move the bull towards the pen gate.

      Smart move. I’d bet a monster bull’s libido would be that much worse than a regular one, and Valmont needed to calm down quickly. Hey, it might have worked on me in a similar situation. I was worried that this was going to blow up in my face one day, but it seemed like they knew how to handle it fairly well. They had their shit together, surprisingly. I walked over to Hubububu, recovering from his failed attempt to ride the monster bull.

      “Tough luck, buddy.” I leaned against the fence as the wrestling troll leaned against the other side right next to me. “I’m sure you’ll get him next time.”

      “Chief mocks.” Hubububu pushed himself up, towering over me. “Hubububu no good fighting bull. Need more strength.”

      “I mean, you did flip Valmont over,” I reminded him. “That’d be insane for anyone to do to a regular bull, let alone the new monster cows.”

      “Chief do better.” He sighed, still frustrated with himself. “Chief ride bigger, stronger beast. Chief ride for long time. Chief stronger than Hubububu.”

      “You mean the big adventurer monster?” I snorted. “I literally stabbed it to hold on for my life. If you had a sword, I bet you could ride around on anything you wanted. Swords make things like that so much easier.”

      “Sword feel like cheat,” Hubububu said. “Hubububu no want kill bull. Want conquer. Want win. Want prove Hubububu strong.”

      “I think you’re plenty strong already.” I patted him on the shoulder. “But I appreciate you wanting to improve yourself. Who knows what the hell else we’ll have to deal with protecting this farm? It’s good that everyone wants to stay sharp.”

      “Hubububu get strong!” The fat troll raised his arms up and flexed. “Hubububu become strongest troll. Make chief proud!”

      “I’m sure you will!” I moved away from him, going to the next task. “I hope you can beat that bull one day.”

      “One day, Hubububu beat chief!” he shouted to me as I walked away. “Hubububu challenge chief! Hubububu ride bull for ten seconds, then chief try beat that!”

      “How about you focus on getting on the bull first, and then we’ll see about me beating your time on it?” I laughed as I moved to the… new building?

      What the hell was this one doing here? I didn’t remember asking for a building right here. What was it for? The only people that could have built this overnight were Barry and George. Since it was mostly made of wood, I suspected George more than Barry. Also, you know, George.

      Now that I was thinking about it, I did remember that George and Barry were talking about building their own workshops around here to save time. It made sense, but this seemed like a bit much. Also, those should have been a field over, right? I could see Barry’s new forge from over here.

      So what was this doing here? Why would they need two stories on it? And this thing was as big as a barn house. Were they going to hide more siege weapons inside of here? We already had a storage house for all of them. Plus, it wasn’t built like a storage house at all. This was clearly a people house.

      What the hell were they putting in here, and why wasn’t I told about it? Well, this was my property, so I was just going to explore the place a bit. I stepped up to the front door, reaching for the handle to see if it was unlocked.

      Before I could touch it, the handle turned of its own accord. As it opened up, I was greeted by a child about half my size. He couldn’t have been over seven years old, was missing a tooth, in the front, his hair was a mess, and he wore a set of dirty overalls. Most strikingly, he had a familiar set of eyes I’d seen on a bearded man I knew well.

      “Are you Uncle Markus?” the little boy asked me.

      “I suppose I am.” I knelt down to his level so we could have a proper conversation. “I don’t believe we’ve met. What’s your name?”

      “Gregory,” Gregory answered. “Dad says that this is our new house now, but I’m supposed to keep quiet until he gets back.” He leaned in closer and whispered loudly. “It’s a surprise gift for you!”

      “For me?” I raised an eyebrow. “He’s freeloading on my property without my permission, and he thinks that’s a gift for me?”

      “Yeah!” Gregory loudly whispered. “He asked Uncle George-- Do you know Uncle George?”

      “Big hair, yeah, I know him,” I said. “Go on.”

      “Yeah, he and Dad and a bunch of big guys with tusks came around, and they got all the wood in our house, and all the chairs and all the dressers and all the chairs and all the tables and all the windows, and carried it all the way over here, and put all the chairs and all the tables and all the windows and all the wood back, but bigger. Dad says he wants to work on the farm all the time, so he moved me and Mom over here.”

      “Is your mother here?” I remembered Barry’s wife, Margret. “Is she in the back?”

      “Oh, Gregory, dear, why didn’t you say there was someone at the door?” As if on cue, Margret huddled up the door, a hand placed on Gregory’s head. “Why don’t you play upstairs? Explore your new home!”

      Margret was about as much of a housewife as a housewife could be. Big, frilly dress, long sleeves, an even frillier apron, her hair up in a tight bun at all times, and a tiny set of glasses resting on the bridge of her nose. I hadn’t seen her too much since most of my time was spent with Barry, but she was always nice enough when she was around.

      “‘Kay!” Gregory happily skipped away from the door and hopped up the stairs. “Bye, Uncle Markus!”

      “Wow, I really need to visit you guys more often.” I stood back up, chuckling to myself. “I turn around for what feels like five minutes, and you’ve got a kid!”

      “Oh, he’s a sweetheart,” Margret said. “He’s been excited to explore the farm for a while now. You know, Barry’s been running back and forth between here and his forge so much that my head’s spinning off half the time. I rarely see him anymore now that he’s got so many ‘projects’ to work on over here! Thanks again for letting us stay!”

      “Margret, as happy as I am to see you, I have to ask what this is all about.” I gestured to the house. “Barry didn’t tell me anything about this. I had no idea you guys even wanted to move onto my farm.”

      “Oh, really?” Margret’s hands landed on her hips. “Of course, he’d forget to tell you. All of these preparations, and he forgets the most important part of the whole plan! We paid a fortune to the baron for the rights to the land our house and Barry’s forge was built on, just so we could take everything off of it and sell it right back. My gods, that man. I swear, I couldn’t tell you how many times I’ve had to bring his hammer back down to him when he left it upstairs in the house.”

      “He’s made enough money to buy property from the baron?” I asked. “Damn, he’s been making some cash hand over fist at his smithy. So why would he want to move here?”

      “Oh, something about loving the work here.” She waved away in the air. “He won’t stop talking about all the things he’s been building ever since you gave him that magic hammer or what-have-you. Houses, chains, armor for trolls, you name it! You’ve been running him ragged over here, and he’s loved every second of it. Why, I’ve never seen him with so much zeal! It’s like he’s working two different jobs, and yet he’s got energy to spare. Did you know that he even helped me clean the house the other day? This was well before we had to take it apart, and those troll people brought everything over here. Lovely folks, the trolls. I always thought they were savage brutes who only pillaged, but they were the nicest bunch of folks. Not much for words, but they love helping out!”

      “Certainly taking a lot of liberties with my trolls.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ll have a talk with him about it more. He’s lucky I was going to ask him if he wanted to move you guys in already, or I might just be really upset about this.”

      “Don’t you fret about us, hun. We’ll be the perfect tenants!” she assured me. “I’m sure there’s a heap of chores around here that I can help along with. As soon as Gregory’s old enough, he’ll be putting in his fair share as well. Oh, and I’ve been in charge of the finances for a while now, so I’ll make sure to have a healthy property tax sent your way every month from his proceeds.”

      “I can’t accept that.” I put my hands up. “I don’t charge the trolls for being here, so it’d be unfair for me to charge you anything. They help tend the farm, and they get a cut of the food. Barry’s already doing more than enough for your whole family.”

      “I insist!” Margaret stomped her foot down. “You’ll be well compensated for allowing us to stay on your family’s farm, Markus, and that’s the end of that!”

      “Okay, okay!” I backed away. “I’ll take it. Just don’t hurt me. Now, if you excuse me, I have to check on this other house next to yours.”

      “Yes, I would have liked for that bushy-headed carpenter to build his house a little further away from ours, but this is apparently exactly the distance away that our houses were back in the village. I’m sure we’ll just have to move it later.”

      “This is George’s house?” I took a few more steps back, looking at the new house. “Gods, damn my soul, of course, it is. Why is nobody telling me these things? When did my land become a refugee camp?”

      “We certainly appreciate it!” Margret waved to me. “You won’t regret it, I promise!”

      “I better not,” I mumbled under my breath. “Next person that squats on my property without my permission is getting a sword through their face.”
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      After visiting the two squatter’s houses, I went to find the squatters themselves in their communal workshop just half an acre away. Inside the workshop, Barry’s forge took up most of the space, with its big furnaces and dozens of different molds. George had his own section filled with a dozen different wooden statues he’d been working on in his spare time. The newest addition, Aiyana’s alchemy station, was just as busy-looking as Barry’s but way more colorful.

      Fortunately, all three of them were here working, and I had a bone to pick with two of them.

      “Markus, we might have a problem,” Aiyana interrupted as I stepped towards Barry’s part of the workshop. “It’s about the monster chow.”

      “Damn it.” I clenched my fist, looking towards the blacksmith and the woodcarver. “Barry, George, you’re off the hook for now. Just know that my rage burns eternal.”

      “Is it because of the surprise move?” Barry asked. “Sorry.”

      “I also invited my mother’s side of the family to come to stay in my house, if that’s okay,” George added. “I’ve wanted to live closer to them, and I figured that this was more convenient.”

      “Aiyana, quickly, your problem?” I looked towards my alchemist. “My eternal rage is burning red hot, and I need a distraction.”

      “Well, um, I don’t think this is going to make you any less mad.” The wolf girl tucked her tail between her legs. “The monster chow’s running low. With all the new animals we’ve been feeding, even at the adjusted portions, we’ll only last until the end of the month.”

      “Alright, so what do we need to make more?” I asked.

      “Blooming dragonwart petals,” she answered. “It’s the active ingredient in strength potions, one of the many you used to create monster chow and by far the most important. I’ve been able to come up with cheaper alternatives to most of the other expensive ingredients without sacrificing potency, but there’s no working alternative to that one. We absolutely need more of it.”

      “I’m guessing that it isn’t easy to get.” I rubbed my hand over my face. “Do you have an idea about how to find more?”

      “We have a few options, but I don’t know how you’ll feel about most of them.” She counted the options on her finger. “The first is to go find some out in the world.”

      “Is it somewhere stupidly dangerous that only a super-strong and powerful adventurer would dare to go?” I asked, somewhat rhetorically.

      “There’s a palace made of ice in the Frozen West called Warnogog,” she began to describe the horrors we’d have to come across. “The Tundra Lich of Warnogog protects the palace and keeps a dragonwart bloom in a crystal vase deep in his treasure hoard. His legendary ice powers are rumored to be what keeps the Frozen West eternally locked in winter for all--”

      “Next,” I interrupted her dramatic retelling of the first location. “Anywhere else?”

      “Deep inside the heart of the Monlok forest, a tribe of demons that escaped the underworld roam the trees, killing all trespassers who come into their forbidden woods. Legend speaks of a hidden grove deep within the Monlok forest that they protect, where the dragonwart bloom grows--”

      “Do you have a location not protected by some lich or demon or dragon or uber mega death god ghost?” I tried to parse out all the places I wasn’t willing to go to.

      “What about ogres?”

      “Are all the dragonwart flowers protected?” I asked, laughing out of anger. “Is there not a single place that, say, a regular farmer with a slightly magical sword could handle if he brought, say, a wolf alchemist, a troll warrior princess, and a few other trolls? Let’s think in that range.”

      “Well, we could try to buy it from an herbalist,” she suggested. “If we’re lucky, they’ll either have it, or they’ll know a better place to find it. It’s still pretty rare. And it’ll be very expensive. Think ‘how many limbs am I willing to sell?’ expensive. Most adventurers aren’t willing to pay that much, and they don’t like waiting that long, so they go fight the Tundra Lich. He freezes the petals whenever they bloom, so he has a bunch of them in his stock.”

      “So, you’re telling me that this flower is both a coveted item for the likes of immortal zombie wizards or demon clans AND it’s something you can just buy at the store?”

      “It’s a pretty hearty plant.” Aiyana shrugged. “If you can find one, you can start growing it yourself. They just don’t bloom very often, about once every ten years. When they do, the petals lose their potency in less than an hour, and you have to wait another ten years for another bloom. So if you do find one, you have to make sure that you keep your eye on it at all times. Since it’s the best ingredient for making several high-grade potions, everyone likes to have their hands on one just in case.”

      “So everybody’s got a dragonwart bloom, but they can’t just use them all the time.” I stroked my chin. “I wonder if…”

      “Do you have an idea?” she asked.

      “Maybe.” I stroked my chin more. “Maybe I do. So the flower is common, but getting the petals is insanely difficult. Do you suppose that we could change that?”

      “How?” Barry, distracted from his work, joined our conversation. “You may be a farmer, but you’re no wizard botanist, Markus. How do you think you can solve a problem that everyone else hasn’t?”

      “It’s just an idea,” I answered. “We just need to find an herbalist nearby with a dragonwart bloom. Once we find that, we can test my theory out.”

      “Let’s hope you don’t waste all of your miracles on this.” George also decided to take a break from work to talk with us. “You’ve been able to do some pretty incredible things just by yourself, but this might just be outside of our realm of the impossibly possible.”

      “We’ll never know until we try something, right?” I argued. “Do we happen to know any herbalists nearby? Is Harrison still around? I haven’t seen him since I had to take over the farm by myself.”

      “Yeah, Harrison’s still around,” Barry updated me, “but if he’s got something as rare as a dragonwart bloom, he’s not going to just give it to us for free, you know. He’d overcharge you for a dandelion growing on the side of the road, let alone a rare potion ingredient.”

      “If my idea works like I want it to, then dandelions are coming in all shapes and sizes in the near future.” I rubbed my hands together. “First, Barry, go get the knives from storage.”

      “He’s not touching my knives!” George clutched two of his magic knives against his chest. “I’ll stab him right in his face!”

      “Not your knives, stupid!” I slapped George over the head. “The extra ones. Make sure they’re ready for us when we get back.” I turned to the wolf girl. “Aiyana, come with me. We’re going on a trip to town.”

      “TANA COME, TOO!”

      Bursting through the door, Tana zipped to my side before anyone’s eyes could blink, quickly followed by the rushing wind that could barely catch up with her. She hooked her arm into mine, closer to my armpit with how much taller she was than all of us. With a beaming smile on her face, she stood ready to go, wearing one of my shirts that barely managed to cover her up enough to be decent, and it was ripping apart at the seams.

      “Um, alright.” I slowly took steps towards the door. “You can come, too, Tana. I was going to come to find you and ask, but I guess you saved me the trouble of finding you. Good work.”

      “Tana good wife.” The troll amazoness stood tall. “Make Marusk proud.”

      “Shall we go, then?” I raised my other arm to invite Aiyana to hook her arm as well. “We’ve got an herbalist to find.”

      So, off to town we went. It was odd seeing the missing spaces where George’s and Barry’s old homes were. It made it all the more apparent that they were living with me. It was all the more real. Wow, had my life changed a lot, and the year wasn’t even over. I just noticed that I hadn’t really felt tired today. In fact, I was really starting to forget what being tired felt like. It used to be my whole life. At that moment, I just felt calm.

      More to the point, we followed the road up the hill and found Harrison’s place just at the corner. It was quaint, certainly a lot smaller than either Barry’s or George’s old places. Opening the door, we entered to find the counter and the man we were looking for.

      The shop didn’t have a light in the place, but it was still well illuminated. The cracks in the door, and the walls, and the ceiling helped plenty of natural light flood in where it could feed the plants that riddled the shop. Along the shelves on the walls were all assortments of plants, a few of them still rooted in the dirt, none of them in pots or any sort of container. In fact, dirt was the main name of the game here. Everything was covered in soil. Not just dust or filth, but ground soil, as if the whole shop was one big flower bed.

      The man at the counter, Harrison, was the pinnacle of ‘crazy hermit’ fashion even back when I knew him, and he’d only upped his game since then. I could have sworn I saw a rat’s tail poke out of his hair and again somewhere in his beard. Also, I was sure that I saw some bird shit in there as well. It was just a whole ecosystem in there. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had a plant or two growing in there for his stock. The rest of his clothing was mostly dirt. I would have described it as ‘dirt-covered,’ but at this point, there was more dirt than clothing. He looked like he just rose from the ground after being mistakenly buried alive. With how leathery and liver-spotted his face was, I might have made the same mistake.

      “Oh, my gods!” Aiyana couldn’t help herself, magnetically drawn to the shelves of all the different plants, reagents, and possible ingredients for her potions. “Is that frostlain mandrake? And bloodroot? And--!” She gasped so hard, I thought she was going to steal all the air in the shop. “GRIFFIN BLOSSOM? I’ve been looking everywhere for this!”

      “Woah, woah, woah, hey, woah, hey, woah, hey, woah, hey, whoa, whoa, woah, woah, whoa, hey.” Harrison blathered about a greeting, shooing away the wolf girl as she politely returned to my side. “Who are you people? Why are you in my store? Nobody comes into my store anymore.”

      “Harrison, do you remember me?” I approached the counter carefully. “I know it’s been a while. I’m Markus. Matthew and April’s boy. We live on the farm a few miles out. Ringing any bells?”

      “Don’t patronize me, Markus!” Harrison shouted, throwing a shaky finger at me. “I ain’t gone soft in the soil yet, by gum! I know who you are! It’s just really dark in here.”

      “There’s plenty of light, Harrison.” I pointed to all the many holes littering the walls. “Any and all weather can get in here, too. The only thing that can’t seem to get in here is a broom to sweep up all of this dirt.”

      “It helps the plants!” Harrison defended his prodigious filth. “And who are these people beside you?”

      “This is Tana, a giant troll woman.” I pointed to my left and then gestured to my right. “And this is Aiyana, a wolf alchemist.”

      “OoooooooOOOOoooooOOooooOoh!” Harrison raised an eyebrow. “You know the science of the brew, do you? Tell me, girly, are you looking for a thing with some stuff and some other things?”

      “Ummmm…” The wolf girl didn’t quite know how to respond. “I guess we all are?”

      “OOOOOOoooooOOoooOOoooooOooooo…” He tapped his fingertips together. “You’re here for the brew to do the hoodoo voodoo in a stew for chew, do you?”

      “Uuuuh, I think so?” Aiyana was trapped in Harrison’s spell of elderly madness.

      “Plant man speak in riddles!” Tana pulled her shield out from her back, which she’d thought to take on a simple shopping trip for just such an occasion as this. “Talk normal, plant man! Talk normal, or Tana crush!”

      “Harrison, we’re looking for a specific plant.” I tried to turn this conversation back on target. “Do you have a dragonwart bloom plant?”

      “Hmmmmmmmmmmhmmmmhmmm…” He stroked his beard, and something living definitely weaved its way further up his face and into his hair. “The dragonwart, eh? The dreaded wart of the drake? The bloom of doom? The ten-year treat? The decennial delight?”

      “Yes, the dragonwart!” I tried to keep things focused, hooking Aiyana by the hip as she tried to shuffle away and gawk at the plants again. “Do you have any?”

      “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t, maybe I doesn’t.” The hazy herbalist refused to give a straight answer. “What need of you for the warty dragon bloom?”

      “Damn it, Harrison!” I rubbed my temples. “You are making me seriously regret my idea. I just wanted to help you out along with myself, but now I think we should just go to another store. We don’t even know if he has the damn plant. I mean, why would a crazy gardener from a town like this have dragonwart? Gods, it would have been so much fun, too. Revolutionary, even. Experimental. Very chaotic. Who knows what could really happen? But it would have been really fun.”

      “Wawawwawawawawawawawawawait just a minute!” Harrison huddled over to the end of his counter. “Let’s just say, for the sake of arguing, that this old coot’s got a bit of your root. What’s this idea of yours that’s got you so worked up?”

      I had to be honest. While a part of me hated how crazy Harrison was, another part of me was fully on board with how crazy he wanted to be, too. Just dangle the possibility of something insane in front of him, and he was fully on board. He hadn’t changed a bit since I knew him. And if any crazy coot was going to get his hands on a mostly useless plant full of astronomical possibilities, it’d be Harrison.

      “Oh, nothing big.” I kicked against the ground. “I just had these designs for a way to mass-produce dragonwart bloom petals at their peak potency. But it’s fine if you don’t want to try it out.”

      “Now, you listen here, boy.” Harrison pointed at me. “You listen, and you listen well. I may be nuttier than squirrel shit, but I ain’t stupid. Ain’t no way I’m giving you my dragonwart bloom if you’re going to break it. Maybe I’d lend you a petal or two for a lot of money if you had some crazy experiment, but my dragonwart’s been passed down from my grandfather’s grandfather. You don’t mess with it.”

      “Well, then, how about a simple trade?” I offered, “I won’t even ask for your dragonwart bloom, and I won’t expect payment until you see the full benefits of my half of the trade. It’ll essentially be a gift until you can profit off of it.”

      “Hmmmmmmhmmmmmhhhmmmmhm…” The mad gardener scratched at his beard, and a few twigs fell out. “You’re a wily one. You’ve got something crafty cooking, I can smell it. What’s your special gift to me?”

      “Three tools,” I said. “I’ll even let you pick them out. I’m sure you’ve got a few things you’d like to replace.”

      “I know you’re gonna want my dragonwart at the end of this.” He waved a shaky finger at me again. “I ain’t trading it for any fancy tools of yours, farmer boy. I know you’ve got your blacksmith friend helping you out. I don’t care what kind of fancy steel you’ve got lying around, I ain’t giving you nothing.”

      “Firstly, I’m giving these tools to you for free,” I reminded him. “You can do with them as you see fit. Second, if the tools do what I hope they will, I won’t need the plant, just the surplus of all the petals you’re going to end up with.”

      “What kind of tools are you selling me, farmer boy?” He squinted at me. “You think a fancy tool’s going to change everything, do you? You might be more cracked in the head than I am, and I see horrifying demons in the walls coming to take my marmalade.”

      “Would you change your mind if I told you your new tools are going to be made from the remnants of an adventurer’s magic weapons?” I leaned against the counter. “If you use them right, they’ll defy your wildest imagination, and I know how wild yours can get, Harrison.”

      “Oh, gods have mercy, that’s just nonsense,” he scoffed, moving towards the back of the store, tending to some of the plants on the shelves. “You can’t just remake magic weapons, boy! Even an old coot like me knows that. Once they’ve got magic in them, they’re stuck like that forever. If you try to melt them down, they’ll explode! Barry’s grandfather tried something like that with a magic tool back when we were both young and stupid. Damn near killed us both, it did! Magic don’t like being messed with, and adventurer magic even more. Only adventurers know how to use it, and they won’t just tell anyone!”

      “Chief know secret!” Tana interjected, pointing at me. “Chief use shaman sword from adventurer to kill old chief. Now new chief of whole tribe!”

      “Wassat?” Harrison raised an eyebrow, changing his gaze between my troll bride and me. “You’re leading a troll tribe? Is it the local ones that used to raid this town from time to time? Weirdly polite about it until they just dropped off the map earlier this year?”

      “That’s the one,” I confirmed. “I used some magic weapons to make some serious improvements on my farm, including a troll workforce. They’re working it as we speak. I’ve basically transformed the place.”

      “Hooooooooooo boy, that’s good stuff!” Harrison straightened his back, popping it a good dozen times as he stood tall. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard, and I respect the hell out of it! A farm boy making trolls do his work for him. Maybe you’ve really done something up there. Only some crazy magic could have made something like that happen. But, you know, we’ve got another problem brewing around here with this plan of yours.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “If your fancy plan works, and we’ve got more dragonwart than we know what to do with, people are gonna find out soon enough.” He tapped on the countertop. “If some adventurers hear about my beautiful supply, they’ll want to come knocking on my doorstep, and I don’t know if they’ll be too polite about asking for a petal or two.”

      “You’re saying that you need protection?” I made his request for him. “I don’t know if I have that many hands to spare just to guard your place, and it’ll look suspicious for two big trolls to be standing around a shack like this. That’s just inviting trouble.”

      “So it’s settled!” Harrison grabbed a handful of plants off of the shelves, the loose dirt kicking all over the floor. “I’ll be setting up shop over at your farm with all of your trolls! I can’t tell you how sick of this old shack I’ve gotten! I’ve got goblins and pixies coming to steal all of my plants at all hours of the day! It’s just too much for my old bones to keep them away anymore! When I heard that Barry and George moved out from the village overnight, I couldn’t help but be curious as to what you’d been doing up on that farm of yours! I’ll be able to see all the magic y’all have been cooking up for myself!”

      Before I knew it, Aiyana had escaped my grasp and started to help Harrison gather as many plants off of the shelves as possible. Then, seeing all the action and commotion, Tana decided she’d help by taking one of the shelves themselves, holding it like a wide dinner platter. Both Harrison and Aiyana felt it more efficient to start dropping plants into the shelf, now acting like a giant planter box.

      “I don’t remember agreeing to any of this,” I announced, which stopped Harrison, Aiyana, and Tana, all three frozen in their plant placement. “The deal was magic tools for petals, not housing on my farm. I’ve got enough freeloaders inviting themselves onto my property as it is.”

      “Please?” Aiyana dropped a plant in the shelf planter and put her hands together to plead. “Please? Please? Pleasey-weasy please please please? Pleasepleasepleaseplease?”

      “Just give me a second to think about it.” I rubbed my head. “You should know that I’m very particular about what I own.”

      “Do you want my dragonwart bloom or not?” Harrison reached underneath the counter, pulling out a pot with a twisting stalk covered in little bumps like warts, two giant leaves like dragon’s wings, and a massive bud at the top, colored with black and white petals, like a dragon’s head.

      “Yes,” I admitted with a sigh.

      “YAY!” Aiyana cheered, ducking underneath Tana’s planter shelf platter to come to kiss me on the cheek. “Thank you so much, Markus! I’ll be able to make so much with all of these fun new plants! You won’t regret it, I promise.”

      “Well, if you’re happy about it, then I suppose--”

      Before I could finish, Tana took it upon herself to make an opening big enough for both herself and the shelves to walk through. Since the whole shack was barely standing already, she ended up knocking down the entire wall that the door was supposed to be on, happily marching away to the end of the street and towards my farm. Aiyana hopped along behind her, skipping as she rambled about formulas for all the new potions she wanted to make.

      “Well, now my home’s broken!” Harrison laughed in the back of his throat, waltzing out the side of the house. “Guess you’ve got no choice but to give this senior citizen a home in lieu of paying for damages!”

      “I suppose I should have seen this coming,” I said, dragging my feet as I tried to think of a place for Harrison and his many plants to live. “‘Oh, yeah, sure, just come along and live on my farm. Just plop yourself in a home. Everyone else has!’ Gods, I might end up starting my own new village if I’m not careful.”
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      “I was just kidding!” I shouted to the heavens, where the gods of some pantheon must have been laughing at me. “It was a sarcastic quip, not a prayer!”

      “Who are you talking to?” Frederick, the local baker, asked me as we both sat at opposite ends of the dinner table in my dining room, though it never functioned as a dining room these days. “I don’t remember saying anything sarcastic, but I apologize for any offense I may have given, sir!”

      “No, no, it’s fine.” I rolled my eyes, clearing the table of all the paper that cluttered it about. “It’s nothing. Now, you were saying? What brings you all the way to my humble farm?”

      “Oh, well, um, I hoped that you might have just a few spare rooms for my family around here,” Frederick said. “We heard from Gimbalt the tailor and his family that they were moving up here so that they could be better protected. See, rumor has it that baron Barumpsh is increasing his property tax soon, and I don’t know if my family can afford it.”

      “Really?” I accused the baker. “I know for a fact that there are more people coming through and buying things. Barry’s been making all kinds of money at his smithy recently. You must have been able to sell bread to more people since I’d been doubling the amount of wheat I’ve been able to sell you. And for more than half the usual price! You’re getting nearly four times the value for my wheat now. You can afford a tax increase.”

      “Oh, I’m mighty thankful for what you’ve done for me already, sir!” Frederick tapped the table to emphasize his sincerity. “But we’ve also had a mighty pest problem. We’ve got goblins and pixies all over town now. The goblins nibble through half of my loaves, and the pixies play all kinds of pranks in my shop, throwing bread outside and dropping foxes inside to tear up my shop. Something’s got them riled up fierce. Even with all the extra bread I’ve been making, I still can’t keep as many fresh loaves as before you lowered your price on the wheat.”

      “Oh, shit.” My head fell into my hands resting on the table, as I realized what was happening. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “I wouldn’t lie about something like that, sir!” The baker assured me. “I swear, you can come down to the shop yourself and see!”

      “No, I wasn’t talking to you.” I lifted my head back up. “More like the royal ‘you.’ I just think I know what’s got the pixies and goblins bothering you.”

      “You do?” He said, “You really are a man of many talents these days, Markus. Your parents would be proud of you.”

      “Well, maybe not.” I rose up my chair. “I’m pretty sure that I accidentally caused your new pest problem. My farm had the same kind of pest problem before the trolls showed up, and now my trolls have done such a good job dealing with the pests around here that they’ve moved on to greener pastures and easier targets. They’re attacking you because they can’t get to me anymore.”

      “Oh.” He sat back in his chair. “That’s unfortunate. And, although I don’t want to appear rude, I should point out that the whole reason I want to move to your farm is a problem that you seem to have caused yourself.”

      “Yeah, yeah, ‘and I’d be an asshole if I just turned you away.’” I mocked myself as I waved my hands in the air. “That’d be the smart thing to do. If I had half a brain, I’d kick you off my property right now for making me feel like such a piece of shit.”

      “But you’re not going to, right?” the baker asked.

      “No…” I knocked my head against the table again. “Not yet, at least. I swear, all I wanted was for people to leave my farm and me alone, and now I can’t seem to stop attracting people onto it! It’s madness!”

      “It’s a fairly attractive place, sir.” Frederick tried to butter me up. “I don’t know how you got trolls to listen to you, but they’ve really spruced the place up! Were they the ones that built all the new buildings? I remember this place being far less crowded back when your parents worked the place.”

      “No, that was Barry and George.” I corrected him. “They’ve been busy. And they’ll be even busier when I tell them we’ve got to build a place for you and your family.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind staying in some corner,” he said in an effort to be accommodating to my builders. “It’s just my two daughters and me right now. We don’t take up much space. If you’ve got just one extra room, we can all squeeze in there.”

      “Shut the hell up.” I pointed at him. “If you’re living here, you’ll get a house just like everybody else. Two stories, full accommodations, the works. I just have to figure out where to put the damn thing. I’m running out of room. I don’t know if I’ll have the room to board everybody in town if they all have the same pest problems that you do.”

      “I swear, if it’s too much trouble, we really are simple folk!” he insisted. “If you just need to make a space for us, we’ll be perfectly happy with a little shack somewhere out of the way. I’ll just need an oven, too, for my bread, if you don’t mind.”

      “You’re getting a fully stocked kitchen.” I returned the insistence right back to him. “You’ll be able to make all kinds of bread. Hell, you’ll be able to expand to pastries, too. I’ve Harrison growing herbs for me, so I can get you almost any ingredient you need. Just name it, and he can get it for you.”

      “Are you certain he can get me everything I need?” Fred asked. “I know Harrison’s assortment is vast, but he usually only has so very little that I never have enough to make more than one of any pastry or loaf.”

      “Oh, that’s not an issue anymore!” I pounded the table, relishing in the success of my grand experiment a couple of weeks ago. “He’s got a set of bush trimmers that regrow anything they’ve clipped off a plant. We’ve got a practically infinite supply of anything you need, even the stupidly rare stuff. And that’s just with the first special tool I gave him.”

      “Special tool?” He wrinkled his brow. “What do you mean?”

      “Nevermind that.” I realized I had probably said too much. “Just know that it’s all well in hand. We’ll charge you half the usual price at most for anything you need for your baking. Just give me a second to tell Barry and George about all of this, and we get you your fancy oven built into your new house, and you can get started on baking.”

      “Oh, wow!” Frederick gasped. “I had no idea that you were so well off. And to do all of this for a humble baker like me… I swear I will pay you back every bit that I can.”

      “I’ve just got a five percent income property tax,” I informed him of the informal policy I’d been developing. “Whatever you make in the month, I want just a sliver of it.”

      “So generous!” He said. “So, when do you expect the new home to be finished?”

      “You can start packing up your stuff at your home,” I told him. “I’ll have a couple of trolls over to help you move everything in short order, and I’ll get Barry and George to build your house tonight. You should be able to move in by the end of the day.”

      “That’s… beyond anything…” He shook his head in disbelief. “How can they build our home so fast?”

      “Similarly to how we can get you all the ingredients you’ll ever need.” I stood up from my chair. “Now, get going, and I’ll make all the arrangements.”

      “Thank you!” He gave me a hug as I tried to walk around the table. “Thank you so much, Markus! I’ll bake you something fresh and delicious every day!”

      “Just get going before I regret letting you stay here.” I patted him on the shoulder as he released me from his grip. “Don’t leave anything you’ll miss. I’m sure those pixies and goblins will get to it before you can recover it later.”

      “I will!” He picked up his coat from the coat rack. “Thank you again, Markus!”

      “Don’t mention it.” I waved to him as he rushed out the door. “Really, don’t mention it. Please. I can’t handle any more tenants.”

      As he ran down the road and past the new gate, I was reminded of the new wall I had commissioned of George, still half-finished. Well, since I had to talk to him, anyway, I figured I’d find George along the wall and tell him what was going on. Walking along the wall, I found several trolls helping to move and place posts in the ground.

      Following the chain of trolls carrying full logs, I eventually found George growing the logs himself with a set of his magic knives. Stabbing into a circle of wood, he would then pull the knife out, and the slab would grow upwards into a log, stretching and rising into something that could have been a tree at one point. Once he’d reached a length he was happy with, he’d take another knife and stab it at the base of the log, wedging it in as the second knife’s magic split the log perfectly at the base. The whole log would then fall forward, and there was a troll to catch it and hold it over their shoulder, continuing the chain of trolls carrying logs to complete the wall. The carpenter would then be left with a circle of wood again to repeat the process as many times as it would take.

      “George!” I called out to the woodworker, stopping him in the middle of his work. “I’ve got another house for you. Frederick, the baker, just stopped by asking for housing. He’ll be needing a stove and a full kitchen with his place.”

      “That’s half the village already, not including myself and the bearded one.” George stepped away from the log slab as the last troll walked away with the last log. “I can’t believe you let another one in again. Have you gone soft on us already? Where’s your stubborn pride in your solidarity?”

      “I left it when I let you stay here, you dolt.” I chuckled. “I suppose we’ll have to make preparations to get everyone in the village together. Oh, that’s going to have some nasty repercussions.”

      “I’m sure we’ll have a solution when the time comes.” George tried to stay positive. “Should I get Barry to help me build the stoves and such?”

      “Probably.” I took another look at the wall and then turned around to see the mountain nearby. “Ah, fuck, I just thought of something. Something big.”

      “What?” George asked. “How big?”

      “Dragon-sized,” I said, staring at the mountaintop as I saw the smog coming out from it. “Frederick was just telling me that the pixies were bothering his shop ever since they stopped coming onto the farm. How long before those damn things start bothering a few of our other neighbors?”

      “That dragon’s got to be asleep, right?” George reasoned. “Do you really think the pixies would be stupid enough to try to wake a dragon up?”

      “I think they might be bored enough to try it,” I argued. “If that dragon came down here, I don’t think a wood wall’s going to stop him from tearing through everyone here.”

      “If a dragon were to come down here, I think we’d all be pretty doomed, to begin with, wouldn’t you say?” George argued back. “They destroy whole armies when they’re just upset about something. What makes you think we’d stand a chance against them?”

      “I’m not losing my farm to anyone.” I looked at George. “We’ve got to find something to protect ourselves from it when the time comes.”

      “Well, I’d suggest that we make a metal wall or something, but Barry’s metallurgy takes longer than my wood-making,” George pointed out. “It’d take a while to finish. As long as it’s not urgent, we could have that built offhand. Would distract from other building projects he might have in the meantime.”

      “I’d like to have at least something that was fireproof.” I looked around at the big wall. “This whole place is just one big fire from going up in smoke. I’d like to have at least a few places around here that could survive. Not that I don’t appreciate your work, George.”

      “Well, I’m sorry that I didn’t hone my craft in something less flammable!” George defended himself. “I think this is a pretty good wall we’re building! It’d survive against most things! And if we just drenched everything in water, then we wouldn’t even have to worry about fire! I slave over my art for you, and you just never appreciate it!”

      “Calm down, George. We’re keeping your wall,” I assured him. “Maybe I’m just paranoid. It’s not like we need a stone wall right this very minute.”

      “Are you sure?”

      My eyes grew wide as I looked down to my side. Beside me was what appeared to be a little boy with absolutely no hair on him. No eyebrows, nothing on his head, nothing. He was wearing a sleeveless tunic with a rope belt tied around his waist. His skin was grey as a dreary sky, and his eyes were black as midnight, with only a faint reflective light for a pupil in them. It was freaking me out a bit. I may have jumped in my skin when I heard his little voice speak.

      “What, why, how, who?” I took a breath and regained my composure. “Um, hello, little boy. I… don’t know who you are, but… you seem very sick. Do you need a healer?”

      “No,” the boy answered. “I have never felt better.”

      “Um…” I looked at him in his soulless, black eyes again. “You sure about that? I have one who can help out if you need it.”

      “Your healers would have no effect on me,” the boy said. “Do you want a stone wall?”

      “I mean, I might, but…” I squinted my eyes. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      “I live here.”

      “Like hell, you do.” I put a hand on the hilt of my sword. “I’m not taking in any more strays! I’ve hit capacity! My land is officially off-limits to any and all newcomers!”

      “I am not new here.” The boy never blinked as he looked at me. “I have lived here for a long time. You are new here.”

      “Boy, I was born here.” I couldn’t help but get a little feisty when the claim to my land was being challenged. “My grandparents were born here, along with my parents. I am in no way new to this piece of land.”

      “How long have you been here?” He asked me.

      “My whole life, from day one,” I answered. “That’s twenty-six years and counting.”

      “Who are you talking to?” George asked me.

      I looked at the mop-haired woodcarver, then back down to the little boy, with his back to George, then pointing at the child in question.

      “Do you not see this kid right here?” I looked down at the kid again. “This one right here? Grey skin? Black eyes? Bald?”

      “Are we sure Harrison’s the one seeing things around here?” George answered. “It’s just you and me here, Markus. Well, you, me, and Hyuk over there.”

      “Hello!” Hyuk the troll patiently kept his arms up in the air, preparing to catch the next log that would rise from George’s puck.

      “Right…” I looked at the boy again. “So, um, you’re not an ordinary boy, are you?”

      “I am not like you.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call you the ordinary one between us, Markus.” George raised an eyebrow. “I’m not the one seeing a strange-looking, invisible boy in broad daylight.”

      “Shut up. I’m not talking to you right now,” I snapped at George, realizing how crazy I must have looked. “So, George, strange question, but can I just hang around you while you work and talk to this strange child beside me?”

      “Whatever helps you feel less crazy.” George returned to his block of wood, stabbing it and growing another log into the sky, then cutting down while a very patient troll caught it and carried it off. “I’ve been smoking some good pipe herb from Harrison’s stash. Helps take the edge off when I’m feeling hectic.”

      “Sure, why not?” I returned my attention to the invisible boy. “Who are you?”

      “I live here.”

      “Okay, yes, but who are you?” I asked more definitively. “Why can only I see you? Why is your skin grey and your eyes black?”

      “That is normal for me.”

      “You’re not helping!” I rubbed my temples. “I just need some assurance that I’m not going crazy right now. Can you do something that proves that you’re real?”

      “Would it help you to sit down?”

      Rising from the earth, cutting through the dirt at our feet, a stone chair suddenly appeared, complete with two armrests and a backrest. All the parts of it were rounded like it was carved out of one piece of stone, as it rose right underneath me, and I fell into it.

      “Okay…” I squinted at the boy again. “George, am I sitting in a chair right now?”

      “Just accept that you’re going a little craz-- Oh.” George stopped cutting through the base of a log as it cracked at the base, falling into the next troll’s arms. “Where’d you get that chair?”

      “The boy made it for me… right?” I looked at the boy, who nodded to confirm. “Yeah, he made me this chair.”

      “Okay, you’re pretty good, but I’m not going to fall for this.” George gave me an eye as he returned to his log-making. “You were hiding that chair somewhere, and I’ll figure out where when I’m done making these logs.”

      “So, he sees the chair, and I know George is real, so that proves that you’re real, or you can do real things, at least.” I returned to my conversation with the little boy. “What’s your name? It seems rude to just call you ‘little boy’ when you’re clearly something magical.”

      “I never had a name. You can call me anything you want.”

      “Alright, then… Pebbles?” I tried out a name. “What are you? Are you a monster or a ghost or… what, just what are you?”

      “I live here,” Pebbles repeated himself. “This is my home. This place and I are connected. I have watched over it for a long time. I protect it, and it protects me. We are one.”

      “Please tell me you’re not here to kick me out.” I slouched in the stone. “This property is my whole life, and I’ve put a lot of work into it. I know you’re an… earth ghost or something, but I will find a way to kick you out of here if I have to protect this place. I’d like to coexist, but just so you know, I ain’t leaving.”

      “I do not want you to leave,” Pebbles told me. “You live here, too. You protect it with your life. You fight to make this land sovereign and free, and you treat all within the land as your own. You also never abandoned this land when everyone else did. I…” The boy drew around with his foot as he held his hands behind his back. “I appreciate not feeling lonely.”

      “Blame my parents for making me so stubborn.” I sat up in the stone chair. “If you like having me around here so much, why wait so long to talk to me?”

      “The things that try to hurt the land are growing stronger,” Pebbles answered, “and I want to protect this land. And the work you have done here has helped make me strong enough to do more than simply watch. I can talk to those I want to, and I can shape the stone within the earth. I can help you protect these people.”

      “You were talking about a stone wall before, right?” I leaned forward in the chair, my chin resting in my hands. “Are you offering to make me a stone wall? Because that would be absolutely convenient in case that dragon shows up.”

      “Yes.” Pebbles answered. “I believe I have enough energy to make one for you now. Neither of us would want to see the dragon destroy this land.”

      “What exactly helps you gain energy?” I asked for logistics. “If you’re going to make me a wall for my entire property, I’d like to keep you at peak condition to help me maintain it. What keeps you healthy, Pebbles?”

      “I slowly gain energy over time, so long as the land is healthy,” Pebble answered. “You have built without destroying the earth, and that will help me stay strong.”

      “So, no digging?” I asked. “My trolls like to make underground tunnels for their homes, so I’ll have to ask them to stop if that’s an issue.”

      “If the earth does not leave, neither will my strength,” the little earth spirit said. “I also can absorb the residual energy of people that live upon my land if you hope to restore my strength faster.”

      “So, if I invite more people to live with me…” I dragged my hand across my face. “It’ll make the earth spirit happier and give me more stone to work with. Hooooooo, boy. Of course, that’s the solution. Great.”

      “Are you upset?”

      “No, just dying inside.” I looked over to George, grabbing his attention. “You’re going to have a lot more houses to build in the near future. I think we’re gonna have the whole town living here really soon.”

      “I thought you hated that idea.” George lopped off another log for a troll to catch for the wood wall. “You said you didn’t want to take in any more strays.”

      “Well, turns out Pebbles wants more people to live here so he can do more fun stone stuff.” I gave the crazy reason why I had such a change of heart. “He’s gonna build us a big stone wall for the property.”

      “Pebbles?” George smirked. “Is that the invisible boy?”

      “Do you want to show them?” I looked at Pebbles.

      The thunderous boom came from all corners of the horizon, as did the massive wall of rigid stone that shot out from the ground like an uppercut. The dark grey of the stone was as smooth as it was seamless, without a hint of clay or anything holding it together. Standing nearly thirty feet high, it hugged right next to the wooden wall, hiding just behind the stone as the dust began to settle. The trolls took longer to settle, especially the ones right next to the wall, still screaming in shock and panic as some found themselves standing on a stone wall that wasn’t there a second ago, and others nearly struck in the chin or tusks by the popping rock. After a hot minute, the screaming died down, and I could speak over the murmurs that replaced it.

      “It’s all okay!” I called out to the farm. “It’s just my new friend Pebbles doing his thing. He’s given us a new wall. Someone, find Barry and tell him to make a gate for the stone wall as soon as he can.” I turned back to Pebbles. “Excellent work, Pebbles.”

      Pebbles smiled at me. “I will need rest before I can shift the stone again,” he informed me. “But I would like to do more. If any of the people on this land want to live in a house made of stone or want anything else made from the earth, I will gladly make one for them if I have the strength.”

      “Thanks for all your help, Pebbles.” I waved to the spirit boy as his ghostly form fell into the earth. “You take all the time you need before you come back, alright?”

      “Is your imaginary friend with the crazy powers still here?” George asked. “Can you tell him that I’m sorry that I thought he wasn’t real?”

      “Why’d you just call him my ‘imaginary friend’ then?”

      “Hey, you’ve clearly got weird stuff going on.” George put his hands up. “If your imaginary friends can make giant rock walls appear in the blink of an eye, who the hell am I to judge? I just don’t want him to hurt me.”

      “That’s right, you stay in line.” I pointed at him. “Everyone behaves themselves, and I won’t have my new friend Pebbles… crush you in a rockslide!”

      All the trolls waiting in line for logs to carry nodded furiously, not wanting to incur the wrath of their chief and the earth spirit he commanded. Well, ‘commanded’ was a strong word. More like ‘befriended?’ Either way, the possibilities were far more open.

      And now I had to put the whole damn town of Vastilon on my farm. Man, if someone told me I’d be giving everyone in town a piece of my farm just earlier this year before all of this, I might have tried to kill that guy in cold blood.

      Funny how things change.
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            Another two weeks later…

          

        

      

    

    
      “Chief!” Yakyank knocked on my bedroom door. “Visitor at main gate request see chief! Chief come?”

      “I mean, I was about to…” I pulled the sheets over my head, sitting up on the bed as Aiyana and Tana poked their heads out from underneath the covers beside me. “Is it important enough that I need to leave right this second? If it’s just another family from Vastilon, put them in the new town hall, and we can just deal with them in like… fifteen minutes.”

      “Visitor say warning for dragon,” Yakyank informed me. “Say talk with chief important.”

      “Gods, I knew the dragon would be a problem.” I pulled myself out of several compromising places and eventually out of bed. “Couldn’t have waited just a few minutes until I’d started my workday! No, it’s gotta be right now!”

      “If I may make a suggestion,” Aiyana curled her hands around my waist to keep me from getting out of the bed completely, “you don’t have to rush any part of your routine. If you take your time, then Tana and I can take ours.”

      “Tana not finish!” The troll woman grabbed my hand and put my fingers between her legs. “Chief finish Tana, then go see intruder!”

      “Guess I’m putting my undergarments and pants on first.” I shimmied over to the dresser by the bed, opening up one of the drawers and grabbing some clothes. “And with one hand. Aiyana, a little help?”

      “Not yet.” The wolf girl sat herself down on my lap, hugging me tightly as she gyrated her hips. “Think of this as coordination training. If you can put on your clothes at the same time as all of this, you’ll be much more capable than even most adventurers.”

      “You two are just…” I felt like a toddler, fumbling with my own undergarments as I tried to reach around Aiyana and still move my fingers for Tana. “I swear, this intruder better have an actual emergency to deal with.”

      “I know I’ve still got an emergency to deal with,” Aiyana whispered in my ear. “Do you think you’re man enough to handle it? I wonder if you can handle it when I really get serious. Oh, gods, I love this so much.”

      “Alright, undergarments are on!” I achieved the first of many goals to get me fully clothed in this obstacle course of women. “Now for the pants!”

      “Marusk keep going!” Tana complicated things by reflexively hooking her legs around both Aiyana and me and pulling herself closer as she got closer to finishing. “Marusk so good!”

      “Pants are… almost… on… almost… got it…!” I shuffled the pant legs up my own and moved the button up to my waist, still leaving it open for Aiyana to keep going. “Bam! Basically on. Now, how do I do the tunic…? Oh, Gimbalt just made me a shirt with buttons up the middle! I’ll use that!”

      “I’m honestly… impressed.” Aiyana was losing her breath as she moved faster and faster on me. “You’re quite the prodigy… in so many ways… My gods, I can’t believe you don’t need a potion of vigor… to keep going like this!”

      “Damn straight. I don’t!” I shuffled back over to the dresser to grab the button-up shirt. “I’ve been working on this farm like a dying bastard all my life! You think I’m getting winded by a little skirmish like this?”

      “Well, I certainly am!” Aiyana got that crazy look in her eyes that I knew meant only one thing as her pace picked up even more, gasping as she spoke every sentence. “I want more! I need more! More! I love you so much!”

      “Now, the trick here is…” I finally got the first sleeve over my free hand, shifting over to face Tana. “Switching hands perfectly without Tana noticing.”

      “Marusk no stop!” Tana pushed herself against my used hand as I tried to finagle myself and Aiyana between her legs. “Please no stop! Tana need!”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not stopping for nobody today.” Just like that, my hands were switched out, and I was working on getting my other sleeve in place. “You girls can finish up whenever you like.”

      That was about when both girls stopped speaking words, more just screams and moans, with a little gibberish thrown in. Now that I was nearly ready to just get up and go check on today’s problems, I sat back on the bed, basking in the moment as Aiyana convulsed on me, and Tana convulsed on my fingers. But, while I was enjoying myself so passively, I figured that I might just take a better look at my armor and sword, hanging up on a mannequin by the bedside. I hadn’t really taken inventory of their progression since the adventuring party arrived. They’d certainly evolved a bit more since I last noticed.

      The sword’s crossguard and hilt had become completely bronze, with a little bit of silver beginning to lace through the stylizing that had emerged. The blade’s sheath had its own bronze engravings of flowing swirls running up and down its sides, with a few silver flowers sprouting near the top of it. I’d say it was close to becoming silver-grade in just a battle or two.

      My leather armor had transformed much more drastically. For starters, each of the leather pieces and sections was starting to grow a silver edge around them, almost like a mold growing on a bad fruit. At this rate, it wouldn’t be leather anymore. If that didn’t count as some silver-grade armor, I didn’t know what would. Hopefully, the new metal armor would be just as quiet as the leather had been. And it wasn’t a huge deal either way since I only wore it when I had to fight someone.

      Back to Aiyana and Tana, they had stopped moaning altogether and could only scream to let out all the tension and pleasure they were flooded with. Since they were on their last legs, so to speak, I decided to really drive it home with some extra effort. My fingers moved precisely and expertly with Tana, and I pumped my hips from underneath Aiyana while they both tightened themselves around me. As Aiyana finished, she sank her teeth into my shoulder, needing every outlet at her disposal to express her immense satisfaction. Tana pulled us both in with her legs, hugging us with her whole body as she screamed into the huddle.

      As the tensions rose to their maximum, so did their relaxation as they fell over, collapsing on the bed. I pulled out and away, buttoning up my pants and my shirt as I took pride in a job well done. They were both giggling messes, stretching out their muscles and touching each other playfully as they reveled in the intensity of the moment that had just passed. I didn’t have that kind of time, apparently, as I had other things to attend to today. Unhooking the belt from the mannequin with my sword on it and hooking it around my waist, I took a deep breath and centered myself as I prepared for the day ahead.

      “Yakyank, if you’re still at the door when I open it, I’m going to stab you,” I warned the troll I could hear breathing on the other side of the door. “If I run my sword through the door, I will feel no pity for you when you’re bleeding out on my floor.”

      “Yakyank proud of chief!” the troll’s voice trailed off as he moved away from the door. “Yakyank hope chief makes many babies!”

      “Just get going, you perv.” I opened the door, seeing the lanky troll heading down the stairs as quickly as he could and out the door. “Yeah, that’s right. Fear me. And tell the guards to do a search of the perimeter, then a quick search of all the buildings around here. I don’t want to take any chances with any intruders.” I turned my head around to look at the girls, still simply enjoying the moment and the feelings running through them. “You girls have fun! Try not to stay in bed too long! We’ve still got a workday ahead of us, and if this ‘visitor’ is serious about a dragon warning, we’ve got a lot of preparations to make.”

      With that, I moved down the stairs, out the front door, and towards the main gate, ready to meet the visitor with the dragon warning.

      Who could the visitor have been? It must have been someone from out of town. I was pretty sure I’d all but collected every last townsperson from Vastilon. I basically had made a new Vastilon at this point. So, if it was an out-of-towner, then it could have been an adventurer. If that were the case, then this whole ‘dragon warning’ business might have been a ruse to get me to lower my guard. Though, if this was really a ploy to take down our settlement, why make a fuss about a dragon warning, then wait for the leader to show himself? Was it another ruse to make me show myself? Had I really been so reclusive that they needed me to reveal myself?

      Maybe I was paranoid. From the sounds of it, there was only one visitor. If they were just a distraction to draw attention to the front gate while someone tried to scale the wall somewhere else, then the renewed perimeter check should have flushed the infiltrators out. I had nothing to worry about immediately yet.

      As I approached the main gate, with its iron bars blocking the only opening within the stone walls and the wooden walls just surrounding it, I saw the troll guards atop the wall looking over the sides, probably at the visitor that had caused such a fuss.

      “Chief approaching!” one of the guards near the base of the gate called out to the others as the rest of them turned to see me and show their respects.

      “Let’s see who’s telling me that we have a dragon to worry about.” I walked up the stairs on the side of the wall, reaching the top and looking over to see the visitor for myself. “Oh, well, I don’t know what I expected, but it certainly wasn’t this.”

      Our visitor looked to be a woman not much younger than myself, wearing what appeared to be a snow-white wedding dress that had been thrown into a fire and dragged through the countryside before she put it on. They were mostly rags now, ripped off just past the knees to expose her tiny, shoeless feet. Her skin was flawless as it was fair, with just a touch of golden bronze from a day out in the sun, and her hair was like platinum, glimmering in the light as if each strand was made of a strand of precious metal that flowed all the way to the edges of her dress down below. She was adorably thin, slender, and tiny, even more so from the great distance above her we all stood, and she fumbled to keep her dress from falling off of her with constant adjustments to the failing straps on her shoulders.

      On top of that, she had a metal shackle around her neck like a choker made of a dark blue, nearly black steel, and engraved with glowing blue runes that almost looked like scars on the surface of it. She’d gotten herself into something weird, and I didn’t like the idea of getting mixed up with some magic business. But, knowing my luck, we’d be stuck knee-deep in it before long just because we refused to be pushed around by whoever was going to end up fucking around with magic on my property.

      Fuck, it better not have been the dragon. Gods damn it, she came with a warning about the dragon, and she kept looking up at the sky, especially far out in the distance, as if she was searching for a dragon sighting. She was involved with the dragon somehow, wasn’t she? A kidnap victim? A runaway? Gods damn it all. She was going to lead the dragon right to me. This didn’t end peacefully.

      The most curious thing about her was how clean she was, despite the ragged dress. The collar around her neck was a close second, but I couldn’t have explained her cleanliness without some strange magic. She was on a dirt road, and yet her feet were unblemished as if she’d just taken a bath in a tub just out of sight and dropped there. And that dress of hers was clearly made of fine silk, even in its destroyed state. Unless Gimbalt had somehow managed to make a dress like that since he’d moved in with us, fitted it on her, then nearly destroyed it before putting it on her, she must have gotten the dress from a rich tailor a long way from here and dragged it through the countryside herself to get here. Whoever this was, she had come from some measure of wealth somewhere far away, and yet she hadn’t come here on foot. Something was odd about her, kind of like Pebbles was.

      Speaking of…

      “Pebbles?” I called out to the mysterious earth spirit as his tiny ghost form appeared beside me on the wall. “Oh, hey, there you are. Can you do me a favor?”

      “I do not have my full strength back yet, but I will do what I can.” Pebbles answered. “What do you want?”

      “Oh, I don’t need any big stone things made right now.” I leaned over the wall to look at the strange girl standing outside the gate. “Can you give me your guess at what’s going on with that girl down there?”

      “She looks like a human.” Pebbles peered his black eyes between the battlement parapets. “She is not human. She hides her true form. I do not know what that true form is.”

      “You don’t say.” I rubbed my chin, cursing my luck. Fuck, was this all an act? Glad I checked before I just let her in out of sympathy. “Thanks, Pebbles. You can go back to sleep now.”

      Pebbles bowed as he disappeared back into the earth.

      “Please, is your chief here yet?” the strange non-human girl called up from below with her cupped hands over her mouth. “I need to speak to him about the dragon that lives up the mountain!”

      “Is it you?” I called her out. “Are you the dragon?”

      “W-w-what?” the girl accused of draconic personage stumbled to respond. “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      “You trying to sneak your way onto my farm and kill my people?” I had her on the ropes. “Is this some kind of sick game for you? Flying overhead and burning the place down is too easy, so you want to sneak in and burn it down from the inside?”

      “What? No!” she called out/ “I came here to warn you about the dragon! I’m not the one you should be worried about!”

      “Is there another dragon I don’t know about?” I asked somewhat sarcastically. “As far as I know, there’s only one smog-blowing nuisance living up the mountain, and we’ve got some kind of shapeshifter here hiding her true form from us. Not hard to put two-and-two together, eh?” I turned to the surrounding guards. “Trolls, prepare for a dragon attack! Sound the alarm! She could change into her dragon form at any moment! We’ve got to hit her before she does!”

      “Wait, wait!” She tried to stop us. “I can’t transform! I’m no danger to your village, but my father is!”

      “Trolls, halt!” I put my hand up as the trolls stopped mobilizing themselves. “What was that? Is your father the dragon we should be worried about? There’s actually a second dragon?”

      “Yes!” she shouted, exasperated from the fear of being attacked by a couple of dozen trolls. “My father will notice that I’ve escaped at any moment, and you must hide me from the sky before he comes down here! I seek asylum only until he flies to another country in search of me, and I can keep myself on the other side of the world from him at all times.”

      “Okay…” I rested against the parapet. “So, mind if I ask a few questions before I let you into my place?”

      “Please, make it quick!” she said as she clung to the iron gate to try to shield herself from an aerial view. “We may not have much time.”

      “What’s with the collar?”

      “It locks me in this form.” The woman touched the glowing runes of the collar. “My father placed it on me to keep me complacent. The enchantments placed upon it are powerful, or otherwise, I would have released myself and tried to fight him on equal footing.”

      “And the dress?”

      “He wishes for me to be beautiful and lavishly adorned at all times.” The dragon girl patted down her dress. “I am like a jewel in his crown, proof of his power and prestige. It has been soiled by the trip down the mountain, and there is no love lost for it.”

      “How did you escape your father?” I tapped on my chin with the knuckle of my thumb. “Seems like a powerful dragon would have no trouble keeping a little human girl from escaping.”

      “The blackwing pixies came to frustrate my father by violating his treasure hoard where I was kept,” she explained, confirming my fears from just half a month ago. “They unlocked the cage and released the shackle that kept me bound to it while also stealing several items from the hoard to further humiliate him. I had to trek on foot down the mountain, and I spotted your fortress.”

      “Ooooooooooh, no, those little fucks are playing dirty!” I realized what was happening with the pixies, turning to my trolls. “Start a search of the property for a big pile of gold and jewels! It needs to be out of sight or out of the farm! If you find a pixie, get it off the property or kill it, whatever’s easier! Get Barry and George working double-time to fireproof this whole place! Keep a constant watch on the skies for dragon sightings! Prep the siege weapons and make sure any and all explosives are ready to use! I need a count of all available hands and all available weapons! We need a team putting out fires and a team ready to fight a dragon! Move it, you lazy trolls! Your chief commands it!”

      “Do you believe me now?” The girl darted her eyes about as she watched all the trolls rush to follow my orders. “Will you allow me to enter your fortress?”

      “What’s your name?” I asked the girl.

      “Zuthina.” The ragged dragon girl answered.

      “Look, Zuthina, I hate to break it to you, but this is the last place you want to be right now,” I warned her. “Our little friends might have just put a big ol’ beacon directing your dad right to us. He’s going to be coming straight here to look for his gold. This place is going to be a battlefield any moment. You need to run far away this instant!”

      “But my father will catch me!” Zuthina stayed against the iron gate. “There’s no creature on land or in the sea that can outpace a dragon in flight! This place is my only chance at refuge!”

      “Gods, you are killing me right now.” I dragged my face down with both hands. “The smart thing to do right now would be to make you run away so you can at least distract the big dragon long enough for us to set up a passable defense against a godsdamned dragon! But…” I released my face, resting against the parapet of the wall. “I must be going soft. Someone, open the gate! Let Zuthina in! If the dragon’s coming in to kill us, anyway, might as well harbor a fugitive he wants to capture on top of everything else.”

      “Thank you so much!” The woman sighed, then jumped as she felt the iron gate shift behind her and open up. “Thank you for your kindness!”

      “You can thank me when we’ve somehow dealt with a dragon attack.” I moved towards the stairs down the wall. “You’ll be telling me all the little details about dragons that I’ll be needing to fight your dad. Anything else about your dad specifically might also help.”

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Zuthina latched onto me in a very aggressive hug as I made it down the stairs, and she made it through the gate and around the corner. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t helped me! I’m so weak from the journey, and this human form is too frail for hunting! I might have perished with another day out there!”

      “Again, let’s only say we survived after we fight the dragon, or--”

      Suddenly, Zuthina was locking lips with me, having pulled herself up around my neck. She had really soft lips, and I couldn’t help but fall into it a bit. I wrapped my arms around her as well, as we stayed there for a long and genuine moment.

      “Thank you so much!” She was out of breath. “I will do everything I can to help you face my father! And, if you wouldn’t mind, I have another favor to ask of you.” She brought her mouth up to my ear. “I hear that humanoid creatures are very fond of sex, and I would like to reward you with it as soon as we can.”

      “Wow, you are very forward.” I smiled. “Unfortunately, I do have a couple of girls I’d have to talk to before we did anything.”

      “Oh, gods, I’m so sorry!” She loosened herself down onto the ground again. “I had no intention of disrupting any courting rituals you have with another woman! I was only trying to find the best way to display my gratitude to the fullest.”

      “Trust me, this isn’t a big issue.” I looked to my side to see Tana running at full speed towards us, like a lightning bolt on a long, green pair of legs.

      “ANOTHER WIFE!” Tana shouted, picking us both up at the hip. “Tana take chief and new girl to bedroom!”

      “Tana, I need to get my armor and prepare for the dragon attack that could be at any minute,” I said as I hung above the crazy troll woman’s head in a bundle with Zuthina. “I don’t think we have time.”

      “If I might make a suggestion?” Aiyana ran up to us, panting and catching her breath as she failed to keep up with Tana’s ridiculous pace. “The most crucial inhibitors of your armor are easily attached and removed for urinating, right? That should make things easy enough to assemble when the time comes to prepare for the emergency, right? What is the emergency, anyway?”

      “Are these the women you wanted to consult with?” Zuthina asked me as we remained trapped in Tana’s grip.

      “Yeah, I figured they’d be fine with it, but I wanted to make sure they were on board.” I looked down to Aiyana, pointing at the dragon girl. “This is Zuthina. She’s a dragon trapped in a human form by her magic choker her asshole dad gave her. Her dad’s also a dragon, and he’s probably coming here any minute to try to burn this place to the ground.”

      “Oh! Oh! Oh, no! Oh!” Aiyana tried to run in two directions at once, failing both. “I should make more bombs! I should prepare the siege weapons! We’ve got things to do!”

      “Tana take Marusk and Zuthina to bedroom!” The one-troll palanquin had already assigned herself a task. “Zuthina help refresh Marusk for fight with dragon!”

      “I’ll do anything I can if that’s what you waAAAAAAAAH!”

      Zuthina couldn’t handle Tana’s powerful sprint as we were whisked away to the house, up the stairs, and into the main bedroom before either of us had a chance to blink. And, just like before, Tana was nowhere to be found, already having closed the door and headed out the house to help prepare to face the dragon.

      Ha! And I had to prepare to face a dragon all my own.
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            Trevanok the Wildfire

          

        

      

    

    
      What a cunning ruse! What a cunning, devious, and malicious ruse that I had concocted! Oh, I was beside myself with joy at the humiliation I was about to throw upon my offenders. They would be beside themselves with grief just moments before their own demise. I would make them out to be utter fools, absolute buffoons, and then I would wipe them from the face of the earth! Destroyed in a flurry of flame!

      Shows them right for trying to steal my treasure! It was mine! All mine! All of it! How dare they even deign to enter my domain unannounced, then have the gall to perverse my treasures with their presence, let alone the audacity to steal from me! ME! The Wildfire! I have razed entire countries in my fury! Did they not think that there would be no repercussions for their act of defiance against their superiors?

      Well, that tantrum of nation-burning was some time ago, but not too long. Only a few hundred years. You would think that they would remember to keep away from my treasure while I slept! I would give them five hundred years or so of peace and tranquility from not being set on fire as I slumbered, and they would simply leave me be! It was a simple transaction.

      I know not how they even got into my treasure room in the first place! A slumbering dragon’s smoking breath was deadly to most mortal creatures, which should have been enough to keep any stumbling adventurer away from me. I’d woken up to so many dead adventurers at my doorstep that I’d lost count at this point, but I would never hesitate to add their little trinkets to my hoard. More importantly, I could kill any trespassers in my sleep! So who had the nerve to try to overcome my smog breath and attack me?

      They even somehow subdued my guards and absconded without even triggering their notice! Why did I even bother having a cult worship me if they could not do their one job? Once I’d burned and eaten all the cultists who were guarding me when the theft occurred, I resigned myself to sparing the rest, if only to relish their fear of me. But their punishment would be a mercy compared to the fury I was bringing down upon the thieves who had robbed me of all my belongings!

      They made a fatal mistake of not slaying me, though they wouldn’t have survived the attempt. Now that I have awoken and my treasure has been disturbed, I will find them if I have to run to the far edges of the earth to reclaim every last gold coin and loose gem. My exalted nose had never failed to sniff out a treasure in my life, and it certainly wouldn’t lose the scent of treasure that was already mine. Those perpetrators had marked themselves for death as soon as they touched my wealth. Now I was going to wipe them from the face of the earth. Nothing was going to stop me from killing them all.

      And, worst of all, they took my precious daughter from me! My crown jewel! My most beautiful gemstone! She was perfectly happy in her cage, adequately fed and watered in her human form, and they had to kidnap her from her loving father! When I found who was harboring her from me, I would bathe the land with their blood.

      But, I did find the people who stole my gold from me. The scent from my treasure hoard led straight to this new settlement that had come about in my slumber. Whoever they were, they were fools, one and all. Did they believe that I would remain asleep forever, and I would never come back for my precious things? Or did they think they could trade away all of my magic items quickly and send me searching at the ends of the earth?

      It was far too late for any of that! I knew everything about them as I watched them from the clouds. I coated myself in the same smog that filled the skies, hiding in plain sight as I observed their every move. Though I could not find any trace of the pixies they had trained to steal from me, I saw more than enough for my tastes. It seemed that they had stolen my treasures to finance some petty war of theirs. They mobilized weapons far larger than themselves and adorned themselves in metal that only protected them from other small bits of metal. How horribly unprepared they were for something like me.

      But, as I said before, I had a cunning ruse in store for them. It would be far too easy to simply burn their settlement to the ground. I would not wish to spend my time digging for my treasure from the coming rubble. And, if luck is on my side, they will have seen where my daughter had run off to. A noble dragon, even in human form, would never stoop so low as to stow away with any of the mortal races. They were meant to serve us, even worship us.

      That is why I have called upon the surviving members of my mortal cult in this time of need. They would pose as traveling circus performers, with me as their handsome mortal ringleader, while we let these foolish apes invite us into their very stronghold. When my cultists had finally found my treasure, redeeming their pathetic mistake, and when I had searched the place for any clues to my daughter’s whereabouts, then I would transform into my true form in the middle of their fortress, killing all of them as I made this tiny place but a faint memory.

      We stood at the far turn of the road, just out of sight of the walls of the settlement. My cultists were adjusting their colorful striped and polka-dotted costumes, while I, in mortal form, wore my noblest and most luxurious blazer and waistcoat, red as fire, along with a stovepipe hat for good measure.

      “Is everyone ready?” I used my mortal mouth to speak to my cultists as they finished dressing. “Do not fail me this time!”

      “O, great Trevanok the Wildfire, Bleeder of Nations, Defiler of Forests, we would never dream of failing you!” One of my cultists, wearing a mask that half-smiled and half-frowned, bowed deeply before me. “Our one wish is to fulfill your every desire!”

      “Really? Your one wish?” I stared at the great buffoon of a mortal. “Then why did you let my treasure get stolen, huh? That was particularly against my desires, mortal!”

      “We cannot apologize enough for failing you that one particular time, O great Trevanok!” The cultist brought himself low, kneeling at my feet. “We will make up for this grievance against you tenfold! We will increase your hoard by ten times!”

      “Considering your track record, let us see how you fare on the simple task of returning my treasure hoard back to its rightful place.” I smacked the cultist over the head, dropping him to the ground. “We leave immediately!”

      “But, O great wyrm, I still need to get my shoes on!” I heard a cultist speak in the back.

      “Immediately!” I shouted, shaking the trees in front of me with the power of my breath. “No mistakes! No excuses! Now, you all remember the story, right? Since we’re pretending to be other people right now, I am not Trevanok the Wildfire, Calamity of Flames. Until I transform again to my far superior dragon form, I am Trevvvv…”

      It was at that moment that I realized that I had forgotten to name my ringleader persona. I couldn’t use my real, draconic name, or these settlement mortals might become suspicious of me. But, for the life of me, I couldn’t think of a convincing name to pass as a mortal! Mortals always had such banal names like… why the hell couldn’t I think of anything?

      “O great Trevvvv!” The cultists cheered. “Great Trevvvv, Leader of the Ring! Long may you reign, O wonderful Trevvvv, god amongst circus performers!”

      “Shut up!” I slapped a random cultist. It didn’t matter which one. “Only call me Trev! Ringleader Trev! People will think it weird if you start worshipping me in broad daylight out of my dragon form. You’d be perfectly in the right, of course, but it’ll still be suspicious!”

      “But, Ringleader Trev, we live to worship you!” Another cultist spoke up. “You are our greatest leader, our one shining light in the darkness of this world. Long may your flame combust these lands to ashes!”

      “You see, it’s things like this that are going to get us found out early!” I slapped the cultist that spoke up. “Just tone it down! Seriously! Tone. It. Down.”

      “Okay…” One of the cultists whispered.

      There was a long silence in the crowd of cultists dressed as carnival people.

      “Well?” I looked at all of them. “Where are my praises of worship?”

      “Our hearts burn for our incendiary sovereign--”

      With a flick of my wrist, I tossed a flame from my hand at the perpetrator of unsolicited praise, burning the flimsy mortal worshipper to nothing more than a blackened wisp that blew over in the breeze, leaving nothing. The other cultists stared in horror at where their friend used to be, then back to me.

      “That was a test. One that you failed.” I looked at all the survivors. “Anyone else?”

      Like good little cultists, they straightened themselves out and stood at attention, ready to perform for me as I commanded. I smiled, having finally regained control, and looked far down the road at our destination, the fortress that held all of my treasures. At long last, my ruse could begin.

      As my traveling band of disguised minions and I approached the settlement, I took a better look at the guards watching over the front gate. To my surprise, they were much bigger than I imagined when I was looking down from above before. And they had tusks. My cultists didn’t have tusks. Did the male mortals have tusks, and the females didn’t? Did I have a bunch of female cultists?

      That had to be wrong. I was in mortal form right now, and I was male, but I had no tusks. My daughter’s form was female, and she also had no tusks. So these must have been a different kind of mortal form. Somehow. Was it a maturity thing? Were all of my cultists simply young mortals, and these older mortals had grown into their tusks? How did I only get the young ones, and this human camp get all the old, mature ones? Hmmm…

      OH! TROLLS! These were trolls! Right, trolls, of course! Trolls. I knew that. Of course, I did. I’m fully versed in all the different kinds of mortals out there and their… tusk and non-tusk variants. Yes. Quite right. Trolls.

      Besides trolls, there were… humans and… pixies? No, pixies were a kind of bug, right? So, there were trolls, humans, and… goblins? No, wait, goblins were a kind of mouse, right? Maybe? Or monkeys? Were monkeys a kind of mortal? A kind of hairy, fluffy mortal? Or was I thinking of dwarves? I knew that one of them was the annoying pest that dug into mountains and uncovered my treasure hoard from time to time, and the other one did… tree things. No, no, elves were the ones that did tree things. So, then, what were monkeys? Or dwarves, maybe? Why were there so many different damn mortals running about?

      Well, nevermind, I didn’t need to prove myself to anyone. I knew enough about mortals to have a cult of them following me around. No one could have questioned my knowledge of mortals and their mortality. It was undeniable! Sufficient, even! Anyone who thought differently would get burned alive! How dare they question me?

      “Umm… big hat oomy okay?” One of the guards at the top of the gate called down to me. “Big hat oomy stare at Fipnip for long time.”

      “Wait, now there’s ‘oomies?’” I called back to the guards up there. “WHAT THE HELL IS AN ‘OOMY?’ Why are there so many of you?”

      “Fipnip no know,” the guard said. “Fipnip just stand guard. Chief tell us to guard. Ask chief why so many guards.”

      “Vlub think big hat oomy confused,” another guard said. “Big hat oomy no know big hat oomy oomy.”

      “Then trolls tell big hat oomy big hat oomy oomy. Help big hat oomy discover oomy- ness.” The first guard turned to face me again, pointing at me. “Hey, big hat oomy! Big hat oomy oomy!”

      “Now you’re just saying ‘oomy’ over and over again!” I had enough! “Open this gate this instant or I will burn your entire village to the ground!”

      “Fipnip think chief no like village on fire,” the first guard said. “Also, Fipnip no like village on fire. Village where Fipnip keep stuff. Fipnip have more stuff since we move to new village.”

      “Vlup no like fire on Vlup’s things,” the second guard said. “Vlup say no let big hat oomy or rainbow oomies in.”

      “WHAT THE HELL IS AN OOMY?!”

      “Um, Trevanok-- er, um, Ringleader Trev!” One of my cultists tapped me on the shoulder as I raised my fists into the air. “Should we not perform our act? Our circus act? Because we’re supposed to be from the cir--”

      “DON’T INTERRUPT ME!” I turned the cultist to ashes with a single swipe of my hand coated in brilliant flame, then took a long and deep breath to calm myself as I looked to the others. “Now, what was he talking about?”

      “Our… circus act?” another cultist barely spoke above a whisper. “The one we came here to perform as part of your brilliant and cunning ruse?”

      “DON’T REVEAL THE RUSE!” I turned the cultist to ashes with another swipe of my hand. “Also… yes, we should show them our act. Right! Our circus act! Let’s show them the circus act! You all know the circus act, right?”

      All the cultists looked at each other, searching for the answers to my question in each other that they could not find in themselves. A collective ‘Uhh’ rang out from each of them in diverging tones and sporadic breaths as they tried to come up with some kind of response to me. A few of them tried to answer with a jumble of words, mixed like a salad with no actual intelligent thought behind them.

      “Ringleader Trev, perhaps, in your great wisdom,” yet another cultist spoke out, “you, as the leader of the ring, should announce the act to our expecting audience. That way, there is absolutely no confusion as to what the act should be.”

      “YOU DARE SHIFT RESPONSIBILITY TO ME?” I set the cultist on fire. “But, yes, that sounds good. I’ll do that.” I turned my attention back to the guards at the gate. “Are you all ready to be astonished and… confused…? Do mortals like to be confused?” I looked back to the cultists, who gave me affirmative thumbs. “Yes, good, PREPARE TO BE CONFUSED! You shall see the most amazing, confounding, death-defying feats that you’ve ever seen in your pathetic, mortal lives! Are you ready to witness the impossible become possible?”

      “Fipnip like circus!” The first guard clapped as he leaned against the wall’s edge. “Fipnip really like when big hat oomy burn other oomies.”

      “Um, what?” I turned around, seeing the scorch marks where three cultists used to stand and realizing that I’d already revealed my fiery abilities. “Oh, yes, that! Of course! That’s totally normal for us circus performers! Don’t worry, those three are totally fine, and there’s plenty of fire where that came from!”

      “Vlub think fire derivative,” the second guard critiqued my traveling band. “Trolls see fire already. Chief use fire for cooking. Nighttime, fire help trolls see and keep warm. Fire everywhere in Vlub’s day. Vlub want new thing.”

      “Vlub no have culture!” the first guard defended our circus. “Fire always classic! Burn and torch! Pretty lights! Fun crackle! Pain if troll get too close! How Vlub bored with fire?”

      “Vlub fine with fire!” the second guard explained himself. “Vlub like fire! Vlub just see fire all day. Vlub want new thing. Circus no new thing, yet.”

      “Well, Fipnip like fire all time!” The first guard looked back down at us. “Big hat, show more fire!”

      “You want more fire?” I started to take a big, deep, dragon-like breath inward. “I’ll give you all the fire you can handle!”

      With a powerful roar, I threw out a storm of fire straight up into the sky. The flames scaled upward until they nearly reached the clouds above. They nearly blocked out the sky, challenging the sun with their powerful radiance! The guards at the top of the wall had to look up just to see all the flames I was allowing them to witness, so voluminous and grand they were!

      As I ran out of breath, the flames began to die down, and I had become a little winded. It’d been a while since I tried out something like this, and I was a bit out of practice. Though, if you asked me, it was these mortal lungs that were the real problem. They were so tiny that I couldn’t really take a good lump of air in to make the fire.

      But it got the job done. My cultists all clapped and applauded, whistling and shouting as they sang my praises. More importantly, the guards at the top of the tower had also deemed my display worthy of applause. I’d even gotten a bit of a crowd gathering at the top of the wall and a few standing behind the iron gate and peering through the grating.

      “How’s… that?” I gulped in as much air as these miniscule sacks in my chest could. “Enough… fire… for… you?”

      “Fipnip love!” The first guard clapped as fast as his big hands could manage to. “Fipnip never see so much fire in whole life!”

      “Vlub suppose Vlub impressed with fire.” The second guard’s critical callousness had finally eroded away by my pure magnificence. “Still just fire, but lots of fire very fun to see. Where so much fire come from?”

      “Hey, yeah!” The first guard looked at the second, then back to me. “Where so much fire come from, big hat oomy?”

      “I, uh, can’t, uh, tell you… that.” I could only point at them with one hand. “Because of… reasons… that I will explain to you… promptly and concisely… and those reasons are…?”

      “Because a magician never reveals his secrets?” One of my cultists finished for me.

      “NEVER PRESUME WHAT I WILL SAY!” I unleashed a flaming hell on the cultist, reducing him to nothing. “Wait, what was he saying?”

      None of the cultists spoke up.

      “Someone better answer me, or I start burning people!”

      “Fipnip love circus oomies!” The first guard laughed. “Circus oomies so funny!”

      “If big hat oomy supposed to announce other circus oomies, why only big hat oomy do things?” the second guard pondered to himself. “Seems strange to Vlub.”

      “Well, Ringleader Trev,” one of my cultists finally grew a set to answer me, “I think what our late colleague meant was that it’s common for a stage magician to never fully explain the nature of their tricks in order to preserve the illusion of magic involved.”

      “ARE YOU SAYING MY POWER IS AN ILLUSION?” I turned the cultist to ash, only thinking about what he was saying after the fact. “Hmm. Actually, that’s a perfect alibi.” I looked back to the guards up on the wall. “Would you accept that a stage magician never reveals his secrets?”

      “Is big hat oomy magician?” the second guard asked.

      “Yyyyeeeeesss…” I hesitated to respond. “But not a real magician, mind you. Just a stage magician. I have no real powers, of course, being a lowly mortal and all, just like yourselves. Yep, just a pathetic, weak, and cowardly mortal. No need to worry yourselves!”

      “Oh, really?” another voice came from behind the wall. “And here I was, worried that all the flames I just saw were coming from a dragon or something!”

      Up from the other side, a man approached the edge of the wall, looking down on me and all of my minions. He was much shorter than the guards around him and wore a strange set of leather armor that seemed to be trimmed with silver on all of its edges, almost infected by it. Beside him was a tall mortal with green skin like the other guards, though they were barely wearing anything but a cloth tunic that covered their midsection. Beside that one was a fur-covered one with pointy ears and a colorful belt over both shoulders. Bringing up the rear of this entourage was a cloaked figure hiding behind the other two.

      “What brings you to my humble home, strangers?” the man asked us. “You hear the rumors about all the missing gold from the dragon?”

      Oh, jackpot!
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      Zuthina had told me almost everything that I could have needed to know about her father, Trevanok the Wildfire. He was a fire dragon that had slaughtered thousands of people over thousands of years. Since a dragon only became more powerful as they grew older and never died, an old dragon was a powerful dragon, and Trevanok was a very old dragon. Like most dragons at this advanced age, he had a cult to obey his every whim and feed his already vast ego to ridiculous and literally insane heights. His Cult of Flames would help prepare the way for him by coating entire landscapes with flammable liquids using their magic so that Trevanok could destroy nations in a single burst of fire. My humble little town, even though fully staffed with troll warriors armed with the best equipment a magical blacksmith could make as of now, wasn’t likely to take on a threat like that on our best day.

      That didn’t mean there wasn’t hope for us making it out of this dragon attack alive. Thanks to Zuthina, we had accurate intelligence on Trevanok before we ever met him, so we could prepare as much as possible to increase our chances. On top of that, the Trevanok of legend wasn’t exactly the Trevanok we’d be meeting today. Most of the continental-scale fire escapades were ancient history. Trevanok hadn’t gone on a nation-leveling rampage for nearly a thousand years, half of which he spent sleeping. That nap just might have saved our lives.

      Dragons needed their sleep in order to retain their strength and continue to grow in power, and their hibernation would last the better part of millennia. The way that Zuthina explained it, much of a dragon’s mind and body turns to mush inside their dragon skin during their hibernation, rebuilding themselves as the dragon grew stronger than before instead of aging. An interrupted dragon nap can often disorient a dragon, now essentially a walking bag of fluids, making them prone to hysterics and mania. It can take years, even decades, for a dragon to recover from an incomplete nap if they don’t return to it soon after waking.

      So, the pixies endangering our lives by waking Trevanok up may have also made it possible for us to beat him.

      As one would imagine, maintaining a cult is hard to do while asleep, and many cults that follow these massive dragons often find themselves directionless and prone to fading from their former glory since dragons never really cared what happened to them. The Cult of Flames was no exception, essentially becoming a band of crazy hermits that lived in a cave with a giant, sleeping, fiery lizard. Now that the object of their worship had finally woken up and started barking orders, even insane ones, they had no choice but to obey, even though they probably had no idea what they were supposed to be doing as a cult.

      All of that to say, we could have won this. We didn’t need to be unstoppable adventurers with all the best gear and a knack for not dying in explosions. I had an army of trolls, a practically infinite supply of building materials with master craftsmen to utilize them, and three powerhouse fighters. We just needed to play to our strengths.

      That meant taking advantage of this weird carnival schtick that Trevanok was trying to sell us to breach our gates. Given that I already knew about a dragon’s ability to shapeshift into a humanoid form, I might have guessed that this guy with the long tophat and the deeply red coat was probably the dragon without Zuthina’s tip-off, but it never hurt to confirm. His followers had colorful patchwork clothes with stripes, stars, and dots all over them, topped off with golden masks that were half-smiling and half-frowning. A bit over-the-top, but hey, they weren’t my circus freaks.

      “So, you hear about the rumors?” I repeated myself to the motley crew of cultists pretending to be circus people. “About the dragon up the mountain?”

      “Oh, thank Trevanok!” One of the cultist carnies breathed a sigh of relief. “He speaks in full sentences. I couldn’t understand half of what these trolls were saying!”

      “DO NOT SPEAK MY NAME!”

      The ringmaster-that-was-totally-not-a-dragon-whatever-could-you-mean roared with a flurry of dragonflame that turned the unfortunate cultist to ash, disintegrating him without a trace. As soon as the dragon-who-would-be-man realized his mistake, he tried to play it off as he gasped and clutched his chest.

      “D--Um, tada! Another performance!” He struck a pose as he returned his attention to me. “By the way, what rumor could you be speaking of, fellow person? And, may I say how dashing you look for a person with flimsy and vulnerable skin!”

      “Thank you.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I’m talking about the thieves that stole the gold from the dragon up the mountain. Have you not heard about it?”

      “No!” the dragon-man lied. “Someone has dared to steal from a powerful, confident, sexy dragon? Who could have made such a suicidal attempt at fleeting treasures? You wouldn’t happen to know, would you?”

      “You really haven’t heard about it?” I laughed. “Everyone around here’s buzzing about the missing gold. Rumor has it that the gold was stolen, but the thieves lost the hoard soon afterward, so everyone’s looking for it. I would have thought that a traveling group such as yourselves would have been trying to capitalize on all the travelers who are going to be coming here and set up a camp so you could turn this rumor into a tourist attraction.”

      “Whyyyyy… yes!” Trevanok agreed with the ideas I was putting in his head. “Of course we were doing that! Why else would we be here? Certainly not for any nefarious or genocidal reasons, of course! Hahahaha! Laugh with me, fellow circus folk! Laugh!”

      The cultist circus folk did their best to follow their master’s orders, many of them falling over in their attempt to sell genuine laughter. Once it was clear that they were laughing for far too long, Trevanok stomped twice, prompting all the cultists to stand up straight and uniform again. Smoothing over the awkward attempt at normalcy with a smile, Trevanok bowed.

      “So, if you’re looking for a place to set up your tents, I think I’ve got one for you around here that should be just fine,” I said, to lead them on with an offer they wouldn’t refuse. “You’ll have to pay a renter’s fee for the space, of course, but--”

      “YOU WANT MORE OF MY GOLD?!” The dragon man’s eyes flared with the ruby flames of his true dragon personage before he took a hot breath and calmed himself down. “I mean… that sounds… absolutely… fine. Take as much of my hard-earned gold as you want. Why would I care about something like that? How much is the…?” He almost couldn’t bear to speak the words. “R-renter’s fee?”

      “About ten to fifteen gold per tent you set up.” I pulled that number out of my ass. “You know what, I’ll cut you a deal. I’ll make the fee just seven gold per tent because I’ve got a good feeling about you guys. You’re gonna be good for business, I can feel it!”

      “Oh, we’re gonna blow this whole place up!” Trevanok tried his best not to hide his glee at his destructive entendre. “Metaphorically! Metaphorically blow it up! With money! Lots of money!”

      “I’m sure you’ll give it your best shot.” I gave them a wink. “Let’s open the gate, and we can help these intrepid travelers set their tents up and have a blast! The guards will show you a good spot that you can set up your circus.”

      “Oh, my, thank you so much!” The man-shaped dragon turned to his minions. “Oh, fellow carnie folk, make sure to set up the tents while I speak with this fine gentleman here about some important business matters!”

      The cultists fumbled over each other, confused by their master’s suggestion due to the fact that they hadn’t brought anything to make their circus tents with them. They’d only brought themselves and their costumes on this half-baked scheme, forcibly dragged along by a living firestorm with only half of his brain functioning at the time. So, like good little minions, they shuffled themselves along, trying their best not to do anything that would result in spontaneous combustion from their ill-tempered dragon overlord as the gates opened for them.

      “Business matters, you say?” I walked down the steps, with Tana, Aiyana, and Zuthina, hiding in a cloak, following just behind. We met up with human Trevanok at the bottom. “Do you have any questions for me?”

      “Oh, nothing particularly troublesome for someone as noble and vivacious as you, good sir, I assure you!” Trevanok tried to flatter me into complacency. “I simply had a few questions that I wanted to ask you while I have you here.”

      “Fire away.”

      “Oh, good one, sir!” He pretended to laugh at the joke I didn’t make. “You really are a cutup, aren’t you? I suppose that’s why you have all of these… women?… following you around. May I ask their names?”

      “Tana, Aiyana, and Honeydew.” I deliberately called Zuthina the wrong name as I introduced all three of them. “What do you call your traveling band?”

      “The Cult of Fla--” Trevanok caught himself before exposing his obvious secret. “Or, rather, the… Circus of Fame! That’s right, the Circus of Fame! Not the Cult of Flames, no, of course not. Why would we ever associate ourselves with a nefarious, dragon-worshipping group like them? Though, I’m certain that worshipping a dragon would have tremendous benefits, and who wouldn’t like to wait hand and foot on the whims of a terrifying and glamorous king of the elements? Why, if I was a lowly mortal with no other purpose to my life, I wouldn’t hesitate to jump at the offer of fulfilling my absolute potential as a potential meal for--”

      “Hey, focus!” I snapped my fingers to bring the sleep-deprived dragon out of his ego and back to reality. “You had more questions, remember?”

      “What? Oh yes!” He shook his head and rejumbled his memories back into place. “The reason I show interest in your entourage is that…” The ringmaster tried to put on a show of looking sad and dejected before he spoke again. “I have been vexed with an absence in my humble carnie family. You see, one of my fellow carnies, my own daughter, has been kidnapped! You can understand, as a fellow mortal with familial instincts, that this would be very upsetting for me! I am very clearly upset and sad and morose because of this!”

      “Clearly,” I said to hide Zuthina’s muddled grunt in response to her father’s fake affections. “How could this have happened? With such a tightly knit family of carnies like yours, it must have been difficult for the kidnappers to have pulled this off? I mean, it’s not like you were napping about after abusing her, and she took her first opportunity to escape from you as soon as it presented itself, right?”

      “NAPPING IS VERY IMPORTANT FOR A DRA--!” The flames behind Trevanok’s eyes died down, along with the ones in his hands and mouth, as he tried to regain his composure and come up with a convincing end to his sentence. “A draaa… matic finish to an act! If our performers aren’t well-rested, they can’t perform quite as well to stick those landings that give the ending that flourish, and that makes for bad ticket sales. My precious daughter understood that as well as anyone! She would understand how much I needed to nap and that I couldn’t pay attention to her at all hours of the day.”

      “I meant no offense, ringmaster. I was simply asking questions.” I offhandedly grabbed onto Zuthina’s trembling hand to calm her down. “I’m sure you see yourself as an excellent parent, and I’m not here to question that. I was just curious as to what could have happened to her. Me, I’d be tearing apart the countryside in search of my own flesh and blood if they were missing. I can’t even imagine the pain you must be feeling right now, the anguish of losing someone so close to you, someone you were supposed to be protecting and nurturing into a beautiful and powerful adult. The anxiety of never knowing if they’re safe, and feeling as though they’re suffering even at this very moment, wishing every day to escape the hellish torment that their captors have trapped them in--”

      “Yes, yes, all of that mortal stuff, but I have another question about these rumors of the gold.” He brushed off my comments and returned to subjects he actually cared about. “You wouldn’t happen to know who could have possibly taken the dragon’s gold, do you?”

      “I don’t know why anyone would think to steal a dragon’s gold in the first place.” I tried to play to the dragon man’s ego. “I mean, this dragon’s going to wake up in a hundred years or two, right? He’s just going to burn down everything to search for it, so you wouldn’t even be able to enjoy the fruits of your lecherous labor. Plus, it’s not even your gold, it’s the dragon’s. Stealing is a crime. That makes you a criminal.”

      “Exactly!” He shouted to the heavens as if someone had just repeated his own thoughts to him. “If the thieves had just left things alone, then everything could have proceeded peacefully! Now there might be a dragon running about the countryside, ready to kill anyone in their way. Really, that dragon could be anywhere if you think about it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, dragons are masters of magic, right?” Trevanok said. “So, being so magically powerful, you would think that a dragon would be able to use some of that magic to, say, I don’t know, transform themselves to look like anything they wanted to. Now, as a transformed dragon, they could be waltzing about anywhere they pleased. You’d be looking for a dragon, but you wouldn’t expect, say, a little squirrel, or a cow, or your fellow man, to be a dragon in disguise. How could you even tell? The dragon could be standing right in front of you, and you wouldn’t even notice it.”

      “If the disguise is so good, maybe one dragon wouldn’t be able to recognize when another dragon’s around, right?” I added. “There could be two dragons here, and some of us might be completely unaware!”

      “Right!” He grabbed my shoulder. “These dragons are wily sorts, aren’t they? They’ll do anything they can to take their treasure back. They’re obsessed with it, controlled by it, even, and they’ll stop at nothing! You can’t be sure that even your own treasure is safe from them!”

      “Oh, dearie dear me!” I played along with his scheme. “Oh, odds and bodkins! I never even considered such a thing! What could I possibly do to protect my treasure from the fury of a dragon? Do you have any suggestions?”

      “Well, I don’t mean to be pushy, but,” he dramatically rolled his eyes, “I have been known to advise on treasury security. You know, before I was a carnie, I mean. Yes, I worked in security, then transitioned to ownership of a carnival. There’s plenty of overlapping skills! It’s not suspicious.”

      “Of course not, go on.”

      “Yes, well, anyway, I know a thing about security,” Trevanok continued, “even from the likes of a dragon. Yes, I’m that good. But I’ll need to know a bit more about your particular setup before I can give any particular advice on the subject. So, where’s your treasury?”

      “Oh, it’s just in that big barn over there with the guards.” I pointed to a random building off in the distance. “Do you need a closer look at it before you can make your assessment?”

      “No, no, you pitiful creature.” Trevanok laughed, his skin turning a deep shade of red as his body grew, his neck and face elongated, and his teeth sharpened. “I don’t believe any of you pathetic mortals are going to be of any use to me. Since my daughter hasn’t come by here, I’ll simply burn this place to the ground and take my gold. Thank you ever so much for showing me where you put it all after you stole it from me!”

      Trevanok stripped himself of his magical human guise, tearing through his clothes as his scales appeared and his true form took hold. His arms and legs thickened as he fell over, the muscles inside him enlarging and his bones cracking as they reassembled themselves. Giant, leathery wings grew out of his back, spread out into the sky, and his roar nearly flattened the trees of the nearby forest with its power. He towered over everything, standing nearly forty feet tall at the shoulder, his massive claws digging into the ground.

      “Like I said, a dragon could be anywhere!” Trevanok’s dragon lungs deepened his voice as he addressed me. “That’s right. I was the dragon the entire time! My lies remained undetected, my machinations obscured, as I expertly snuck my way to the heart of your camp. I knew you were the ones that stole my gold. I can smell every last coin, and their stink is all over this place. For your arrogance, I will destroy everything you’ve built!”

      “Sounds good!” I gave him finger guns as I ran backward and far away from him. “First, you’re going to stay right there while you have the unhappiest time! Pebbles?”

      “What are you talking about?” Trevanok took only one step before his striding foot, as well as the rest of them, were encompassed completely by magically formed stones. “What? What is this?”

      “Fire away!”
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      A hailing bombardment of boulders and sharpened logs fell down from the sky, launched by a dozen catapults, trebuchets, and ballista off in the distance. With all of their trajectories trained onto this exact spot, and with the biggest, reddest target they could have asked for, every last giant projectile landed squarely on their marks, making Trevanok’s day the absolute hell I’d been hoping for since I met him. And, since Aiyana had gotten her hands on them, everything exploded as soon as it made contact. Maybe the flames wouldn’t have done much to a fire dragon, but the impact would be more than enough to make up for it.

      “Ow! Ow! Stop it!” Trevanok pulled against his rocky restraints as he complained about the growing cloud of smoke from all the exploding and crushing. “Ow! Ow! This is the worst! Ow!”

      “Dragon very big,” Tana commented as we all hid behind her shield. “Much scarier than Tana think. No know if Tana’s kick do much.”

      “I’m sure you’ll do the best out of all of us.” Aiyana patted the troll giantess on the back. “We’ll all be struggling to do much more to it than these boulders covered in explosives.”

      “It will not be enough.” Zuthina peeked out from behind me. “Even in his weakened state, an elder dragon does not die easily. We will have to kill him ourselves.”

      “Any more ideas about that?” I asked the cloaked dragon girl. “How exactly are we supposed to outperform exploding siege weaponry?”

      “Much of his internal energy will still be depleted from his incomplete hibernation,” Zuthina explained her rationale. “If we can force him to expend all the energy he has left, we can erode his defenses until he becomes truly vulnerable.”

      “So, hit him hard and make him waste his strength,” I summarized the battle plan. “And try not to get instantly vaporized by flames. Simple.”

      “Tana no think plan very simple.” Tana frowned. “No like vague plan. No want to be on fire. How no be on fire?”

      “We’re gonna be fine!” Aiyana tried to help calm her fears. “We’ll be okay, don’t worry! We all drank the tonics I made, right? Our internals should be perfectly noncombustible. He can’t instantly vaporize us like he did with those circus people following him around.”

      “But fire still hot?” Tana asked. “Still burn?”

      “Y-yeah…” Aiyana shrunk into her shoulders. “I’m not a miracle worker, okay? It’s a fire-resistance tonic, not a fire immunity potion. We’d need dragon parts for that.”

      “Depending on how things go here, we might just get some of those parts today!” I looked at Trevanok as the last few boulders barraged him with concussive blasts. “Come on, girls, lighten up! We’ve got our secret weapon right here!” I hugged Zuthina with one arm. “With Barry’s latest upgrade to her arsenal, she’ll be unstoppable!”

      “I wouldn’t be so quick to place all your hopes on me.” Zuthina blushed. “I may have a fledgling’s understanding of magecraft, but I don’t know if I’ll--”

      “You’re gonna do great!” I gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Now, just stick to the basic plan until things go horribly wrong. Then we free-style. We’ll make it out of this.”

      “Okay, now I’m upset.” With a swift jerk of his arm up, he freed himself from one of his stone bindings, quickly following up with the same on his other three locked limbs. “Before, I was very perturbed by the theft and the kidnapping, but this is… very infuriating. Maddening, even. I am very mad.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s just the start of it!” I shouted back up to the dragon as my girls spread out from behind Tana’s shield. “You should leave while you have the chance, or we won’t be so kind the next time!”

      “Oh, that’s just adorable. He thinks he’s people!” Trevanok mocked me. “While I’m still just the teensiest bit absolutely livid, I do have to ask how a bunch of mortals saw through my clever disguise. What gave me away?”

      “Do you want the flattering answer or the unflattering?” I asked, not really caring about his answer. “Considering how loose your grasp is of all the little things about us ‘mere mortals,’ I’m surprised that you thought this disguise idea of yours was a good idea at all.”

      “What? You take that back!” he shouted, blowing hot air on me that nearly knocked me down. “I am very well versed in mortal matters! Just ask my cult! How could I have a cult of mortals if I didn’t understand mortals at all? Do you think I’m just getting by off my intimidating and powerful presence and that I’ve become desensitized to the needs and wants of my people? Is that what you’re thinking?”

      “Not out loud, no.” I tried not to laugh. “But, besides how obvious you were, we had some insider secrets on the subject. Zuthina, care to explain?”

      “Zuthina?” Trevanok craned his big head around to see the cloaked figure to his side. “My daughter, how could you betray your own father?”

      “The same father who locked me inside a cage, inside this body, in a dark cave next to a pile of glittering metal you cared about more than anything?” She raised her arm out from underneath her cloak to reveal the gauntlet she was wearing, studded with over a dozen different jewels. “I suppose you should ask the gold about it. Maybe it’ll tell you all the things I’ve said about you behind your back.”

      “Now, now, don’t be ridiculous!” Ignoring the rest of us, Trevanok stepped towards Zuthina. “I love you and the gold equally! Now, where did you get that pretty glove? We should really put in my treasure hoard when we’re done killing all the mortals here. It can go right next to you in your lovely cage!”

      “Real fatherly, Trev.” I drew my sword as I stepped towards him. “You really had this coming for a long time.”

      “Oh, come now!” Trevanok turned back to me, lowering his head to my height. “You think that a bunch of rocks and my daughter are enough to take down a dragon of my stature? She’s not even in her draconic form! Her pathetic little dragonflame won’t even bronze my underbelly! I’ll have her back in my treasure hoard before the sun sets.”

      “Who says I have to use dragonflame?” Zuthina put her other hand on her new gauntlet, touching some of the blue sapphires on it as they began to glow, and an icy wind surrounded her glove. “You should have killed me when you had the chance!”

      “Don’t be so dramatic!” Trevanok turned back to Zuthina. “I’ll be killing all of your new pets here in just a moment, so hold tight. You’ll forget all about them before long after a few hundred years in the cage--”

      Pointing her hand at the dragon, Zuthina unleashed a flurry of ice and snow from her new gauntlet. All the many unusable rings I had just lying around were finally coming into play. With Zuthina’s dragon magic channeled through them, they could unleash their full potential and really fuck with a big dragon’s day.

      The arcane cold from Zuthina’s magic quickly collected itself around Trevanok’s scales, freezing them in place and creating a glacier upon him. The ice seized his arms and legs as it grew more and more, eventually stretching down to the ground and locking him in one spot yet again. Only the top half of his wings, one of his hands, and his head managed to escape from the ice as Zuthina continued to pour more on top, solidifying the ice from a crispy white to a deeper and deeper blue.

      “Hmm, this is quite painful, actually,” Trevanok commented on the ice as it thickened around him. “Smart of you to play into a dragon’s natural elemental weakness. But this isn’t nearly enough ice to wound me. Oh, well, a little dragon flame will melt this stuff into a wet puddle of nothingness. You’re so cute when you’re mad, Zuthina. But, I will have to ground you for your insubordination.”

      Pulling in a dragon-sized gulp of air, Trevanok prepared to unleash a flurry of flame to free himself from his frozen frame. A light appeared at the back of his throat, shimmering with the intense heat of the inner fire like a volcano’s rumble before it erupted.

      Just as he was about to throw the flames down towards him, Aiyana pulled out her wrist-mounted slingshot to launch a small bottle of off-white liquid. The bottle found itself bouncing between his teeth as it danced into the back of his throat. The intense heat shattered the bottle, and the liquid exploded into a sizzling foam that leaked out from Trevanok’s mouth and out of his nose. The flames were immediately extinguished, and Aiyana jumped for joy at the successful field test of her new experiment. Gagging and choking on the foam, the dragon tried its best to vomit out as much foam as it could muster.

      “TANA FLYING KNEE!”

      Flying out from underneath, Tana gave a quick uppercut to Trevanok’s chin with her knee, forcing the giant reptile’s mouth closed.

      “TANA HOLD!”

      With her big arms and even bigger legs, the troll giantess wrapped herself around the dragon’s lower jaw, latching onto his upper jaw and keeping that massive maw from opening itself back up again. Her toes curled onto whatever ridges and scales they could hook onto, and her vice-like hands kept the dragon’s nose holes closed.

      Trevanok’s fit of choking turned to suffocation, as all the foam had no escape from his throat. He flung his head around as violently as he could, hoping that the troll woman blocking all ventilation in his face would fly far away and free him. Like the stubborn warrior she’d always been, Tana never slipped an inch, keeping her hold on Trevanok as tightly as she could bear.

      An ill-timed reflex of desperation kicked in, and Trevanok swallowed all the foam that remained trapped in his dragon snout, spreading the flame retardant down and coating his whole throat with it.

      Well, that wasn’t even part of the plan, but I couldn’t have been happier that it happened! Good luck trying to make flames now, you overgrown iguana!

      Now thoroughly pissed, Trevanok swung his head downward, slamming Tana onto the ice as he used her like a hammer to break his frigid prison. With his immense strength and Tana’s equally impressive hardiness, the ice began to crack, along with Tana’s grip, as she slipped off the dragon snout and rolled onto the ground below.

      “That was disgusting! What even was that?” Trevanok slammed his head against the glacier a few more times, cracking the ice with every impact. “What kind of savages are you mortals? If you’d just hold still, I’d have already cooked you all to a crisp by now!”

      “And now, you can’t!” Aiyana bent over with her hands on her hips as she shook her butt around, still celebrating her success. “Guess, who’s, outta, fire, that’s, right, that’s, you! Guess, who, stopped, your, fire! That’s, right, that’s, me!”

      “Oh, really?” Trevanok pulled one of his arms out of the ice in an explosion of frozen shards raining down. “That wasn’t very nice, was it? I’ll have to kill you first! Then the giant green rat who held my mouth closed, then the stupid one with the sword! Where is he, anyway? Ah, no matter. I’ll get a better view of the battlefield from up above, won’t I? Can’t use your annoying tricks on me from up there, can you?”

      With another surge of strength, he broke free of the remaining ice, throwing shards all over the battlefield. Trevanok stood on two legs and threw his chest out to roar to the heavens, his draconic scales simmering with an internal heat as the last bits of moisture evaporated. Increasing the intensity of the moment, he spread his wings out as far as they would go, covering parts of the sky with their immense size.

      “Ow!” The Wildfire dragon winced as he recoiled his wings back toward his body. “Why does that hurt? That shouldn’t hurt. I already melted the ice! And ice doesn’t hurt like this. What’s going on?”

      As he opened his wings up again, he stepped down onto all fours again and inspected his third set of limbs. The damage was apparent as he looked at them, seeing all the holes that had been cut out of the webbing between the bat-like ‘fingers’ of his wings. The great wyrm gasped at the degradation of his beautiful and coveted wings, but his surprise and rage only grew when he saw me, still hanging from one of the holes by my sword as I dangled along the far end of his second wing.

      “Hey.”

      If I had ever complained about the struggle I went through holding onto the paladin hybrid abomination with just my sword, I’d have liked to formally rescind any of them. Whipping around on the end of a raging dragon’s wing as he tried to kill me made that past wrangling of the paladin beast look like a relaxing bath.

      To my credit, my sword dislodged from the leathery webbing of the wing before I had a chance to let go of it, and I flew through the air, landing in the muscled embrace of Tana as she jumped to catch me in the air.

      “Hooo! Hohohohohohohoho!” Trevanok laughed through his fury as his burning ruby eyes stared right at me, Tana setting me down. “That’s going to cost you. You can mess with a dragon’s gold, you can mess with a dragon’s family, but absolutely no one, no sniveling little rat mortal on any filthy corner of this world, messes with a dragon’s wings. If I’d known you were ever thinking of doing that, I would have gotten my hands on that magic sword of yours long before I revealed myself to you. I’ll kill everyone you ever loved right in front of you, burn this whole dirty hovel to the ground, and make you watch it all while I take my time ripping your limbs off your body one by one!”

      “I mean, first, you’ll have to deal with the second volley.” I skipped away from Tana, putting some distance between possible targets for the dragon. “Have fun without your wings to protect you!”

      “What? Oh, fuck me--”

      As if on cue, because it was, more siege projectiles found their way to brutalize him again, exploding over and over as they crashed into him for a second time. With his wings weakened, many of the boulders and ballista bolts tore through the remaining leathery tissue still connected as he took the full force of the barrage.

      “We’re doing it!” Aiyana called out over the sound of the blasts, skipping with glee as she moved around the wide radius of the dragon and flung her own explosive potions at the dragon with her slingshot. “We’re actually doing it! We’re fighting a dragon, and we’re winning!”

      “Don’t jinx us yet!” I said, running around the dragon and waiting for the exact moment the volley stopped so I could make another attack. “If dragons were this easy to kill, they wouldn’t be a world-class scourge. Stay on your toes. Zuthina, get ready!”

      “Of course!” The mage pulled her glove out and touched the sapphires upon it again to prepare another blast of ice. “Trevanok the Wildfire dies today!”

      “Zuthina scary,” Tana commented, staying by Zuthina’s side as she kept her shield at the ready. “So much drama in words.”

      “I spent a lot of time by myself, thinking about how much I hate him.” Zuthina charged up her icy magic for a powerful blast, counting the number of siege projectiles flying through the air. “I’ve got a lot of angst to get out.”

      “Fair.” Tana nodded.

      As soon as the last projectile hit and exploded, Zuthina took the very next moment to flood the air around her father with ice, freezing the massive dragon one more time in a massive glacial block. With only his boney wings, the claws of one of his hands, and most of his head without the neck free, Trevanok was trapped again, even more so this time than before.

      “Oh. Oh, okay.” Trevanok took some strangely calm breaths, the steam from his nostrils betraying the true extent of his rage. “I see how it is now. You don’t just want to die. You want to die horribly. That’s fine. I’m fine with that. I didn’t want to hurt you, Zuthina. You’re the crown jewel of my treasure hoard, after all. But I really don’t want to go through this song and dance for a second time, so here we are. And, in all fairness, I can just make another one of you later, come mating season. One that’s far less prone to running away and freezing me in a block of ice!” The dragon snarled then. “So, here’s a special gift to you, from father to daughter. It’s a little trick that only the oldest dragons can pull off, so it’s going to be difficult for your little pets to come up with some convoluted plan for it based on your snitching.”

      “I really, really don’t like the sound of that.” I gripped tightly to my sword, watching for any sudden moves from the dragon. “Tana, shield up.”

      “No grab mouth again?” Tana, already kneeling down in preparation for another lunge like before. “Marusk say, ‘Do plan again and again until dragon dies!’”

      “I was hoping he’d be stupid enough to go for it,” I admitted. “But it looks like we’re improvising. Be ready for anything.”

      “Don’t bother. You’re not ready for this.”

      The ice surrounding Trevanok steamed like it was under a desert sun, and he closed his eyes. The ice quickly melted around him, faster than Zuthina could make more of it.

      But that wasn’t the most disconcerting thing. Along with the ice melting, Trevanok’s body shrank. Deep within the disappearing ice, Trevanok’s form began to shift once again, much more subtly than the drastic change from man to dragon. His shoulders broadened, his neck straightened, his legs lengthened, and his tail grew a monstrous bulb on the end covered in spikes. Each of the appendages of his wings twisted around as the base of them contorted around, and they pointed forward like a shroud of spears in front of him.

      As he was lowered to the ground by the ice’s intense evaporation, he ignited a flame in his open palm, turning it into a phantasmal whip of yellow heat and light. With one swift lash of the whip, the remaining ice, still enough to fill a house to bursting, was cut clean through, then evaporated entirely in a second into hot steam as Trevanok smiled, looking at our terrified faces. He was still a full head taller than Tana, but his presence seemed to take on the full weight lost in his transformation into a dragon-man hybrid.

      “I think I’ll start with the wolf. All that fur seems delightfully flammable.”
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      “Weird dragon man no hurt cute puppy girl!” Tana, pushing her unreal speed to its limits, jumped in front of the lashing whip of the dragon man, catching it around her shield. “Leave puppy alone!”

      “Oh, this is better, actually.”

      With a flick of his arm and his wrist, Trevanok curled the whip upward, and Tana was carried along at the end of it, flying over his head. The troll crashed against the ground, her shield only barely cushioning the landing as she was thrown into the air again. With her own mass weaponized, Tana had no choice but to watch as the dragon-man hurled her towards Aiyana.

      “Fuck me!” I tackled Aiyana from the side, pushing both of us just far enough out of the way to avoid being crushed under Tana’s weight and Trevanok’s strength. “You okay?”

      “I-I think so--”

      “Good, because we need to move!” I grabbed the alchemist by the collar of her armor and brought her to her feet. “Do not stop moving, whatever you do!”

      “Like it matters!” Trevanok whipped Tana around in a circular motion, creating a perimeter of death around himself tipped with a metal and fleshy weight. “What’s another few seconds of life if you’re only going to be living them in fear?”

      “Zuthina, any suggestions would be appreciated!” I ran underneath Tana’s body and stuck my sword up, catching the whip so that it twisted Tana’s flying body around a tighter circle and straight for Trevanok. “What are we dealing with?”

      “I-I don’t know!” Zuthina couldn’t understand what had happened to her father. “I’ve never seen this! I-I can’t do this myself! I have no idea what he’s capable of now!”

      “Stuff like this.”

      Trevanok threw a punch out, cracking into Tana’s shield as she flew far away. At the same time, he had grabbed onto a piece of his fiery whip, pulling on both ends around me to yank me in. Before I could even scream, he sank his teeth into my shoulder. While the armor didn’t break, it did nothing to stop the pressure of a dragon’s bite as he nearly tore into my flesh through all of my protection.

      I yelled out my pained frustration as I tried to pull my sword loose from his fire whip.

      “Oh, you want this?” Trevanok gestured to the sword I was trying to pull free. “Is this what you want? Is this what you want, boy?”

      “TANA FLIP CRUSH!”

      The troll ran towards the dragon, grabbing him around the waist as she bent over backward, slamming the dragon’s head against the ground before any of us could react. The sound from the impact was like an explosion all on its own, even leaving an indent in the ground where Trevanok’s head and neck pressed into it with the force of a raging bull.

      While any normal man would have been killed instantly from such a devastating maneuver, Trevanok was about as far from a normal man as anything could be. He smirked as he placed his hands on the ground, wrapping his tail around Tana and lifting her into the air above him.

      I tried to take a moment to run him through with my sword, but Trevanok’s wings were waiting for me, jabbing at me with four different spear-like appendages and keeping me away. As I blocked the first three, the fourth managed to skewer me in the side, piercing through my armor like it was nothing. Muscling through the pain, I swung my sword down, cutting into the spear appendage that was in me. I could only get through half of it before my blade stopped, and Trevanok pulled the spear appendage out and away to set up another strike.

      Zuthina threw a localized blast of frost into the fray, freezing Trevanok’s hands in place, along with his head. He growled just before his mouth was frozen shut, and his eyes pointed straight at the mage with her gem-encrusted gauntlet. Aiyana, on the other side, threw a few blue potions from her slingshot, covering the dragon in a strange goop that steamed on his scales. The steam became intense, almost violent, as it essentially covered Trevanok in a shroud of vapor.

      “This is just sad at this point.” Trevanok’s hot breath broke through the ice covering his face as he moved around from the inside, the ice melting faster than it could accumulate. “You think that a dragon in their Scourge Form is so easily brought low by his elemental weakness? What’s the point of having this in the back pocket if it can’t protect us in a pinch?”

      Leaping with his arms, he flipped himself over onto his tail, pushing Tana into the ground as he landed on her. In his hand, he summoned his fire whip and flicked it forward, practically materializing the strand around Zuthina’s gauntlet as he pulled it back. The mage girl wouldn’t let go of the glove, however, and was sent flying towards Trevanok along with it, brought right into his grip as he held her head in his giant hand.

      Gods, I was doing everything I could just to inch closer to this bastard, but his multitasking spear wings kept me at bay. Any wrong step meant that I was getting run through again, and they still could slap me around like I was a drunkard’s crying child. Every step of ground I gained was a miracle, but I wasn’t anywhere near close enough to land a blow on the dragon man himself.

      “You really should have stayed in your cage like a good little girl.” His lizard lips pulled back into a devilish grin as he showed all of his draconic teeth. “You would have lived longer. I just hope that my next child is a bit more subservient.” He looked around himself, noticing all the steam that was still coming off him. “What’s happening? Is this another trick?”

      “Kind of?” Aiyana called from several yards away. “You know how cold things like ice cool things down by absorbing heat? Well, this cooling liquid works more like a big heat hole, letting all the heat escape out from wherever it is. Your internal heat isn’t contained by your scales anymore and has a quick escape into the open air around you. You should be losing heat at more than ten times the normal rate. That should speed things along for us quite nicely!”

      “See, that’s a problem.” The dragon dragged Zuthina around, twisting on top of Tana’s body and ignoring me with eight biological spears. “I’m putting off a lot more heat in this form, and I need all of that heat to stay inside, where it belongs. You’re gonna give me a potion that gets rid of this stuff for me, or I’m going to kill all of your little friends. I’ll start with Zuthina, just as a show of--!”

      Zuthina did not idly wait as her father swung her around. With her father’s claw near her throat, she adeptly moved it towards her neck, specifically the surrounding shackle. While Trevanok was distracted, she used that claw to cut through the magical shackle, breaking it off of her neck entirely as she roared to the heavens.

      “Uh oh,” Trevanok muttered.

      “Oh, fuck!” I exclaimed in excitement, pushing through the wing spears and getting close to the dragon himself. “Oh, fuck, it’s on, now! You fucked up, gecko boy! You fucked up!”

      “TANA KICK!”

      Taking full advantage of the distraction, Tana spun her way out of Trevanok’s tail hold and kicked as hard as she could on his ass, pushing him into my blade as I ran him through with it. I coughed out a bit of the strange-smelling steam as I twisted the blade within him, feeling the victory encroaching for us.

      Zuthina’s draconic form could finally emerge. Her skin grew a coat of brilliant orange scales, and her hands grew claws like daggers. As she was still growing, her neck stretched and her face lengthened into a snout, and the whole time, she strangled Trevanok by the neck, digging her new claws into him as her size only swelled. A magnificent pair of wings burst from her back, and with a mighty flap, they took in a godly handful of air and threw her into the air, her hapless victim along for the ride.

      She was still transforming as she flew up, reaching a massive size that towered over any of us down here. Though not as large as her father was in his big dragon form, she was still a monstrosity to be feared like any other dragon. Sleeker and more streamlined, she had all the elegance of her human form still intertwined with her dragon physique, making her just as beautiful as she was before.

      Higher and higher, she flew far above us, flying into the sky with her prisoner as she enjoyed what must have been her first flight in ages. Stretching out her dragon form like a new dress she never had an opportunity to wear until now, Zuthina was going to enjoy every second of her newfound freedom from her father’s control. And, since her father’s flight had been crippled by yours truly, his eventual fall and hard landing from such a height would have only been harsh.

      And we would be doing very well to make it harsher for him when he finally came down.

      “Pebbles!” I called out to the earth spirit of my farm. “Think you’ve got it in you to make a big pit in the ground for us?”

      In answer to my question, the ground began to sink just past my feet, and a giant crater suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

      “Thanks, Pebbles!” I waved to… no one, in particular, I guess, before turning back to Aiyana. “Think you’ve got enough slippery oil in all of those fancy vials to grease the edges of this pit?”

      “I think I can make something that’ll work.” She wagged her tail as she pulled out several vials and began mixing them together. “It’s gonna take some time to spread it around for something this big, though.”

      “No, it won’t,” I said as the wolf alchemist finished her mixture, snagging it from her and holding it out to my side. “Tana?”

      “TANA RUSH!”

      The vial disappeared from my hands as Tana zoomed around the edges of the pit, dumping the oily contents of the mixture all around in a giant circle. Like goopy cascades of greyish brown, the strange oil spread down to the bottom of the pit, coating everything in it as our trap became complete. Tana came back around, having finished her work, as she stopped right on the spot, and the wind from her sprint caught up with her a moment later.

      “Tana do good?”

      “Very good, Tana.” I pulled her head down to give her a kiss on the cheek. “Now, can you tell the siege team to fire on this spot as soon as the small, red dragon lands in it? Not the big, orangish one, the darker one. Make that very clear. We have a friendly dragon and an unfriendly dragon now.”

      “TANA RUSH!” And she was off to deliver my message.

      “They’ve really flown far up there, haven’t they?” Aiyana pointed out as she looked up at the small speck in the sky where the two dragons were. “Do you think Zuthina’s okay up there?”

      “Not much we can do to help her down here.” I tapped on my chin with my finger as I thought about it. “Though, for the future, we should come up with some land-to-air defenses for the farm. I know we didn’t really have time to develop any new weapons before the dragon, but if this trend keeps up, we’ll be running into all kinds of enemies that won’t leave my damn farm alone. Do you think you, Barry, and George could come up with something?”

      “As long as you don’t need it tomorrow,” Aiyana said, “I’ve got something in the works, but I need Barry and George to help me with the specifics. I’m more of a material engineer than a physics buff.”

      “That’s good.” I kept my eye on the sky. “Oh, here they come! Looks like Trevanok’s dropping first!”

      “Woo!” Aiyana jumped for joy. “It would have really sucked if we had to fish Zuthina out of the pit instead!”

      Thanks to his lack of functional wings, Trevanok had no choice but to take the full brunt of this fall. Zuthina must have hit him pretty hard, given that his fall practically caused an earthquake as his impact rippled through the whole landscape. I reflexively put a hand out to push Aiyana back from the pit, just in case the shaking made her fall forward. He found himself drenched in the oily slime that had pooled at the base of the pit and struggled to even get himself up onto his hands and knees without falling over onto his stomach.

      Having claimed her victory over her father in the sky, the giant, orange dragon flew down and hovered above us, her body shrinking as she returned to her humanoid form. She landed heavily, still shifting between shapes with her wings retreating into her back and her snout retreating into her skull until finally, she was the smallest out of all of us again. She was naked as the day she was born, rather as a human would be born, except that her hair worked to cover half of her as it draped over her back and sides.

      “I take it things went well up there?” I smiled.

      “Oh, you have no idea!” She giggled. “He was so weak that I beat him to a bloody pulp! And since he couldn’t fly, I had full control of the fight the entire way up! I couldn’t have asked for a better way to celebrate my return to true dragonhood!” She sighed as she fell onto my chest, snuggling close to me. “Have you ever had a really long stretch after a nap that had you sleeping like a rock? It was like that, but I also got to almost bite my abusive father’s head off like a wild animal. I just wish I could have done more while I was up there to kill him.”

      “Well, we’ve got a treat for you, then!” I pointed towards the horizon, where a cloud of boulders and ballista bolts were already flying towards the massive pit. “He’s not done getting fucked over just yet!”

      The third volley of explosive boulders and logs was by far the most satisfying, watching them light up the bowl like fireworks and make the goop slosh around inside. It was like a dance, graceful and elegant, and yet chaotic, with all the rich visuals an explosion could make. Add all of that on top of the righteous smiting of an asshole dragon who wanted to destroy everything I loved, and we had a recipe for the best show in the countryside.

      The volley finally stopped, and we waited for the dust and goop to settle before we made any sudden moves. Looking down on Trevanok, still laying down at the bottom where he belonged, we watched for any signs of life still left in the stubborn drake.

      “Is it over?” Trevanok whined from the bottom of the pit. “Please tell me it’s over!”

      We all collectively groaned at the exhaustion of trying to kill a dragon as defiant of death as this one. At the same time, Tana rushed back over to our side, saluting me as she made a full stop on the spot, and the wind again took its sweet time catching up to her to blow past us.

      “Trolls loading more big rocks!” Tana reported. “Waiting on chief’s orders to stop throwing rocks!”

      “They might as well throw them again.” I looked down into the hole. “He’s not getting out of there without his wings. Isn’t that right, Trevvy?”

      “You don’t know that!” Trevanok tried to get up, still failing to get on his knees even with the help of his spear wings. “Don’t get cocking just because of this little setback!”

      “Why don’t you just jump out of there?” I mocked him. “You’ve still got all of your dragon strength, right? It should be more than enough to get you from there to right where we’re standing. Come on, you terrible son of a bitch! Come on up here!”

      “Oh, when I get out of here…” He clawed along the ground, sliding along the ground as he inched along. “When I get out of here, you… you’re gonna die. Painfully. Horribly! I’ll make it as long and unpleasant as possible!”

      “You’ve said that already,” I reminded him. “What are you waiting for? I’m right here! Perfectly killable! You just have to come here and get it done! Hell, you don’t even have to do that! Just summon that fancy fire whip of yours and make me come down there!”

      Channeling as much of his draconic magic as he could, he tried to summon another fire whip into his hand. Only a shimmering string barely longer than my leg showed up in his hand, quickly fizzling into smoke before he could grab onto it.

      “Gah!” He clenched his fist. “Where’s my damn cult when I need them? Why haven’t they been burning this town to ashes while I’ve been dancing around with you clods?”

      “My guards led them to a barn and slapped them all in cuffs before any of this started,” I explained. “They’re all sitting in cages right about now. We’ll let them out as soon as you kick the bucket. Don’t know what a dragon cult’s going to do without a dragon to worship, though.”

      “Don’t they still have one?” Aiyana pointed to Zuthina. “Why not just start a new cult with her? She’d make for an excellent body of worship. And I emphasize ‘body’ very strongly.”

      “Oh! I don’t…” Zuthina started playing with her hair nervously. “I don’t know about that. I don’t think I want a bunch of crazy people committing atrocities in my name.”

      “Well, they don’t have to, right?” I suggested. “You’re the one calling the shots. Just tell them to do whatever you want. No murders, no stealing from any innocents, things like that. And if they don’t get with the new program, well, it looks like they’re used to being punished harshly.”

      “I wouldn’t even know what to tell them!” Zuthina chewed on her hair. “What should I tell them to do? What would they be doing instead of all the murder and stuff? I don’t have to go into hibernation for another thousand years.”

      “I mean, not to put ideas in your head, but…” I pulled Zuthina in close. “I can always use a few extra hands around here. If you’re not gonna use them, I won’t say no to some free labor. Though, I should probably pay them, anyway. I don’t much like cultists, but I’m not an asshole. Everybody gets a fair shake.”

      “PERFECT!” She kissed me on the cheek. “I’ll just tell them to work here! That’ll be their mission! And they’ll be perfectly fine because this will be my new lair!” She blushed as she tried not to look me in the eye. “I mean, well, not my lair, but, you know, I mean, if you’re willing to let me stick around for a bit, I wouldn’t oppose the idea of… living here… with you? I mean, you’re so good at sex, it’s crazy! And I love it here! I love being outside! I don’t want to go back to that dark cave! Please say you’ll let me stay!”

      “Well, I wasn’t going to just steal your cult from you.” I smiled. “The way I see it, it’s still your cult and your money. I’m just keeping it here on my property for you.”

      “Yay!” Aiyana joined in the hug, coming in from my other side. “I hoped she’d stick around! She’s so much fun, and I’ve got so many experiments that a dragon would absolutely help with!”

      “Tana thought Zuthina already wife?” The big troll scratched her head. “Tana confused. But, if Zuthina stay, only thing that matters!”

      “DON’T IGNORE ME!” Trevanok finally got onto his hands and knees, holding a ball of fire in an open hand. “You think that you can give my possessions away like I’m already dead? You haven’t even come close! I’ll kill Zuthina, and everyone in my cult, along with this whole rotten nest of mortals before I let them be taken from--” The fire in his hand fizzled out.

      “Performance issues?” I asked. “Happens to the best of us, Trevvy. Don’t beat yourself up too much about it.”

      “Hasn’t happened to you yet.” Aiyana nudged me in the side. “Hey, you guys wanna throw rocks at him until he finally croaks?”

      “That’s so petty and cruel, and I love it!” Zuthina looked around the ground, picking up as many rocks as she could. “Do you think we should be looking for jagged rocks or smooth ones? I want to get as much damage as I can, so the jagged ones would be the right call, yeah?”

      “I think the smoother ones are easier to hold, so you can really throw your weight into each shot.” Aiyana demonstrated with a smooth stone, flinging it right into Trevanok’s eye just as he had gotten a foothold on the ground, sending him back onto his stomach again. “Oo! I hit it! I hit it! I was actually aiming for his eye! I can’t believe I actually got it! I hit a dragon in the eye with a rock!”

      “Why don’t you use your slingshot to shoot them?” I commented on her unused tool for just such a purpose. “You can probably shoot bigger ones more accurately with that.”

      “Oh! Duh!” She lightly smacked herself on the head, pulling out her slingshot and loading a few rocks inside. “I can make a potion to cure vampirism, but I can’t remember one of the basic combat tools in my arsenal. Thanks, Markus.”

      “Don’t mention it.” I looked at the ground, noticing that stones were popping out of the ground around us of both jagged and smooth varieties. “Looks like we’ve got Pebbles’s approval, too.”

      “Should we do points?” Aiyana shot a blast of rocks at Trevanok’s struggling body. “See who can hit him the most? One for a body shot, two for a headshot, three for the eyes.”

      “You’re on!” Zuthina knelt on the ground and flung rocks from one hand and the other, picking a rock up as she pulled a hand back and throwing a rock with the opposite at the same time in one fluid motion. “You and your puny slingshot will lose!”

      “Puny?” Aiyana picked up a bigger rock and shot it out of her slingshot, hitting Trevanok in the side of the snout. “How’s that for puny!”

      “Enough!” Trevanok finally got up to his knees, catching one of the rocks as it flew by him. “You don’t get to kill me. You’re just a bunch of mortals. I will live to see this world crumble into cosmic dust, and you’ll only live long enough to regret ever denying me what is rightfully mine to take! Starting with your lives!”

      He threw his head back as he had finally regained his fire breath, and an infernal glow lit up in his throat. The dragon drew in a breath like a gale force storm, his lungs nearly pulling enough air to suck us all into the pit with him.

      “TANA THROW!”

      A rock the size of my head flew like a diving hawk, lodging itself straight into Trevanok’s open mouth, lodging it firmly between his jaws as his teeth caught onto its rough surface. The rock continued to fly, regardless of the fact that it was in a dragon man’s mouth, as Trevanok’s head crashed against the ground behind him, his body folded backward in half.

      We all waited, watching the dragon as he rested on the ground. Trevanok hadn’t bothered to remove the stone from his mouth. He’d stopped moving entirely. His chest was motionless, not a drop of air passing through it. Trevanok the Wildfire was finally dead.

      The rest of us looked at Tana, her arm still outstretched from the throw as she stared blankly back at us.

      “Tana win?”

      We all couldn’t help but laugh. Life on the farm had gotten crazy, to be sure, but it wasn’t without its perks. I had gotten used to living alone, beating my head on the same wall, accepting my losses, and nearly killing myself doing the same thing every day.

      Now, I had a whole damn town around me, and two of my closest friends helped me make it bigger and better every day. I had magic tools, a set of magic armor that’d turned from leather to, oh, wow, full steel, a magic sword with a fully silver handle now, a bunch of giant farm animals that I hadn’t even begun to make full use of, and a strange little spirit that can shape the earth to my whims. And, of course, I had my three girls, each of them changing my life in ways I couldn’t have ever imagined before. But, now, I couldn’t have imagined it any other way.

      “Oh, my gods, this is just going to get harder, isn’t it?” I felt the fatigue of the battle hit me all at once. “The more we keep improving this farm, the more we’re going to have people just crawling all over here to see all the fancy stuff we’ve got. And now that we’ve got that dragon’s treasure on our farm, we’ll be up to our ears in adventurers looking for it.”

      “Not to mention that this probably qualifies as a dungeon now,” Aiyana helpfully pointed out. “I would have to go back to the guild to check the specific requirements a facility needs to have, which I’m not going to do, but I’m pretty sure you’ve got all of them.”

      “A what?” I raised an eyebrow at the wolf girl.

      “You know, a dungeon.” She looked at me as though I just tried to eat a hammer, and I felt that I was sharing that look with her. “Big place with lots of monstrous guards, usually a lot of underground sections and rooms, a big pile of treasure as a reward for anyone who clears it of hostiles. I mean, we’ve literally got a dragon guarding the place now, not to mention Tana and me. Adventurers visit places like this all the time, try to clean them out of every last valuable in them, and kill anything that moves. Once the guilds get wind of this place, they’ll be sending adventurers from all over the place to retrieve all the spoils you’ve got stashed here.”

      “Fuck.” I thought back to all the renovations, buildings, and troll burrows I’d allowed on my farm over the past half a year or so. “I’ve turned my farm into a dungeon.”
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      “But, as you well know, this wasn’t even close to the end of my farm’s growth.” King Marusk weaved the tale of his life with such life as Borginon Lock, and I sat on chairs that had simply risen out of the ground beneath us. “We’re still years away from the point where I turned this humble little farm into the greatest dungeon this world had ever seen, and the formation of the Coalition of Dungeons, and the Beast Wars that followed, and whatever I did to piss off every adventurer on the continent to the point where they’d launch a full-scale invasion just to spite me.”

      “That’s… huh.” Borginon scratched his iguana head with his claw. “I’d heard the rumors that this place started with some very humble beginnings, but I’d never imagined… a farm? Of all the places for a powerful dungeon to spawn from! I would have thought that this place was an undiscovered locus of powerful and ancient magics that you discovered, or that it was a druidic grove that you robbed of its power and transformed into a dungeon, but a farm? Wow.”

      “To be fair, it was mostly an accident at first.” King Marusk chuckled, his hollow voice filling the hallway. “I was making the best use of a dead adventurer’s goods, and everything else kind of exploded out of that. More people kept showing up and then turned into this whole big movement of all these different tribes of people, and I just couldn’t say no to any of them.”

      “And your kingly name! The very name that drives fear into the hearts of adventurers across the world!” Borginon laughed at the thought. “Is it really just a trollish mispronunciation? Are we all simply carrying on a mistake one of your wives made?”

      “I’ve grown to love it.” Marusk smiled through his voice underneath his shadowy helm. “It served its purpose as faithfully as my wives have to me. It’s hard to believe that a farm boy named ‘Markus’ had gained all of this political power, but a powerful King Marusk is far easier to rally behind. I owe much of my success as a master of a dungeon to that happy accident.”

      “I still can’t believe that you killed Garrus Stormling the Kingslayer before you had any magic!” I exclaimed, referencing the first adventurer he had slain. “Of course, killing adventurers is nothing for someone like you now, but back then, you were just a human! A common laborer at that! And he was Garrus Stormling? Do you know how many monster kings he’s killed? The Vampire King, the Werewolf King, the Werepire King, the Ghoul King, the Ghost King, the Zombie King, the Ape King, the Toad King, the Frog King, the Blood King, the Raptor King, the Slime King, the Rat King, the Lizard King--”

      “Okay, we get it, a lot of kings.” King Marusk stopped me from listing the other fifteen kings. “It’s not just a name.”

      “Not just kings! Champions!” I shouted, nearly jumping out of my seat. “They were the greatest fighters of their races, and he killed all of them in single combat! And you killed him! So, by proxy, you have proven yourself greater than all of them!”

      “I don’t think that’s how that works.” King Marusk, always so humble, contradicted me. “You don’t get to just claim all the victories of the people your enemies have killed when you’ve killed them. I’d already told you that I got a lucky kill with him. In a real fight between us, Garrus would have smeared the walls with my blood, and we wouldn’t be remotely close to having this conversation.”

      “But, what about now?” Borginon leaned in as he asked. “If you had to fight the Kingslayer with your current level of power in a real fight, who would win?”

      “There wouldn’t be enough blood left in him to smear on a slice of bread.” The great king answered flatly. “If I struggled to fight against adventurers at his level, I wouldn’t be waging war on all the adventurers in the world right now. There are far too many stronger ones out there to be considering the Kingslayer a tough enemy.”

      “Speaking of wars, what about the Beast Wars?” I asked him, eager to hear more stories from him. “From your story, it seems like you had always taken a more passive stance towards combat and battles rather than an active one. Your focus had been on defending and improving your own territory rather than an aggressive expansion strategy. What changed your mind?”

      “And what about that Barumpsh fellow?” Borginon couldn’t hide his child-like interest in the story, even if he tried. “He wouldn’t just take the loss of an entire town within his territory sitting down, would he? He must have launched some kind of attack on your growing dungeon! What did you do to stop him from throwing his armies at you?”

      “Not to mention all the adventurers that would have come swarming in afterward!” I added. “If two silver-grade adventurers were missing after a raid of what was supposed to be a small troll tribe, then that would have piqued the interest of a few gold grades, at least! How did you deal with the constant threat of adventuring parties trying to steal all of your newfound riches?”

      “Hmm…” Marusk opened up his hand, summoning a sphere of dark energy into it as visions of adventurers materialized within it, preparing for war with armies, weapons, and ammunition for powerful weapons of destruction. “Have they still not moved out of their castle yet? Gods, they are slower than the dead. Well, except for Fluffers, but he’s exceptionally fast for a lich.”

      “DO YOU HAVE TIME FOR MORE STORIES OF YOUR LIFE?” I couldn’t help but shout. “MORE STORIES! Ohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmy godsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmygodsohmy godsohmygodsohmygodsohmygods--!”

      “Silence, Whelp!” Borginon smacked me upside the head. “Do not bother the king so blatantly with your unhelpful demands at a time like this!” He turned to the dark king. “My apologies as the senior beastmaster for this junior. He knows not the good manners befitting the presence of royalty and power as prestigious as yours. Now, in the event that you happen to have some extra time on your hands to regale us with more tales of your life, no one present, nor anyone in this entire dungeon, would be opposed to such an indulgence.”

      “Alright, Borginon, I get it.” King Marusk put his hand up to quiet the senior beastmaster. “I think I’ve got a bit more time on my hands. Maybe I’ll get to the point where I waged the Beast Wars, and we can go back to work afterward. How does that sound?”

      “No arguments here!” Borginon sat patiently, waiting for the next epic to unfold from Marusk’s grand retelling of his life.

      “Ohmygodsohmygods…” I just couldn’t contain myself. “Ohmygodsohmygods…”

      This man, this legend, was one of the major axes of history. The entire world revolved around the awe-inspiring exploits he set in motion by resisting the irresistible, stopping the unstoppable, and doing the impossible time and again like it was just another day of work. Even this war against the Alliance of Adventure was just another stone for Marusk to step on as he treads the path only gods before had ever walked.

      There wasn’t a foe he couldn’t have faced head-on, an enemy that could have vanquished him, a force that could have bested him in this world. To hear the stories of his ascent to power from his own lips was an honor I could have fought my whole life for, and yet he was willing to take time out of his busy day to give it to me freely as if I was a personal friend he’d known his whole life. Truly, he was unlike anything that this world had ever produced before.

      With all the insane and nonsensical accomplishments that King Marusk would achieve in his lifetime, this ultimate dungeon master’s ascent from a simple farm boy was only natural.
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review. The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it.

      Do you want to miss out on my next release? No? Well, if you don’t join my Facebook group, follow me on Amazon, and subscribe to my mailing list, you probably will! Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they probably won’t.

      Follow me on Amazon!

      Join the Facebook Group!

      Get the news from my mailing list!

      But if you really want to make sure you get notified about my new books, join my Patreon. Because of the way Patreon works, there is no better way to ensure you don’t miss out on any exciting content, plus you get to read books early. How awesome is that?

      Check out the hot new content on my Patreon!

    

  

cover.jpeg
@UN@F_ON






