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            Prologue

          

          Lord General Brathnathal Garrett Skyclaw

        

      

    

    
      I’d been thinking about a lot of things over the past few months. Well, to be honest, just one, but it was big. Everything had been so meticulously planned out, with events and schemes spanning decades finally culminating in this one moment that was now just hours away. There was a great dream on everyone’s mind, a free and safe world for all the outcasts that had never known a home before, and it was about to come true, so long as we won this final battle.

      There wasn’t a single hand in Vastilon Keep without a tool, a weapon, or a magic sigil in it today. Towering trolls pushed the impossibly heavy mechanisms of humongous siege weapons. Horrific demons placed hot plates of dark iron directly onto their infernal skin. Cultist knights in dark armor herded miniscule goblins into sacks by the hundreds and loaded them onto trebuchets. Dark elf saboteurs loaded up bottles with black dust from darkwing pixies to be turned into bombs. Blind dwarves from the darkest recesses of the earth dug tunnels beneath the battlefield to set up supply lines and traps under the enemy forces. The slimy, humanoid spawn of eldritch horrors beyond sanity and the stars summoned portals to call upon the writhing tentacles of their forebears. Werebeasts transformed into their hybrid forms, taking on the forms of powerful beast-men as they were fitted with armor of their own, along with the mutated and monstrous animals that had lived here long before any of us. Even the necromancers were putting tools and weapons in the hands of their zombified and skeletal legions, putting the dead to work as much as the living.

      A part of me was a little jealous of necromancers on days like this. They only had to read from a book and flutter their fingers a bit, and their zombie warriors obeyed them perfectly with a subservient groan and an orderly shamble. No dramatic speeches, no respect needed. Just magical commands and the undead did what they were supposed to without another word. I bet a skeleton warrior wouldn’t ever talk back to their necromancer, if only because they didn’t have the lungs or voice box to do so.

      I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful for my position. Honestly, I didn’t. I only wanted to help out, just like everyone else. My brothers and sisters had settled into their roles perfectly, getting straight to it as soon as they were assigned the job. Our mothers and father were so proud of them. I was just… having a little trouble getting comfortable, you know?

      I mean, I was a general now. It was a big job. I had been put in charge of coordinating the armies of the Coalition of Dungeons against the Alliance of Adventure in the western territories of the continent, and I was doing my best. Against a lot of odds, I held the line against them, but it always felt like I was one botched battle away from a total collapse.

      Those damn adventurers were always so damn aggressive, suicidally so, as if they didn’t believe they were actually going to die in a fight. There was no planning for a random fireball from a trigger-happy adventuring wizard in the middle of a goddamn battlefield that wiped out both sides of a fight or an adventuring warrior trying to pin a dragon to the ground in a wrestling move. They fought like crazy people, and I had to get really creative myself to adjust my tactics on the fly and counter their lunacy. If any of my defensive strategies had failed even once, I couldn’t help but feel like we would have lost the western front, and we’d be outflanked right now.

      I was so stressed out, I could feel my scales molting off me.

      I’d just gotten out of the big meeting with all the generals and representatives of the Coalition, and all they could talk about was how bad things had gotten. The Alliance had rallied all the city lords and kings of the neighboring countries to join them, effectively putting the whole east under the rule of the adventurers and doubling their forces practically overnight. On top of that, the Palace of the Depths, a sea dungeon that housed the aquatic armies of the Ocean King, had defected to the Alliance, and our navy was crippled from the loss, along with half the ocean between the Alliance and us. Apparently, the adventurers had offered to get the merpeople classified as second-class citizens instead of slaves if they joined up, and the Ocean King was fine to take such an insulting deal.

      Throughout the whole meeting, I didn’t speak once. I couldn’t help but think of all the advantages that I could have been offering to counter all of these negatives if I’d just been able to push the Alliance back into the east instead of just holding our territories like we’d done. Maybe the Ocean King wouldn’t have been so eager to switch sides if he’d seen how weak the Alliance had become. Maybe the Alliance wouldn’t have had time to broker a deal with other nations if I had occupied their warfront more effectively. I felt like such a disappointment to my father.

      Of course, how could I live up to a legend like him? He was King Marusk, Slayer of Adventurers, Sovereign of the Coalition of Dungeons, Father of Monsters, Tamer of Myths, the Dungeon Savior, the Mythril Demon, the Lord of the West, the End of Heroes, the Unbreakable Shield, the Reaper’s Blade. Each one of those titles was earned when he did something so mind-bogglingly amazing that people couldn’t stop talking about them, and the names sprung up from the legends that followed. He’d never go by any other name than ‘Marusk’ if it was up to him, but people just couldn’t shut up about how great he was, and he never stopped doing things that people couldn’t shut up about. He was larger than life by default, and I was his eldest son. You could have imagined the pressure I felt when I had to represent him to all the dungeons of the world as his ‘number-one strategist.’

      If my father was put in the same position, he would have not only held the adventurers off but pushed those self-righteous assholes so far up the east and into their own assholes that they couldn’t have seen anything but shit while we plowed over them in a landslide. But there was only one King Marusk, and he was busy as hell coordinating everything and everyone else in the Coalition to make this war even possible. He was forced to put someone in charge, and I must have been the only available person.

      It made sense, though. I was the first son of Zuthina the Inferno, queen of the reformed Cult of Flames and powerful dragon, one of the three brides of King Marusk. Dragons got more powerful as they aged, but my mother was already as strong as most of the dragons that had joined the Coalition, who were at least a thousand years older than her. She was the daughter of a nasty dragon named Trevanok the Wildfire, another elder dragon thought to be unkillable that she helped slay. Other dragons saw her as a highly desirable mate, but she had happily sworn herself to Marusk long before any of them could make the offer.

      As a fire half-dragon and direct result of the union between the mighty King Marusk and powerful dragon Zuthina, I seemed like an equally powerful, dangerous warrior that could lead a critical war effort in its time of need. The Coalition of Dungeons could put their trust in me through my father’s and mother’s collective reputation. If only I’d lived up to all of those lofty expectations.

      I walked the many halls of Vastilon Keep, taking the less-trafficked routes through the maze of corridors in the hopes of avoiding everyone as long as possible. With my mythril armored wings curled around me, maybe I could hide my big, draconic snout, stark orange scales, and enchanted armor long enough to stay hidden until the battle started. I couldn’t bear to look anyone in the eye, especially not my brothers and sisters, and especially not my father.

      Could anyone have imagined what he must have felt, knowing that this war would be nearly won already instead of the drastic struggle it’d become if only his first son had done his job? He always wore an optimistic face around the family and me, but how could he not be harboring a pang of deep guilt at assigning a useless general through nepotism? What were the other dungeon masters thinking right now, questioning King Marusk’s leadership choices if he was going to be allowing blowhards to be leaders simply because they were related to him? But, as long as I proved myself worthy on the battlefield, maybe I could scrape away some of the shame I’d heaped upon my family.

      I just had to get into the mindset of battle. I was good at battle. My skill was part of what made my father choose me as one of his generals in the first place. My mother had taught me some offensive spells that I’d mastered adequately, my step-mother, Tana the troll warmaster, had trained me in all manner of close combat, and my other step-mother, Aiyana the wolfborn master alchemist, had given me several healthy potions to bolster my strength and flight as I’ve grown. If I could only focus on the battle ahead, then everything else would be overshadowed, and, in the end, maybe my failures wouldn’t have mattered. My only two tasks at hand were to focus on the battle and avoid everyone. Avoid any foot soldiers, and my brothers and sisters, and my mothers, and especially my father--

      “HEY, GARRETT! GARRETT! OVER HERE!”

      Oh, no.

      I’d almost walked past an opening to another passage, planning to simply keep walking through, then all the way to nowhere in particular, when I’d gotten caught like a rat in a trap. But this shouldn’t have happened at all. These hallways were nowhere near the front of the keep, where everyone was preparing to fight. I shouldn’t have run into a single soul. Even the shadow demon Shaknazath, who roamed the dark corners of the keep as its hidden guard against stealthy intruders, wouldn’t have noticed me over here with his attention focused on the vulnerable secret exits and entrances to the Keep.

      As I unfurled my wings to see who was calling me, my nightmares had been realized. Not just one, but three people had gathered here to expose me, and I had no means of escaping or masquerading their notice as a fluke. Two of them were adorned in the tough leather garb of the beastmasters, watchers of the monstrous animals that had made my father’s fortune so early on in his rise to nobility. One was rather short for a half-orc but still had the hefty build at his shoulders and the mighty underbite, while the other was a grizzled lizardborn, a tube of leathery scales with two stocky arms and legs poking out the sides and a webbed frill crowning his head like a giant iguana was wearing clothes.

      The third figure was my father. The obsidian-like metals of his armor, like a dozen demonic bat wings curled to protect his every muscle, absorbed light around him to make his presence even darker than before. The skulls of men were shaped into his fists of feet, and the skulls of wyverns were shaped into his pauldrons, all of which he probably could have slain and grafted onto his armor with his bare hands if he wanted to. A long cap of blackest midnight trailed down from his shoulders, dragging along the floor into a pool of darkness. He sat beside the two beastmasters in chairs shaped from the stone of the hallway like clay, probably manifested by Pebbles, the earth spirit that roamed the halls of Vastilon Keep, at his whim. Through the slits of his horned helmet, two blood-red eyes glowed and tore through me as they met my gaze. I couldn’t avoid him now.

      “Get your ass over here, Garrett, my boy!” My father waved me over with a powerful rush of his arm, and I couldn’t help but march to his side on the spot. “Look at this specimen of dragon manhood! Borginon, Tiberius, have you met the illustrious Brathnathal Garret Skyclaw? Heroic general of the western front and my eldest son! Garrett, these two are Borginon Lock the lizardborn and Tiberius Gildwarn the half-orc.”

      “My Lord General!” the lizard beastmaster spoke for both himself and the half-orc as both shuffled out of their chairs to get down on one knee. “May I say that it is an honor, a privilege, and a bountiful fortune to meet two prolific figures of the Coalition of Dungeons, let alone on the same day as the greatest war of our time!”

      “Haa… haahow…. Haaa…” The half-orc seemed to struggle to not faint as much as he was getting a word out. “How… haa… hahaow…?”

      “How did he manage to protect the northwestern border from the Alliance like a solid wall of steel, you mean?” Marusk finished the bumbling half-orc’s sentence for him. “Because he’s a goddamn master strategist, that’s how! Do you think I would just leave such a task to just anyone? I needed someone who could do the impossible, and could you imagine my luck to have this hunk of a dragon man around?”

      “Father, please.” I tried to shuffle back out of the corridor and out of this conversation. “You don’t have to embellish my achievements for others. We all know how well I did.”

      “You’re damn right, I do!” My father stood up and wrapped his arm around my opposite shoulder to pull me into a side hug. “This son of a simple farm boy pulled off the impossible defense! I mean, I always knew he could, but to think that he managed to do so without a single inch given! What a legend!”

      “We’re eternally grateful for your amazing skills, Lord General!” Borginon the lizardborn stayed kneeling, his head bowed, as he spoke. “I personally have family in a swamp dungeon near there, the Temple of Yak’talem the World Serpent. That would have been one of the first places those bastard adventurers raided when they broke the line, and you saved them from being wiped off the map. My sister and her brood of hatchlings are safe because of you!”

      “AND WITH A QUARTER OF THE FORCES!” Tiberious the half-orc finally spoke a complete thought as he looked up to gawk at me. “You were outnumbered four-to-one in a dozen battles all along that border, and you never lost a single one! Not a single one! You barely lost any troops, while the adventurers lost entire armies! How did you do it?”

      “It’s really nothing, honestly.” I tried to weasel my way out of my father’s tight grip. “I should have been more assertive and aggressive with my strategy, but I was afraid of losing what little troops I had. Maybe I could have cut down on the forces they have in this fight if I’d been able to take a single territory.”

      Borginon looked up at me with a steely gaze. “If I may be so bold, Lord General, that’s a load of centaur shit. When I heard that King Marusk was assigning a general as young as you with a fraction of the soldiers the southeastern front was having, I was furious with him. I’ll admit to blaming nepotism for putting you in such a position, and I nearly stole a hippocampus and rode back home to protect my sister myself. But when I heard that you’d stopped an invasion of adventurers just twenty miles north of the Temple of Yak’talem without losing a single soldier, I knew that my family was in good hands. In this humble lizard’s opinion, the King couldn’t have picked a better general from history’s finest battle strategists, Lord General. I can’t thank you enough for keeping my home so safe. They never even got close to touching my ancestral swamp. My nieces and nephews still don’t know what an adventurer looks like to this day. That’s all you, Lord General.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better, myself.” My father patted me on the shoulder. “Can you believe that High Priest Shalaan didn’t want him in charge of the war effort over there?”

      “Wait, High Priest Shalaan was against my appointment?” I asked. “He never said anything to me when I asked him for troops.”

      “That’s because he’s a passive-aggressive little bitch, but trust me, my spies caught every word he was saying behind our backs.” My father sighed. “In his own words, I was just ‘filling the ranks with my seed in a fool’s attempt to boost my own ego.’ You’d think a man snake would have a little faith in the guy who wrestled his big serpent god into submission and convinced it not to eat all of his people! Well, my big man here showed him how wrong he was, didn’t he, Garrett?”

      “I was trying to make you proud, father.”

      “Hey! You listen here, Brathnathal Garret Skyclaw.” The black-armored man grabbed me by both shoulders and locked his red bulbs with my gaze. “I am always proud of you, no matter what the hell you do with your life. From the first moment I held you in my arms, I’ve been proud of you. I’m proud of all of my kids and their accomplishments, no matter what they are. Did you know that your brother Rackthar wants to take up unicycling for a circus act when this war is over?”

      “Really?” I chuckled. “He has terrible balance, even for a troll. How does he plan to use a unicycle, let alone ride it along a tightrope?”

      “I can’t wait to find out!” King Marusk let my shoulders go. “I’m heading to every show that I can catch when he finds a circus he likes, and you better believe your stepmother Tana, and I’ll be the loudest clappers every time he performs. I love each and every one of you, no matter what you do. No matter what you do, you can never make me anything but the proudest father in Marlashtia. Never forget that.” He smiled. “That aside, I couldn’t be prouder of you for holding the line so well. You were the only person I could trust to make it happen. You know, your mother wanted to take over for you when I made the announcement that you were coordinating the western troops. While I respect the hell out of your mother’s strategic mind, the same with your stepmother Tana’s destructive talent when she wanted to join the frontlines over there to watch out for you, I didn’t let either of them go because I knew they wouldn’t be able to get the job done like you could. I had complete faith in you, and you did it. You’re amazing, Garrett. I love you, son.”

      He pulled me in for a hug. Even with our armor in the way, I could feel my father’s affections for me melt through everything and seep through the cracks. Of course, my bleeding heart father had to go and have this moment in front of strangers just to embarrass me.

      “Thanks, father.” I couldn’t help but tear up a bit as years of grief fell off my shoulders. “I love you, too.”

      “Wow.” Tiberius wiped a tear away. “I wish my father had been so supportive instead of throwing me into a pit of wolves every time I talked back to him.”

      “My father tried to eat me when I was still an egg,” Borginon commented. “Didn’t stop when I was hatched, either. He still tries to get a nibble when I visit him, sometimes.”

      “Why don’t you stay a little while?” King Marusk sat himself down, pushing me down into a stone seat that was summoned to meet me. “I was just telling these two about how Vastilon Keep was founded from a humble farm my parents and grandparents owned.”

      “Did you get past the part where you met my mother?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah, and you missed the part where we all gang up to kill your grandfather.” He referenced the death of Trevanok the Wildfire. “But we’re far from done. We haven’t even got the part where you were born. But, before we come close to that, we have to talk about the shadow demon Shaknazath and baron Barumpsch…”
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            Baron Barumpsch, 19 years ago…

          

        

      

    

    
      I, Baron Beauregard Buchanan Bartholomew Bensworth Banana Bunch Bacon Barumpsch the Seventeenth, sat upon my wooden throne in my luxurious throne room. I looked quite comely as my royal ass splurged upon the red velvety cushions, the goosey down flattened like a pancake under my noble weight. As my jowls rested upon my chin, I stuck my pinky between the rolls of fat to pick out any particles of food that I might have eaten, having felt peckish. My venture into my own face proved unfruitful, and I disappointingly used the same pinky to part the bangs from my face, as to put it in line with the rest of my majestic bowl cut. The colors of my doublet and puffy trousers were just as magnificent as mine, with purples and reds galore in wonderful, alternating stripes, and the golden buckles of my shoes were especially shiny today.

      The tiny little man, with his boring brown doublet and his frumpy hat, was not nearly as colorful as me, which made me happy, though not happy enough to not yell at him as he approached me.

      “SQUIRE!” I shouted at the man before me. “Any news from Vastilon yet?”

      “No, milord.” The squire sheepishly bowed before me. “Nothing yet. But there have been rumors of a fortress nearby--”

      “Hmm…” I pondered the lack of news from Vastilon. “Are you sure Vastilon has yet to send any taxes back to me?”

      “We’ve sent another contingent of tax collectors their way, milord, as you requested.” The squire insisted. “There is still no sign of the town of Vastilon anywhere. As I’ve told you before, all the buildings and people have vanished and are still gone. However, the fortress--”

      “Well, if I'd known that these miscreants would shirk their civic duties to their lord and not pay me any money, I would have never allowed them to sell their land back to me! Well, if the old Vastilon has been taken away, then let a new one replace it! SQUIRE! Mark my words!” I slammed my royal fist upon the armrest of my throne as the squire picked up a pen and quill to write down what I would next speak. “I order a new Vastilon to be built upon the land of the old! The town will be named ‘New Vastilon,’ and it will not be allowed to be sold back to me to avoid paying taxes and disappear into the night, upon penalty of death! And New Vastilon is to begin paying taxes to me immediately when the first building is constructed! Before the first building is constructed! They will pay taxes to me as soon as construction of the new town commences!”

      “Milord, who will live in New Vastilon?” the squire asked.

      “Have the townspeople around here draw lots,” I commanded. “One hundred random people will be chosen to live there from all the townspeople in the kingdom. No one among my subjects will be excluded from the drawing. We will need women and children in this new town, after all, to make for new subjects to pay their taxes to me in the future.”

      “Milord, if I may be so bold as to say something?” the squire requested.

      “Speak.”

      “If you are to fill the ranks of the new town’s population with the people from this one, will you not be getting the same amount of money from their taxes overall?” the squire spoke his mind freely. “You will not be gaining new subjects with this new town, and the efforts you make to have a new town built will only cost you in tax revenue. If we had a surplus of townspeople, this would be a perfect solution, but as of now, we are quite comfortable at our size. If we lose one hundred people, however, the local economy will suffer tremendously, and your tax revenue will suffer.”

      “Hmm…” I didn’t like what I was hearing. “I don’t think that’s how it works.”

      “Well, that’s unimportant, I suppose,” the squire admitted. “What may be important is, before you build your new town, you should investigate the fortress that’s been--”

      “Don’t you dare deign to speak to me of importance, peasant!” I gestured to the nearby archers guarding the room with a wave of my hand. “Shoot him. You may fire when ready.”

      “What?” the fool of a squire said with fear in his eyes, backing away slowly from my throne and towards the door. “Milord, please! I only want to give you the taxes you so richly deserve! You’re not actually increasing your tax revenue if you’re not gaining more subjects--!”

      The archers shot him with a hail of three arrows, ending the squire’s life immediately as his blood spilled onto my nice, clean carpet. If he weren’t dead, I’d have had him shot for dirtying my beautiful velvet floor piece. In short order, two maids stepped out from the door at the side of my throne room and began cleaning up the body, slowly dragging the dead man away to be disposed of. I might have had them executed, or at least lashed, for their tardiness in arriving to do their job.

      “SEND IN ANOTHER SQUIRE!” I shouted through the halls of my castle, knowing that someone would hear me and obey.

      After three frustratingly long, miserable minutes, another squire stepped through the double doors at the other end of the throne room, sheepishly avoiding the stain of blood on the floor as he approached the throne. Shakily and with much fear in his bones, he bowed on two knees to await my command.

      “SQUIRE!” I shouted to the new squire. “What news from Vastilon?”

      “Um, uh, nothing yet, sire,” the new squire answered. “We have yet to receive anything since you last requested news on Vastilon. But, if I may suggest something about the for--?”

      “You may not deign to suggest to me, peasant!” I denied his request, gesturing to the archers again. “Shoot him. You may fire when ready.”

      “Wait, milord!” the new squire begged for his life. “Wait, I beg of you, please! I only wish to mention the fortress that’s been sighted--!”

      The arrows slew the new squire, three in all, and left him to bleed upon my carpet, now twice soiled by blood. I wished that I could tear him from the chains of the afterlife and flog him with those chains for the mess that he made in my throne room. As the maids came in to clean up the squire that had just faced righteous judgment in my presence, I made a mental note to have them flogged for their tardiness, now twice done on my watch.

      “SEND IN ANOTHER SQUIRE!” I shouted at my subjects again.

      It took four whole minutes this time for another squire to be found and brought into my presence. The third squire was just as poorly dressed as the other two but even more sheepish as he approached me, staring at the giant pool of blood from the mixture of two squires dying next to where the other had. But he approached, kneeling down next to the blood puddle as he bowed on two knees, awaiting my command.

      “SQUIRE!” I shouted to the third squire. “What news from Vastilon?”

      “While there hasn’t been any word from the missing town yet…” The third squire paused as if he didn’t know what he was going to say next. “We do have our suspicions about a strange, new fortress nearby Vastilon.”

      “Hmm…” This was new information to me, the baron Barumpsch. “Tell me more about this fortress nearby Vastilon.”

      “Oh, thank the gods,” he said under his breath before speaking to me again. “Scouts have reported sightings of a new fortress that’s near the spot that Vastilon used to be. Perhaps the people in that fortress might know more about what happened to Vastilon and how it was whisked away without a trace.”

      “And where is this fortress, more precisely?” I asked him.

      “A few miles from Vastilon, near the edge of the forest,” the third squire informed me. “It sits where the Vastilon farm used to be. You know… the problem one, milord.”

      Oh… oh, that one… that particular, specific little farm just a few miles from Vastilon, huh? The one that had never been prompt about paying my taxes, and that brat took it over with his stubborn refusal to return any of my tax summons. Oh, I knew of that one, distinct, peculiar, singular farm…

      “That bastard.” I gripped the edge of my armrest. “So, they refuse to pay me the proper amount of taxes when I royally increased them time and time again, and refuse to die childless so I can replace them with a farmer that will pay me on time, and now, when there’s a childless farmer running it that could have let himself die of some peasant disease, he instead decides to GIVE MY FARM OVER TO A FORTRESS INSTEAD?! THE AUDACITY! THE GALL! THE INSULT TO MY ROYAL TREASURY! SQUIRE!”

      “Yes, sire?” the third squire replied.

      “Bring me an adventurer!” I shouted. “One that’s really good at murder. The murderiest one! I need a lot of murder done quickly, and I need it done messily, too.”

      “Apologies for the intrusion, but I couldn’t help but overhear you need an adventurer who’s good at murder. I happen to fit the bill.”

      The voice echoed through my royal throne room as a shadow began to grow in the corner of the room. The shadow stretched out of the ground like a thousand vines twisting about until they came together into a strange, round door of darkness.

      From out the door stepped a man dressed in a red robe covered in white, blasphemous runes along its edges. He wore a golden chain ending in a circular medallion with occult symbols etched into it, depicting a horrifying monster with a hundred eyes. Most of his face was covered by his hood, except for his pointy chin and crooked smile. In his hand was a book made from old leather and bound by rusty latches, its pages brown and crusty with age and its content heretical and dangerous.

      “You’ve interrupted your royal baron in the midst of his decree!” I shouted at the strange man in the robe, gesturing to the archers in the room. “Shoot him. You may fire when ready.”

      “If you insist…”

      As my archers pointed their bows at the man, preparing to fire, the cloaked man opened his dark tome with one hand, whispering an incantation in a gravelly tone as he read from its pages. Three arrows flew through the air, but they did not meet their target. Instead, they were stopped in the air by tendrils made of the darkness from the shadowy portal he’d just stepped out from.

      The portal changed form, the tendrils holding the arrows becoming more like a hand, and the rest of it becoming more like a man, if the man had been stitched together using parts from the bowels of hell. It stood on wolf-like legs, had a thick tail like a scorpion’s made of black bones like a giant’s spine, and looked around with compound eyes on a reptilian skull poking out of a main of quills that coated its long neck and trailed down its hunched back. As it moved, it left behind a smoky trail of dark tendrils behind that quickly vanished into nothingness.

      “Heel, Shaknazath,” the robed man commanded.

      The dark monster stepped backward, kneeling behind the man in the robe like an obedient guard dog. In the midst of all of this tomfoolery, someone nearby showed the disrespect of smearing shit all over the back of my noble trousers.

      “Did you get that out of your system?” The robed man closed the book in his hands. “I can do this all day if you want. When you’re finally ready to discuss the terms of our arrangement, I will be right here.”

      “No, you will not!” I demanded the stranger’s respect. “You will take your strange puppy and go straight back to the foul abyss whence you came! When I have called for you, only then will I allow you back into my royal throne room to discuss the services I require of you! SQUIRE!” I turned back over to my newest squire. “Mount an expedition to go straight to hell to find this man when he’s returned to it! Hand him a formal summons for an audience with me so I may discuss a proposition with him immediately!”

      The room fell silent at the awesome weight of my noble decree.

      “Are… you serious?” the robed man stuttered. “But I’m right her--”

      “There is an order to these things!” I spoke with royal authority. “You cannot waltz into my throne room and expect me to cooperate with your demands simply because you don’t have the common decency to use the door! I am your baron! I am a busy man with a lot of decrees to make! I do not operate on your schedule, you operate on mine! Return to hell at once with your demon mutt and await my summons! Or do you want me to order you to be shot again?”

      “B-but, I, ugh…” The robed man could not comprehend my amazing presence, rubbing the side of his temple as he subconsciously groaned out his praises of my opulence. “I don’t live in hell, though--”

      “Shoot him,” I commanded my archers. “You may fire when ready.”

      “What…?”

      The archers hesitated for a moment before I gave each of them a look that spoke of the arrows they would each receive in their own bodies if they did not obey. One by one, they looked at each other and knocked another arrow in their bows, firing away at the robed man. As the arrows flew through the air, they were caught again by the shadowy beast behind him, dropping to the ground. If I didn’t know any better, I could have sworn that the strange growling the beast made could have been mistaken for laughter.

      “Quiet, you!” The robed man opened his book and chanted an incantation, causing a glowing rune to flare upon the shadow demon’s neck to silence him, then closed the book again as he turned back to me. “Fine. As long as I get paid, I will jump through your hoops. Would your squire like to use my hell portal to save some of everyone’s time?”

      “Do not insult your baron!” I refused his charity. “Do you think that I, Baron Beauregard Buchanan Bartholomew Bensworth Banana Bunch Bacon Barumpsch the Seventeenth, am incapable of finding my own way into hell? Archers! Shoot him repeatedly until I tell you to stop. You may begin your volley when ready.”

      “Oh, for the love of…”

      The archers knocked their arrows into their bows to fire again at the robed man, and they were each caught yet again by the shadow demon. The robed man’s breath grew heavy with a deep respect for my noble position as the volley of arrows continued, and while that was happening, I addressed my newest squire.

      “SQUIRE!” I spoke to him. “How fast do you think you can go to hell?”

      “Well, um…” The squire stopped and thought to himself. “Without the hell portal that this adventuring demonologist has conveniently offered us, the only other way into hell is to commit atrocious sins in life and then die, allowing your sinful spirit to be dragged away into its eternal torment as punishment for your transgressions. Of course, that’s a ridiculous method for travel--”

      “Oh, that sounds easy enough to accomplish!” I thought of a genius plan. “SQUIRE! Go burn down the orphanage in the town square and then stab yourself in the heart so you can go to hell! Make sure you’re holding an official summons from me when you die so you can deliver it to this man when you find him there.”

      “Milord, you can’t seriously expect me to do all of that!” the squire protested. “That’s far too much for anyone to follow through on, even for a royal decree!”

      “I suppose you may be right.” I slumped over in my chair as I thought through my scheme. “Very well. I suppose I can be merciful. Once you burn down the orphanage, come back here so you can be shot by my archers and won’t have to kill yourself. Wouldn’t want you messing up your own death without my supervision.”

      “Sire, there is virtually no way to return from hell as a spirit!” the squire protested me again. “Once you’re dead, your eternal punishment is… well, eternal! How do I come back to inform you that I’ve completed your task after I die?”

      “That sounds like a ‘you’ problem,” I told him. “Don’t tarry too long down there. I still need you to come back and fulfill your role as squire. And make sure to keep track of how much in taxes you’ll need to pay me over the time it takes for you to get back. Oh, that reminds me! When you’re down there, find the other squires I just had executed and have them brought back as well so they can pay their taxes for me as well!”

      “Other dead squires?” The demonologist adventurer perked up as he stood behind his dark pet in the midst of a rain of arrows. “Um, milord, I’ve just remembered something! Your other dead squires already gave me your summons when they were in hell! Yes, that’s it! They found me and informed me of your plight! That’s why I came here in the first place!”

      “Archers, stop your volley!” I put my hand up, stopping the archers as the last one fired one last arrow at the shadow demon, who caught and dropped it like the rest. “Robed man, you speak of meeting my other squires in hell already? Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

      “Well, I… only just remembered because… I was so… enamored with… how lovely your throne room is?” The man in the robe didn’t seem confident in his own answer. “Thankfully, your brilliant… ness… helped me to recall the summons I’ve already received. You have my gratitude for being so… noble. Would you believe all of that?”

      “Hmm…” I pondered his many pauses as the squire trembled in place. “I think I do.”

      “Oh, thank the gods!” The squire dropped to his knees and sighed.

      “FINALLY! I CAN GET PAID!” The robed man threw his fists up as he shouted to the heavens before collecting himself and bowing respectfully to me. “I mean, um, milord, I can’t wait to get started helping you with the problem of the fortress that troubles your lands.”

      “Yes, of course, as I said in the summons I sent with my dead squires,” I lied, not wanting for everyone to think I was a buffoon who only accidentally stumbled into this bureaucratic victory. “I suppose I can fit you into my busy schedule now. Very well! Let us discuss the matter of the fortress near Vastilon!”

      “Oh, my gods, I thought I was going to have to kill a whole lot of…” The robed man stopped himself in the middle of his strange sentence. “Um, never mind.”

      The shadow demon growled out another giggle, to which the man in the robe glared at him and opened up his book, whispering another incantation. The white rune on the demon’s neck flared hot, stopping its growling laughter like a cork in its throat.

      “That’s enough out of you,” the robed man chastised his demon before turning back to me once again. “So, anyway, the fortress problem? Let’s talk business.”

      “Yes, let’s.” I scooted my throne with a few thrusts of my pelvis to turn to face the demonologist adventurer. “Do you believe that you and your team can properly handle the fortress near Vastilon? Do you have a party of adventurers that I can meet?”

      “A demonologist doesn’t need an adventuring party.” He placed a hand on the shoulder of his shadowy pet. “He summons one. Thanks to my magic, my demon slaves are far more compliant than mortal party members and can accomplish far more as a result. It’s far more efficient than any other adventurer you may want to hire, saving you plenty of money. A silver-grade demonologist can overpower a whole team of gold-grade adventurers if his demons are up to the task. And I am a gold-grade demonologist, with plenty of slaves more powerful than that at my disposal. This slave, for example, is quite the specimen of a shadow demon, possibly one of the strongest demons I’ve ever come across. Not only can it lay in even the lightest and faintest of shadows undetected, but it’s also able to manifest itself in a physical form in direct exposure to light for an indefinite amount of time, a feat unparalleled in all the realms that shadow demons reside.”

      “It certainly can catch a lot of arrows,” I remarked as I looked over the strange shadow beast. “How many demons do you believe you will need to take on the fortress?”

      “Shaknazath here will be more than enough,” the demonologist assured me. “You can rally your soldiers now to sack the fortress before the day is finished. I will send it ahead to infiltrate their mundane defenses without their knowledge and sabotage their inner workings, making them terribly vulnerable to an invasion from you and your armies when you arrive. They won’t even know that they’ve been sabotaged until you’ve already got your foot on their leader’s neck without a single casualty from your soldiers. You’ll be saving thousands of gold pieces on recruiting newly trained soldiers and thousands more from hiring a whole band of adventurers who may just fail at the task when I will clearly succeed. A band of silver or bronze adventurers will probably be slaughtered before they make a dent in this fortress, while a gold team will cost you half of your kingdom. But, with me, it’ll be like taking candy from a baby.”

      “I do like to do that when I pass them by.” I suddenly grew peckish for candy stolen from infants. “But never mind that. Can you guarantee that the fortress will be mine by the day’s end? That’s a very tight timetable. I know that it’s fairly early in the morning, but still. What’s your price for all of your promises?”

      “My price is steep, but my results are worth every piece of gold.” He opened his book and spoke another incantation, summoning a swirl of dark fire to surround him with a stylish flair. “My price is two thousand gold pieces. One thousand up front, and the other thousand when the fortress is yours. I will stay on retainer until you claim this fortress as your own, with all of my demon legions at your disposal to crush these fools into the dust. Do we have a deal?”

      “That’s an outrageous fee for an adventurer! Nearly twice the asking price for any other party from the town’s local guild!” I shouted before I mulled over the implications of his offer. “On the other hand, if I kept you on retainer, it’d be like having a whole adventuring guild of demons at my disposal, and I could just use you when I need an adventuring problem done instead of them. I could save a lot of money that way on adventuring concerns by avoiding their ridiculous rates for every little problem…”

      “My thoughts exactly.” The hooded man grinned like a wolf. “I’m so glad you’re thinking ahead, milord.”

      “Very well, this will be a trial run, then!” I accepted the robed man’s offer. “You have a deal! If you can deliver on your promise to give me this fortress, I will give you all the money you asked for and even more for being my exclusive adventurer on retainer. Send your demons to weaken their fortress and bring them to heel when I arrive there with my soldiers!”

      “As you wish, milord.”

      The robed man opened his book again to whisper a few incantations, and his demon slave’s shadowy form bled into the floor, disappearing into a pool of inky blackness. The inky pool shrank quickly, vanishing without another word as it went out to accomplish its mission. I would have immediately told my squire to assemble the troops to march on Vastilon, but I was still debating on whether I wanted the squire to take some candy from a baby for me or not.
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            Lord General Brathnathel Garret Skyclaw, in the present…

          

        

      

    

    
      Deep in the halls of Vastilon Keep, my father, King Marusk, still weaved the tale of his life as we all listened attentively in the chairs formed from the living stone around us. As the story continued, a few other residents of the keep had stumbled into this hallway and sat themselves down to listen to the story, and the audience was beginning to grow.

      “Apologies, Your Highness, but I have a quick question,” Tiberius the half-orc interrupted the story for a brief moment. “How did you know about the perspective of the baron when you told that part of the story? Like, his thoughts and feelings as he spoke and witnessed the surrounding events? Where did you learn all of that?”

      “It does seem a bit odd,” Borginon the lizardborn commented. “I might not have questioned it if you’d told it from the perspective of Shaknazath since he was there, and he could have just told you what he heard and felt as he witnessed everything, but Baron Barumpsch isn’t around anymore, is he?”

      “Are you just keeping him in a dungeon around here?” Tiberius excitedly looked around. “Which one is it? I want to see what happened to that fat bastard. Oh, do you keep all of your enemies prisoner so you can get their perspectives on things? An odd policy in a fight, but I can respect the desire to tell an accurate story! Or did you want to keep him locked up as punishment for ever crossing you and threatening your dungeon? He must be feeling pretty foolish after nearly twenty years down here, being tortured by your personal torturers!”

      “Seems like a bit of a hassle just to flesh out a story you already experienced firsthand in most parts.” Borginon folded his stubby arms. “Although, maybe you were saving them for a meal later, and you could have simply asked them while you were eating them. Don’t know how much you’d get between all the screams, but if anyone could get someone to talk in a time like that, it’d be King Marusk.”

      “It’s all a part of the story, dear listeners,” King Marusk interjected in his story-telling persona as he addressed the masses that had gathered. “But, just to clarify, I’m not keeping any prisoners in these dungeons, and I don’t eat people. Well, I did once, but that was an accident from all the… Well, we’ll get to that part of the story in a bit. Point being, none of you have anything to worry about.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t worried.” Borginon sat forward in his stone stool. “You’re the king around here. You have the right to eat whoever you want, no questions asked. You can serve me up with some dip and chips if you like. It would be my honor to be eaten by my master and such a prestigious figure to boot. May the energy in my body help you conquer your enemies, my lord.”

      “Yeah, me too!” Tiberius joined in with the other beastmaster. “But, if you don’t mind, could you wait until the battle is over? I want to witness this defining moment in history before I die. If I die in the middle of the battle, though, I hope my body isn’t too spoiled for your consumption by the time you find me, my lord. I’ll do what I can to make sure my body lands somewhere clean and fresh for you to pick up and snack on later.”

      “I’m not eating anyone!” my father insisted. “Why are we even talking about this?”

      “I think we’re getting distracted from the story,” I reminded everyone. “If you haven’t noticed, the king doesn’t have much time, and neither do we before we all have to head to our stations. The story will go half-finished if he answers all the questions we might have in the meantime. Just let him tell the story, and everything might become clear along the way.”

      “Sorry, sorry!” Tiberius bent himself over in his chair to apologize. “Won’t happen again, I swear! Sorry!”

      “Still a mite curious about that baron’s perspective…” Borginon muttered under his breath. “Just saying…”

      “Alright, so, anyway, back to Shaknazath.” King Marusk picked up his story where he left off. “He was on his way to my dungeon to bring us down from the inside…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Shaknazath, 19 years ago…

          

        

      

    

    
      Magic had a way of biting anyone in the ass who got too familiar with it. As soon as magic gave them what they wanted, it found a way to take just as much in return, if not a little more. Sure, the convenience of being able to defy the laws of the natural world couldn’t be understated, but in a lot of ways, using magic to bypass nature was simply trading one set of rules and restrictions for another. Magic had its own behaviors, just like the mundane world, and it was just as unforgiving and unwavering in its adherence to those behaviors as a boulder falling from the sky.

      Demons had the worst of it, by far. As creatures born from the infernal magics of hell, we were all too familiar with the rules of magic that bound us to our foul existence. Our innate core of magic allowed us to do all sorts of unnatural things that the material world would find, as amazing as it may find us repulsive or horrifying. Weapons forged by men couldn’t break our skin, and the mundane elements of the world did little more than that against us. Our strength rivaled the beasts of the earth, from even the smallest imps, who were as strong as a man, to the largest pit fiends, who could crush stone in their hands. This was not even to speak of the spells we inherited from our hellfire pits, making us as dangerous as ten men from the moment we were first formed.

      As a shadow demon, I could melt into the ground and become untouchable by my enemies, and the darkness helped to give me power and energy like rest and food would help a mortal creature. I never had to eat or sleep, and there was little that could harm me but another shadow demon when I was a shadow on the wall. Watching beneath the notice of most creatures, even other demons, I could see and hear anything that I wanted, and no one would be the wiser.

      But, as a demon, I was bound by mystic rules written long before I ever existed. The holy power of the gods burned twice as hot for my kind as for any other, even the undead, making weapons imbued with such power tear through our shielding skin like it was wet paper. Our power was just as toxic to the angelic opposites from the heavens, but so rarely did the gods send an angel when a devout cleric would crush us just as easily.

      Besides sacred energy, the touch of magic could make a blade cut like any other would on a mortal being, no matter the enchantment. More powerful enchantments were simply unfettered by our demonic resilience against regular things. Magical spells, as well, cut through our natural defenses against the elements, rendering our demon heritage impotent against a prepared adventurer.

      On top of that, light could kill a shadow demon if one of us lingered for even a few moments too long, and the sun was a death sentence for most of us. Even the light of a torch’s flame could damage when brought close, whether we were manifested or still hiding in a shadow. Over my many thousands of years in hell, I strengthened my resolve against light to loosen its hold on me, and my weakness had been reduced from a deadly weapon against me to an infuriating rash. In turn, I sacrificed my ability to simply live as a shadow and now had to manifest myself in physical form if I stayed too long outside of a regular shadow. Try as I might, I could not eliminate my inherent flaws.

      The most damning drawback of existing as a demon was the law of the ancient tongue. Demons could do nothing with it against another demon, and angels grew sick when they heard it and suffered if they spoke it, but the mortals were unfettered. When they spoke the ancient demon language, they could command any demon who heard it into following their demands to the letter, so long as they spoke the demon’s true name. A true name could transport a demon from anywhere in existence, whether it was from the other side of the world or from the deepest pit of hell, to the feet of the mortal who spoke it with intention. They could even inflict pain on us by inscribing our bodies with runes in the ancient tongue by way of a spell and speaking the word on the rune aloud where we could hear it.

      The runes acted as our anchors to the mortal plane, keeping us out of hell and in the service of whoever put the rune upon us. While any self-respecting demon would never want to be bound to slavery underneath a mortal, the unforgiving wastes of hell and the many powerful demons who demanded just as much obedience in the territories they carved out made the place unbearable to most who were born there. A demon master was immortal until slain by another powerful demon, a rarity for some of the greater lords of hell, but a mortal could always grow old and die in the blink of a demon slave’s eye. The anchoring rune remained even after the death of the mortal who placed the anchor, and some demons might consider a single mortal’s lifetime of servitude a small price to pay to escape hell’s constant struggles.

      In these ways, we would be bound to mortal masters, forced to follow their every command. I was a similar case, summoned and captured when my true name was revealed to the mortal wizard Vincent Garl. As far as masters went, he was typical. Arrogant and ambitious, but with a deep knowledge of demonic language and behaviors that allowed him to amass an army of demons he could summon as he pleased. I was among his favored slaves, easily being one of the most versatile and effective demons he’d ever had under his control.

      And, thus, I was sent out to attack this fortress Vincent and the mortal baron kept mentioning. Watching him frustrate himself as he dealt with that clown he wanted to pay him for my services brought me such delight, but it had to end, like all good things. I had until the end of the day to dismantle the fortress as quickly and quietly as possible, or I’d probably be punished for laziness.

      Well, it shouldn’t have been hard. It wasn’t like I hadn’t done something similar before to other forts and castles at the bidding of this mortal master alone. As I transported myself into one of the dark, unseen corners of the fortress to look around, I surveyed the landscape, looking for any and all weaknesses that I could exploit without anyone noticing.

      Admittedly, it wouldn’t be easy. The fortress itself was built to last against all manner of attack. Hidden behind a solid wall of steel about five feet thick, somehow built in such a way to make any one sheet of metal indistinguishable from the next, was a wall of lumber just as thick and just as seamlessly built, and another matching wall of stone matching just behind, making a fifteen-foot thick wall that stood thirty feet high and stretched around the entire perimeter of the fortress, with no holes in it to speak of besides the front and rear gates. Scaling them would be impossible on the perfectly smooth surface of the metal exterior, and the most powerful siege weapons would have trouble denting them. These walls were not falling to any attack except the march of time, and that would take centuries. I couldn’t do anything about that.

      Inside the thick boundary, all the buildings were built in with the same materials and strange melding technique, each one an amalgamation of wood, steel, and stone without a single crack between them. Fire wouldn’t topple the steel or stone if it could even reach all the wood sandwiched between them, and I could only guess that they were just as sturdy as the wall. Boulders might have bounced off them unscathed, and the physical infrastructure of the fortress was looking more and more impenetrable.

      Slinking from shadow to shadow, I eventually found some wide, open spaces of churned dirt and sprouting plants like corn, potatoes, and wheat. Mortal men and women, and even some small mortal children, attended to these fields to plant seeds in some of them and harvest in others. Beside these fields were orchards and vineyards filled with all manner of fresh fruits, and besides them were more fields with different vegetables like gourds and root plants. This fortress wasn’t just a fortress; it was an entire town.

      This discovery came with its own upsides and downsides for my efforts to topple this fortress. On the downside, they had their own supply of agricultural foods, meaning that they were probably well supplied for any attack. Outlasting them from the outside would have been a challenge if they were so independent of the outside world. But, on the upside, those supplies had to be stored somewhere, and destroying them would help cripple this fortress. On top of that, this fortress had unarmed civilians, who would only be a nuisance in a battle. Sabotaging the safehouses they’d be moved to when an invasion arrived would help increase the chaos that an invading army could take advantage of.

      That was near the end of all the typical things that I noticed about this fortress town. Among the many farmers working the fields in the center were hulking giants working alongside them, standing nearly twice as tall as any of the human mortals, even with their lumbering hunches. They had tusks growing out of their mouths, heads stretching forward from their chests instead of upward, green skin over their whole bodies, and three fingers to a hand instead of five.

      These brutes were trolls, usually living in small tribes in the wilds around human settlements. For some reason, these trolls had joined up with a human tribe instead of trying to kill all the humans they could find. Any one of them was far stronger than their human counterparts and could probably hold their own in a fight against a trained human fighter, even an armored soldier.

      As I looked on the tops of the walls surrounding us, there were more of these trolls around, patrolling the streets that cut through this walled town. These dressed in full plates of armor that fit their giant frames and wielding enlarged swords, axes, and spiked maces to fit their massive hands. Not only were the trolls working with the humans, but they were protecting the humans like typical guards would. There had to be a good forty or fifty of these troll soldiers just from me glancing around, let alone hiding in one of these buildings. If they were properly trained in combat, they could easily handle ten human soldiers each.

      And their patrols were frustratingly tight. My only saving grace was my shadowy camouflage, but most other stealthy intruders would find almost nothing to hide from the gaze of at least one soldier looking for them. Even as a shadow, I had to hide away from a few nosy patrolmen who saw me flicker between two spots of shade before I got caught.

      What had happened to these trolls? Even a demon like myself, hiding far from this world in hell, knew that trolls were nothing like this normally. They hated humans, usually killing them as soon as they found them, and never wanted anything to do with the civilization that humans brought with them. Their huts were often flimsy, being mostly nomadic roamers, and their clothes and weapons were made from the animals they hunted. They never worked with metal and thus never wore armor or used weapons made from it. What changed?

      I thought that I could somehow turn the humans and trolls against each other, but I couldn’t tell what the dynamic between them was. Both seemed equally happy to be here, with no hint of forced labor to be found. The trolls couldn’t be the ones in charge, watching over human slaves. They wouldn’t be smart enough to move beyond the flimsy tents and fur clothes. The humans had to come up with the walls, the buildings, and the armor. Except, the humans couldn’t be the ones in charge since most of the soldiers were trolls, if not all of them. How could the humans trust the trolls to watch over them without humans to watch over the trolls?

      This fortress town seemed stranger and stranger the longer I observed it.

      I found a barn nearby, and my confusion only grew. The fact that the barn was twice as large in all dimensions didn’t surprise me on account of the trolls that I assumed would be helping alongside the humans in the animal husbandry. What I didn’t expect were the animals that I would find inside the barn as I went inside to check it out being dangerously monstrous.

      Now, as a denizen from hell, I had seen some strange demon creatures throughout the many wastes of my home. You could consider many mindless demons beasts in their own right, and they would horrify any lover of the soft, squishy animals that lived here among the mortals. These creatures in this barn, however, were just as horrifying as the demon beasts from hell! In fact, every structure that housed beasts had a new, gigantic beast with a different and more terrifying appearance than the last.

      The stables had creatures similar to horses, except that they were taller, bulkier, had eight legs instead of four, and had claw-like spikes on the bottoms of their hooves. Their mouths could peel back on their heads to open their jaws wide like a snake, and they had fierce canines alongside their herbivore chompers. Two straight horns grew out of their foreheads, one over the top of the other, like a blighted unicorn, as they calmly nibbled on the hay in their little stable rooms.

      Another barn had bovine-like creatures, except their front legs and chest were more like a gorilla’s, down to the finger-ish hooves at the ends of them. The bulls among them were even larger than the sows, towering over the trolls that tended to them. One bull, the biggest among these, was put inside of a wooden ring just outside the barn, like an arena, along with another mostly naked and overweight troll alongside it. The two were wrestling each other as onlookers watched and cheered them on, and I could feel the earth shake beneath me whenever one of them slammed the other against the ground, nearly bouncing out of my own shadow.

      There was a large chicken coop nearby, box-shaped with a pointed roof, and a bunch of chicken-like creatures inside. They had fat wings but leather and webbed like a bat’s sticking out of their otherwise feathery bodies. Their heads had rough scales growing along them, with serrated beaks for mouths and slitted snake eyes to see. Their long, scaly legs ended in vicious and raptor-like talons, disturbingly hidden perfectly underneath them when they sat down. On top of the coop sat another one of these chickens, the rooster, as the leanest, largest, and most intimidating of these birds, with a giant crest atop its head and green smoke coming from its mouth every time it coughed.

      In the giant, fenced pits of mud lay another set of beasts, piglike abominations with thick tusks and round bodies, like battering rams for castle gates given legs. Their hooves were bigger than dinner platters, and their flat-ended snouts were even bigger than that. Their mouths held a horrible set of teeth with such twisting shapes as to make anything caught inside alive suffer a slow and excruciating death if they were unfortunate enough for such a fate. Given their massive heads and their wide, seemingly hingeless jaws, they could eat many creatures whole and rip through half of most other creatures with little difficulty.

      A pen sat next to the mud pits, just across the road, with yet another set of creatures, these most akin to goats. Unlike goats, however, these stood on two legs, with crab-like claws on their upper limbs. They each had a pair of curled ram’s horns just behind their regular goat horns, which they liked to playfully smack against the many horns of the other goats beside them while they bounced around constantly. Nearby workers threw in refuse of all kinds into the pen as they walked by, like rusted metal, crumpled stone, spoiled meat, saggy produce, and rotten wood. The goat creatures picked each one up in their two-pronged claws and cut them up before eating them heartily and without struggle.

      Seeing all of these animals here disturbed me to my core. Not because they were nightmarish mutations of normal animals found on this plane, though they were just that. It was the fact that you couldn’t find these nightmarish mutations anywhere else in existence, just within these odd walls. These new beasts were so clearly powerful and monstrous, far too dangerous to be anything but game for hunters were controlled and harnessed without fail on these farms. The demonic beasts of hell roamed free due to their savage power and vicious nature, yet these creatures behaved kindly and calmly for their troll and human masters.

      Clearly, this was the work of a sorcerer with a grasp on magic that rivaled the greatest minds to ever study the arcane. He constructed these strange buildings, harmonized these strange peoples, and tamed these strange creatures to all live in a peaceful community under his rulership. A normal army couldn’t easily stop this wizard, or group of wizards. If I didn’t help dismantle this town, the army of the baron my master works for would be slaughtered in an instant.

      Could I even do anything to them? Maybe I could release some of these animals from their cages. The confusion could destabilize their defensive resolve if an army were to invade at the same time. But, on the other hand, the baron’s armies couldn’t survive an encounter with any of these beasts, but these trolls clearly knew how to handle their herds. The advantage would still be theirs. With the overwhelming nature of their forces, it would take much more than a day to starve them out if I destroyed their food supplies. They could simply take their armies and charge out their gates to topple any contingent who attacked them. It would take thousands of soldiers to wear them down enough to destroy them, and the baron had little more than a few hundred to his name.

      The only way to win this fight would be to convince them to leave this fortress and come out into the open, where the baron could surround and outflank them. They weren’t going to make a stupid decision like that. Their leaders were clearly smart, given how many precautions and defenses they’ve set up. Perhaps I could have played up their paranoia, making them think there was something wrong, and get them to distrust each other. Studying them long enough to plant evidence and set up a ruse like that would take at least a week, and I only had until the end of the day.

      No, the way forward was clear. If this town was going to give in to the baron, it would have to lose its leaders first. Identifying them may prove challenging, and killing them may be even more so. If nothing else, at least I could return to my master with some information he could use. I couldn’t simply return with a mouthful of excuses, or I’d suffer his wrath upon my neck again. As I searched the area for anyone who looked to hold themselves with the most authority, I found three women that seemed to be respected above all others in the town.

      They must have been the masterminds behind this strange place.

      The first one was a troll woman, standing tall and without the hunch of the other trolls. Her tusks were smaller, her hair was wilder, thicker, and longer as only some of it twisted into festive braids along one side of her head, and her stance was prouder than the troll men, and even some of the women, around her. She wore tight bands of leather around her upper and lower arms and around the thighs and shins on her legs, each with a metal plate riveted to them. Even when covered in this armor, her acutely defined, thick muscles covered in emerald skin burst forth, constantly rippling and flexing as she moved about, occasionally stretching in ways that would make even my amorphous shadows twist into knots if I attempted the same. She had strong shoulders and a wide set of hips for more muscles to pile on every side but a thin waist between them. The full armor she wore was built with her limberness and flexibility in mind and not with her modesty or full protection, leaving several indecent parts of her exposed to allow the full, pliable movement of her body while keeping everything contained. Her best protection she had, she carried in the form of a round shield half-stylized with bronze and half with silver as they swirled together on the face of it.

      More than likely, she was the leader of the trolls, and taking her out would leave the guard without directions to follow. She looked like a close-combat fighter with brutal strength and adept physicality to win her fights, both of which posed little threat to me if I engaged her. She did seem hard to pin down, however, and might try to drag an assassination attempt out into a full-blown alert if I underestimated the effort it might take to kill her in one easy stroke. I might save her for later.

      Another girl seemed to hold high esteem among the people, with blonde hair braided into a single band down her back and a thin frame holding seemingly frail arms and long legs. She wore a blue dress with white trim along the ends of its long sleeves and the hem, with the neck cut wide to loosely hang over the edges of her elegant shoulders. Her skin was pale as the snow, and she had stern, noble features upon her narrow face, with a set of bright red lips, almost like fire. While one hand had nothing but her flawless skin upon it, the other had a black evening glove that went past the elbow, covered in thin metal plates like a scaled gauntlet, along with dozens of gemstones, two or three rainbows of colors, studded into it all the way up and down. She did not seem to take steps but rather floated everywhere she went, a clearly magical trait she flaunted to show that she was a wizard of some skill.

      She could have been the human leader, working with the troll woman to harmonize the two groups into this community. Killing a wizard would always have been advantageous, but her retaliation could kill me if I wasn’t careful. The key to victory, if I failed to kill her outright, would be to separate her from that glove, the clear channel of her arcane powers. Maybe I wouldn’t engage her if I didn’t have to.

      The last girl stuck out the most among everyone else here but was clearly an integral part of this whole operation. She was a wolfborn, having a thin coat of grey fur over her body, a pair of wolf ears on her head, a black nose, and lupine legs with two bends that ended in little wolf paws. She wore her short, brown hair in a ponytail on the back of her head, with a few strands escaping to hang along the sides of her face. Around her head was a leather strap holding a set of goggles to her forehead, with several other magnified lenses hanging off hinges to be put in front of her eyes. Her clothing was the most elaborate of the three, being leather pads all over her and a hefty, grey apron on her front. Across both her shoulders were bandoliers of potions and vials filled with colorful liquids, probably all doing something magical and different according to her needs. She always carried a satchel over her shoulder, presumably with more potion ingredients and tools inside.

      With her apparent skills in alchemy and transmutation, she was no doubt the leading mind in the creation of the mutated animals and possibly helped with the transmuted buildings as well. Killing her would cripple this town indefinitely, but the short-term effects on an incoming raid by day’s end might have been negligible. Probably not as combat-ready as the troll woman or as inherently dangerous as the blonde witch, the wolfborn alchemist would only prove difficult to fight if she kept her access to her potions. Clipping her bandoliers and her satchel would be easy, even if I messed up her assassination. Maybe I should kill her first, then consume her body in my shadows, so they wonder where she might have gone, and the panicked chaos could slowly unravel.

      I found her in her lab, a chaotic collection of glass tubes and bottles connected in strange ways, while she worked next to a forge operated by a short, bald man with a thick beard and a woodworking station just next to it with a clean-shaven man with a thick set of moppy hair on his head. Eventually, she stopped working with her chemicals and left to walk somewhere, eventually finding herself alone along a stretch of road, with no eyes around to see what might happen to her.

      I slowly stretched out from the shadows nearby, reaching out a tendril of my form that rose out from the ground, becoming solid and dangerous as it snaked its way towards her. The tendril slinked up, hovering just a breath away from her back as it twisted around her neck--

      And I felt a sharp pain driving through my tendril, like that of a sword being stuck in it.
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      It wasn’t often that I felt the need to don the armor I took from that adventurer I killed nearly a year ago. I didn’t want to seem paranoid by walking around in a full suit of leather armor all the time in my own home, even if the armor was enchanted and never chafed as long as I wore it. It was also adventuring equipment, and I just didn’t like the idea that wearing an adventurer’s stuff might just make me more like one of those assholes with each passing minute I kept it on. I never wanted to be like one of those bloodthirsty lunatics, roaming around the countryside expecting praise for the destruction and chaos left in their wake.

      The adventuring enchantment upon the armor slowly evolved it into a higher-grade set as I used it more, turning the edges of the leather into steel in a strange, transmutational process I’d have never fully understood. Leaving it in a closet somewhere was just lost potential, and I needed every advantage I could get if I was going to keep trespassers off my property. I already had a whole town’s worth of people and a whole tribe’s worth of trolls shacking up behind my high walls and armed guards. I didn’t need anyone else who wasn’t invited.

      I should have known that it was a bad idea to start improving my farm with the magic building tools my friends, Barry the smith and George the carpenter, helped me make with a dead adventurer’s things. It was my idea, but it still might have been a bad one. Thanks to them, all these trolls hanging around, the big trove of dragon’s gold that got dropped onto my lap by pixies trying to trick a dragon into burning my land down, and the cult that hung around after I killed the dragon in question, my humble, little farm suddenly had all the makings of an adventurer’s dungeon.

      Don’t get me wrong. I liked having all the extra hands to help me out with my daily duties on the farm. It was the unwanted attention the classification of ‘dungeon’ was going to get me that was the problem. That, I did not like. Adventurers loved to plunder dungeons, and I didn’t want any adventurers around here on my land. I’d only let one adventurer live after stepping foot on my property, and that was only because she stopped being one after I caught her and her party trespassing on my property.

      Now, I was sleeping with her.

      But, goddamnit, I couldn’t go back to living life alone on the farm now. Not when things had gotten so complicated. I had a tribe of trolls, a troll wife, two other women in my life who might as well be wives, and a whole mess of townspeople to watch out for on top of my family farm. A family farm with animals that I’d accidentally turned into monsters with a bunch of random potions I mixed together and fed to them. Yeah, my life was never going to be normal again, and I’d never have been a normal farmer for the rest of my life. I was some kind of freaky dungeon master now, and I had to get used to it.

      With that spirit, I got over myself and just started wearing the armor casually to speed up its evolution as fast as it could possibly go. The same went with my magic sword, the hilt and handle nearly changing all the way over from a dull bronze to a shiny silver as the design became more elaborate and complex. While I didn’t like adventurers, I had to admit that their fancy, evolving enchantment made for some cool gear.

      The sword was handy, too. Why, I was walking around my dungeon town, minding my own business, and heading towards my house to meet up with the women in my life when I spotted Aiyana, my favorite puppy-and-girl, walking towards it ahead of me. She hadn’t noticed me yet, and I thought it might be fun to surprise her by sneaking up from behind and playfully spooking her. That was when I noticed some kind of weird, dark tentacle reaching out from the shadow of one of the nearby homes, making its way towards her. That didn’t seem like a fun, safe tentacle to have around her neck, so, taking out my handy sword, I skewered it on the ground with the tip, locking it in place as I heard something hiss in pain in the shadow that the tentacle was sprouting from.

      “What the hell was thAAAAH!” Aiyana screamed as she turned around, seeing the squirming rope of shadows as it flailed against my sword. “What the hell is that?”

      “Whatever it was, it tried to strangle your neck.” I reached down to grab the tentacle, wrestling it like a snack as it tried to lash out at me. “Whoa! Down, boy! Let’s get this sorted out! How about you calm down, and I’ll pull this sword out of you, huh?”

      Suddenly, as I tried to reason with a tentacle, the rest of the monster burst forth from the shadow of the house, rising from the ground as if it was water as it revealed itself to be a hideous creature of darkness with one of its arms becoming the tentacle I’d stabbed clean through. It pulled itself forward by the skewer point I’d made with my sword, lashing out at my head with its other hand that shaped itself into a jagged blade.

      Forced into defending myself, I pulled the sword out of the ground to deflect the arm blade just before it reached my face. The shadow thing rolled onto the ground behind me, quickly melting into the shadows as the shape it left on the ground ran into the shadow of another house, disappearing entirely.

      “Oh, no, you don’t!”

      During the initial scrum, Aiyana had equipped her arm-mounted slingshot from her satchel and loaded a flask of bright yellow liquid. With that cry, she flung it into the side of the house where the shadow thing disappeared. As the glass fractured, the yellow liquid evaporated into a blinding light, destroying any and all shadows nearby. The blast of light pulled the shadow monster out of the ground like a fish out of water, unable to disappear into a shadow as it suffered under the intense luminescence. When the light disappeared, the shadows returned, but the shadowy creature still manifested, glowing a faint, light grey from its irradiation.

      I rushed forward to skewer it again, but the shadowy beast wasn’t quite done yet. Although my sword managed to skewer the creature again, this time in the foot, it gladly let the sword cut through its clawed toes as it scrambled away to another shadow, sinking into the ground and disappearing again. As I quietly cursed to myself, I turned to Aiyana.

      “How d'you know that flash bottle would hurt it?” I asked her.

      “Oh, well, clearly, it liked to hide in the shadows.” Aiyana started to mess with things inside of her satchel, pulling out a miniature set of vials and herbal ingredients as she mixed some potions together. “I was just getting rid of all the shadows nearby.”

      “Good thinking.” I ran towards where the shadow creature had fled to. “C’mon, let’s see if we can catch it and find out what it’s doing here.”

      “How are we supposed to catch it?” Aiyana ran alongside me. “If it can hide in the shadows, it can very well be anywhere that’s not in direct light.”

      “Very good point.” The gears turned in my head. “Shoot up a flare and let everyone know there’s an intruder. I think I have a way to give that shadow thing nowhere to run.”

      “On it!”

      Aiyana loaded up a red bottle into her slingshot, uncorking it as the mouth of the bottle began to fume with smoke and light. She pointed her slingshot straight upwards and shot the flaming bottle up in the air, watching it explode at the height of its trail into the sky in a cloud of red light. The booming explosion resounded through the streets and off the walls, reaching every corner to let them know there was trouble.

      “Um, Markus?” Aiyana tapped me on the shoulder. “Is your plan to use flares to keep the shadows away? I don’t know if I have enough to keep it out for very long. We might lose it again.”

      “Oh, please, I’m way more dramatic than that.” I stopped running, gave Aiyana a peck on the cheek, and turned towards the open space in front of me. “Hey, Pebbles! I need an overhaul, just for a little bit! Can you get all the shadows out of my town? I don’t want anything not illuminated by the sun. Is that too big an ask?”

      As I spoke, a strange, grey-skinned, hairless boy in a grey tunic appeared just beside me, his eyes as black as coal. He was a creepy-looking kid, but Pebbles was an old earth spirit that lived on my farm before my family did. As the original squatter on the land, he was the only one I would have listened to if they told me to leave the farm. Luckily, he seemed to like me enough to let me ask for a favor every now and then.

      “Moving the whole town like that will take a lot out of me, I’m afraid, and I will have little energy left after it is done,” Pebbles said as he appeared. “Is the only other thing you will ask of me for a while to simply move everything back when you’re done?”

      “Nail right on the head, Pebbles,” I confirmed for him. “Can you make it happen? But don’t shake the people up inside the houses too much while you’re at it. I’ll explain the situation to them after everything, but I don’t want them too ruffled. Oh, and leave the barns and animals alone for now. Let’s keep them locked up unless it’s an emergency.”

      “A strange request, but one I can accommodate.” Pebbles nodded. “I like to help. Simply tell me when you are finished, and I will return the town to the way it was.”

      The little boy disappeared, and the earth quaked underneath us. All the buildings moved along the ground as if they were sliding on wheels, moving towards the walls as the people inside of them were left behind in their shocked poses as they wondered where their houses were running off to. The stone of the houses reshaped as the houses opened themselves up wide, leaving no room for a shadow to appear. As they pressed themselves onto the walls, the walls themselves collapsed into a strange pyramid shape, leaving no edges that might block the light of the midday sun from hitting the ground. As earth-shattering as it was quick, the transformation of the land left the whole dungeon as just a bunch of roaming hills, a few barns and stables at the other end of the property, and a lot of very upset people wondering what the hell just happened.

      Among those people was the shadow demon, way far away in the distance on a hill a hundred or so feet away. He popped out of the ground without a shadow to hide in. Now forced to run on his own legs, the shadow monster galloped towards the barns, hoping to find some semblance of shade in the distant buildings.

      “TANA KICK!”

      The green giantess, Tana, was as quick as ever on the uptake of a battle to be had. She had spotted the big, black dot on the green landscape and immediately recognized it to be a threat, running over to it at blinding speeds and shoving her foot right under its gut to throw it several dozen feet into the air.

      “I don’t know where it thought it was going to go after it attacked me, but it’s not going anywhere, now.” I ran towards the scene of the fight between Tana and the shadow thing. “Let’s see what the hell this thing is doing on my property.”

      As I closed the distance between us, I got to watch as Tana beat the ever-loving daylights out of the shadow monster as she kicked it up into the air again and again. However, the shadow monster got sick of being kicked around so much without a fighting chance and shifted its entire body to give it bladed edges all around, preventing Tana from kicking it again. Tana put up her shield to block the blades of the shadow monster, who rolled off the shield and sank back into the ground as it landed on the edge of Tana’s shadow.

      Tana didn’t want to let the creature go and tried to axe kick the shadow that the creature turned into. The shadow felt nothing, though, as it slinked around to Tana’s backside and rematerialized to slash its claws at the troll warrior’s back. Tana winced and grunted, whipping herself around to try to bash the creature with her shield. The creature ducked underneath the shield as it dipped into the ground once again as a shadow, slinking around to Tana’s rear one more time. As much as Tana hated this popping game that the creature was playing, the shadow monster played it anyway, keeping himself out of harm’s reach and only manifesting himself to slash across Tana’s blind spots.

      “Tana no like nasty shadow!” Tana swung another axe kick around, narrowly missing the shadow creature’s head as it ducked into the shadows without a chance to slash at her. “Tana kill shadow if shadow stop hiding!”

      “Close your eyes, Tana!” Aiyana loaded up a smaller vial of the same bright, yellow liquid as before in her slingshot. “This is going to hurt!”

      “Tana no need eyes!” Tana swung herself around with her eyes closed, flailing blindly as one of her random swings with her shield arm managed to hit the shadow creature on accident. “Ha! See? Eyes for weaklings!”

      With the creature dazed from a shield to the face, Aiyana’s flash vial had a clear shot to its target, exploding brightly, though not as grandly as the first one she had used. Still, the vial was effective, and the creature was suffering greatly from the same faint-grey sickness that had afflicted it from the first light bomb. It could only wheeze with pain as the light seeped into its body, infecting it like a plague.

      “There you are!” Tana brought her foot high as she followed the sound of the beast’s whimpering. “Tana no need eyes! TANA STOMP!”

      She brought her foot down in a powerful stomp on the creature’s body’s chest, its clay-like shadows folding over on her foot as she pressed down on it. Raising up her other foot, she stomped down the creature again, repeatedly dancing on the shadow monster beneath her with a crashing stomp kick every time. More and more, the shadow’s body turned into a strange mush, the creature’s limbs folding in on itself and receding into its pulping body.

      “Wow, these flash vials are effective!” Aiyana loaded up another one of her little light bombs and fired away with it. “If I’d known we’d be fighting some kind of shadow monster, I would have made more than just the one on my belt. Fortunately, I carry all the reagents I need for any utility potion I might need on my person at all times.”

      “And thank the gods that you do!” I shielded my eyes from another flash of light. “I’d hate to think what this thing would have done if it had gotten away.”

      “Shadow no get away!” Tana stomped on the shadow as hard as she could while we approached her angry dance. “Shadow die from Tana stomp!”

      “Don’t kill it all the way!” I stabbed at the creature to keep it from moving about. “We still need to figure out what the hell it’s doing here and why it wanted to kill Aiyana.”

      “SHADOW TRY KILL PUPPY!?” Tana only stomped faster after hearing that. “TANA STOMP! TANA STOMP! TANA DEATH DANCE!”

      “Hey, hey, hey, chill, I get that you’re angry about that!” I put a hand on the angry dancer’s shoulder to try to calm her down. “But we need to find out what this thing knows and if there’s anyone else trying to kill her! It may have something to do with her leaving her guild of adventurers, and I need to get the drop on them before they sneak their way onto my property to try this again! So chill with the death dance already!”

      “Fine.” Tana stomped one more time before stopping. “But after Marusk learn what Marusk want, Tana stomp until Tana drop.”

      “I’ll consider it.” I jammed my sword deeper into the blob of shadow thing. “So, shadow thing, do you speak Common? I’d like to have a few words with you before--WHOA, FUCK!”

      A hefty, black fist raised out of the blob, followed by a toned arm, and a muscular body, until a full person leaped out from underneath us, throwing us both off our feet and onto the ground. The shadow blob had disappeared, and the person landed on their two feet, taking a battle stance as they readied themselves against us. Including the wild hair, the tusk, and the impossibly toned muscles, the shadow monster had somehow turned itself into a perfect replica of Tana, down to the last dimple. Looking down at Tana’s feet, there wasn’t a shadow being cast underneath her anymore, stolen by the shadow monster.

      Honestly, having to fight Tana was one of the biggest fears I’d never thought about before until it was presented to me at this very moment. She was a tough, strong, crazy woman who I’d seen personally beat down on a dragon with her bare hands. The only thing that made this easier was the fact that we still had a Tana of our own to deal with the shadow Tana in front of us.

      “What?” Tana stood herself back up on her feet, staring at her pitch-black doppelganger. “Dark Tana no real Tana. Meat Tana real Tana! Tana kill fake Tana!”

      Just as Tana rushed over to attack the fake Tana, the shadow Tana struck at the ground beneath it, rupturing the earth and kicking up a chunk of rock just below the flesh-and-blood version. The real Tana tripped and spun over the fake Tana’s head, landing and rolling away with her momentum. Kinda wishing that fake Tana was at least a little less scary strong than regular Tana right about now.

      “How about some of this?!” Aiyana flung another flash vial at the shadow Tana. “Give Tana back her shadow!”

      The flash vial exploded in the air, showering the shadow copy in light as it reeled back from the pain as it turned to that lovely faint-grey we all wanted to see. However, instead of being completely immobilized like before, the new shadow tana was only deeply irritated by the flash, still pushing through the light’s greying smog to rush towards Aiyana, grabbing her by the neck and lifting her into the air in one hand, her slingshot arm in the other.

      “That worked significantly better before,” Aiyana squeaked out from the choking grasp of the shadow clone. “Maybe a bit more concentrated, then!”

      She pulled out a syringe with a missing fluid container from her satchel with her free hand, using her dexterous fingers to fiddle around with both it and another flash vial. The flash vial clicked into the compartment where the fluid container was supposed to go, completing the syringe as she jammed the needle of it into shadow Tana’s arm holding her neck, using her thumb to press down on the top of the syringe and inject the bright fluids directly into the shadow monster.

      The shadow monster’s arm exploded as the light from the flash fluid shined from deep inside of it, bursting into a dozen different pieces of shadowy gunk that evaporated into the air. Aiyana dropped to the ground, pulling her hand out of the shadow monster’s other hand and stepping backward to give herself some distance as she reached into her satchel to cook up another potion.

      However brutal it seemed, the exploding arm didn’t last long, as dark tendrils reformed themselves from the flayed bits into a functioning arm, and the shadow Tana was back to normal. I was just about to rush it with my sword before I thought better and kept my distance for a heavier hitter to come in and finish the job.

      “TANA TACKLE!”

      The troll woman threw herself at her blackened copy, pushing both of them over as they tussled along the ground. Fists and feet flew across each other’s faces as both martial maniacs tried to bruise and break the other. Now that it had taken Tana’s form, the shadow monster never dipped itself into the ground like before to avoid Tana’s bludgeoning attacks, relying on her copied endurance to take the hits instead. Each and every strike both sides threw out could have knocked the wind out of a bull, and yet they were taking shots from each other over and over again, never letting the other gain an inch as they brutalized each other.

      “Tana, hold it down and close your eyes again!” Aiyana put in a giant bottle, more like a round vase, of the flash fluid in her slingshot as she pulled back as far as her arms would let her. “This one might hurt you, too!”

      “Tana no wimp!” Tana flipped the shadow Tana around, putting both its arms and legs into a full-body lock as it flailed like a turtle on the back of its shell. “Do worst! Tana keep shadow still!”

      Aiyana released the vase of yellow fluid from the slingshot, sending it flying over to the shadow monster. Even with Tana’s own strength to help it, the shadow couldn’t break free of Tana’s grip, though it could make her flex harder than anything else I’d seen. I didn’t remember her struggling so much when she fought the dragon, so that was saying something. Her hold remained, and the creature took a direct hit from the glass of the flash vase, spilling the liquid all over its body as the light shined brighter than the sun.

      Seriously, I vastly underestimated how bright this bottle would be and had a burn mark in my vision shaped like a mutton leg from just a second’s worth of exposure. I had a lot of time to study the burn mark since it remained in my vision for several minutes after the flash stopped and took up half of everything my eyes saw while it remained.

      “OW!” Tana blinked as many times as her fluttery eyes could manage. “Ow! Ow. Ow, ow, ow. Tana no close eyes. Bad move. Tana listen to puppy next time.”

      “I warned you, right?” Aiyana pulled her goggles off her eyes, the lenses set at their darkest setting to save her from the blinding light the rest of us suffered from. “I said something! I didn’t just spring it up on you! I didn’t want this to happen! I’m so sorry!”

      Of course, the shadow creature felt the worst of it. This light bomb had been the biggest of the bunch, and the light sickness it suffered from had gone from the faint grey from before to a near-white to show it. The white shell of the shadow Tana peeled off in flakes, then dripped down like pudding as it bled off it and onto Tana. The goop dripped down from Tana and onto the ground, becoming natural darkness again as Tana’s shadow slowly reformed underneath her. The visage of the troll copy eroded like a cocoon, leaving only the true, monstrous form of the shadow creature behind, still tied up in Tana’s hold. The light sickness still afflicted this form, with the same near-white skin that had affected the top layer, and it shivered like it was caught in the middle of a snowstorm naked.

      It wasn’t down for the count yet, though, as the spinal scorpion tail whipped up over its body from the front and stabbed at Tana from above with its hooked point. Tana rolled from side to side on her back to avoid the deadly point of the scorpion tail, using the shadow monster’s body above like a shield as she kept the dark beast in her hold.

      I slashed at the tail with my sword, cutting through the middle of it to remove the tail entirely. It had moved just enough out of the way to keep me from cutting all the way through, reforming itself back to normal in no time at all. When I tried to cut through the base of the tail in the same way, it whipped the tail around to force both itself and Tana to swivel and twist along the floor, avoiding another of my battle-winning slashes. The tail proved to be more than enough to use as a form of motion and a weapon, the wild whips both striking out at me and moving out of the way of my swings, even with Tana still holding the rest of its body firmly still.

      “Stab Tana!” Tana begged for me to skewer the beast from above and her along with it. “Marusk, stab Tana! Tana tough! Tana no bleed much! Tana heal Tana after!”

      “Don’t be crazy!” I deflected another jab from the scorpion tail and tried to slash at it, just barely missing a clean cut through yet again. “Goddamnit. I’m not going to stab you just so you can show off how tough you are--”

      “Stab Tana!” She bounced away with the beast’s centrifugal force throwing both of them around. “Tana no like bouncing!”

      “I’m not stabbing you!” I tried another slash to cut off the end of the tail, only for it to heal itself as I failed to get the whole head off. “Fuck me. This would be over already if you were a normal scorpion monster.”

      “Stab.”

      “No.”

      “Stab!”

      “No!”

      “STAB!”

      “FINE!”

      I found an opening when the tail lunged too far forward, taking just that much longer to pull itself back as the beast tried to recenter itself. Stabbing through the bulb of the tail, I punctured through to the beast itself and straight through into the ground, with an unfortunate Tana in between. By the grace of the gods, I managed to get a clean shot through her stomach, hopefully only puncturing through her intestines and not anything that would kill her immediately. Even as a shadowy monster made of strange otherworldly matter, all the damage to its body had finally caught up to it, and it couldn’t pull itself out by just slicing itself open. With all the light infecting its being and without a shadow to escape to, it was finally stuck in one place.

      “Good stab!” Tana grunted through the pain of having a sword in her stomach. “Just like in bed! Marusk best at stabbing of all time! Later, Marusk stab Tana again with fun sword!”

      “First, we have to save your goddamn life, you idiot.” I looked around for anything that could help me, remembering that I told Pebbles to specifically remove everything around us. “We need a less suicidal way of keeping this thing from moving around while we find out more about it.”

      “Markus, what were you thinking?!” Aiyana ran over with another syringe, stabbing it into the beast and injecting more flash fluid into its body as it hissed, then knelt down to talk to its living restraints below. “Tana, what were you thinking?! How are we going to get the sword out without letting the tail free?”

      “Maybe, if you just lift the end of the tail, I can keep it on the sword as I pull it out of Tana, then stick it in the ground over there.” I gestured for the wolf girl to hold the bulb as I tightened my grip on the sword. “Just keep it steady, and I’ll start pulling.”

      “How do we get Tana out from under there so we can treat her wound?” Aiyana put her hands on the scorpion tail and started pushing up. “She can’t keep holding on like that forever, no matter how strong she is.”

      “Tana okay down here.” Tana gritted her teeth, the sword slowly leaving the vicinity of her internal organs as we lifted it out carefully. “Puppy and Marusk take time to think through plan. Tana wait here.”

      “One problem at a time, honey.” I slowly pulled the sword out, putting a hand on the shadow beast’s body to give myself some leverage. “Just focus on not letting the tail go.”

      “Mind if I make a suggestion?”

      Zuthina, the dragon wizard, had finally shown up to the fight, followed by a dozen of her dragon-worshipping cultists behind her, standing in two rows of six like a military unit. They were all dressed in their layered orange robes, with ridged spines at the end to represent the webbing of a dragon’s wings. In their hands, they held open occult tomes they’d brought from the cave they lived in with their previous master, whispering incantations from their pages.

      The dragon-in-human-form held her gloved hand above her head, and the cultists all raised an open palm up to point at it. Fiery strings shot out from each of the cultist’s hands and surrounded Zuthina’s fingers, swirling and twisting as her magic weaved them together to her designs. Suddenly, shooting out from the orb of flame strands like a bolt from a crossbow, a thick shackle made of fiery steel opened itself up, and a long chain of the same magic material kept it attached to Zuthina’s hand.

      The shackle locked itself onto the shadow beast’s neck, burning its skin as steam escaped from the edges of the metal touching it. With a swift yank, Zuthina pulled the beast away from Tana’s grasp, throwing it into the air as it landed on its face and dragged along the ground. Its shadowy claws couldn’t scratch the magical chains, and its knees dug into the dirt while Zuthina pulled on the chain with one hand over the other until the beast was helpless, on its knees, and right at her feet.

      Zuthina spoke to the creature, but the words she spoke weren’t in any language I’d ever heard before. In fact, as she spoke in these guttural groans and harsh tones, my ears burned like someone was sticking a hot poker in them. By the looks of it, Tana and Aiyana had the same reaction I was, holding their ears and looking at the blonde witch with confusion in their eyes. While the rest of us were suffering, the beast was listening meekly, nodding along with everything that she was saying. Eventually, she stopped speaking and yanked on the chain a little more as a show of authority over the beast.

      “Yes.” The beast spoke in the common language as if it was choking, though I couldn’t tell if that was from the chain around its neck or if it was just the way it sounded normally. “I will answer all of your questions and reveal any knowledge I have to you.”

      “There we go.” Zuthina smiled, walking over to me with a skip in her step and dragging the creature along with the chain. “Sorry, I’m late. It takes a while to find a specific demon’s true name from just a physical description, even with an army of occult scholars. I figured that you might want to ask this demon a few questions about its master before we destroy it.”

      “A demon, huh?” I knelt down to get at eye level with the kneeling shadow demon, seeing the fight in its eyes die slowly. “Let’s talk about your master.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      With the immediate threat taken care of and the demon restrained by Zuthina’s magic, Pebbles put everyone’s houses back together and back to where they lived on the property. A quick explanation kept the displaced people from rioting as they returned to their activities, happy to have their homes again and their town demon-proofed.

      Afterward, Tana, Zuthina, Aiyana, and I took the demon down to a sundeck on the roof of my house, sat it down, and wrung everything out of its hide about its master. Whatever Zuthina did to it had turned the shadow demon from a raging monster to a perfectly docile prisoner, and it easily answered all the questions I could have had about itself, its mission, the demonologist adventurer Vincent Garl, his deal with Baron Barumpsch, and the impending invasion of the Barumpsch’s army coming to my property by day’s end.

      “Should have seen this coming, I suppose.” I sat back in the chair and stared at ‘Shakky,’ the little name I’d come up with, so I didn’t have to keep saying ‘Shaknazath’ every time I wanted to address the shadow demon. “That asshole baron’s been on my ass nearly every month about his ridiculous tax policies like clockwork since my parents owned this place. I’ve been a little lax on giving him the stupid amounts of money he insisted I owed, and lately, I’ve just stopped giving him anything. Kinda hoped he would just forget about me. Wishful thinking, I know, but sending a demon to wreck through the place and kill my tenants seems a little overkill, right?”

      “To be clear, my mission was specifically about sabotage.” Shakky sat with its beastly legs crossed, interjecting with its own comment on the matter. “The defenses that you set up were beyond my expectations, and I saw no other way to complete my mission in the timeframe my master gave besides killing the leaders.”

      “I suppose that I should see that as a compliment.” I frowned. “Trying to kill one of my girls on my land sours my mood a bit, however, especially when it’s outside your technical parameters. I’m still deciding on what to do with you.”

      Zuthina leaned in from a chair just to the left of me. “Not to justify the demon’s assassination attempt, but it is simply a demon. They listen to whoever’s holding the strongest magic leash on them. My twelve spellcasters and I beat out a second-rate demonologist, and we’ve disarmed this demon of any danger it could pose to us. Being mad at a demon slave is like being mad at a sword for stabbing someone, and not the swordsman holding it.”

      “Right, right, I know.” I sat forward in my chair. “It’s Vincent and Barumpsch I’ve got the real bone to pick with here. We could have coexisted peacefully, but they couldn’t just leave me alone without his precious ‘tax collection.’”

      That’s when Aiyana leaned forward from a chair to my right. “Well, some might see what’s happened as an act of war. You stole the entire town of Vastilon from Barumpsch’s land. That’s a little harder to ignore than just one farm.”

      “Hey, I did not steal the town, okay?” I demanded some clarification for the record. “All the people in it just kept asking to move in with me on my farm, and I just never had the heart to say ‘no’ to any of them after I let the first ones stay.”

      “You also took the buildings,” Zuthina said, taking Aiyana’s side of the argument. “Not just the people and their belongings, but Barry and George turned the physical buildings themselves into building materials. The entire town disappeared in little over a season without a trace, like it never even existed.”

      I couldn’t believe I was getting ganged up on like this.

      “The people owned those buildings! I just brought them in with their other stuff! It wasn’t like I didn’t have Barry and George use those materials to help them build their new houses! What was I supposed to do, just leave them lying around for bandits to come rolling in? Then we’d be dealing with bandits on top of everything else!”

      “It looks bad from the outside.” Aiyana scooted up her chair to get a better look at me as she attacked me with her words. “A big fortress shows up out of nowhere, right next to a town that disappeared like magic, all without any warning. If I were the baron, I might assume that some rival lord settled in without my permission, trying to take over my land.”

      “Or, maybe, just maybe, Vastilon simply reconfigured into a more stable community, with a set of walls and a proper guard to protect them, because THAT’S BASICALLY WHAT HAPPENED!” I was getting a little amped, I would admit. “That fucker should be happy I got rid of the evil dragon living on one of ‘his mountains.’ And wrangled up the trolls living in the forests nearby! I’ve been doing him favors that he’d be paying out the ass to get rid of otherwise if he even gave a damn about any of it before.”

      “Have you been paying him taxes?” Aiyana asked.

      “HIS TAX RATES ARE RIDICULOUS!” I stood up from my chair. “I shouldn’t have to sell organs just to meet his monthly demands for existing in my own damn home! No one could keep up with his asinine scheme to squeeze every last copper out of all of us! I’m sure as hell not paying him his taxes if they’re still through the roof like before.”

      “What about Trevanok’s gold?” Zuthina mentioned her father’s wealth we acquired. “You have more gold than you could ever want. Wouldn’t that be more than enough to satisfy this miserly baron?”

      “That’s your gold, Zuthy, not mine.” I fell back into the chair. “I never wanted it here to start with, but I like having you here, and it belonged to your dad before, even if it’s ill-gotten funds. If you want to pay the baron a fortune for the right to live, be my guest. I’m not making myself broke just to please his greedy ass.”

      “Oomy tribe give Marusk money tribute, yes?” Tana, standing just behind Shakky the shadow demon as a safety precaution. What she referred to was the fact that the ‘humans’ gave me some of their income as thanks for housing them here. “Why Marusk no use money from tribute for stupid baron?”

      “That money isn’t mine, either!” I was being cornered on all sides by all my girls. “I never asked them to give me any tribute! It’s all being put in its own storage for a rainy day. None of the gold you girls have mentioned is mine. I, personally, am broke as fuck.”

      “That’s bull, and you know it!” Aiyana called me out. “What about the proceeds from your family’s farm? You own all of that, right?”

      “I might have had some money when we sell the meat we slaughter and the veggies we make, but most of that goes to paying all the people who are doing the actual work these days!” I slowly realized how much things had changed for my farm and me. “I don’t even sell the damn steaks at the market anymore! It’s not my money. Any money that ever does come my way from the farm goes straight to the pay for all the guards! I have no coins for the baron! None!”

      “What about that monster chow you discovered?” Aiyana mentioned. “That has to be worth quite a bit of money if you ever wanted to sell it or the recipe. I’m not suggesting you sell either, mind you. I’m just saying you aren’t destitute, as you say.”

      “That’s your recipe, Aiyana,” I reminded her. “You’re the one who actually figured out how to make it. I just accidentally made one batch you used your alchemy mojo on. That even gives you some claim on all the farm animals I’ve turned into monsters with it. Not even the farm’s all mine, I suppose.”

      “Now you’re just being dramatic.” Zuthina giggled. “Of course, the animals are yours! This is your farm! This is all your land! We just live on it. It’s all yours, under your domain as its master!”

      “Pebbles might have a few things to say about that.” I took a sip of the mug of ale on the end table next to us. “He lived here long before my family ever settled around here. So, no, I can’t even claim the land properly.”

      “Marusk chief of trolls!” Tana mentioned. “Marusk have trolls!”

      “That was never my idea!” I pointed at my troll wife. “They suckered me into a deal that let them live on my farm, and then they just never left! I couldn’t fight them off by myself, and I wasn’t going to fight troll women and children! Thank the gods they ended up being decent farmhands. So, no, I don’t own the trolls. I employ them. There’s a difference. They get paid for their work. They’re not slaves, and they can leave anytime they want. None of them have ever expressed a desire to leave, so here they all live.”

      “You seem to have a very strange definition of ownership, Markus,” Aiyana commented with a squint. “What do you believe you own, then, if none of these things count?”

      “You wanna know?” I sat up in the chair to lean towards Aiyana. “All I’ve got to my name is this magic armor, this magic sword, half of every farm animal, and a bunch of veggies. And I only own the armor and sword because the original owner is too dead to argue with me about it! You want me to sell them? Is that what you want? That might cover half of one monthly tax payment for Barumpsch.”

      “Then why do you keep calling this place ‘your land’ if you don’t even see it as yours?” Zuthina questioned me. “You remain as adamant as ever on the subject of trespassers and invaders on your property, but you have disowned any claim to the land you would protect!”

      “This is the land my father and mother lived on, and my grandfather before them.” I got a little melodramatic, even if I meant what I was saying. “They watched over this place, kept it safe, and worked hard on it for their whole lives. They loved it, and they built a life of their own right here. It’s sacred and holds their memory and ambitions. I can’t let anyone who doesn’t respect that stomp all over their graves. So, yeah, maybe I don’t have a legal claim to this land, and maybe I’ve changed it into something that my family would have never recognized when they were alive, but I’m going to keep their memory alive by protecting everyone here for as long as I’m blessed to live within these walls. And, really, all of this bullshit keeps happening because nobody can leave me alone to live here! Is that really too much to ask!”

      Aiyana stood up from her chair, sitting herself down on my lap with her arms around my shoulders. “Interesting that you mention a legal claim to the land. Technically, legal claims only hold legitimacy by being recognized by a governmental authority that oversees disputes having to do with such claims and can enforce verdicts they make. You don’t recognize Baron Barumpsch’s right to tax you, who is the head of the local form of government in this country. Doesn’t that mean you reject his authority to oversee any legal claims on your dungeon and don’t recognize the verdicts he might enforce?”

      “Well, he hadn’t been really enforcing his tax policy before now.” I was wary of the foxy grin this wolfish girl had on her face. “Look, if you’re worried about his army, I think our soldiers can handle them with the heads up that Shakky here gave us. The demonologist might be a different story, but--”

      “What I think Aiyana is trying to say is that you may have your role in this all mixed up, from a legal point of view.” Zuthina squeezed her skinny legs onto my lap alongside Aiyana, leaning her head against my shoulder. “Since you don’t want the baron to rule over your dungeon, that leaves a vacancy in the authority that makes anyone’s legal claim to their property legitimate. In a sense, without the baron, nobody in your dungeon owns anything. It’s practical anarchy here.”

      “Wait, wait, wait, that’s just wrong.” I didn’t like the snide tone Zuthina was taking with me. “The people here own their own stuff! The baron doesn’t just get to decide that they don’t because we’re not paying him his ridiculous taxes! And it’s very orderly around here. Nobody’s stealing from each other, and everyone respects everyone else’s property. It’s not anarchy, even if we don’t have an official baron to ‘make things official’ for us.”

      “Tana no have smart thing to say.” The troll snuggled herself up against my legs, wrapping her arms around all of our waists as she rested her head on Aiyana’s and Zuthina’s thighs. “Tana just want cuddle. Keep talking.”

      “Consider this, then, Markus.” Aiyana sat up to look at me better. “What would happen if someone did steal something from someone else around here? Is it just theirs now?”

      “Hell no, it’s not!” I frowned righteously. “It’s got a proper owner! Once we’ve found out who that is, we’d get things sorted out. I don’t know why they’d want to steal anything in the first place when I can just have Barry or George build anything they might want. But, whatever, for the sake of your hypothetical nonsense, these people do own stuff, and they can’t just claim other people’s stuff as theirs.”

      “What if the person who stole something doesn’t want to give up the item that they stole?” Zuthina rubbed my chest. “What if they refuse to just let the item go, even when we’ve solved the problem? What if they’re completely unreasonable about it? What happens, then?”

      “Then I’m rounding up some guards over there to make this guy--!” I felt like an idiot for not realizing what my girls were spelling out for me sooner. “Oh. Oh, I see. So, in essence, I have become… That is, I am now the one who oversees the, uh… That’s, um… hm.”

      “OH!” Tana came upon an epiphany. “Marusk chief of oomies and trolls! Marusk have guards, so Marusk have power over oomies and trolls living in dungeon! Marusk chief of whole dungeon!” She hugged us all that much harder with a happy sigh. “Marusk Tana’s chief, too.”

      “Let’s not get carried away here.” I let out a heavy breath. “Just because I have a standing militia that I pay to protect and police my property doesn’t mean that I’m… ugh.”

      “What troubles you, my liege?” Aiyana mocked me as she rested back on my other shoulder. “Does the army that approaches your domain weigh upon your mind? What can we do to help ease your burdens? We’ll do anything for you…”

      “Don’t get smarmy with me.” I kissed the wolf girl on the head. “I’ll have your ass… locked away… in a prison cell… I guess. If this simple farm boy has all of this authority around here, I should start abusing it, right? Locking up dissidents and people who disobey me? Should I just go mad with power, start punishing people left and right?”

      “Oh, dear!” Zuthina gasped. “Are you going to punish us, my lord? Are you going to whip us mercilessly until we submit to your righteous authority? Are you going to relentlessly drive your power into us until we scream for relief? Will you even care if we scream, or will that just make you more brutal? Will our screams force you to punish us harder?”

      “Oh, I would absolutely hate it if you spanked me for being so naughty!” Aiyana squealed. “What if my soft fur isn’t enough to keep my bare bottom from turning all red from your firm hands slapping it raw? Tirelessly attacking me when I’m so vulnerable, bent over your lap, and helpless to stop you from taking your sweet time with me. That would just be awful! Why that might make me too weak to resist anything else you might want to do to me!”

      “Tana… no… want go to bed right now!” The simpleminded giantess tried to play along with the nuances of dirty talk, which conflicted with the way her heart rested on her proverbial sleeve. “Tana no… like Marusk when… Marusk strip off clothes like wild animal!”

      “But you’re just a wild animal, aren’t you, even now?” Zuthina pressed herself up against me, whispering with her lips brushing up to my cheek. “All of this nobility and power, your absolute rulership of this dungeon, it’s intoxicating, isn’t it? You can’t help but take advantage of poor, defenseless girls like us who can only obey your every command! You’re such a vicious brute, aren’t you?”

      “Such a strong ruler, too!” Aiyana felt up my arms, chest, and sides with her wriggling fingers, her growing hunger putting a crazy look in her eyes. “Far too strong for us! How would we ever hope to stop you if you wanted to do anything your heart desires to us? Would these big arms trap me in your embrace? Would these tough hands feel all over me, no matter how I pleaded for you to stop?”

      “D--aaaaahhhhh…” I hated to do what I was about to do when the girls had gotten themselves so worked up. “I’m sorry. We’ve… we’ve gotta deal with the demon first.”

      All three girls whined as they realized the truth of my words. Wouldn’t want to get too busy with a demon right there, watching us. The unblinking, dead eyes constantly staring at me would just put me off.

      “Can’t we just leave it up here in the sun?” Aiyana suggested in an exasperated tone, still feeling up my arms. “The light will keep it weak until the army comes!”

      “We can’t leave it alone with his master still out there,” I reminded her. “It could still break out and try to fulfill its mission. Even if it doesn’t manage to kill any one of us while we’re naked, it could return to Garl to warn him and Barumpsch about us.”

      “But it can’t break out of the hell chain!” Zuthina droned, still pressing herself firmly against me. “It’s tied to the lifeforce of everyone who helped make it. As long as one of us is still alive, it can’t break. It can’t get out of it, no matter how much it wants to!”

      “Really?” I didn’t know that bit of knowledge. “So, Garl has to kill you and the twelve cultists from before in order to get Shakky back under his control?”

      “The chain is already anchored to the house, too.” Zuthina started nibbling on my ear. “He’d have to move the whole building off its foundations if he wanted to move the demon from this sun deck.”

      “That feels secure enough.” I nodded as my girls smiled giddily at me. “Now, on to these urgent matters of punishment I have to attend to…”

      “TANA WANT PUNISHMENT!”

      Hoisting us all up in her strong arms, the troll Amazon carried the bundle of us along as she ran off the deck, down the stairs, through the door, down the hall, through the bedroom door, and threw us down in a crumpled heap of bodies. As I stood myself up, I glared at her, watching her retreat to the bed while I moved towards the door to slowly close it.

      “I don’t remember giving you permission to carry me.” I shedded the pieces of my armor that the girls had already taken the time to undo while they were all over me, slowly pulling out my leather belt and giving it a crack next to Zuthina as she jumped with shocked excitement. “Do you think that you’d be getting off easy after a stunt like that? Did you think your armor would protect you from me?”

      I quickly swiped at Tana’s breastplate with one hand, deftly unlatching the few latches and buckles, keeping it on as I pulled it off her. I did the same with the plates tied around her hips, then arms, and finally her legs, until she was stripped of every piece of clothing on her, all the while cracking my whip just around Zuthina to scare her, just like she wanted. The look on the troll woman’s face was priceless, an aroused confusion that gave her an almost soothing sense of powerlessness against me.

      “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you, little wolf.” I picked up Aiyana by the belts around her back with one hand, putting her belly on my lap as I sat down. “I’ll be getting to each of you soon enough.”

      As I unbuckled all the leather pads on Aiyana to strip her down and expose her bare bottom, spanking it as I wished as I felt her soft fur, thinking of all the things I was going to do to these girls while I had them all to myself, I couldn’t help but think that maybe being a ruler wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. It did have its perks, after all.
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      “Chief!” Yakyank, one of the tallest of my trolls, knocked on the door to my bedroom as the hour grew late and the sun was setting. “Oomy army nearby! Coming to us!”

      “Oh, shit, lost track of time.” Draped in a pile of bodies and bedsheets on the floor, holding a leather belt in one hand and Tana’s waist in the other arm, I sprung myself upright to address the doortroll. “Are the soldiers, trebuchets, and animals ready like I asked?”

      “Yes, chief!” Yakyank answered from behind the door. “Trolls ready to crush oomy army like bugs. Make chief proud!”

      “They’re not at our gates already, right?” I gently moved Zuthina off my lap, moving out of the trap of sweaty, tired bodies grasping at me to return to them. “I would have liked a little more warning so I could at least get dressed before the fighting started.”

      “Troll scouts find army around afternoon, but no want stop chief and wives too soon,” Yakyank informed me. “Yakyank wait for chief to finish with wives before Yakyank tell chief about army.”

      “Were you just waiting at the door again?” I slipped on the undergarments for my armor as I looked for the many pieces of the leather and metal plates chaotically strewn along the ground with the girls and sheets. “How long were you there this time?”

      “Only few hours,” the pervy troll answered bluntly. “Great honor for humble troll hear mighty chief’s stamina! Yakyank no want miss when chief make strong baby with wives!”

      “Get the hell out of here!” I shouted towards the door, slapping the magical plates onto my body and strapping them onto me. “Go help the other trolls get ready for the invasion, you pervy-ass beanstalk!”

      “Yakyank hope chief made mighty baby today!” The shameless troll’s heavy footsteps creaked away as he left to follow my orders. “Mighty chief make tribe so proud!”

      “They just can’t get enough of your prowess, can they?” Aiyana crawled along the floor to find the leathers to cover her naked body. “It’s fascinating, from an anthropological standpoint, or ‘trollological,’ in this case. They don’t seem to find arousal from witnessing their chief’s consummation with his wives but simply want to be assured of their chief’s strength through his ability to please them.”

      “Well, mission accomplished!” Zuthina didn’t get herself up off the floor just yet, still catching her breath. “Markus is as strong a troll chief as there ever was. It takes a lot to get a dragon’s legs to turn to jelly, even in their human form. Perhaps I should consider using my dragon form to contend with you or discover my Scourge form as soon as possible. Only an elder dragon could keep up with you, it seems. On top of that, I’ll be the first to admit that my tolerance for pleasure is also fairly high for a dragon as well, so… holy shit, great job.”

      “Yeah, I was starting to get a little worried there as I was whipping you harder and harder.” I got most of my armor on, grabbing my sword and tying it to my belt. “You never said the safeword, so I just kept going. Are you okay?”

      “I’m wonderful, Markus. Thank you for asking.” Zuthina was a giggling mess on the floor, sprawling out and taking up as much space as her skinny little body could as she stretched. “Have I ever told you how sweet you are, Markus? You’re so sweet. I think I’ll keep you forever and ever, you beautiful man.”

      “Blondy got mush in head.” Tana, the most athletic of us all, had already gotten most of her armor on and most of her breath back, the only real sign of any rigorous activity having taken place being the drenching sweat all over her. “Marusk maybe too good at fun sword stabbing! Marusk mush up blondie’s head!”

      “I’m surprised that you’re not in the same state as her, Tana.” Aiyana strapped on one of her potion bandoliers, then the other. “Markus really made you work for it, and you never let yourself have a rest! You weren’t even able to speak with your usual broken-up troll grammar, you were so delirious by the end of it. It was just a slurry of vowels, consonants, and drool. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a body bend in so many ways before, either.”

      “Tana tough as mountain! Tana no wimpy--” The troll lost her balance on her own two legs, catching herself on the wall at the last second as she tried to play her hidden fatigue as a purposeful lean. “Tana fine.”

      “I established a safeword for a reason! You were supposed to use it if things got too much for you!” I gathered up some supplies from around the room and put them in a pack, slinging it onto my back. “You girls are killing me. You all better be okay for this upcoming battle. If we lose to the baron’s men because you all are too exhausted to give your best out there, I’d be an embarrassed ghost for the rest of eternity! Dammit, I will withhold sex if I have to--”

      “I’M UP!”

      Zuthina’s magical aura kicked up a misty, blue wind that brought her right to her feet, and an invisible force pulled in dozens of tattered, blue cloth pieces from all around the room onto her body. Beams of light stitched the pieces seamlessly back together into the elegant dress she’d been wearing before as if it hadn’t been whipped into nothingness just hours before. Her platinum-blonde hair weaved itself into an intricate braid down her back, and her bejeweled, armored evening glove slipped its way onto her arm. As she stood proudly, Tana and Aiyana stepped up on either side of her, standing just as confidently to hide all the signs of the lethargy they were just showing.

      “We’re all more than ready, as you can see!” Aiyana bumped her fist against Zuthina’s shoulder playfully. “We can handle it! We don’t need any crazy restrictions to motivate us to give our all to your dungeon!”

      “Just… the threat of crazy restrictions.” Zuthina sighed. “There are few things in this world I’m willing to give up, and you may have just discovered one of them, Markus. Well done.”

      “How come Marusk no tired like us?” Tana led the girls along as they followed me out the door and into the house. “Marusk do most work of all! Marusk no should can walk! Marusk no should can awake!”

      “Unlike you crazy women, I paced myself.” I bounded down the stairs and out the front door of my home. “A lifetime of farm work and a year of combat training against trolls doesn’t hurt, either, but that doesn’t mean I’m endlessly energetic. I know my limits, and I keep to them. I mean, I had a blast, don’t get me wrong, and I’m plenty drained, but I’ve still got enough in me to handle these chumps. I made sure of that.”

      “We’re not going to slip up here, Marusk.” Zuthina put a hand on my shoulder. “You know that, right? We’re going to save the dungeon. We’re not going to let you down.”

      “Honey, I’m not actually worried.” I put my own hand on hers, still walking through the streets to reach the front gate as fast as possible. “Well, not anymore. You’re all talented women that could probably each take this whole army out by yourselves on your worst day. I shouldn’t have played around like you weren’t thinking ahead about this. I’m sorry that I made you think I doubted you or your willingness to help. We all know that we’re all serious about protecting this dungeon, right?”

      “Right!” the three said in unison.

      “Then let’s get to work.”

      Approaching the main street and the front gate, we came across the many trebuchets positioned to fire giant boulders over the walls to any enemies that might lie just beyond it and the many troll soldiers that were operating them alongside a few human soldiers. Besides them, there were other troll and human soldiers marching about in small groups across the streets and along the walls, finding their first positions to engage the army that was about to come through. Cultist mages prepared their own sets of spells, marking the ground with faint circles of magical symbols that would act as explosive traps for anyone that would set foot on them.

      Coordinating the efforts were my troll lieutenants, each dawned in their enchanted armors made from the chaotic metal of the paladin fusion monster we fought some time ago. Yakyank, towering over the other trolls around him as he led his own battalion, had found a way to control when the spikes would spontaneously poke out from his armor, no longer poking himself randomly when his arms were resting. The twins, Glubnuk and Trubnuk, similarly no longer had to worry about their armor catching fire or surrounding themselves with icy mist at inconvenient times and could finally be around other people again while wearing them. Hubububu, the fat troll that loved to wrestle my minotaur cows, loved how light his floating armor made him feel, though he still hadn’t mastered the timing of how long it would stay magically light and would often be in the middle of some acrobatics before his true weight pulled him down to disaster. The armor I’d given Groktoktok, the biggest and burliest troll I had around here, just turned invisible one day and never changed back, so only his loincloth would cover his body from view when he wore the set.

      Just before I reached the wall, I heard a familiar blacksmith’s voice yelling from behind me and turned around to see Barry and George running up to find me before the battle began. Barry’s bushy beard, bald braincase, barrel body, and burly biceps were comically proportioned with his shorter stature since he wasn’t a dwarf at all. He was still in his workman’s clothes and his blacksmith’s tunic and carried his special hammer at his side. The enchanted tool’s head was the size of my own, with a square flat end on one side and a curved pick on the other and a thick leather handle that could take two hands if needed. The flakes of gold stained all over the silver head like embers gripping onto its sides showed the progress the living enchantment was making inside to turn it into a greater tool.

      George’s fierce head of shaggy hair and clean-shaven face was nearly a reversal of Barry’s facial foliage, though he was built and dressed a bit more standardly for a common man. Along his waist, he kept a belt of his many enchanted woodworking knives, each blade a bizarrely unconventional shape, from a five-pointed star to a jagged moon and even a metal comb. Gold swirls crawled up a few of the silver blades, the craftsman taking measured care to use them all evenly and keep the magical metals evolving evenly between them all.

      “Excuse me, ladies, I just want a moment of his time.” Barry pushed himself through the women standing behind me and swung out a leather-gloved hand to shake mine. “Hello, my friend! Sorry to bother you at a bad time, but I felt it would be prudent to wish you all luck before you started bashing heads.”

      “We’re here to see how well the new trebuchet designs will fare in a field test.” George turned around to look at his creations like he was watching his own child sleeping in a cradle. “They should be able to throw bigger rocks even farther than before! With the explosive oils they’re coated in, each payload will be like a fist from the gods themselves crashing down upon our enemies!”

      “Oh! Are you using the new bomb fluid I just made?” Aiyana, one of the three masterminds behind conventional weapons development alongside Barry and George, clapped happily as she stood beside the magic carpenter to look at the trebuchets. “The explosive yield per quart is two-point-one times the previous batch! The force of the impact to ignite the bomb fluid is greater as well, but the heavier boulders should be more than enough to compensate.”

      Barry looked up towards the top of the wall to see the troll archers. “Personally, I’m excited to see how the trolls take to the new bows I made. It took me an age and a half to create the right alloy that could flex like wood without permanently deforming after. I never got the chance to see an arrow fired from one at their full draw, so I’m hoping I can see it here.”

      Trolls were never big fans of archery since most skinny sticks of wood snapped under their enormous strength, and thicker logs were best used for smashing instead of shooting. These new recurve bows, made from an off-grey metal and nearly twice the length of regular longbows for humans, fit the meaty hands of the trolls perfectly, as did the steel spears with feather fletching they used as arrows in their giant quivers. The distance these arrows could probably reach might just be insane. We might not even get to see the army before the troll archers skewered them all from a mile away.

      “Make way!” Hubububu announced from behind the chaos building near the front gate. “Warriors bring beasts for battle!”

      As soldiers parted way to allow Hubububu through, the hefty troll led a caravan of cages on wheels into the open area that cleared up for them. The trolls pulling the cages set their push handles down, opening up the cages and letting the monstrous animals inside out. Only the nastiest of each farm monster was chosen, equipped with a set of customized armor for added protection and led around by troll beastmasters. The bull of the minotaur cows dug at the ground with his spike-covered hoof hands, the rooster of the basilisk chickens fanned out its wings to show off the many sharp swords attached, the biggest boar among the pigs scratched at the titanic helmet it wore to accent its tusks and jaws with serrated edges, and a trio of the goat satyrs hopped about and brandished the blades attached to their crab claws. Groktoktok brought the monstrous warhorse, armed with a shell of metal plates from head to toe, by its cable-like reign. He then swung his muscly leg up to mount the gigantic steed, holding his equally colossal glaive at the ready.

      Having witnessed all the many preparations, soldiers, warbeasts, and weapons that we’d gathered here in the event of an invasion just like this, I looked towards my girls as I spoke with mild hesitation.

      “Hey, guys. Do you think we did too much? Is this all overkill for a skirmish with a bunch of humans in metal shells? Not all of this seems fair against a regular regiment of human soldiers, you know? Barumpsch isn’t exactly getting my sympathy, but… I don’t know. Is this a cruel and unusual show of force? Am I a bad guy for doing this, even if it’s against an asshole like the baron?”

      “Why take the chance?” Zuthina shrugged. “This is a war. You have no idea what the enemy might marshal against you, so you take every precaution. It would be an insult not to put your best foot forward against your opponents. Would you rather we come in underprepared and scramble to bring out all the forces we could have easily had before the fight began?”

      “Tactically, this configuration should be our best defense, in light of the intelligence we have.” Aiyana looked over the gathered forces again. “We have trolls at the other gate with clear instructions to warn us just in case something tries to break through that one and quick transports to push any forces we might need over there to stop them from getting through. As long as you don’t group everyone here too tightly in any one spot and play it smart with how you move them around, we should remain at our best advantage.”

      “Why have warriors and weapons if no use when bad guys come?” Tana massaged her shoulder and slowly spun her arm holding her shield. “Show strength! Show dungeon strong! Trolls, oomies, and beasts fight for Marusk. Happy fighting! Want fight! Wives fight for Marusk, too.”

      “Yeah, no one’s going to touch this place for a while when they hear about what we’re about to do to these poor souls,” Barry commented. “The legend of this battle will keep all the stragglers and bandits away just as much as your armies will.”

      “Show them just how absolutely not worth the effort it is to approach us like this,” George added. “In the end, it’ll save us valuable time and resources we’d be spending in more skirmishes by scaring off any would-be conquerors looking for an easy target before they even look in our direction. We’re no easy target, and everyone will see that. You want people to leave this place alone, don’t you?”

      “The only problem I see is making us seem too dangerous.” I thought about the repercussions of the slaughter we were about to unleash. “If everyone around us is too scared to feel safe with us on the map, more powerful lords and kings might start pouring funds into hiring adventurers to attack us in force. The last thing I want is more of those assholes running around here, trying to take my stuff. To show that we’re not the warmongering entity they might paint us as after this, we should at least give Barumpsch’s army a chance to reconsider their assault. We’re not evil, and we’re not out for blood. We just want to be left alone. As long as we’re kept to ourselves, we mean our neighbors no harm.”

      “Has that sort of attitude been working out for all the other times people have poked around your property without asking?” Barry recalled the history of trespassers that I’ve had to deal with over the past year alone. “Nasty people will always be sticking their nose where they don’t belong. You should know that more than anyone alive.”

      “That’s where the overwhelming show of force comes in.” I gestured to the soldiers and beasts nearby. “We’re trying to get the least amount of people trespassing on my land as possible, but if anyone does come here uninvited, we make certain that they can never do something so stupid again. The only people I should have to deal with are the world’s idiots and tyrants, the ones unwilling to listen to any reason or have any sense. Those, I’m more than happy to kill on the spot.”

      “Like the baron!” Aiyana hopped up behind me. “He might just be both, right? An idiot tyrant? That’s the perfect candidate to test out everything we have here!”

      “It’s not like I expect them to actually take me seriously when I give them the opportunity to flee.” I stepped up the stairs on the side of the wall as my girls followed me up. “But, on the off chance someone does make the smart choice, it might just help keep us from being branded as a host of horrifying villains on the world stage. There’s something to be said about public appearances. If we ignore how people see us, we’re just asking for avoidable trouble.”

      “See you after the battle, Markus!” Barry waved goodbye to us as he and George moved back to a safer distance from the chaos about to erupt. “Give ‘em hell!”

      “Whoo, you’ve got a lot to think about, don’t you, my lord?” Zuthina playfully danced her fingers along my shoulder as we reached the battlements of the wall. “Even a battle isn’t just a battle for the master of a dungeon, is it?”

      “You better fucking believe it.” I couldn’t help but resent the position of ‘master,’ and the fact that my home had become a ‘dungeon’ for people to treat like a tourist destination for murder and prizes. “Let’s get this all settled. Archers, when you have eyes on the baron’s soldiers, shoot one volley at them. We’ll give them a chance to rethink their approach without ever having to show them all we can do.”

      “Archers, ready!” Yakyank directed the bow-trolls at the edge of the wall, prompting them to knock one of their fletched spear arrows into their huge metal bows. “Aim… Fire!”

      All the trolls fired towards the setting sun, and I watched the thick cloud of spears fly far into the sky, farther than I’d seen birds travel along the clouds. Out in the distance, a few sparkles of metallic shine, barely noticeable if you weren’t looking for it, signaled the presence of the baron’s army marching towards us from across the roaming hills. The cloud of flying spears soared further and further out, reaching the glittering mass of uniform soldiers as they came straight down upon them. The glittering in the distance became enraged, the soldiers clearly panicking as they fell to the most potent storm of arrows ever put to war.

      “Chief want archers shoot again?” Yakyank looked to me as he held an arm out, awaiting my order to give the command for a second volley. “Still many oomy warriors left.”

      “Let’s just see what they do from here,” I commanded him to stay his hand. “Take the archers down from the battlements and set them up by the gate. Await my command to fire again. I’ll talk with them alone if they’re willing to talk. If not, we’ll give them hell.”

      We’d opened up with a brutal display of strength, probably killing dozens of their soldiers out of nowhere in a grizzly act of war, and now it was only time to await their response. The battle had officially begun.
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      They took their sweet-ass time, but the baron’s army showed up anyway, walking up to my front gate. It was a sizable group, a few hundred strong, though I was sure that my archers had cut down their numbers pretty heavily before they ever arrived. Dressed in gambeson coats, they wore leather vests overtop checkered with blue and purple squares, with a crest to the right of their chest depicting an artistic badger. Maybe it was supposed to be a wolverine, instead, but the clear assumption was that it was Barumpsch’s insignia, showing that these men belonged to him. Their barbute helmets were the only pieces of metal they wore as armor, their gloves and boots being thick leather that came up to their elbows and knees, respectively.

      All of them were carrying polearms, a third of them with warhammers, a third with halberds, and a third with spears. As much as they tried to hide it, their lines of formation were sloppy, and horror filled their expressions. My archers had cut through their confidence and their defenses like butter.

      At the front of this army were two horses, with two horsemen on top of them. The first one, on a glossy, chestnut-colored stallion, was a squat, chubby man in orb-like plate armor to accommodate his belly. He barely had a neck to show under his close-faced sallet helm, and his arms seemed all the shorter sticking out of his breastplate. The breastplate carried the same badger crest as the soldiers but with gold embroidery around its edges to show the man’s importance over the soldiers. He had a bit of trouble controlling his horse and constantly shifted around the road in swivels as his steed stepped around as it pleased. This man could only be Baron Barumpsch, the leader of this assault.

      The second horseman wore red robes laced with white, runic symbols along its edges, like the hem, the sleeve openings, and the hood. He wore a medallion with a cultic rendering of a tentacle monster with many eyes and more occult symbols around it. His pointed chin poked out from the shadow of his hood, with his wide grin being the only part of his face that could be seen. In one hand was an old, leatherbound book, probably a demonic spell book, with brown pages, and in the other was the reins to his dark mahogany horse.

      This one had to be the demonologist adventurer known as Vincent Garl, our prisoner Shakky’s summoner and master. He was the biggest threat here and the biggest unknown. If any of the other demons he could summon were as strong as Shakky, and if he could summon a lot of them, we wouldn’t win as easily as with these clowns carrying pointy sticks.

      The fact that they hadn’t tried to assault us yet, and that they didn’t bring any archers that could attack us beyond these walls, meant that they had come to talk. Not immediately running away meant that the baron didn’t want to just back down from this fight, either. Maybe they just needed some proper convincing. What they were planning to talk about, only they could have said.

      “Can I help you?” I leaned over the battlement, standing alone at the top of my wall as I spoke to Barumpsch. “I’m assuming this isn’t a social visit. Or do you dress up in armor and bring soldiers to all the places you go to?”

      Stepping out of the lines of the baron’s soldiers, a small man approached the front of the horses. He wore a brown pauper hat, petticoat, and trousers, all incredibly worn out with a few patchy holes to boot, and in his hand was a long scroll, which he opened and read aloud from.

      “You stand before the Illustrious Baron Beauregard Buchanan Bartholomew Bensworth Banana Bunch Bacon Barumpsch the Seventeenth.” The herald’s voice squeaked as he tried to project loudly enough for everyone to hear. “You should be made aware that this noble man before you is the lord of the local city estate of Badgerton and sovereign of these lands you occupy. Your fortress was erected in violation of my sovereign rule and without my permission, one of many crimes you stand accused of. You will dismantle it immediately, brick by brick, until the entire establishment is removed from the premises. Failure to comply will result in an immediate assault by the army I have brought here today. Your leader also stands accused of the theft of the town of Vastilon. Every brick, mortar, piece of furniture, piece of property, piece of lumber, and member of the populace is to be returned to its rightful place immediately. Failure to do so immediately upon hearing this message will result in an assault from the army you see before you. If you understand these official demands made by your baron, please comply within thirty seconds of hearing the end of this message, or excessive force will have to be utilized to pillage your fortress.”

      “Did you not receive the arrows I sent your way just a few moments ago?” I pointed towards the horizon to where their army was off in the distance when they were shot. “How did that go, by the way? It’s hard to see what happened from all the way over here--”

      “Greg’s still stuck in the ground!” one of the soldiers blurted out from the crowd. “We couldn’t get the spear out of the dirt quickly enough, and he was too heavy to lift off it. He’s… he’s still stuck there! He wasn’t dead when we left him to march here!”

      “Those were not arrows!” another soldier shouted from another corner of the formation. “They pierced straight through all the knights and their horses! Every last one of them! Their armor didn’t even slow them down! We couldn’t get them free in time either!”

      “I can still hear their screams!” a third soldier wailed. “We should have helped them! We should have done something!”

      “They came out of nowhere!” a fourth shrieked. “It’s the wrath of the gods. It is!”

      “Oh, so you did get them.” I leaned my cheek on my fist and watched the soldiers unravel themselves with their own fear. “All the knights? Wow. Good job, archers. I didn’t even order that. Way to go above and beyond, guys.”

      Throughout the whole army, dozens of fearful cries rang out from the hundreds of men, speaking of the horror that unfolded upon them. Most of the soldiers screaming seemed to be new recruits, young and untested in a war, but even the veterans among them couldn’t hold in all of their terror.

      “SILENCE!” Barumpsch shouted from his tinny shell, bringing a hush over his army as the voices of panic died down. “Anyone who speaks another word among you will be executed immediately by the other soldiers here! That order excludes me, the squire, and my associate here next to me. All others who speak without permission will be shot with arrows when we get back to the city!”

      Okay, which was it? Were they going to be killed by their fellow men right now, or were they supposed to wait until after the battle when they returned to their city, where they’d be shot by some archers that the baron failed to bring here for whatever reason? Oh, my gods, calling this battle an upcoming massacre was like calling a thunderstorm at sea ‘just choppy water.’

      “Soldiers of Baron Barumpsch,” I stood up taller and addressed the army, “please listen! I have--”

      “SQUIRE!” Barumpsch shouted as both he and the horse jostled around in place. “Tell this enemy herald that he is not to address my army directly! These soldiers are to be treated like my royal sword, not as individuals! They have no right to their own individuality as my personal military! Any and all comments he may have on behalf of his lord are to be addressed to my squire, who will then address me! Repeat to him what I have spoken!”

      “At once, my lord.” The squire turned back up to look at me. “The Baron Barumpsch insists that you not address his army directly--”

      “Are you serious?” I ignored the squire’s parroting, looking around to the baron, the army, and the demonologist for some kind of confirmation that they heard what I heard. “Is he serious?”

      “It’s a…” Vincent Garl’s grin turned to a frown as his hand reached into his hood to grab his face in associative shame. “It’s a thing with him. Just do what you’re going to do, or we’ll be here all day.”

      “SQUIRE!” Barumpsch shouted again to his poorly dressed servant. “Under my authority, you will demand that this herald address you as I have instructed! Tell him that failure to do so from this moment forward will result in an immediate assault from this army!”

      “At once, my lord.” The squire resisted the roll of his eyes as he turned back to me again. “The Baron Barumpsch insists again that you address his squire from this moment onward, and that--”

      “Soldiers of Badgerton!” I ignored the baron and his squire to address the army directly. “Please rethink participating in this assault. I have more arrows from where the first volley came from. I could have shot more of them out as you were approaching, but I didn’t because I don’t necessarily want to slaughter you all if I don’t have to.”

      “SQUIRE!” Barumpsch lost control of the situation and his horse, nearly falling off on both sides as he spoke to his herald once more. “Tell this fortress’s herald that my demands are not to be ignored! Our assault will begin immediately if he does not comply--!”

      “But I absolutely will kill every last one of you if you try to break into my home.” I just let the baron scream out his insane orders as I kept speaking to the army. “Your baron didn’t bring any archers, and you have no way of scaling the walls. You can’t get in, but we can kill you anytime we like safely and without casualty on our end. You have no chance of victory, and you will all die horribly if you listen to your baron. Go back home to your families and live out the rest of your days happy and alive. You don’t have to kill each other for defecting, and the archers back at your home won’t kill you if the baron can never get around to telling them about the execution order.”

      “SQUIRE!” The baron just wouldn’t let it go, barely keeping on his horse as he shouted like a madman. “Tell the army that they aren’t allowed to defect, or they will be executed! Remind them that I will absolutely remember to give the execution order to the archers back at the castle when I return!”

      “None of you asked to be here!” I appealed to them. “You’re all just soldiers following orders! No one can blame you for coming here, and no one can judge you for how your friends died beside you. But, right now, I’m giving you the choice you didn’t think you had before. You can walk away and have an actual life you can be proud of, or you can remain here and die because your baron commands it. Just leave, and you’ll be spared the gruesome fate of everyone who stays.”

      “My, my, aren’t we the confident one?” Garl’s grin returned as he moved his horse forward to speak to me personally. “You really think your victory is so assured? I certainly hope you’re not just counting your chickens before they’ve hatched.”

      “Wait, who are you?” I pretended not to know who he was. “You’ve got a spooky vibe going on, which is pretty cool, I guess. But, if the guy hanging off his horse is your boss, then I’m not exactly impressed.”

      “I suppose I’m more of a contractor than a subordinate, honestly.” Vincent sneered as he set up the dramatic reveal I probably already knew about. “My name is Vincent Garl. I am a gold-grade adventurer, but more importantly, I am an expert demonologist. Do you know what a demonologist is, sir?”

      “If you break the word apart, it’s pretty obvious.” I leaned against the battlement, resting my head in my hands. “‘Demon,’ ‘olog,’ ‘ist.’ ‘Demon,’ ‘knowledge,’ ‘person.’ You’re a guy who knows about demons.”

      “Very good!” he said condescendingly to me. “I know quite a lot about demons, specifically about how to control them. I have quite a few demons that I control to do whatever I tell them to, and they can do all kinds of things while under my control. Tell me, smart guy, have you ever heard of a ‘shadow demon’?

      “Is it a demon that likes shadows?” I played along with his little game.

      “Oh, they love shadows.” The robed adventurer’s grin widened. “They can slip right inside one and live in it without anyone knowing they’re even there. Completely unnoticeable and unfeelable when they’re in one. You wouldn’t even notice one in the shadows right next to you. And, if they try hard enough, they can travel between shadows over great distances, moving out of one shadow and popping up in another straight across countries, through doors and walls, just like that. Pretty creepy, right?”

      “I’m quaking in my boots,” I snarked, trying to irritate the adventurer a little bit. “Are you going anywhere with this?”

      Garl’s grin got a little grumpy for a second before he gritted his teeth into a smile again. “I happen to control a shadow demon. It can do all of those things I’ve just mentioned, but that’s not all. The best part is all the things it can do when I tell it to come out of the shadows!”

      He whipped open the dark tome in his hand, reading from the pages and whispering words in the weird, ear-burning language that Zuthina had used before. The sky darkened, the surrounding shadows seemed to lengthen, and a foul wind picked up around us. The soldiers screamed, the squire screamed, the horses whinied, the baron hung by a foot to his own horse’s saddle as he shouted to his squire still, and Vincent Garl cackled through his evil speech in a forbidden tongue.

      Garl’s demonic speaking ceased, the shadows shrunk back, the sky lightened, and the foul wind died down. The soldiers stopped screaming, one by one, along with the squire, and the horses stopped whinnying. There was a deathly silence in the air as we all waited for the strange spell that the demonologist conjured to reveal itself to us.

      Barumpsch’s horse galloped freely without its rider to guide it and dragged the baron around with it face-first along the ground, his foot still caught in the footholds of the saddle. Shortly after, his foot slipped free from the stirrups, setting the horse free to run into the wilds and dropping him in front of his army in a crumpled heap of noble limbs, armor, and fat. Finally, the baron stopped shouting about nothing as he tried to pick himself up from the ground, his oversized breastplate and misshapen body keeping him magnetized to the dirt. Everyone around him watched, from the soldiers to the squire, even Vincent Garl and me, fascinated by his inability to pick himself up at all. He got close a few times but never actually sat up vertically or put both feet on the ground at the same time.

      “Oh, my gods!” I pointed at the baron with a long finger. “Your shadow demon has glued Barumpsch to his own shadow! He’s forever bound to the earth. You truly are a master of demons!”

      A few of the soldiers chuckled. Some of them jumped up and down to test if they were glued to their own as well, finding themselves perfectly capable of leaving the ground. The laughs picked up a bit among the army once their concerns were relieved.

      “That wasn’t what I was going for!” Vincent’s frown deepened as he turned through the pages of his demonic book. “Why hasn’t it come out yet? You’re supposed to be dead! It’s supposed to be rampaging inside your walls, cutting down all the soldiers inside your fortress like wheat in a field!”

      “How’s everyone doing back there?” I turned around to see my girls and all my soldiers still lying in wait as they waved to me. “Still standing tall like wheat in a field? Fantastic.” I turned back to the baron’s soldiers. “Seriously, go home, guys. You’re just wasting your time. This demon guy’s little pet got stage fright, and that might have been your only hope of ever coming close to winning this battle through no active engagement of your own. Your baron’s probably not leaving that spot for the rest of his natural life if you leave him there. If you want to roll Barumpsch back home, I don’t care either way. I will kill whoever sticks around here, so now’s the time to choose who that’s going to be. Is it going to be you? Are you all stupid? Is it going to be the baron? Do you really care that much about him? Are you going to save him so he can have you executed when you get home? Make your choices now. You’ve got to the count of ten. One… two… seven…”

      Like mice skittering along a kitchen floor, the soldiers ran their asses home, leaving their polearms behind in a great clatter of wood and steel. Shortly after, the squire followed them, weaving through the marsh of fallen weapons and hauling as much ass as his little legs could bear. Before long, it was just a bunch of abandoned sticks, a man chained to the ground by his own weight, and a very frustrated scholar of demons on a horse.

      “You!” Vincent Garl pointed a jagged finger up at me, his voice dripping with malice and rage. “You must have done something, didn’t you? What did you do to my shadow demon?”

      “Oh, no, I’ve been found out. Whatever shall I do?” I turned around, signaling to the soldiers in wait to open up the gates. “Guards! Release the man-eating beasts!”

      “The what?”
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      The fun had finally started.

      The steel gates flung wide open, and the snarling beasts poured out like leaves in a gust of wind, expecting to rip and tear into a helpless army of soldiers. However, they were met with only the baron, still stuck to the ground as he yelled foolish obscenities towards the sky, wiggling back and forth like a turtle in the sun. His fate was as gruesome as it was quick, with a dozen stomping, clawing, and gnawing at the armor to quickly expose the fatty flesh underneath. The bones were shattered by slamming hooves, the meat peeled away by gnarled teeth, the metal crumpled and dented by pincers, and every part of the corpse consumed entirely. Even the blood splattered over the ground, and the beasts themselves were cleaned as each of the monsters licked the stains on their own armor and fur.

      The complete lack of mess was even more disturbing than if they had left a mutilated corpse behind. It was as if Barumpsch had never existed at all, not even as a drop of blood.

      Vincent, in a surprising turn of events, didn’t take the opportunity to use the baron’s mutilation as a distraction to run. Instead, he jumped off his horse, taking out a jagged knife that looked to be made from several bones fused together and carved into a ceremonial weapon. He immediately gutted the horse along the bottom, letting the organs fall over him and drench him in blood and viscera. The horse collapsed on top of him, the husk of its body overshadowing his own as he hid inside of the corpse he’d just created.

      An interesting strategy, hiding from hungry, raging beasts by coating yourself in fresh guts and blood. He couldn’t have been that stupid. Something else was going on, and it was probably demonic in nature. At best, he was trying to escape using some spell, and I couldn’t just let that happen. I’d promised to kill everyone who stuck around after all of my warnings, and it’d just look bad if I missed one of the two who were stupid enough to not listen to me.

      “Archers! Shoot the horse!” I directed a few nearby trolls to come out and pin the horse to the ground before turning my attention to my girls. “Ladies, you’re on deck. We’re not letting this fucker get away.”

      “Are you sure the monsters won’t be enough to kill him?” Aiyana kneeled down by one of the battlements, pulling out a nasty-looking vial of black liquid and loading it into her slingshot. “You were the one worried about overdoing this.”

      “Cornered mages are like cornered rats.” Zuthina floated on a blue gust of wind beneath her, gently falling down from the wall to the ground below. “The more powerful they are, the more likely they’ll try something dangerous when they run out of options. Never underestimate them when they’re desperate to survive.”

      “Tana happy!” The troll warrior jumped straight down from her hiding spot, over the wall, and in front of the open gate in a thundering crash, even though she could have easily just walked through like a normal person. “Tana hope Tana fight today! Sad if fight end and Tana no join fun.”

      “HOW’S THIS FOR A FIGHT?!”

      Just as the beasts charged their next prey, the horse corpse exploded, becoming the base for two growing spires of dark stone and fearsome spikes. The spires curved outward and met back at the top in a twenty-foot arch, and blood-red energy flared from the center of it. The energy flared out to the inner edges of the arch, shining like a fiery eye in the center.

      As the archway completed itself, dozens of demons poured out from the flaming membrane of energy. Each one was an abomination stitched together without any rhyme or reason, no thought given to biological symmetry or physiological function in their evolution. Bulbous, veiny eyes had bat wings, ostrich-like legs had an angler’s maw for a body, a hand the size of a bull floated high in the air with a leech’s mouth in its palm, a writhing mass of tentacles had a head like a conventionally handsome man with a neat comb-over and a winning smile, the possibilities were endless. At least my farm monsters had some semblance of symmetry to them, even if they seemed just as demonic as their enemies.

      The armored beasts and the naked demons collided in a torrent of squeals, roars, and tears. Claws slashed against skin, teeth clamped on muscle, and carnage reigned over the bloodbath. My archers had finally taken position, firing out a ceaseless barrage of spears out of their bows to slay demons alongside the armored monsters that lead the charge. Trolls rushed out of the open gates to meet the many demons that had escaped the blockade of beasts, clashing against their nonsensical anatomies with their heavy steel.

      Leading the charge were my troll lieutenants, each using their magical armors and their immense strength to beat the demons back. With Groktoktok atop his warhorse, trampling through the horses and slashing up splashes up demon guts with every swing of his glaive, they pushed the onslaught of demonic hordes back just enough for the gates to close behind them, protecting the innocents secreted deep within on the other side.

      From behind the wall, groups of mages gathered together to collectively cast spells of great devastation, summoning spheres of powerful elements over their heads. With a heave of their magical might, they flung the spheres over the wall along with a shower of boulders flung from the trebuchets, each one exploding as they crashed down.

      “TANA GRAPPLE!”

      Tana jumped into the air to intercept a flying hand, wrestling it by the middle finger as it spiraled down and crashed into the demon hordes, putting her in the center of everything. With one arm, she managed to sling the giant hand around like an oversized club to flatten several tinier demons around her while her shield worked to keep more from attacking her from the other side.

      Zuthina fell onto her hands and knees as orange scales covered her skin and her skeleton stretched out in all dimensions, changing her completely. Her wings burst out from her back, tearing her dress to shreds, and her true dragon form took form, the living siege machine that plucked demons from the sky simply by reaching out and slamming them down with her powerful claws.

      Aiyana littered the battlefield with her exploding bottles of magical fluids, setting up dozens of different traps around the gate, as well as around the battlefield, to contain the chaos in this single area. Any demon that tried to escape was either trapped in purple gunk, walled off by structures of magical crystals springing out of the ground spontaneously, or vaporized by explosions she shot out herself.

      And, suddenly, all the preparations that I’d made had become justified. As the battle between these demons and my forces dragged on, it was starting to feel like I hadn’t done quite enough to prepare for this incursion from hell. No matter how amazingly all of my defenses contained the demons and crushed them, the constant outpour of more abominations from that portal never ended or even slowed down. We couldn’t hold up forever, and any slip-up could mean a rogue demon wreaking havoc in my dungeon.

      I wasn’t going to win a war of attrition against all the evils the afterlife had to offer.

      The simple solution was to destroy the portal, cutting off their ability to reach us with their practically infinite hordes. Zuthina had the same idea as I did, charging against one of the sides of the archway of the portal with her full weight. The thundering collision didn’t so much as shift the archway on its anchor point, even as it crushed a few dozen little demons in the process. As I’d feared, it wouldn’t be so easy to solve this portal problem. Closing the door to hell meant that we had to find Vincent. If he was smart, he would have used the chaos as a distraction from his attempted escape, and I’d have to find a way to track him down in the middle of--

      “DID YOU THINK YOU’D GOTTEN THE BEST OF A MASTER OF DEMONOLOGY!?”

      Crawling on top of the portal, the adventurer of the hour stood himself up tall, announcing himself to the world. He’d gone through a couple of changes since his time inside the horse he gutted, namely all the new, demonic body parts he’d infected himself with. His robes were tattered from the drastic growth he’d undergone, only shreds hanging from the crevices and thorns now coming out of him. One of his arms had become like a giant spinal cord, with the skull of an elk-horned bear at the end. His other arm swelled with green-glowing bubbles tearing through his skin from underneath and giving him a lopsided hunch. His face was gaunt and long, save for the pustules of tumors dragging his face towards his swollen arm. The hair on his head was wiry and grey from neglect, and the look in his eyes was just as crazy as I imagined they would be underneath that hood. Despite everything that had been done to him, the golden medallion still hung around his mutated neck, and his creepy-ass smile remained on his pointy chin.

      “Your dungeon falls today!” the newly demonified Vincent Garl bellowed from the top of the portal, his voice magically amplified by his magic. “That’s what this place is! A dungeon! It all makes sense now! I should have known! And any good dungeon has loot! Just look at all the crazy bullshit you’ve got here to protect it! What kind of adventurer would I be if I didn’t try to raid it and kill all of these disgusting monsters that have holed up inside?”

      “Zuthina, help me up there!” I stepped over the battlement to fall towards the ground.

      A long dragon tail swooped up to catch me, flicking at the end like the crack of a whip. I launched high over the chaos of the battle, right into Vincent’s chest. I plunged a sword deep into it, my body’s momentum carrying us both over the back edge of the archway to fall onto the ground below. Using the demonified adventurer’s body to break my fall, I rolled off his face, pulling my sword from his chest and turning to face him.

      “This all seems a little drastic for my humble abode.” I slashed my sword at him, only for him to twist the spine of his horned-bear arm to block me with the sturdy bones. “Can’t imagine you were looking forward to never fitting into any of your robes again. Did you mean to do this to yourself? Can you change back?”

      “This is a small price to pay for the riches surely awaiting inside your precious dungeon!” Vincent growled as he pushed me back with the horns on his bear skull, throwing his tumor arm down on me as I stumbled. “Opening a hell portal always carries its risks, but you can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs! I’ll still be alive in the end. Can’t say the same for you!”

      “You sure you aren’t in over your head with this hell portal?” I sidestepped the tumor hand, rolling out of the demonified adventurer’s reach. “There are a lot of demons. You can’t have them all under your control. What are you going to do once we stop distracting them? Are you gonna fight them yourself?”

      “Trying to get me to tell you how to close the portal?” Vincent’s blob arm swung out to try to smack me as I rolled underneath it. “Nice try. I’m not underestimating you again. Even if you kill me, you’ll never close it! You and your entire dungeon are doomed! It’s only a matter of time.”

      “How are you supposed to enjoy the fruits of your lack-of-labor if all of these demons are still around?” I ducked underneath a piercing chomp from the horned bear skull to slash through Vincent’s side as I stepped behind him. “Are you hoping this new disguise of yours is enough to fool them? Or are you really that confident as a demonologist to conquer hell itself? And what about any other adventurers who might come sniffing around here?”

      He shifted the ooze inside his tumorous growths into the end of his arm as he spun it around himself like a ball and chain. “I’ll be long gone with all the loot by then! These demons won’t leave a single non-demon alive, and there won’t be any evidence that I was ever here! I’ll take back my slave, along with every last magical item you’re hiding, and head back to Badgerton, a free man! They’ll welcome me as a hero, maybe even have me replace their dead baron!”

      “You haven’t seen your new look lately, have you?” I pulled in close, stabbing through the deflated tumors at his shoulder and watching the fluid leak out over his body, shrinking the end of his bulbous mace sack. “They’ll have their pitchforks and torches on you long before you have the chance to tell them you’re not a roaming monster attacking them. On the plus side, that’s the proper response to adventurers like you, whether you were demonic or not.”

      “Then I’ll just kill them!” Vincent used the floppy skin left from his sores as a curtain to cover my face while his bear skull arm tried to chomp at me. “I wanted a cushy job bleeding the baron dry as he paid me to send demons to work for me, but if they don’t want to do things the easy way, I’ll take all the money in their treasury by force. instead!”

      I slashed through the loose skin, deflecting a jab with the bear skull and digging its wide bite into the ground behind me. “And, what? Where do you plan on spending your money? I can’t exaggerate how horrifying you look. If you were nicer, maybe you could find someone willing to overlook all of this nasty demon voodoo, but you’re just a piece of shit through and through. You’re screwed, man.”

      “I’ll use demons as intermediaries!” He pulled out a rock from the ground in his bear skull claw and chucked it at me as easily as an apple. “Adventurers won’t care about a few demons running around their markets if they belong to powerful wizards! They’ll trade for everything I might need on some sunny, remote island off the coast, safe from anyone who might look at me!”

      I looked behind the demonologist to see that the dragon Zuthina was missing from the battlefield. If she wasn’t parading around her gigantic lizard booty to flatten a bunch of demons at once, I would have assumed that she’d have been zapping out spells in her human form. Both the dragon and human versions of her were missing, and neither of them was hard to miss. What exactly was she doing? Had the demons already overwhelmed her?

      No, wait a minute. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the blonde hairs of her human form stick out from behind the archway, the dragon wizard hiding from our battle. She must have been waiting for a good moment to make the most out of her arrival in the battle before she gave away the element of surprise with her first strike. Really, I could have used the support at any time, if she wanted to just attack without putzing around for a perfect moment--

      Actually… I might have had an idea on how to solve our growing demon problem. Vincent thought he was clever, keeping me at a distance with a stone while he went for his demon book at his hip. Not only did I not want him to have it, but I had just thought of a better person to take it instead.

      “That’s a lot of compromises and inconveniences just to get over what you did yourself to raid one little dungeon.” I avoided the rock, stepping forward to put my hand between him and the demon book he was trying to reach with his deflated hand. “Your risk evaluation could use some work. It might have just been easier for you to die at this point.”

      “With all of your spoils and the baron’s combined, I’ll have all the money I could ever want!” He smacked me with the lower jaw of the bear skull hand, pushing me away as he grabbed the book from his side. “I’ll safely live out the rest of my days in luxury. It’s all I ever wanted in life, and it’s all thanks to you! From there, I can research anything I want freely, from reversing this transformation to finding immortality!”

      “You really think I’m that loaded with gold?” I sprinted forward, jumping over his blocking spine arm and stabbing the bicep of his other arm as the sliced muscle kept him from lifting up the book enough for him to read from it. “What if I don’t have nearly as much as you think I do?”

      “You have a dragon!” He batted me away again with his skull arm, stepping away as the sinews of his arm slowly stitched themselves back together to fix his arm. “A dragon’s greatest vice is hoarding wealth. If the dragon lives around here, gold can’t be far behind. And you had to buy all of these reinforcements to your dungeon with something.”

      “Still feels like a big assumption to base such a high gambit on.” I faked a sword strike, switching the sword to the other hand to hook onto Vincent’s blocking spine arm like a monkey on a log and kick the book out of his healing hand. “You didn’t know that when you made the portal and fucked up your body. And what if the dragon’s here for another reason besides the gold?”

      He grabbed the book with his bear skull claw, batting the bone club around to keep me away. “What other possible reason could a dragon have to live among a bunch of trolls and humans? Don’t tell me a failed adventurer like you with shitty equipment thinks the dragon just likes being around you? Did the little boy think that the dragon doesn’t eat all of your human friends and family because you’re just so adorable?”

      “There could be so many reasons!” I blocked the swings of the bear skull, secretly aiming to unlodge the book from its teeth. “It could be extortion! Blackmail! Maybe this is a dragon who likes humans! What if she really likes humans? What if she just sticks around for the sex?”

      I heard a quiet, playful giggle come from behind the archway.

      “Oh, do you have a bard living here, too?” Vincent’s guard fell just a bit as the thought distracted him. “He must be at least a mithril-grade adventurer to keep a dragon enthralled into his bidding through sex. Who is it? Flynnigan Stoneshaft? Woodrow Peckerton? Dear gods, is it the infamous Pound Town? He hasn’t been seen in ages! Is he the leader of your dungeon?”

      “Don’t know who any of those guys are.” I kicked the book out of the skull jaws and away from the fight, slashing at his other side as I moved through his inner space to his backside. “Are there really adventurers that fuck their way through adventuring? That just sounds like a hooker for monsters, with a lot of extra steps. Of course, who am I to judge?”

      “No…” He flicked his tumor arm back up as the muscles in it healed, and the tumors slowly refilled with their green pus again. “You? You’re the one sleeping with the dragon?”

      “Among others, yes.” I stabbed him through the chest to keep him facing towards me, only pulling it out through his armpit under the column snake when the coast was clear. “Fuck, you’re resilient. Maybe this demon transformation was a good idea after all, or you’d be all kinds of dead right now.”

      “But--!” Vincent’s wild swings with both his bulbous arm and his skull spine arm were filled with his indignation. “Your sword! And your armor! You’re not even silver-grade! You’re barely anything! How can you have the prowess to satisfy a dragon of any age? There has to be some other rogue adventurer here leading this army!”

      “I’ve been handing you your sorry ass, haven’t I?” I stabbed him in one of his legs as I passed under one of his wild swings. “Of course, you’re probably used to having demons do this sort of thing for you, right? You kinda suck without them, if I’ll be honest. You’ve got no fighting instinct.”

      “When I get my book back, you’ll know full well how ‘unhandled’ I really am!” The man-demon swung around to look at where I’d kicked the book off to. “Where is it? WHERE IS IT? WHERE’S MY GODSDAMNED BOOK?!”

      “Maybe you should have kept a better eye on it!” I relished in my pun as I stabbed him in the eye, gouging it out from his head. “Ha! See what I did there? Only half as well now! Ha! Fuck you. It’s gone. You’re done.”

      “Do you have any idea what you’ve just unleashed?” He knocked me away with the antlers on his bear skull, hobbling over to the rectangular indent in the dirt where the book had been. “That spell book is filled with loads of demonic magic! Thousands of lesser demons were used to create it! If a wild demon gets its hands on it, even the smallest eye fly could evolve into a lesser archfiend in an instant! That’s the best-case scenario if a demon finds it! You’ve just killed us all!”

      Well, that would have been nice to know before I just kicked it around into a battlefield full of demons who might want it. This might have gotten complicated.

      Zuthina better have kept it safe long enough to actually use it, or we might all be dead.
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      Oh, thank the gods. Zuthina was safely at the top of the gate, gathering followers from her cult as they hunched over into a huddle, presumably with the demon book in the middle. She and her team of occult experts would be able to read all of that unholy jargon to pull us out of the mess Vincent had made. Hopefully, without a bigass dragon on the field, we could still hold the demons back long enough for her to do her magic thing. I had confidence in us, but still, there were a lot of demons.

      Although my immediate fears of a possible super demon spontaneously erupting on the battlefield were assuaged, I still had my own demonified man to worry about. He looked around for where I had kicked the demon book, not realizing that it’d been taken as soon as it had left our fight.

      “We need to find that book!” Vincent shouted. “It’s not too late! We need to keep it out of any demon’s hands!”

      “You’re just worried you now have no way to control or summon your own demon slaves.” I stabbed him in the middle of his back, placing my foot on him to pull my sword back out again. “You need the book yourself, or you have no actual power besides your new, gross body. You need it to get out of here alive with their protection, let alone get away with your crazy plan.”

      That demonic resilience was crazy because he still managed to whip back around to face me. “You can’t close the portal without that book! Only archfiends have enough demonic energy to open or close hell portals otherwise, and they don’t ever want to close portals once they’ve made it to our side! If you don’t help me find it soon, you’ll have an archfiend here with an infinite supply of demons! An archfiend can command other demons! Imagine if this chaotic horde was actually organized and tactically positioned, and there was no end to its infinite hordes! You have to help me find my book!”

      “That’s a dangerous book you just carry around for funsies.” I brandished my sword, keeping my guard up for any of his tricks. “If you knew there were these kinds of risks, why did you ever think that opening a hell portal to an endless well of uncontrollable demons was a good idea? Are you really that stupid, or do you just think I am to believe you to do your dirty work?”

      “That’s not even the worst of it!” he continued to plead with me, crashing onto both of his humanoid knees. “The longer the portal remains open, the more demonic energy is released, and eventually, an actual archfiend may wander out! Maybe even a great archfiend, with all its many legions! It may take days for a local adventuring guild to find this portal and organize enough gold grades to close it!” The man-demon wasn’t lying, I could tell. He was too desperate for lies. “That’s plenty of time for an archfiend to find the portal and break through, and then this whole territory becomes a second hell! The world as you know it might end! This portal is far more dangerous than it seems even now! You have no idea how much you’ve doomed this mortal plane by separating me from my book!”

      “You’re telling me that you opened a big fucking portal that could easily kickstart a godsdamned apocalypse in any unfavorable circumstance on the off chance you manage to hold on to your book long enough to fix everything afterward?” I couldn’t help but let out a steam-like breath through my teeth. “What the fuck is wrong with you? This is exactly why I hate adventurers! This exact shit right here! World-ending hell portals opened casually, just because you wanted to steal someone else’s stuff! You guys have no emotional grasp on the concept of your selfish actions having consequences! Or, you do understand, and you just don’t care to acknowledge it unless it suits you! Which is even worse! Fucking hell!”

      “The more time we waste watching you trot around on your high horse, the more likely the worst comes to pass!” Vincent stood himself up. “You have to tell the armies to search for it before a demon finds it first!”

      “Thanks for all the information, jackass.” I looked out towards the growing chaos of animalistic demons and my armies crashing against it. “I’ll make sure to keep it out of any demon’s hands when I find it.”

      “No! You need to give it to me!” He put his bear skull out to stop me from leaving. “I’m the only one here who knows how to use the book and close this portal! You need my knowledge and expertise if you’re going to have any chance of living!”

      “You want me to give you the one thing you need to run away with all of your pets, leaving me neck-deep in demons I can’t get rid of?” I pushed the bear skull aside and walked away. “No thanks. You’d just restart your crazy-ass plan again. It doesn’t take a genius to see through your bullshit.”

      “Fine!” The bone jaws and bulbous bludgeon spun around him as he twisted like a mad top towards me, his body blurring at the surprising speed his gyrations maintained. “Even if I was going to stab you in the back, you were a fool not to take the risk for your only chance of surviving! I’ll take the satisfaction of killing you long before we all die from your mistake!”

      I ducked underneath the disk of the spinning arms, pushing my blade around his midsection and watching as he cut himself in half on my sword. “You audacious shit! This is your fiasco, not mine!”

      As he passed over me, he fell over, his demonic arms crashing against the ground and kicking up dirt with every strike, while his legs spun around without his upper body for a couple of seconds before falling several feet away. The legs spasmed, still filled with unnatural life, as the muscles grew out of the amputated waist upward like tendrils to reconnect with an upper body that wasn’t there. The upper body did the same, but with the flailing complaints of the defeated demonologist accompanying them. The tendrils of healing flesh quickly gave up, finding nothing to purchase close by, and lost all signs of life. The legs lost their spasmodic energy shortly after, but the upper body still had some semblance of living strength in them as Vincent struggled to move his demonized limbs around to pick himself up.

      “You’ve killed everyone!” The demonologist still blamed me after everything, failing to get himself up. “Not just this dungeon, but thousands of people are going to die because you didn’t let me close this portal!”

      “I think I’ve got that covered.” I pointed towards the top of the wall, just above the gate, to where Zuthina’s human form stood along with a dozen cultists behind her. “We’ve got our own experts on demons. She’ll figure out how to close the portal before long.”

      “Oh… oh, you cheeky fuck!” The demonologist rolled around to his chest, picking himself up on his unnatural arms. “You knew exactly where the book was this whole time! You just let me spin the wheels of my own paranoia to distract me!”

      “No, actually, I distracted you with all that talk about why we have a dragon here.” I pointed my sword towards him as he crawled along the ground towards me. “All that shit you said to convince me to help you get your book back? That just prompted me to ask questions. I should probably know everything I can about my new demon book, after all.”

      “It’s mine! I didn’t kill my master to take it myself just for some dragon-fucking silver-grade reject to snag it from me now! You don’t deserve it!”

      He threw his bear skull out, both the antlers and teeth missing me narrowly. I stabbed him through his bulbous arm, locking it in place on the ground.

      “Sounds like we have the same right to it, Vincent. I can’t reasonably condemn the murder or graverobbing, but telling me that I don’t own something when I’m taking it the same way that you did is just hypocritical.”

      “You haven’t killed me yet! It’s still mine!”

      He launched the bear skull at me again, and I released his other arm to block it with my sword. I jumped over him, slicing down to cut off his head from his mutated shoulders, and landed behind to turn towards him again.

      “That’s easily rectified. Maybe.” I paused for a moment. “Does beheading kill half-demon mutants?”

      “The short answer is: ‘Not really.’” Vincent’s head spoke from the ground as his bulbous hand worked to put it back on his neck. “As a mortal, the demonic energy inside me keeps me alive as it burns within me.”

      “Interesting.” I squinted. “Why haven’t you done something like this to yourself before, demon boy? You’re effectively immortal until you run out of demon juice. Do you really just not like looking hideously unfuckable?”

      “The more demonic I become, the more susceptible to demonic weaknesses I am.” He turned himself around. “Another demonologist could very well enslave me to their will right now, at least partially. Also, as you’ve stated before, this is hardly a way to present myself in public. I’ll have to find a way to reverse this effect before I come across another expert.”

      “I guarantee you that’s not a problem you have the luxury of worrying about.” I stabbed him in the back of the head before it was fully healed. “Now, how do I kill you? Do I just keep trying until you run out of demon sauce? Is there a time limit? There’s definitely some kind of limit. You’re not nearly as energetic as before.”

      The sound of infernal chanting cutting through the noise of war interrupted my inquiry. The demon hordes suddenly reeled back in pain, stopping their tireless assault as the chanting paralyzed them. My forces saw the opportunity and took it, pushing the demons back towards the portal and reinforcing their positions just before it. The demons didn’t fight the shepherding thrusts of the many axes, swords, and spears that pushed them towards the portal again.

      On top of the wall, Zuthina’s group of cultists had created a huge circle of fiery lights above them, easy fifty feet across, with thousands upon thousands of demonic runes and geometric shapes inside a series of concentric circles within it. Each ring within the circle rotated slowly in the opposite direction of the rings next to it, the runes and strange shapes spinning along with them and creating new shapes. Faster and faster, each of the rings picked up speed, the shapes forming, deforming, and reforming along with all the words and combinations.

      The rings then began to spin sideways like flipping discs, again in different directions from the others, as they created a giant gyroscope of symbols and characters in infernal languages. All the spinning circles and shapes, and the words connected to them, created a colossal sphere of energy. The fiery lights of the gyroscopic sphere broke off strands of flame by the hundreds, then by the thousands, possibly millions.

      The strands weaved themselves together into chains of fire ending in thick shackles, similar to the one that bound the shadow demon before. This time, though, there were thousands of them. The shackles launched out towards the horde of demons, latching onto each one like a living snake striking at its prey. From the most obtuse giant hands to the tiniest eyeballs with wings and all the strange combinations of parts that formed the individual demons in between, every last one was given a chain to bind it down. When the last demon was given its chain, all the fiery links pulled back into the sphere of swirling glyphs, reeling in the demons in tow until they were all brought before Zuthina and her cult casters behind her.

      Zuthina’s voice projected proudly to her captive audience as she spoke words in the demonic language, and the demons listened intently, having no choice otherwise. When Zuthina finished speaking, the demons turned towards the portal that had brought them to this world. In a flurry of unholy appendages, they attacked the archway of the portal, consuming the stone piece by piece. When the archway had thinned out too far, the red energy faded and flickered out, disappearing in a cloud of red mist. The demons finished eating the archway, leaving no speck of dust from it on the ground and rested in the spot where it once was, dreamless and motionless.

      “Would you look at that?” I stabbed Vincent again through the back of the head. “We didn’t need you after all. So, you want to just give up now so I can kill you quickly, or are you going to drag this out into another fight?”

      “You’ve really put me in a corner, haven’t you?” He tried to push himself up, but my foot on his back kept him firmly on the ground. “I vastly underestimated your competency, and now I’m mostly screwed. You bastard. However, with your demon-taming wizards occupied with the hordes of demons around, you can’t hope to prepare another spell like that in time to stop another powerful demon. Tell me, what do you know about how a demon evolves?”

      “Oh, fuck no!” I sliced straight through his head sideways, keeping his bottom jaw connected to his body while the top of his head rolled away. “I’ve already had to deal with one adventuring hybrid monstrosity. That was a huge pain in the ass. The damn thing turned into a centaur monster the size of a house, and it spoke with two voices. Creepy as fuck. You are not doing the same thing with some crazy demon. You look weird enough without adding more demon parts.”

      “But it’ll be so much fun!”

      As the cranium rolled over, Vincent’s eyes looked at me with wide and manic abandon, and another mouth peeled open on Vincent’s back, just above the toes on my foot. Not having any of that shit, I stabbed it through, slicing sideways through the other armpit to keep it from talking. However, the slicing wound I’d created simply grew human-like teeth, and the tongue grew out sideways from the original mouth to match the new, longer one, who spoke just fine.

      “Looks like the demonic energy has already taken hold of my entire being,” the new mouth on Vincent’s body said as I kept trying to stab it, stopping nothing. “I thought I had a lot more time to reverse it, but all those wounds you gave me really added up fast. I’ve been forced to let the demonic essence consume me just to stay alive. I would never want to become a demon under any other circumstances, given how easily another expert demonologist could force me into their service. But, since I’m barely human anymore anyway, I might as well go all the way and become the most powerful demon I can be.”

      His body spontaneously caught on fire, forcing me to hop away from it. Maybe I should have stocked up on some fire resistance potions on top of everything else. Well, hindsight was clear as crystal, and the present danger was growing. The flames that surrounded him cut a wide radius around him, throwing fire up into the sky like a towering inferno.

      “You know, thinking back on this battle, I really should have summoned all of my slaves first before I created the portal.” Still engulfed in the hellfire, Vincent spoke as if he were just taking a little rest in a sauna. “I wouldn’t have been able to control them then since the shadow demon has taken up my one available safe summoning slot, but it might have been less risky than all this. It’s embarrassing, but I guess that I panicked when I saw all the crazy mutant animals burst out the door. If I still remember anything after this, maybe I’ll keep that in mind for the next time. Ah, who cares? None of it’s going to matter, anyway.”

      “What the hell are you doing to yourself?” I walked around the flames, thinking of ways I could reach him through his field of fire. “This is just sad! You’ve lost! Give up already! Why are you making this so difficult?”

      “I’m not letting this humiliating loss go so easily!” As the flames charred his skin, he quickly turned into a charcoal husk, still able to talk perfectly. “You are going to die for disgracing my honor as a demonologist! I’ll make sure of it, even if it means I have to release every last drop of my humanity to do it. One final spell and my demons will rend you asunder!”

      “How can you still do demon magic without your book?” I thought about just throwing a boulder on him and being done with it, but I had the feeling that he’d be long gone from that spot by the time I could get the trebuchets properly aimed at him from behind the wall. “I thought you needed the energy from it, or whatever, to command them to work for you. You broke it out to try to command that shadow demon, right?”

      “I needed it to perform these rituals safely, but it’s not required if I’m willing to let my human side go.” Instead of withering away from the flames, the charred husk slowly began to grow, bubbling and churning from the inside like an egg sack full of baby spiders. “Demonic spells require sacrifice, and I’m ready to give mine. Sure, I can’t summon or control demons without my humanity, but it was going to go away in minutes, anyway. I can only hope now that I retain enough of my consciousness to watch you die personally!”

      From the ground within the hellfire around Vincent’s grotesque, pulsing flesh mass, four stone circles emerged in the cardinal directions around it, each glowing with the same red, rippling energy as the larger portal had earlier. Rising from the pools of glowing energy like they were emerging from the water, four demons entered this plane from the depths of hell. Much like Shakky the shadow demon, each stood on two legs like a man, but each one was a unique and terrible monstrosity in their own right.

      The first demon had all the classic look of a devil, from the hairy, hooved legs and horns of a goat to the leathery bat wings on its back and the spear-headed whip for a tail. Its skin was as deep a red as its bleeding eyes, without pupils or irises to speak of. As it opened its mouth, more blood poured out from between its yellowed teeth, dripping down its neck and onto its chest. The wild mane of coarse hair on its head seamlessly flowed into a chinstrap beard and streaked down its back to connect to the hair on its inhuman legs. In its hand was a trident of red steel, the arrowhead tips of each point glowing as if they had just been pulled out of a furnace.

      The second demon swelled with meat and muscle, ripping through the skin in several places along his arms and shoulders. Every single fiber of brawn was ten times the size of the most athletic warriors, to the point of crowding over the others beside it as if they were all inflamed. Its head, however, rested on the front of its chest rather than on the top of its shoulders, and it wasn’t bigger than my fist, consisting mostly of a wide mouth with a button nose and two beady eyes attached. If that wasn’t strange enough, the whole thing was upside down.

      The third demon, the tallest and thinnest of the four, looked to be covered in pale bones like a suit of armor. Each piece of the bone armor mimicked the bones that would be within its skeleton underneath, almost as if, rather than wearing the exoskeleton, it was the exoskeleton. The plates around its thighs looked like femurs, the breastplate looked like a set of ribs covering its chest, wide spinal columns wrapped over its stomach, and it wore a horned skull like a full helmet. It had a spine-like tail, ending in a needle point, and four spikes on each segment.

      Finally, the fourth demon made me nearly hurl just by looking at it, my mind desperately denying what I saw with a visceral reaction. Its entire body was just a mass of hands holding onto each other with linked fingers to make up a vaguely humanoid shape, with a set of legs, arms, torso, and head. However disturbing it was to see hundreds of hands with leech-like mouths on the palms and eyes on the tips of the fingers writhing and moving in tandem with each other to make a body, it wasn’t as disturbing as the full set of internal human organs it held in place. Exposed by the gaps between the hands as they moved around, the demon had intestines, a stomach, a liver, a heart, a set of lungs, and all the other torso organs a human might have. Each one connected to several little puppet strings, wiring up to the ‘neck’ to the brain and eyes that the hands held up for its head.

      “I feel your hold on me weakening, Vincent.” The goat-legged demon looked at his hands as if it was the first time he’d felt them move in a long time. “You were a fool to call on me without my bindings. Whatever you hoped these pathetic flames would do to weaken me has failed. If this is some new experiment of yours, it will be your last. I doubt even my true name would stop me from killing you now.”

      The bone demon looked over itself, giving a full inspection of its legs, arms, and tail. “You feel it, too? Why would he summon all four of us at once? Did he really think he was strong enough to control us like this? If these flames were meant to restrain us, they’re failing. Has he finally grown senile? How long does that take for mortals, anyway?”

      “We must locate him,” the hand amalgam spoke with a dozen voices at once, from all the hands over its body. “We need replacements for our organs.”

      “I don’t see the brat anywhere!” The muscle demon shifted its whole body around so the tiny eyes on its little head could look past its own body. “He can’t have gotten far. I want to eat him first before I eat as many mortals as I can find!” Tiny-Head’s eyes locked with mine. “Wait, who’s this guy?”

      “Oh, are you the one who summoned us?” Skull-Face’s head tilted as it observed me. “Is Vincent dead? That would be disappointing. I had hoped to kill him one day.”

      Handy-Man shifted its many hands to turn itself, pointing its eyes with two more hands to stare at me. “We thank you for freeing us from our enslavement. We will honor your actions by taking your organs as replacements for our current failures.”

      Goat-Legs turned his pupilless eyes to glare at me as well. “You’re out of your league, boy. You’ve made your last mistake as a demon slaver. You will tell me where Vincent is, alive or dead, before I kill you.”

      “Vincent’s the one who summoned you, not me, and he’s turned himself into that bag of grossness between you all.” I pointed with my sword to the jostling bag of grossness in question. “So, are you four going to be a problem for me? I just got myself a legion of demons on leashes that I’m sure are ridiculously expendable, and I’m more than happy to bury you in them like a school of piranhas. Or you can kindly take your former master’s flesh bag back to hell to do whatever you want with it.”

      Goat-Legs looked out to the trolls, beasts, and chained demons that had begun to surround the fiery pillar it was in. “A commendable army for a mortal to command. This may be enough lesser demons and mortal souls to evolve me into an archfiend. I’ve been on the precipice for so long, and this might just be the push I need for a breakthrough.”

      “Yeah, I’m not going back to hell where another demon slaver can just try to summon and bind me all over again.” Tiny-Head flexed all of its many muscles aggressively. “You’ll have to kill me if you can, little mortal. I’d like to see you and your wimpy friends try.”

      “A demon doesn’t just give up a free ticket to roam around in the mortal plane when it’s just handed out on a silver platter!” Skull-Face dug its front claws into the ground, ready to charge at the nearest troll he was glaring at. “You mortals can’t summon us here! If they can’t find us, we’re practically free demons! We just have to kill all of you!”

      “We require new organs.” Handy-Man’s many eyes on its many hands scanned the crowd for suitable donors. “These mortals have organs. We will have a gracious supply when you are all dead.”

      “Why can’t anyone just be willing to surrender easily for once?” I took a defensive stance, ready to thrust my blade at any charging demon. “Don’t let them escape, soldiers! Keep them in view of the front gate! Archers, fire at will! Warriors, shield up and prepare for the worst. I need some bombers and some wizards with area spells right now. Someone, please tell me we’ve been setting up a volley from the trebuchets! Aiyana, see what you can do about all of this fire!”

      The soldiers all set up for the battle to come, with archers knocking arrows, front-liners putting up their shields, bombers cooking up some nasty concoctions to throw, and wizards preparing spells to cast. As nasty as each of these demons seemed to be, this victory was almost ours already. Zuthina had the demon book, which must have had the magical methods for dealing with all four of these demons from when Vincent had them enslaved. It was only a matter of running out the clock before she set up the magic extravaganza she needed to end this battle once and for all, just like with the horde. Probably quicker, this time, honestly.

      I gave them their chance to end this peacefully, I really did.

      “Come!” Goat-Legs raised his arms like he was a gladiator in an arena. “Meet your end! Today, a new era beg--!”

      The mass of Vincent’s burnt flesh pile burst open with four spider legs as thick as trees, each one stabbing into the backs of the demons surrounding it. The spider legs curled back inward, taking their demon prey with them as they were pulled into the fleshy mass as it consumed them, piece by piece. The flesh in the center of the mass folded into itself, acting like a disturbingly toothless mouth that pulled in more demon parts with every fold that followed. There wasn’t time for screaming agony with its ruthless efficiency in stripping away all resistance from its victims. Even the many hands of Handy-Man couldn’t jump ship in time to escape being completely devoured by the flesh thing.

      When the four demons were nearly gone, picked clean to the very last disembodied hand, swollen muscle, hairy hoof, and bone plate, the field of fire collapsed in on itself. The flames funneled into the center of the flesh mass along with the demon pieces, pulling up front the ground to fountain back into the strange mouth of folding flesh. The flames disappeared just as the demons that were inside did, leaving the space clean of all hazards save for the unnatural mound of demonic flesh itself.

      The number of threats against us had been reduced to just Vincent’s mangled body again, and yet all of us knew that the danger had only risen.
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      Good news; we were down four demons we had to fight that all probably had strange demon powers that would have made them an ordeal to handle before Zuthina did her thing. Bad news; the Vincent meat sack was still an active problem, a complete unknown, and it just took down four powerful demons in seconds right in front of us without breaking a sweat.

      That could only have been really bad.

      “Everyone, fall back to the front gate!” I ordered everyone to keep their distance. “Get as far away from this thing as we can until we can figure out what it does!”

      “But weird lumpy thing help fight demons?” One of my trolls pointed to the mass of charred flesh, fresh flesh, and spider limbs with his axe. “Lumpy thing eat new demons. Why run? No win already?”

      “Do what I tell you!” I wasn’t negotiating. “I don’t have the time to explain how much danger we might be in!”

      “Trolls no run from fight!” another troll tried to argue with me. “Trolls fight to bitter end! Trols make chief proud! If we no win fight, we still fight!”

      “Run away, or I stab you myself!” I posed to stab the nearest troll in the foot, and the rest took the hint to retreat to the gate. “That’s fucking right, get your asses back there. Archers, shoot it while it’s still in place! Bombardiers, get some of that sticky foam and keep it anchored! We need to pin it in place however we can! Someone tell Tana not to charge in like a wild animal until we know what it can do!”

      “TANA THROW!”

      A hail of spear arrows twirled through the air, crashing against the charred blob’s side, skewering it in place all over. Sitting not twenty feet away was Tana herself, throwing spears from two boxes at her sides. Behind her was a chain of trolls carrying more boxes in and out of her reach, the empty ones going well beyond the gate to some hidden supply to restock. Did Tana come up with this setup on her own, or did she have help from Barry and George behind the gate?

      I had no fucking clue, and it didn’t really matter. She was always a little smarter than I thought she was. Questioning how she did anything was like questioning a thunderstorm.

      Alongside her rapid-fire axe throws, another group of trolls wearing bandoliers of potions rained down potion bottles from afar. My favorite wolf alchemist led them with her slingshot, coating the cluster of demons in a bunch of different liquids. The steaming liquids foamed out into a cloud that hardened into a solid chunk, hopefully containing the monstrosity long enough for Zuthina to pull another spell out. When the chunk of solidifying foam grew enough to envelop the chunk of demonic flesh still writhing within it, Tana stopped throwing her spears as she realized they could ruin the integrity of the containment.

      “Sorry, Tana!” Aiyana realized the redundancy she had created as she launched another bottle of liquid onto the foam mass. “I should have said something before we started throwing lockdown foam on it. Thanks for stopping!”

      “Puppy do good!” Tana picked her shield back up from the ground beside her, readying herself. “Tana just want help!”

      I walked back to the front gate, pulling on the scruff of one of the goat satyr farm monsters and throwing it at one of the troll beastmasters to catch in his arms. The goat instantly calmed down, nestling in his arms as the troll led the other farm monsters through the gate. As I looked up towards the top of the gate, I saw Zuthina using the glyph gyroscope above her and the many chains attached to pull the horde of demons over and behind the wall, away from Vincent and his demonic appetite.

      “Zuthina!” I called back to her. “Think you’ve got another chain for Vincent? Pretty sure that fucker’s full-on demon now, so that should work, right?”

      “It would have been easier to set up if it were the four demon slaves from before!” Zuthina held the book open as her cultist read from it in the foul language inscribed within. “Their true names are written within here, which is a practical necessity to contain powerful demons, but Vincent is a new demon, with his own true name. The names of the other demons won’t work on him! I will have to hope that my cultists and I can overpower the demon’s will without it, though that may not be possible.”

      “Well, maybe we can just kill him, then.” I turned towards the foam pile with the demon inside. “He’s been pretty stubborn about dying so far, but I think we can fuck him up now.”

      “Powerful demons are much harder to kill than lesser demons.” Zuthina spoke a few demonic words for a second, then turned back to talk to me again. “The smaller ones easily dissipate into nothing when they’re torn apart, but the powerful ones regenerate nearly indefinitely if not dealt with properly. That’s part of the reason demons are always wanting to become stronger. The stronger they are, the less likely that they’ll die from anything, but their true name can bypass all of their strengths and defenses.”

      “So we need that name, or we’re stuck trying to kill an immortal.” I tried to strategize, watching the foam begin to crack as Aiyana’s bombardiers frantically sealed them back up with more foam. “I’m guessing that ‘Vincent Garl’ doesn’t work, then? How does anyone find out a demon’s true name? There has to be a way, right? Vincent found five of them for his slaves. Does that book spell out a method for getting a demon to spill the beans? Maybe a literal spell that forces a demon to tell you the name or something?”

      Zuthina flipped through some pages in the book. “The best equivalent I have right now is a spell that forces a demon to speak its thoughts aloud truthfully. It’s a novice spell for any demonologist, and it works on any demon, regardless of its strength. It doesn’t force them to tell you anything outright, but if you’re clever, you can get a demon to tell you what you want to know. A demon inherently knows its own true name, so forcing the truth out of it makes it possible to learn it that way.”

      “I’m sensing a ‘but’ coming up.” I started to sweat as I saw the cracks in the foam begin to outpace the bombardiers’ efforts to seal them. “What’s the problem?”

      “Even with these cultists helping me, I can’t cast it while maintaining the chains on these demons and preparing another chain for Vincent,” Zuthina stressed as she felt the weight of the world on her shoulders. “And I can’t afford to spare a cultist if I am to have any hope of overpowering Vincent’s new demon form without his true demon name. Plus, the spell requires physical contact between the caster and the demon. If I move from here, I risk releasing the chains on the demons we already have.”

      That gave me an idea. “Do you think I could cast the demon truth spell? If it’s a beginner spell, then maybe I can handle doing it myself. Just tell me what to do, and I can get over there and cast it on him.”

      “Without any arcane training yourself, you’ll need this page.” The dragon wizard ripped a page out of the book, twirling her hands as the page folded up into a vehicle that could fly through the air straight into my hands. “It has the same spell written on it. You’ll have to touch the paper against its body to affect him with the truth spell. It’ll adhere to its skin and become unusable for anyone else, but that demon will always be afflicted by it.”

      “I can live with that!” I ran towards the foam as it had nearly cracked open. “Prep those chains for Vincent, and I’ll get you the true name to finish them!”

      Before I could run far from her, Zuthina stopped me with an offhand gust of blue wind she conjured right in front of me. The gust turned me around to face her again, her eyes squarely locked onto mine, even as her hands focused on a spell with the demon book and her cultists casting it.

      “Don’t let it eat you, Markus,” Zuthina warned me, though I felt more danger coming from her than from Vincent right now. “I will personally tear its stomach apart and slap you with my dragon-sized hand if you do. You will not be able to hide from me.”

      “Got it,” I stammered as the blue winds turned me around again. “Wish me luck!”

      The blue strands of wind gave me a little push, and I was right up to the foamy prison, looking for an opening to slap this page upon it. The cracks had basically taken it over, with large chunks of the foam falling off as the demon inside broke free of its quick-setting shackles. If anything tried to pop out at me, then I could just throw the page onto it then? It shouldn’t have mattered where I stuck this page on it as long as it worked, right?

      Getting the page on this new demon was going to be hard enough, but getting it to slip up about its true name while also fighting it was a whole other challenge entirely. Fuck, I didn’t even know if I had a way to tell if I heard it or not. Would it be obvious? Would the new demon even understand me, or would it only be speaking to me with this demon talk? I had to get the name in the magic language, right? This was going to be tougher than I was emotionally ready for.

      The foam prison exploded like a fresh cocoon or a thick-shelled egg releasing the transformed contents within, and the new demon that Vincent had become revealed itself to the world. I couldn’t even understand what I was witnessing with all of its writhing parts. The best approximation for its shape was a spider in that it had a whole bunch of legs that came out of a midsection, a head, and a giant back end. Each of the legs was sparsely coated with coarse hairs, though the hair seemed to be coming out of a carapace made of skeletal hands fused together, ending in a skeleton hand each. The abdomen had an upper shell like a turtle made of pale white bone with curving spikes along its middle and edges. Hanging down from the upper shell and groping around at nothing was a cluster of several dozen over-muscled arms ending in hands that had leech-mouth palms and eyeball fingertips.

      Where a normal head would be on any other creature, there were four on this new demon amalgam of many different horrors. The one the farthest to its left was like a rabid goat with bleeding eyes, and the one farthest to the right like a venus fly trap with two beady eyes below its lower jaw. The two in the middle were human-like, but one was completely stripped down to its bare skull, while the other had its flesh and skin, looking just like a giant version of Vincent’s face. All four heads had fused together at the skeleton, cheek to cheek and jaw to jaw, each of them sharing one mouth between them.

      If I had a gold piece for the number of times I’d fought an adventurer that resorted to fusing himself with his allies to create a monstrous amalgamation when he was backed into a corner, I’d have two gold pieces. It’s not a lot of gold, but it’s weird that it happened twice.

      “Demon so ugly!” Tana didn’t need any truth spell to make her speak her mind. “Demon face make Tana sick! Why demons so ugly all time? Why no pretty demons?”

      “I want to scream, but I don’t think I can.” Aiyana pulled out a few potions from her bandoliers, uncorking them and mixing their contents together. “I think I’d hurl instead.”

      Ignoring us for now, the fusion demon craned its neck to turn the four faces toward its own body to look at itself. “These memories are not mine. I am made of many minds and many bodies, but I am something new. Who am I? Maybe I can figure that out after I’ve eaten--”

      I slapped the page onto the leg nearest to me, watching it automatically wrap around the hairs and stick onto the demon’s skeletal chitin. As the page laid as flat against the leg as it could, the letters and shapes upon it glowed black, the edges caught flame, and the page vanished with a final flicker of light. Hopefully, that was a good thing.

      “What was that?” The demonic franken-spider pulled the leg up to its many faces to observe the square-shaped scar in the hairs on it from the spell paper. “What did you do to me? I feel… strange. The inhibitions that would keep me tactful are disappearing. I cannot help but speak what I think aloud without processing its consequences.

      “Yay! It worked!” I slashed against one of its legs to give me the chance to step away safely. “Everyone, keep it talking! Ask it questions about its true demon name! Zuthina needs to learn it!”

      “Okay, um…” Aiyana pulled back on a potion in her slingshot as her furry brow furled in contemplation of an appropriate inquiry. “Mr. Demon, what is your true demon name?”

      “I have no desire to tell you what that is.” The fusion monstrosity caught Aiyana’s launched potion with the hand on one of its front legs as it marched towards Aiyana, crushing two of her bombardiers with two other skeleton hands. “You will use it against me, and I do not want that to happen. I have more than enough memories to show me how dangerous my own name can be to me.”

      “Eh, worth a shot.” I jumped into one of the legs pushing a troll bombardier down, moving it just far enough for him to move out of the way. “So, Spider Freak, what’s your favorite part about your true name?”

      “I know that these questions are meant only to get me to reveal my name to you.” The spider freakshow grabbed my arm with the hand on the leg behind me, throwing me out in front of it. “I do not want you to know about my name. The memories within me make me well versed in tactics to handle the truth compulsion you have afflicted me with.”

      “Spider say true name!” Tana grabbed one of the back legs of the demon, holding the whole beast back from stepping on Aiyana and another one of her bombardiers. “Say true name now!”

      The spider demon turned its fused face underneath itself to look at the stubborn troll woman grabbing it. “Why are you so strong for a mortal? I should have no trouble overpowering you with my size advantage. I would like you to stop holding onto my leg now.”

      The abdomen bent down behind Tana, allowing the hanging arms underneath to reach her with their groping fingers. As the leech mouth palms sucked themselves tightly onto her skin, the arms curled around her to hold her in place with their swollen muscles flexing. It seemed that even Tana’s titanic strength had its limits against so many strong-armed assailants.

      “This mortal doesn’t seem to be getting eaten as quickly as my memories would have suggested,” the spider demon thought aloud as it restrained Tana in its spider butt arms, stomping about the battlefield to crush all of us beneath it. “Are my palm demon mouths weaker than the ones from my memories, or is the mortal stronger than the other victims?”

      “Do your memories have anything about your true name?” I slashed at the sides of one of its legs as I stepped underneath it, hiding in one of its blind spots. “We’d love to know a bit more about that.”

      “These memories will not have my true name.” The fusion monster grabbed at troll bombardiers and threw them far away, clearing the space around itself. “It’s engraved on the back of my mind as an inherent part of my very being. I cannot seem to find the mortal who asked me that question. Is he beneath me?”

      “Oh, no, you found me!” I pointed my sword straight up. “Whatever will I do now?”

      “Now, this is a clear ruse.” The spider caught on to my attempt at a sneak attack. “I saw you wielding a sword with my many eyes. You want me to slam down on you with my superior weight to crush your little body, and you will simply hold it over your head to stab me as I do. Instead, I will simply use my superior height to stay far away from your blade, letting my armored legs deflect your blade’s attacks as I step on you.”

      “Ho, boy, I hope this isn’t a stupid idea.” As I looked towards the horizon to see what was coming, I called to the wolfborn as she mixed more potions from her belts. “Aiyana, get over here!”

      “You know I’m not good at close combat!” Aiyana argued as she obeyed me, huddling close beside me as I kept my sword aloft. “I should be away from the danger while I--”

      “Trust me. This is the safest place right now.” I pushed us both down flat onto the ground, still holding my sword up towards the spider. “Keep your mouth closed.”

      “Why have you both moved underneath me?” The four faces of the spider turned to look underneath itself. “Strange. Laying down is only going to make it easier for me to crush you with my--”

      The storm of massive stones flung from the trebuchets crashed against the top of the spider, exploding in balls of fire as they impacted over and over again. Thankfully, the spider didn’t immediately collapse under the onslaught of flying boulders, and its wide body shielded us from being crushed as well as the concussive force of the explosions that followed. All of that pressure did break its stance as the spider was pushed down with every rock that collided with it. Lower and lower, the underbelly of the spider stuttered to the ground, slowly piercing itself on my sword down to the hilt. I pulled to the side to release as much of the innards of the demon spider as possible, turning away to keep all the blood from spilling over my face.

      “Oh, I see now,” the fusion demon remarked as it waited through the exploding boulder rain directly upon it. “You anticipated this barrage from the flying rocks and used my body as a shield while simultaneously taking advantage of the crushing power pushing me down to force me into skewering myself on your sword anyway. I do not want to admit that you are very clever for a mortal. Some of my memories are telling me that I should despise you and make me ashamed to reveal a growing inadequacy within me in comparison to you. That makes no sense, however, since I am a giant demon, and you are a lowly mortal. I am superior to you in nearly every aspect. This all hurts a lot, by the way.”

      The boulders finally subsided, and the spider stood itself up again. As it did so, it reached down with two of its legs to grab both Aiyana and me with its skeleton hands, throwing us in opposite directions beside itself. I tumbled over a few times before I was able to finally catch myself, popping up onto my feet as I saw the spider charging at me in a flurry of its many legs. The spider grasped at both my sword and my body with four of its legs, bucking itself up like a horse on its back four legs to give it the leverage it wanted to keep me on the ropes.

      “You are clearly the greatest immediate threat here. I thought it might be the furry one with the foam that kept me from growing larger or the tall one with tusks that kept me from escaping while I was still in my larval stage. You, however, are the one who organizes them, and you’re a capable warrior in your own right. Killing you will make everyone else around here less effective as a unit, and I can eat them all at my leisure. I’m very hungry, and I want to eat all of them, which is very hard when they’re fighting back like they are. I don’t want to get caught under those boulders again.”

      “I’m starting to think…” It was hard to redirect the conversation and keep four giant, slice-proof hands away with a sword at the same time. “You don’t even know your own true name.”

      “Of course I do.” The spider demon weaved one of its hands through my defenses, grabbing one of my arms and lifting me into the air. “It’s Hthgranalkas.”

      Fucking finally. With four faces to react with, the realization that the spider demon had just slipped up was four times as apparent as his quad-jaw dropped.

      “You don’t happen to know how to spell that out in magic demon speech, would you?” I smirked as his other hands took my other limbs hostage. “It’d make this a lot faster.”

      “I can kill you before you tell anyone that name.” The fusion abomination grabbed my head, slowly starting to crush my skull under its bony grasp. “Your mortal skull should be--”

      “TANA TUG!”

      The next thing I knew, I was falling, then standing on the ground, released from the grip of the spider demon’s hands. It had fallen flat on its four faces, or as flat as they could get with a goat snout sticking out ahead of two human heads. Its abdomen had slumped down to the ground, all the hanging arms motionlessly resting against the dirt as they dripped with a brown liquid. Behind the abdomen, its back legs had stretched out from underneath it, no longer supporting its weight.

      Grabbing at all these four back legs and pulling away was Tana, freed from the prison of muscles and mouths that was keeping her out of the fight. With her heels dug into the ground and a devilish grin smeared over her face, she giggled like a madman as she held the spider down. Just beside her was Aiyana, looking very pleased with herself.

      “I’m so glad that worked!” Aiyana hopped around like a bunny. “A muscle relaxant wouldn’t have done anything to the fluid pressure system a spider typically uses, but humanoid arms have humanoid muscles! Woo!”

      “I owe you one,” I called out. Already running towards the front gate, I looked up towards the conjuring cultists and their leader. “Zuthina! The name is Hthgranalkas! Hthgranalkas!”

      “You never disappoint, Markus!” With that said, the dragon-girl chanted in the dark language, incorporating the name I’d given her as she finished up the preparations for her spell.

      “You are my least favorite mortal!” The spider demon snagged one of my legs with one of its skeletal hands. “I really hope that you taste better than my experience with you right now!”

      “Ground too weak!” Tana dug two ruts into the dirt with her heels as the spider dragged her around, still holding onto the spider demon’s back legs unfailingly. “Tana hold big spider, but no stop big spider!”

      “I should just eat you and be done with it.” The amalgamated demon flipped me over by my ankle, holding me over his four mouths and single gullet. “You are very annoy--”

      A bottle of foam exploded deep in its mouth, pouring past its many sets of teeth and forcing the jaws as wide open as possible. As it solidified, shutting the demon up, Aiyana jumped again from her spot far off to the side to celebrate her successful shot. The eight eyes in the four skulls moved to look at Aiyana, then back at me as the expression on its faces crumpled into a rage. The foam began to crack under the pressure of the four-fold jaw closing with as much force the spider could muster.

      I swung myself up to slice at my leg, cutting just enough at the skin to slip out from the spider’s grasp. As I fell down, I stabbed the spider in one of the Vincent-face’s eyes, hanging onto the blade’s handle for dear life as the demon flailed around in pain. One of the flailing swings of his four-head unlodged me from his skull, throwing me high into the air. Conveniently, the toss put me perfectly on the upper wall-walk over the front gate as if I’d just stepped onto it, right next to Zuthina and her cultists.

      “Please tell me you’re close to finishing.” I took a deep breath in and out, hiding the limp from my self-inflicted wound. “I don’t know how much more manhandling I can take. Just a thumbs up or down if things are going well or bad.”

      “Get back here!” One of the hands of the spider demon reached over the wall to swipe at me. “I’m very exhausted from everyone stopping me from eating you!”

      Just as the fingers started to curl around my midsection, a fiery manacle locked itself onto its wrist, stopping the fingers in their tracks. From the gyroscope of many chains above the cultists, another eight chains shot out, locking their manacles around its other seven legs and finally around its neck. The demon spider flopped onto its back, now completely docile under the absolute command the chains demanded of it.

      “I believe that I have been beaten.” The spider demon rested itself on the ground, all the will to struggle magically siphoned out of it. “I am yours to command, master.”

      “Fuck that.” I went over to Zuthina. “Tell the smaller ones to eat every last part of Hthgranalkas. Don’t leave a single drop of blood behind.”

      Zuthina spoke some dark words, and the horde of demons at her command swooped over the gate, diving onto their prey as the feeding frenzy tore through the soft underbelly of the spider and deep within its carapace.
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      “So you kept them around, huh?” Barry rested back in his chair, a cold mug of ale in his hand at the end of a long workday. “Creepy little fuckers, aren’t they?”

      “I like them.” George took the mug of ale he requested from the pincer claws of a flying eyeball demon with a pincer tail, taking a sip before leaning back in his chair. “They’re weird, sure, but they’re super helpful.”

      I leaned over the edge of the sun deck and looked towards the dungeon town below. “I’ll say. Always happy for some extra hands to help around.”

      As the night shadowed over the town, I could see all the strange little demon creatures in their various oblong shapes waltzing around the place along with the people as they settled in for the night. Opening doors, lighting and extinguishing candles, tidying up and scrubbing down, they were the perfect servants, obediently following the orders of their masters nearby without question.

      “Aren’t you worried about all the man-eating?” Barry asked the pressing question. “These little monsters have no problems with munching on anyone they see, right? You really want to let them hang around some tasty mortal meals without a second thought?”

      “From what Zuthina was telling me, they only eat to ‘evolve,’” I explained from what I’d learned about demons from a lengthy lecture my resident occultist put me through. “It makes them stronger and changes them into more powerful versions of themselves. They don’t have to eat if they don’t want to, and they aren’t compelled to eat like we are.”

      “Sure, but given half the chance, they’ll eat as much as they possibly can to evolve as much as they can.” Barry set his ale down on the table beside him. “We all saw how rabid they were at the gate. They would have torn through this town if your dragon girl hadn’t done her witch voodoo on them. And, by her own words, then, they’re not hungry, they just like killing people.”

      George sat up in his chair to give his opinion. “Look, I’m not justifying the conscious choice to eat people, but I will remind everyone that they live in hell. If you believe the clerics and paladins, it’s a pretty shitty place to be. I’m sure all the other big demons are trying to eat them so they can evolve into bigger demons. If they’re not strong enough, they’re dead. Now that they’re here with us, nobody’s going to touch them, so they should be calmer about everything.”

      “You’re really comfortable taking that kind of risk for a little luxury?” Barry looked over at his woodcarving friend. “That’s like using a live bomb for a pillow.”

      “A bomb would make a terrible pillow.” George took the wrong point home. “It’d be so hard and rigid, and it’d be way too high up for your neck. You’d wake up with a crick in your neck every day. Your analogy doesn’t make any sense.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying!” Barry rose up from his chair as he got worked up. “The bomb will explode in the middle of the night and kill you, either on its own or when someone else lights it under your ass.”

      “If they’re finding me asleep anyway, why wouldn’t they just suffocate me quietly?” George continued to argue the wrong points. “The bomb’s going to kill them, too, if they light it to blow me up. Suffocation would be so much easier to keep under everyone’s radar than an explosion, and you get a free bomb out of it.”

      “I don’t know what to do with you, George,” Barry sneered. “I just don’t.”

      I interrupted the argument. “None of that even matters, anyway. They’re all being controlled by Zuthina and her cult. They’re physically incapable of disobeying her orders, which means that they can never eat us, no matter how they feel on the matter.”

      “Well, Zuthina managed to pull that shadow demon away from the demon lover whacko, right?” Barry took a sip of ale. “He didn’t even know about it hours after the fact. What if someone does the same thing to all these demons around here? What if they suddenly turned on us without her knowing who did what?”

      “She’s always nearby, unlike Vincent was with Shakky,” I retorted. “She’ll notice if there’s someone fucking around with our demons. She’s also a fucking dragon with a cult of wizards to back her up. Do you think anyone can overpower her control to take the demons away? It’d have to be another dragon with their own cult, and that would be as likely as a dragon is subtle. We all saw Trevanok and his crazy ‘circus act’ try to sneak in here. We’d see them coming a mile away.”

      “What if your dragon girl orders them to kill us herself?” Barry stayed paranoid. “They’re in our homes and hanging around our people at all hours. They could kill us all before we even knew what was happening.”

      “If the dragon wizard who could easily kill us all without a demon horde wants to kill us all, we’ve got a lot bigger problems than the demon horde she controls, buddy,” George said. “And this is Zuthina we’re talking about here. She’s our friend. Do you think she would ever want to hurt us? If we can’t trust the people protecting us, then we’re already screwed.”

      “We’ve got magic people all over the place, with all kinds of witchy, mind-control powers and what-have-you.” Barry wiggled his fingers as he talked about the mystical arts. “There’s no doubt in my mind that there’s some adventurer who’s got their hands on a spell that can take over Zuthina’s mind, and then we’d be defenseless against her.”

      I took a swig of ale. “We still have Tana and Aiyana. They’d be able to handle her. Aiyana would need a bit of time to prepare something to incapacitate Zuthina safely, but Tana could easily distract her dragon form long enough to give her that time.”

      “What if someone mind-controls them, too?” Barry kept arguing. “What would we do against the lot of them together?”

      “Yes, Barry, you’re right.” I rolled my eyes. “Without all of our defenses, we’d be defenseless. We can trust our friends not to turn on us for literally no reason. I would never have thought that you’d be the crazy one tonight.”

      “Ha!” George pointed at the blacksmith. “That’s usually me! Shoe’s on the other foot now, isn’t it?”

      “We should do something about mind-control witchcraft, though.” Barry leaned back in his chair. “I don’t like the thought of someone controlling me like that. You know I’m right, Markus. You know there’s some adventurer wizard out there controlling people’s minds to do his dirty work like the demon whacko and these things.”

      I set my mug down on the ledge. “I’ll have Zuthina and Aiyana look into some solutions. I’ll be the first to say that more airtight security is always good. That’s why we put Shakky to work, remember?”

      “Yeah, right, the shadow demon…” Barry looked at some of the shadows being cast by the surrounding candles. “Can you see if he’s around here now?”

      “It’s impossible to tell anymore.” I turned back to look out towards the town again, seeing the lights darkening throughout the town as everyone started heading to bed. “I didn’t think we needed so many demons walking around here, so we fed him half of the horde to evolve him a few times over. That still left us with plenty of the floating eyes and disembodied limbs with mouths, and now he’s a powerful-ass shadow demon, which only makes them sneakier. Just know that he’s keeping me up to date on everything that happens around here. Nobody’s sneaking onto my property without my permission again.”

      “Hey, he better not be snitching about your Frost Festival gift!” Barry shouted. “I will personally go behind your back with Zuthina to keep it from you! You best be keeping yourself uninformed about my present ideas!”

      “It was the long con all along, eh?” George squinted as he glared at me. “You stop visiting us and stay on your farm after your parents passed, so we get backlogged with Frostfest gift ideas, then kill an adventurer to steal his magical gear so you could turn it into fancy magic tools for us just to upstage all of our gift ideas. You didn’t give it on Frostfest day, so we’d never suspect a thing. We had so many magical ways to make more expensive gifts for you, but also the motivation to step up our game, just like you planned. Now, we had to come up with something even better than magical tools tailored to our specific crafting styles or be humiliated by you for the rest of our lives.”

      Somehow, the carpenter didn’t need to pause for breath mid-rant, though he did pause dramatically for a moment. “But you weren’t even close to being done. This whole time, you were also secretly pissing off the baron, knowing that he’d hire an adventurer specializing in using demon slaves just to deal with you. At the same time, you got the pixies pissed off enough to steal the nearby dragon’s gold and place it on your property so he’d bring his cult straight to you for revenge. You knew you could sleep your way into the dragon’s daughter’s good graces to turn her against her father, then take her and all the dragon’s occult specialists to counter the shadow demon slave that the adventurer would use to attack you. On top of all this, you found two other hot women to sleep with, getting them hooked on your sweet love before you got the dragon just to keep us all off the scent of your true intentions. All of a sudden, you’ve got more gold than a dragon, more sex than a love goddess, and a spy that can tell you about any gift ideas that we might come up with, and your perfect plan falls into place. And, to think, we helped you along the way like saps.”

      “Okay, assuming that all of that wasn’t a series of crazy and improbable accidents that I’ve had to keep spinning towards my favor as I improvise my way through dealing with magic without any previous experience with it…” I took a long gulp of my ale. “What exactly does any of this have to do with Frostfest?”

      “Everything, Markus!” George set his mug down as his proposed conspiracy was unveiled. “You gave us the fiery drive-by backlogging our Frostfest giving and filling us with a powerful need for release, you gave us magical tools that can shape nearly anything the imagination can fathom, you raised the expectations higher than heaven by having everything and being impossible to get gifts for anymore, and now you have a method to weed out all the shitty gift ideas we might think up of by placing a spy in our midst! All this time, from the very beginning, you want us to give you the absolute best, the apex, the epitome, the ultimate Frostfest gift imaginable this year!”

      “You’re telling me that Markus has been planning all of this since his parents passed away?” Barry started to laugh uncontrollably. “His whole life just revolved around one particular Frostfest for one perfect gift?”

      “Fuck, I wish I had that kind of forethought!” I nearly fell over, partly from laughing and partly from being just a little buzzed. “You think I would have waited ten fucking years to get us back together for Frostfest if I knew what I was doing the whole time? This whole thing we’ve got going here exploded from a year of happenstances! I would have set this all up years ago if I could have gotten that adventurer’s stuff sooner. My perfect Frostfest would have been about eight or nine Frostfests ago by now.”

      “But that was also part of your plan!” George, probably pretty drunk by now, kept up his conspiracy theory babbling. “You couldn’t just have any old adventurer show up at your property, or they wouldn’t have the gear you would need! And if you kept having low-level adventurers dying on your property, people would have gotten suspicious! You needed just one adventurer showing up that was the perfect candidate, so you waited for him. Then, when he showed up, you could kickstart your Frostfest plan into action!”

      “Goddamn, you’re right about suspicious fuckers on my property.” I picked myself back up. “People are going to be all uppity about my property when they hear about the dead baron. They’ll be telling me that I did a bad thing, and they’ll try to break into my place all over again! I keep killing people who come around here without my permission, and more keep showing up! You’d think they’d take the damn hint!”

      “Well, now you got a bunch of demons to keep intruders away, right?” Barry stopped laughing like a madman and sat himself up again, taking another swig of ale. “If they show up, you’ll just beat ‘em down like a bunch of fucks and get them eaten alive by demons and monsters and monster demons. Fuck, maybe I’ll take a bite a few times. I’ll do it. I’ll bite any fucking intruders that show up around here.”

      “I thought you weren’t a fan of the demons eating people, Barry?” I chuckled, setting down my mug as I felt I’d reached my limit. “Now you want to actually eat anyone who trespasses here alongside the demons? You know that’s cannibalism, right?”

      “Trespassers are different, okay?” Barry probably shouldn’t have stopped drinking a few swigs ago, as he was starting to sway a bit. “You can’t be a cannibal unless you’re eating other people, and trespassers aren’t people! Yeah, that’s right, I’m anti-trespasser! Fight me! You’re gonna get an ass full of demons if you do! Right, Markus? You’d put demons in a trespasser’s ass for me if they tried to fight me about trespasser’s rights?”

      “Of course he would!” George was losing his sense of personal space as he slumped right next to Barry to talk at his face. “Markus is our friend! A friend puts demons in a trespasser’s ass if he has to! That’s just being a good friend! And it’s all a part of his plan! Anyone who doesn’t give him a gift for Frostfest gets a demon in the ass! I’ll start shoving demons in someone’s ass right now just because I love you, Barry. Where’s that little fucker with one eye? It was just here a second ago. It’s perfect, it’s just the side of my hand. I can grip him real tight when I shove it up an ass for you. Really get up there.”

      “You’re a great friend, George.” Barry must have been fuckin’ wasted. We had good fucking ale around here. “I’d shove a demon up an ass just for you, my friend. Just for you. And you, too, Markus. I love you, man, and I don’t throw that around. You’d probably get two ass demons from me in someone’s ass.”

      “A lot more ass demons involved in friendship than I thought.” I wondered how I was supposed to lead these two drunk craftsmen through my house and back to their homes tonight. “I should probably get you back to your wife, Barry, before you pass out on my sun deck.”

      “See, that’s why I love you, Markus!” Barry stood up from his chair, then slumped into my arms as he tried to step forward. “You’re always taking care of me! I’m getting you the best Frostfest gift ever! It’s gonna be huge! Big as a house!”

      “Oh, you tricky devil, you!” George hadn’t managed to raise himself from his chair just yet. “You got us drunk, so you could get us to tell you all of our gift ideas! I’m not telling you anything! And I’m not telling your shadow demon anything either!”

      “I’d like to see you try.” I kept Barry on his feet as I moved him towards the stairs off the sundeck. “I’m taking Barry down first, and I’ll be back for you. Just don’t move and don’t touch anything. I’ll be right back.”

      “TANA HELP!”

      Bursting out of the sundeck door at the base of the stairs, the troll Amazon jumped up the stairs, grabbing George and hoisting him over her shoulder. She then grabbed Barry from me, throwing him over her other shoulder, and jumped down from the roof to the ground floor without a second thought. She landed like a ton of bricks but didn’t let that stop her from breaking into a blinding sprint across the dungeon town to drop her passengers at their respective houses. All of this happened in seconds, and I had barely registered what had even occurred before Zuthina and Aiyana were walking up the stairs. They had changed out of their working clothes in favor of lacey, flowing nightgowns, the kind that just sort of hung onto all the best curves in just the right ways. From what I could see jiggling with every step, that might have been all they were wearing.

      “Are you done drinking with your friends?” Aiyana asked as she grabbed one of my hands along with Zuthina, knowing full well that Tana had absconded with those friends already not a few seconds ago. “Will you be going to bed now?”

      “I’m heading to the bedroom if that’s what you’re asking.” Both girls led me down the stairs, my hands held hostage as they towed me through the house. “I was only killing time with them until you girls were all done with those errands you wanted to finish up.”

      “You know full well that you would have worked yourself senseless tonight cleaning up everything yourself if we hadn’t intervened!” Zuthina chastised me. “You just fended off a demon assassin, fought in a war against a local lord, defeated a gold-grade adventurer, and organized a horde of demons into a magical workforce for your dungeon, all in the same day! You need your rest!”

      “If anyone needs rest, it’s the girl pouring over occult texts and binding hundreds of demons in that same day right along with me,” I countered as we entered the bedroom. “You should be more exhausted than anyone. You practically won the battle against Vincent for us. The rest of us were just stalling for time, waiting for you to do something amazing. You think I don’t know that it took a lot of work to pull off those miracles? You need your rest.”

      “Honey, you’re gonna need a lot more than a few spells and a few thousand demons to keep me off you.” Zuthina started unbuckling the belts and buckles on the armor I’d forgotten to take off this whole time. “You’re not getting away from me that easily.”

      “And I wasn’t going to do all the work myself!” I let the leather and plates fall off me as they were loosened. “I was just helping everyone else out while they did all the clean-up. It’s all very involved, and they could always use an extra pair of hands.”

      “You would have helped well into the morning, and then where would we be?” Aiyana “Not in this bedroom, that’s where! And you would have been sleeping all day tomorrow, and then we’d have to wait until the next day to do this! I’m wearing my best nightgown! This is my victory nightgown! It needs some action, damn it!”

      “Do you want me to leave it on, then?” I picked her up by her hips as I shed the last piece of armor and under armor on me, confirming my suspicions of her lack of clothes underneath her nightgown with my groping fingers. “It’s going to get ruined if I do. I don’t want to make it messy if it’s so special.”

      “If I have to wait any longer, I’m going to scream!” Aiyana sat herself right on me as she moaned. “Oh, let this fucking rag get ruined. Ruin me, too.”

      “Tana miss fun?” Tana burst through the door, having finished delivering her passengers to their houses, hopefully safely. “Aw, Tana miss start.”

      “No, we’ve just started now.” Zuthina pulled Tana into the room, seeing that the troll woman was already completely naked. “You already took off your clothes?”

      “George puke,” Tana admitted. “Tana strip when run back.”

      “Well, I’m sure no one’s going to notice one more smell among so many we’re going to work up tonight.” The petite dragon witch pulled herself onto the giantess’s chest with her arms around Tana’s neck. “Why don’t we warm ourselves up while Aiyana tires herself out early, then we can have Markus all to ourselves for the rest of the night?”

      “Tana like idea.” Tana carried Zuthina in her arms and kissed her all over, ripping off her nightgown with her sharp teeth. “Tana make dragon real warm.”

      Gods have mercy on me. A full day of fighting demons would have tired out any other group of ladies, but it only seemed to work these girls up more. The rest of the night only had more energy as the hours ticked away. I had to step up my game to match their needs that night.
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      “Oh, my gods, who the hell are you people?”

      It hadn’t even been two weeks since I dealt with Baron Barumpsch, Vincent Garl, and all the demons, and I found a fresh new hell at my front gates. Namely, another adventurer on my doorstep. A whole party of them, in fact, the classic five-man band. From the looks of it, we had a knight in some chainmail, an archer wearing green, a fluffy minstrel in a big hat, a dark cloak with a single hand sticking out for a dagger, and a buff guy in a fur speedo.

      I already hated all of them.

      It didn’t help that they’d brought a whole shitton of people with them. Literally hundreds of men, women, children, and horses, all of them bringing along carts, boxes, baskets, and bags. Why were they here? What did they want with me? Why did they have to come so goddamn early in the morning? I was practically strapping on the last few bits of my armor before I’d come to the wall to greet all of these new people before me.

      From among the masses of the common folk, a human stepped forth, dressed about as normally as any person could have been. Probably just a touch better than when I did as a farmer, given that his tunic and trousers weren’t falling apart at the seams.

      “My lord, we have come to--”

      “Excuse me, what the fuck?” The fluffy minstrel glared at the man as if he’d just taken a shit on a child’s food. “Didn’t I tell you that I’d be handling these negotiations? I’m the one with the high charisma. You’re just a peasant. You don’t talk. I do. You’ll just fuck everything up.”

      “S-sorry.” The man retreated back into the crowd of people. “Please, go on.”

      “Hello, there, great lord!” The minstrel put on airs as he turned to face me up at the battlement, pulling out the lute on his back and plucking the strings on it as he spoke. “As we were telling your lovely troll guards here, we are the Ironblood Legends! We’re an adventuring party on a quest. My name is Handsome Dashington, the face of the party. Over here, we have Rakthar Crushbone wearing fur underwear. Then there’s Tyrion Drakebane, the knight-in-training. Behind him, there’s Stealin’ Cowl, one of the world’s best archers. The guy in the cloak is--”

      I stopped him before I had to hear about more adventurers. “Couldn’t give less of a fuck about them. What do you want, and why did you bring all of these people here?”

      The bard looked down at his lute nervously, adjusting the knobs on it as he plucked away. As he made his adjustments, he kept looking back at me as if I was supposed to respond to it. I mean, he wasn’t even playing anything coherent. It wasn’t a song, more just a random jumble of notes thrown together.

      “Okay, straight to the point!” Dashington tried his best not to show his distaste for my interruption or my lack of reaction to his lute. “Well, we were just hoping you’d make this easier for us and just surrender quietly, tell us where all of your loot is, and then line up all of your monsters so we can kill them quickly and upgrade our magic items faster! That would be pretty cool of you! Come on, be a pal!”

      That did not make me happy. “I’m sorry, what? What the fuck is going on? Who are all these people? Did you seriously come with a declaration of war and bring a whole bunch of goddamn civilians?”

      “Well, yeah. I mean, they hired us to guide them along their journey here from Badgerton. It’d be pretty rude to just leave them behind. We’re professionals, after all.” The minstrel did not seem to understand the subtext I was implying.

      “Um, sir adventurer,” the man from before tried to interject as he stepped forward again, “I think there’s been a miscommunication about what we hired you to--”

      “What the fuck did I just tell you?” The minstrel turned back to the man with a stabbing finger. “Go back. Shut the fuck up. No one wants your opinion.”

      “But we’re not trying to--”

      “If you have complaints, talk to my pal here.” The minstrel pointed to the man in the fur bikini bottom. “I’m sure he’d love to hear all about it.”

      Rakthar Crushbone cracked his knuckles, pulled the greataxe off his back, and smiled with very few remaining teeth.

      “N-no, of course, my apologies!” The peasant man stepped back into the crowd again, comforted by a woman in a dress and apron that I assumed was his wife. “Keep going. Don’t let me stop you.”

      “One more word out of you, and I’ll let Rakthar do the thing that got him that fun last name of his.” The musical adventurer patted his barbaric friend on the shoulder, turning back to me. “Anyhow, where were we?”

      “You were asking me to do something stupid,” I reminded him. “I get the feeling that you haven’t exactly heard about what happened here, have you?”

      “Oh, of course, we have!” Dashington smiled. “Your trolls brutally slaughtered all the knights of Badgerton in cold blood in a hail of giant arrows! All the soldiers who returned from the fight heard all about it. Why do you think we dragged all of these innocent bystanders along with us to come here?”

      “As shields?!” I white-knuckled the stone on the battlement I was leaning against. “You wanted to get close without the archers picking you off from a mile away!”

      “Hey, your words, not mine.” The minstrel adventurer shrugged. “We were just doing our job, and we happened to gather that you had a soft spot for people minding their own business since you gave the soldiers here all time to run away instead of just killing them all. It was just a happy coincidence that we didn’t get the same treatment that the first army did, I guess. Maybe Stealin’ Cowl could have picked off a few of your archers as we approached, but then you might have started shooting back, and these peasants only paid us right when we showed up at your front gate, so here we are.”

      “Sorry, chief.” Glubnuk, one of my lieutenant twins, took responsibility. “Trolls know chief no want trolls kill if no need kill. Trolls see nasty adventurers lead oomy tribe here, but no can shoot or might shoot oomies too.”

      “You did fine, Glubnuk.” I patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll just have to deal with all this bullshit they’re throwing. Gods, I hate adventurers. So much.”

      Handsome Dashington kept talking like we were in an actual negotiation instead of a farce. “Hey, man, this doesn’t have to go badly for you. You seem like a smart human. I’m sure you’ve got some sort of magic doodad that’s controlling these trolls for you. If you want to live through this, you can just strip all of that fancy armor off yourself, drop all of your valuables at the door, and have your trolls drop their arms and armor, then line them up so we can kill them all in one easy go. We won’t even be mad if you send them charging at us as a distraction so you can try to escape. Doesn’t that sound like a sweet deal?”

      “Okay, I have to interject now!” The representative from the crowd of commoners stepped forth again. “We did not come here to fight at all, my lord!”

      “Wrong.” Handsome Dashington put his hand on the man’s chest. “You didn’t come here to fight. Now that you’ve paid us for the safe trip over, we’re going to be clearing this dungeon and looting it for all it’s worth. We were just looking for something to help us break our little adventuring party into gold-grade status, and this is exactly what the doctor ordered.”

      “But we came here for protection and housing!” the man shouted. “Badgerton is without a lord or knights to speak of, and we are defenseless against any neighboring lords who will no doubt invade when they hear the news of Barumpsch’s death!”

      “Relax, man!” the musician shouted, which decidedly failed to help the man relax. “You can use this place once we take all the good stuff from it. You know, assuming we haven’t decided to turn it into our new home base afterward.”

      “We had walls and houses in Badgerton!” The man was nearly popping a vein from his inability to grasp Dashington’s logic. “What we need is a suitable militia and a competent leader to protect us!”

      Dashington rolled his eyes. “Yeah, you can’t pay me enough to hang around you commoners all day. That sounds like a problem you’re just going to have to solve yourselves. Now, if you excuse us, we’re in the middle of a questing raid. Once we kill everyone inside, Rakthar’s going to kill you, cripple your wife, and mangle your kid’s legs for talking out of turn when I told you not to. Remember when I said that? When I told you not to utter one more word or he’d do something nasty to you? Well, you uttered, like, dozens already, so it’s more than fair.”

      “What?!” The poor man put up his fists in a desperate attempt to fend off these adventurers. “You stay the hell away from my family!”

      “You’re just precious! We’ll save you for last.” Dashington chuckled sarcastically. “It was going to be your wife, but, gods, who would even want to share a bed with that?” He shuddered as he turned back to me. “Have you had time to think about my offer between this jabbering ape’s ramblings?”

      “I’m assuming that you expect me to hesitate to kill you on the spot because of the innocents you forced to be here?” I waved for the archers to begin lining up shots now that they’d gotten themselves closer. “Or do you just think now that your melee fighters and magic casters are closer, you might win our little fight now? Are you really that stupid? Since you’re adventurers, I’d believe you if you said ‘yes’ to that.”

      Again, more nervous adjustments to the lute with this guy as my mood turned sourer. He seemed confused and frustrated as he angrily twisted the knobs and plucked the strings like it was supposed to be doing something. Once nothing happened, he put on his best face again.

      “Oh, my dear, unfortunate lord, you clearly don’t know who the Ironblood Legends are!” The minstrel walked over to his adventuring party to present them to me again, starting with the chainmail knight, Tyrion Drakebane. “This guy comes from a family of dragon hunters, and he’s personally killed a young drake by himself with just his father’s sword and shield.” The minstrel walked over to the loincloth barbarian. “My man, Rakthar Crushbone, earned that last name after crushing all the bones in a kobold village. Just for the fun of it.” He moved to the green archer. “Stealin’ Cowl is such a good archer, he could have picked off all of your trolls here from halfway to the horizon if they weren’t all wearing helmets right now.” He finally moved to the guy in the dark cloak. “Ol’ Mednyght Chyllmerdur here is a ward from the Fraternitas Ultima Cacumen Kibus, the most elite cabal of adventuring assassins that have ever--”

      “Right, right, the F.U.C.K. wards, I know.” I remembered killing one of their so-called ‘legendary assassins’ already. “And I assume you’re some kind of magical musician?”

      “A bard, thank you very much.” Handsome Dashington was barely holding onto his cool with all the piss I was taking out of his stride. “My magical notes can summon storms of arcane annihilation and have charmed more ladies than you could ever hope to meet in your life.”

      “Human ladies, right?” I asked, maybe just a little bit haughtily. “Just for clarification.”

      “Well, yes…” The bard did not like his accomplishments sounding less impressive with a simple adjective. “But a woman is a woman. It matters little what a lady is as long as the charm still works on her.”

      “Whatever you say, champ.” I tapped against the battlement with my fingers. “And you think the five of you just have this fight in the bag, huh?”

      “Can you not see that we’re adventurers?” Dashington had taken offense to my insistent refusal to roll over for him. “We’ve taken on dungeons twice your fricken size! We’ve slain armies of kobolds and ogres and bandits and orcs and all kinds of shit that would keep you awake at night! We eat trolls for breakfast! Do you think that you’re so powerful just because you got them all dolled up in their own suits of armor? They’re just going to die like all the other trolls we’ve killed! You stand no chance! Make this easier on everyone and surrender now!”

      Oh, look at them! It was like watching a child tell someone they were eight and a half to prove that they were an adult. Goblins, kobolds, orcs, ogres, all just seemed like small potatoes compared to a nearly infinite demon horde. When a gold-grade adventurer pulls off something beyond mythril-grade just to spite a guy, it puts things into perspective. These nobodies were less than shit. Arrogant as always, these adventurers. I thought I might humor them a bit. After all, if they had a similar wild card up their sleeve like Vincent did, I would have liked to know about it now.

      “You know what?” I chuckled to myself. “What grade of adventurers are you?”

      “We’re all high-tier silver-grade!” The bard probably believed that his low-grade nonsense was worth anything to me. “After this dungeon, we’ll probably all breakthrough to gold-grade!”

      “Fantastic.” I nodded along. “You know what? I’m feeling sporting. There are five of you here. How about a little game? If you win, I’ll consider your proposal. Hell, I might just surrender unconditionally on the spot. How does that sound to you guys?”

      The whole party collectively groaned like spoiled brats being told they weren’t allowed to have another piece of candy after already snarfing down fifty.

      “Can’t you just give us the dungeon already?” Tyrion, the noble dragon slayer, was the loudest of the groaners. “Gods, this is taking forever! Handsome, you said this was going to be an easy one!”

      “Handsome, you suck so much!” Stealin’ Cowl knocked an arrow in his bow to shoot at the party’s face. “Get this cocksucker to fork over the dungeon! You said this would work!”

      “Darkness envelops me,” Chyllmerdur brooded, adding nothing to the conversation. “Death and shadows in the night.”

      “I swear, Mednyght, I’m trying!” Dashington responded, apparently having understood the secret message that the assassin gave in his macabre statement. “Can you just give me a few seconds? Gods, you’re all so impatient!”

      “Kill!” Rakthar raised his greataxe into the air. “Kill, killkillkill kill kill killkill kill! Kill kill killkill kill! Kill kill kill killkillkill killkill kill kill!”

      “Thank you, Rakthar!” Handsome Dashington also apparently understood the ramblings of the barbarian as well. “At least one of you believes in me!”

      “Fine!” Roused by whatever the hell Rakthar said, Stealin’ Cowl put his bow down. “Just hurry the fuck up!”

      “I’m trying…” Dashington looked down at his lute again. “It’s just… taking a stupidly long time for… fucking… What am I doing wrong?”

      “Do any of you guys know what that bard’s doing with his guitar?” I whispered back to the girls hiding just at the back end of the wall walkway, out of sight of the people below. “He keeps fiddling with it whenever I’m not happy with him.”

      “He’s probably trying to cast a charm on you so that you’ll just listen to everything he says,” Aiyana, sitting between the other two, whispered back what she could infer. “Bards use their magical notes to coerce women into sleeping with them all the time.”

      “Gross,” I commented. “Can any of you guess why it isn’t working on me? Is it because it’s not a sex thing?”

      Zuthina, sitting next to her fellow wolfborn consort, gave her expert opinion. “Bardic magic doesn’t work on someone who’s more sexually active than the bard casting it. Otherwise, musical charms are one of the hardest sorts of spells to counter. That’s why bards try to sleep with as many people as possible. There are a few specific rules about attraction and consent involved with it, but bards find ways around those all the time. In general, outpacing a bard is one of the few ways to defend against one.”

      “I suppose I should be thanking you girls, then.” I nodded to all three of them sitting behind me as they blushed. “Just out of curiosity, would I be feeling some sort of magical tingle in my brain if we were at similar levels of activity?”

      “Of course,” Aiyana agreed. “Two bards of similar level of sexual prowess may resort to a battle of wills between their charm spells, and even a bard of slightly less activity might overtake a greater opponent if they were close enough. A bard with better music would seem completely irresistible to his victims.”

      “That’s hysterical.” I wasn’t feeling a damn thing from this bard’s music at all. “This guy can’t do jack shit to me, then.”

      I looked back down at the bard, still trying desperately to get his lute to perform for him. As hard as he was trying to charm, I wasn’t having it.

      “Problem?” I was done waiting for his instrument to work.

      “No, nothing!” He sounded like I just caught him with his pants down. “We’ll, um, we’ll hear about your little game, then!”

      “That’s a good lad!” I slapped the battlement in front of me with two hands. “It’ll be a series of one-on-one battles. Five of my champions against you five warriors. First to three victories wins the game. If you are all so powerful, then this should be no problem for you to rack up three victories right off the bat!”

      “Um…” Handsome Dashington looked over to his friends, who were glaring back at him, then back up to me. “I suppose that we should just--”

      “Choose your champion!” I pointed at the party of adventurers. “Choose wisely! I’ll give you a little help. The first fighter is a big fan of close combat and likes to use a shield.”

      I could hear Tana’s knuckles happily cracking behind me.

      “How about it, then?” I rubbed my hands together. “Who’s it gonna be?”

      After more glares flew towards Handsome Dashington, the adventurers grouped together to discuss who they were going to pit against Tana, having never seen her. Once the hushed whispers stopped, Rakthar Crushbone stepped forward from the group, brandishing his axe as he smiled his tooth-lacking grin. Stealin’ Cowl kept his hands on his bow, staring at the gate as he waited for it to open. It seemed as though they were planning to ambush Tana as soon as she stepped through the gate. Oh, how disappointed they were about to be.

      “Kill!” Rakthar shouted up to me. “Kill killkill kill!”

      “We choose Rakthar for our champion,” the minstrel announced. “Send out your--”

      “TANA SHIELD STOMP!”

      Making her grand entrance, Tana lept over my head, shield in hand, as she spun through the air. Grabbing the edges of her shield in both hands, she oriented herself upright as she landed on Rakthar’s chest, pushing him down onto the ground. Her feet weren’t stopped by any of the muscles, organs, or bones in the barbarian’s chest as she landed squarely on the ground below him with him in the middle. At the same time, she pushed her shield through Rakthar’s face, bifurcating his cranium from his head with a messy, wide gash through his eyes and nose. Having successfully killed her opponent, she stood up, pulled her feet out of her victim’s chest, shook off some of the blood, wiped her soles off on Rakthar’s corpse, then did the same with the blood still on her shield. She smiled and waved to the awestricken adventurers standing beside her before jumping all the way back up to the top of the wall where I was, landing just to my side.

      “Tana do good?”

      “As always, my dear.” I kissed her on the cheek as she leaned over to receive it, then turned my attention to the remaining adventurers. “So, who’s up next? My other champions are waiting for you.”

      “Rakthar!” Dashington screamed. “That bitch just killed Rakthar!”

      “Well, fuck this.” Tyrion put his sword and shield on his back, tightening the straps on his back as if he was packing up to leave. “Rakthar was our frontline fighter. If he can’t take even one of their attacks, the rest of us are fucked. It was nice being in a party with you guys, but I’ll get gold-grade some other way.”

      Stealin’ Cowl put his bow away as well, putting his knocked arrow back into his quiver. “I’m not good at solo battles. That’s the only reason why I bothered to sign up for an adventuring party in the first place. If you guys are trying to force me to fight my own battles, you’re on your own.”

      “The bell tolls for the damned.” Mednyght was already running away, his cloak kicking up in the wind as he ran away.

      “Hey, wait!” Handsome Dashington put his lute on his back, running behind the rest of his ‘loyal’ party. “Guys, wait!”

      “Don’t let them leave,” I commanded my girls as I watched them try to run far off to the side, deep into the forests that bordered my walls. “I want their gear.”

      Without another word, all three of them jumped into action. Aiyana hopped onto Tana’s back as the troll warrior bounded towards their quarry, and Zuthina let a gust of blue winds carry her along as she gave chase as well. Those four had gained some considerable ground, especially the edgy one in the cloak, but it didn’t help them as the girls quickly caught up to each one before they made it to the forest. I trusted that they would be as efficient as they would be brutal and turned my attention back to the mass of people still at my doorstep.

      “So, then, sir,” I looked at the ringleader at the front of the group, “tell me what all you people are doing here.”
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      “Where the fuck am I supposed to put all these people?” I looked at a map of my dungeon, something I never thought I’d have to make for my little farm. “We just physically don’t have the room. I can’t squeeze any more buildings in here without taking away some crop fields. And, gods help me, I am not getting rid of my fields, I’ll tell you that right now.”

      I had gathered all the minds behind my farm’s growing evolution into a bigger and better dungeon, namely Barry, George, Tana, Aiyana, and Zuthina. Pebbles was also unofficially here, but he was everywhere on my property all the time, so it was hard to exclude him from anything around here, even if I wanted to. We huddled around a big table in my home, with lots of papers over it, including the map we were mulling over.

      “You’re the one who let them stay,” Zuthina unhelpfully reminded me as she leaned up next to me. “You could have sent them all somewhere else.”

      “I killed their baron!” I defended my decision, standing up straight again to address my accuser. “How could I just tell them to go away when I essentially made them a sitting duck for some invading army, or bandits, or whatever? It doesn’t help that the adventuring guild that was stationed there up and left when they heard the baron was killed. They have no protection.”

      “They still have most of their army that you spared from annihilation,” Aiyana pointed out, looking over some of the papers with headcounts of the new arrivals. “They wouldn’t have been completely defenseless if someone were to invade.”

      “They have suits of armor with people inside of them,” I commented on the sad state of Badgerton’s former military training regimen. “They would have been cut apart if an actual army came around. I couldn’t just let them die because I killed all of their capable and loyal fighters.”

      “Well, if there’s a silver lining to any of this, we got a lot more adventuring enchantments out of this whole thing.” Barry pointed out the spoils that the adventurers had on them when the girls were finished playing with them. “I was able to make a few extra sets of magic smithing and woodworking tools for the trolls to use. They’ll be building some temporary housing for the refugees from Badgerton while we come up with a place for them to actually live.”

      “I never took them to be such quick learners, but they’ve apparently been watching us work long enough to get the basics of our crafts,” George added as he sat in a chair in the corner of the room. “None of their carpentry is remotely close to the art that I can create, but it’ll do in a pinch. Sort of makes me wonder why they never picked up any of these skills before as a regular tribe of trolls.”

      “Trolls too strong,” Tana explained as she stood tall over all of us. “No make, just break. Magic make tools and things tools make strong enough for trolls.”

      “So we can at least put roofs over their heads.” I looked over the map again. “But where the hell am I supposed to put those roofs! I’ll have to build a tall-ass building with multiple housing spaces for all these families. Gods, that’s a lot of stairs. Maybe a few tall-ass buildings. They’ll still all have to be super tall to fit a whole city’s worth of people in them.”

      “If you’re worried about building any one building too tall, we could always start building houses on top of other houses,” Barry suggested, pointing at some of the places where we already had houses. “We can at least double the number of people on the property that way.”

      “Dig down.” Tana looked over the map from her high vantage point. “Trolls like ground. Put trolls in ground, oomies stay above. Move longhouse down, let oomies live on top. Trolls make tunnels, make big space in ground. Maybe some oomies live in ground, too. Earth god help, maybe?”

      “I don’t like using Pebbles more than I have to.” I stroked my chin as I looked at the map, considering Tana’s plan. “He can’t do a whole lot without having to rest for months at a time. A big underground network of troll homes sounds like a whole lot to me.”

      Pebbles’s grey child avatar stood on top of the table, his black eyes looking at me. “With all the people on the property now helping to strengthen my powers, that may have changed. I feel emboldened enough to help with smaller projects more frequently. If you want me to rearrange the city again, that may be taxing, but a few simple excavations a day is well within my powers now.”

      “Nevermind, Pebbles just gave me his blessing,” I told everyone else the secret words only I could hear. “I suppose that helps a little, but that still doesn’t give us enough room for all these new people, even if we doubled up houses on top of the newly free space. I don’t think we can afford to house all of these people. Even if we did all of this, we would still have to send a third of them away.”

      “There’s always the idea of expanding the perimeter of the walls.” Zuthina leaned against the table. “We’ve had all of Vastilon free to use for a while now, and with Badgerton now living with us, we essentially have miles of land available for us. We are the new power in these lands in place of Badgerton. What was theirs is now ours.”

      “Fuck.” How did I go from farm boy to baron so damn quickly? “Maybe we can expand a little bit, but it’s not like we can put walls around the whole damn territory. We can only go where Pebbles can reach. I’m not going to start conquering places just to ‘expand’ my property lines.”

      “Not to beat a point over your head, Markus, but you already did that,” Aiyana regretfully informed me. “You defeated the standing army of Badgerton and killed their baron, thus claiming this land.”

      “THEY CAME TO ME!” I got a little uppity. “I did no conquering! I don’t leave these walls ever! Everyone who tries to pick a fight with me comes straight to me! I only fight people who have no business being here on my property!” I hung my head in my hands over the table. “If we’re going to expand the walls, we’re doing it in small steps. Only just enough to fit the temporary houses we’ll be building for the Badgerton refugees.”

      Barry sat down in a nearby chair. “That still doesn’t leave us with a solution as to what to do with them overall. If we’re going through all the trouble of expanding the walls, why can’t we also expand the farms and the workforce? Just make Badgerton a part of us.”

      “The cow minotaur droppings do make great fertilizer, and we’ve always had a surplus of that lying around.” Aiyana pointed to the barns with the cows on the map. “It’d be easy enough to make more usable fields for crops. We could feed all of them without changing much. I’m sure a few of Badgerton’s locals would be happy to help our new farms out anyway.”

      I stared at the map. “This farm can’t handle that many people at once. The more people we start grouping together, the more likely that there’s going to be some animosity between everyone. That kind of animosity breeds conflict, and if someone doesn’t keep a constant eye on it, eventually it leads to fighting. I’m not going to let my farm become the battleground for a civil war. We need to put them somewhere else just for the sake of keeping the general peace.”

      “Can we not give them to another lord?” Barry asked. “Let them deal with all of these refugees instead of us. We’ve only catered to our own so far in Vastilon. Tana and Zuthina are both locals around here, along with all of their people. The only outsider we’ve let in was Aiyana, and that was because she renounced her adventuring days to help us.”

      “We’re not giving Badgerton over to anyone who’s just going to treat them like garbage for being refugees.” I retorted. “That’s an easy way to start playing refugee hot-potato between all these settlements, which can only lead to broken families and bandit fodder. Plus, they’ve just seen what adventurers are truly like, and the number of people who hate them as much as I do has never been higher. I can’t let another adventuring party swindle them by weaseling their way into their good graces again. They need their own place, free of adventurers and anyone else who would take advantage of them.”

      “But you’ve said it yourself.” Zuthina sat down on the edge of the table. “Their soldiers are atrocious. Do you think they’ll be safe anywhere else but here? We’ve crippled their ability to survive outside of our walls. If you want them to have their own space, they’ll need their own way to defend themselves.”

      “Tana train.” The tusked woman slammed her fist against her other palm. “Make warriors from wimpy oomy army. Warriors fight bad people real good.”

      “That’s a good start, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough,” I said. “Even with all of our trolls and demons, I’m not sure even we’ll be able to retain our independence once the adventurers start rolling in by the dozens. We’ve already killed two silver-grade teams and a gold-grade adventurer. Those greedy fucks will be all over us just out of curiosity. We can’t afford to give up our own people to protect them, and I don’t know if they’ll have enough good soldiers to keep them safe while they’re rebuilding a community.”

      “They’re just people, right?” George pointed out. “If they’ve got a bunch of good soldiers, do they really need much more than that?”

      “Once the adventurers realize that all the people of Badgerton have seen what’s inside our walls, they’ll be all over their settlement trying to pry out information from them,” Aiyana pointed out. “They’re pretty tenacious when it comes to finding people who know about their quests. It’s a little uncanny, actually.”

      “That’s a huge security risk we can’t afford.” Zuthina piped up. “We can’t let them leave the property without a proper defense against adventurers, or our enemies will use them against us. They’ll need magic to help them. But I don’t know how many of our cultist wizards we can spare if any.”

      “If you’re going to be keeping adventurers out of anywhere, you’ll need defenses like ours to stand any chance,” Aiyana reminded us. “We’ve got powerful kinds of magical and non-magical methods of dealing with intruders, with enough versatility to keep any party of would-be heroes on their toes. Regular defenses are like butter for their hot knives. Unless you can clone all of our dungeon’s defenses, you can kiss an adventurer-less Badgerton goodb--”

      “THAT’S IT!” I had a stroke of genius. “I think we can get Badgerton their own settlement that’ll keep adventurers away from both them and us.”

      “How?” Barry asked.

      “It’s simple, really.” I pulled at papers on the table, looking for regional maps of the land. “We just need to find another dungeon.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aiyana looked at me like I had something on my face. “You want to put them all inside a dungeon?”

      “Why not?” I found one of the maps I was looking for. “We’re in a dungeon right now, aren’t we? And if they’re going to be targeted anyway, what’s the harm in putting them in a different dungeon to keep them out of the adventurers’ hands?”

      Aiyana put her hands together. “We’re a special case, Markus. We’re not a normal dungeon by any means. What dungeon have you heard that has a demon-conjuring dragon, an army of trolls, and an ex-adventurer guarding it, all of them being led by a farmer? The only reason why we have humans in the dungeon at all is that you haven’t killed them. Most dungeons are fatal to anyone who doesn’t live there.”

      “Dragons aren’t likely to keep mortals around themselves as anything other than pets,” Zuthina added. “If you’re hoping that other dragons controlling their own dungeons are as amiable as me, you’ll be in for a rude awakening. Though, I doubt you’ll have trouble convincing any dragons we come across to help you out if they’re females.”

      “‘Dungeons’ are just a classification of a location that adventurers use, right?” I sprawled the map out on the table, over all the other papers. “Dragon lairs, troll forts, ancient crypts, they’re all just places that adventurers have marked as targets for them to loot as they please. Just because the adventurers say that a dungeon is full of dangerous monsters doesn’t mean that it has to be that way. If a humble enterprise like ours can be considered a dungeon, then what other places are misrepresented as targets for adventurers to pick clean?”

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little too hopeful there, my friend?” Barry tried to be gentle. “What makes you think that another dungeon would ever want to help us out, dangerous or not? Do you really think that we can just dump a bunch of people on their doorstep if they’re the most charitable of neighbors?”

      “Who else is more likely to have a fighting force to face off against adventurers but no people to watch over?” I poured over the map to find anything that may have looked like a dungeon. “If we keep on friendly terms, I’m sure we’re bound to find at least one dungeon nearby that’s willing and capable of housing Badgerton for the right price. We’ve certainly got a lot to trade with them as compensation, and we can even help them build the community from the ground up. We can make the prospect sound appealing to one of them, right?”

      “Finding a dungeon isn’t that easy, Markus.” Aiyana looked over the map with me. “Most dungeons aren’t as exposed as ours. More often than not, they’re built underground to hide from any adventurers that might come plundering. If they’ve got enough magic for it, they’ll have wards against scrying and other divinations, so wizard adventurers or other dungeons can’t easily pick them out with magic. You’re not going to find them on any normal map.”

      “There.” Tana leaned over us to put her finger on a seemingly inconspicuous field on the map, a few dozen miles south of a town called Grabling. “Dungeon.”

      Everyone in the room turned their heads to stare at the trollish cartographer, who was holding an uncrumpled piece of parchment in her hand.

      “What?”

      “What have you got there, Tana?” I asked her.

      “Dead adventurers have paper with words,” Tana explained herself. “Tana take when girls kill adventurers. Try use paper for reading practice. Tana read okay, but no get what words mean, and funny shapes no make any words Tana can read. Only get paper words and shapes when Marusk show map. Paper show names and places for dungeons on map.”

      “Let me see that.” I took the parchment from her hands. “Well, would you look at that?”

      What Tana was holding was a special map piece, showing exactly what she had described. Unlike our larger map, this small one had several marks dotting the landscape, each labeled with a short description for a dungeon. The one that Tana had pointed out on our map was described as an ‘undead crypt.’

      “They did say they were looking for one more dungeon to make them gold-grade,” I remarked as I started copying the notes on the parchment onto our larger map. “That takes care of the problem of looking for them, doesn’t it? Now we just have to make contact with them, see what we’re dealing with, and make our move from there.”

      “Do you really want to start with a crypt full of undead?” Aiyana seemed squeamish. “You’re looking for allies, right? Zombies, ghosts, and skeletons have no loyalties beyond whatever curse is keeping them from returning to the afterlife. And that’s just the simplest things that could be there.”

      “Zuthina, do you think you could use some of your wizard voodoo to rework some curses in our favor?” I asked the occult dragoness. “Maybe turn them into guards for a hapless bunch of new tenants?”

      “Necromancy is not my strongest suit,” the dragon-girl answered. “While I may have the power, I do not have the skills yet to bind the undead so easily. I will need time to learn all the proper incantations to fulfill your request.”

      “Well, that’s fine,” I said. “Maybe we can find ways to work around their curses to make them useful in other ways. Or we can make nice with the dungeon master if there is one. Failing that, we’ll just check out one of these other dungeons around here. Maybe that place will have some other magical baubles that will help us out otherwise if we end up having to fight our way out of there.”

      “So, what, we’re going to simply raid a dungeon?” Aiyana rephrased our mission. “Doesn’t that make us just like adventurers?”

      “We’re starting as a diplomatic mission, with no ill intentions towards their dungeon,” I reminded her. “If all goes well, then it won’t be a raid in the slightest. We’ll make nice, then give them all of our extra people, and that will be the end of it. However, if they try to kill us, we’ll probably have to kill them first, and we might as well use the stuff they won’t be using when they’re dead. Again, I mean. For good. Double dead.”

      “I suppose that you’ll want to go yourself?” Barry got up from his chair to stretch out his arms. “George and I can hold the fort while you go getting yourself mangled by zombies.”

      “I can leave my cultists in charge of the demon horde.” Zuthina stood next to me. “I would like to join you on this expedition if only to keep you safe. They can send a flying eye our way if our help is needed back here.”

      “Yeah, I’d also like to join, too.” Aiyana stood at my other side. “I’m sure this place won’t fall apart immediately if I’m not here to keep things fine-tuned. We’ve got enough apprentice alchemists among the trolls and humans to at least keep things functioning until I get back.”

      “Tana come, too.” Tana stood behind us, grappling us all in a bear hug. “Like fighting. Want fight zombies!”

      “That settles that, then!” Barry said. “We’ll get a horse and cart ready for your journey. Should be about a three days ride down there by Grabling.”

      “Can we… leave tomorrow morning?” Aiyana walked two of her fingers up my arm. “We aren’t in any sort of rush, right?”

      “I feel like I am, but not for this expedition.” Zuthina put her hand on my chest, with her other arm around my neck. “We’re practically done with this meeting, right?”

      “Tana want sex.” Always the blunt one, that troll girl.

      “We’ll clean up here, Markus,” Barry offered. “I’ve only got one woman to worry about when I get home. You’ve got your work cut out for you.”

      “You people and your relationships,” George scoffed. “My art is my only mistress.”

      “Please tell me you don’t have any statues with small holes in them.” The blacksmith shuddered at the thought. “We can find you a girl from the Badgerton refugees if you’re really that desperate.”

      George glared at him as he started collecting papers. “Shut up and help. And, no, I don’t. Too many splinters.”

      “And that’s our cue to leave, ladies.” I led the girls out of the room. “We’ve got a big day ahead of us tomorrow. It’ll be tough convincing the undead to take in a bunch of strays, but I’m confident we can make it work.”
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      “I am still confident we can make this work.”

      After days of travel, we’d arrived at the dungeon just below Grabling, ready to make some new friends. Well, we didn’t arrive directly at the dungeon, per se, but the giant graveyard where the dungeon was supposed to be in. Admittedly, not the first place someone would have gone to in search of helpers concerned with the livelihood of people, but we were determined to leave no stone unturned.

      The atmosphere wasn’t exactly inviting, either. A thick storm cloud covered the noonday sun to make a permanent night. The surrounding trees about a mile around stood lifeless and leafless, grayed and decrepit. Not even a tweeting bird or a rustling leaf to be heard.

      Greeting us at the edge of the graveyard was a stone perimeter, with metal poles covered in spikes poking out from them to prevent anyone from walking in. Each metal pole looked like a spinal column made of black iron, stretching taller than any natural creature’s body could be and with each spike looking like part of a broken rib cage sticking out. Through the spaces between the bars, only a field of a thousand gravestones stretched out into the dark horizon, with no signs of any motion. As we circled around the fence, walking for what felt like hours, we searched for some way to actually get in without having to risk getting skewered on the fence spikes.

      “I know that we’re already here and everything, and I’ve asked you this a dozen times already, but…” Aiyana clung to my arm as she gathered all the courage she could to not scream. “Are we absolutely sure we need to be here?”

      “It’s a fixer-upper, for sure.” I looked at the barren land beyond the fence with a civic eye for real estate. “Clearing out all of these graves is going to be the biggest hurdle if we’re planning to put homes here. We can’t move Pebbles over here to just put all these bodies somewhere else respectfully.”

      “I wouldn’t suggest disturbing the rest of the dead, Markus.” Zuthina put on a brave face as she huddled close to me, never keeping her eyes off the many stone markers of past lives. “Not here. There is a clear necromantic power in this place. The unliving don’t take kindly to any disrespect, intentional or otherwise.”

      “We’re here to convince the local management to work with us in that department.” I reasoned. “We won’t have to rustle anyone’s feathers if we play our cards right.”

      “Marusk think scary place still help?” Even the mighty Tana was pensively keeping her hands on my shoulders to follow closely behind me. “Tana no want fight ghosts. Ghosts no feel fists, but still hurt Tana.”

      “I’ll be the first to admit that this is still a long shot.” I stroked my chin. “Desperate times, desperate measures, and all that. We’re gonna evaluate the place, see if it’s dangerous or if it’s really worth dropping off a dozen or so people, and then make our next step from there. Worse comes to worst, we fight our way out through a bunch of zombies and skeletons, then go forward with the expansion and integration of all the refugees. Sound good?”

      “How are you not terrified?” Aiyana’s frustration with me meant that her fears were subsiding, if only for the moment. “I’m close to shitting myself, and we haven’t even entered the area around the dungeon, let alone the actual dungeon.”

      “We have outhouses and plumbing for shitting.” I pulled Aiyana in closer. “Point being, there’s a time and a place for everything, and now’s not the time for me to freak out just because we might watch magic make a mockery of death itself. And who knows? We’re still not sure if this dungeon’s actually dangerous or not. This could turn out to be a fun little day trip.”

      Zuthina didn’t believe me. “Highly unlikely. Necromancers don’t come into the profession of necromancy because of how much they like the living. We’re more likely to be simply more test subjects for their dark arts to conjure more undead servants than dinner guests.”

      Finally, the gate into the graveyard was in sight, arching up taller than the fence it was connected to. It didn’t look like much, just more metal spine bars, with only a simple latch holding them together, no bigger than my fists put together sideways. But if this place was a real dungeon with some necromancy behind it, then this simple latch was more than a simple latch. Probably some kind of magical seal with some spell in place to keep people like me out. If it turned out to just be a simple latch, that would unsettle me more.

      “Hey, necromancy is just recycling bodies.” I led the huddled group of us up to the gate. “It’s not like they’re still being used by anyone anymore. Why not have a few extra hands to help out when you need them if you can?”

      “You would trap the immortal souls of the dead in the land of the living?” Zuthina asked as I fiddled with the gate’s lock. “Would you want to be bound to an eternity of servitude to a necromancer after death?”

      “Well, did they ask me about it first?” I unlatched the gate easily, pushing it open as it creaked slowly inward. Never a good sign. “I wouldn’t mind hanging around my land a few more decades after my death just to make sure things were being taken care of properly. All I’m saying is that some of these things need a little more context. Until we get that context, let’s reserve our judgment.”

      “WHO DARES TO ENTER THIS PLACE?”

      Right as I took the first step into the graveyard, the ghastly voice echoed through every stone, chilling my spine as it rang hollow. I pulled out my sword immediately, expecting only trouble from such a greeting as my girls followed suit. Moving in formation, we stood at each other’s backs, inching forward slowly as we watched every direction for danger.

      “We’re here to see your master.” I couldn’t see where the voice was coming from or any corpses popping out of their graves. “We don’t mean any trouble.”

      “AN ADVENTURER WHO MEANS NO TROUBLE?” The graveyard voice chuckled. “A CHARMING JEST, AND NOTHING MORE. BEGONE, AND I MAY YET SPARE YOUR LIVES.”

      “We can’t leave until we know who we’re dealing with.” I saw the earth beside each of the headstones begin to shift and unsettle. “We’re not adventurers.”

      “AND YET YOU COME AS A BAND OF FOUR WARRIORS AND BRING WEAPONS INTO MY DOMAIN,” the voice chastised me as the many hands of the dead began to rise out of the earth in a massive army of skeletal soldiers. “IT’S ALWAYS NICE WHEN NEWLY ARISEN SOLDIERS ALREADY HAVE PROPER EQUIPMENT ON THEM. SAVES ME THE TROUBLE OF RIFLING THROUGH MY ARMORY FOR SOMETHING.”

      “We won’t fight if you don’t attack us.” I offered the voice, watching as many bones wearing dented plates of armor shambled towards us. “We need your help. I promise you, this is a diplomatic endeavor.”

      “HAVE YOU COME FROM GRABLING?” the voice asked as the soldiers closed in all around us. “HONESTLY, I’M SURPRISED. I KNEW THAT YOU WOULDN’T HAVE TOLERATED MY PRESENCE FOR MUCH LONGER, BUT I ASSUMED THAT YOU WOULD HAVE HAD THE PATIENCE TO WAIT ANOTHER DECADE OR TWO. PERHAPS I’M ASKING TOO MUCH OF MORTALS.”

      “We’re not from Grabling.” I laid down my sword gently on the ground. “We’re from another dungeon not far from here, and we need help to relocate refugees.”

      “What are you doing?” Zuthina hissed in my ear. “Do you not see the army of the dead around us now? Don’t tell me all of that bravery you were showing before was an act!”

      “I’m not ready to get turned into a zombie, Markus!” Aiyana tried to find the best place to aim the bomb she had pulled back in her slingshot. “I think now’s the time we do that thing you said about fighting our way out of here!”

      “Tana always ready for fight!” Planting her feet firmly on the ground, Tana put her shield forward, ready to charge her way into the thick of the skeleton hordes around us. “Tana want crush bones!”

      “Lay down your arms, girls,” I commanded. “We need to show this guy we mean what we say. I know it’s a gamble, but--”

      “You can’t be serious!” Aiyana gawked at me. “They’re going to kill us!”

      “Just say the word, and I’ll fly us out of here.” Zuthina’s eyes glowed a fierce yellow as she idled her draconic transformation. “Small skulls are like little nut shells under a dragon’s claws.”

      “Tana want crush bones!”

      “Would you just trust me?” I raised my voice. “I know what I’m doing!”

      “You’re the first person I’m haunting,” Aiyana promised as she carefully set her slingshot down. “Maybe the only person. I will haunt your dreams, and not in a fun way.”

      “Well, maybe in a fun way, too.” Zuthina let her eyes return to their human color as the orange scales faded away from her skin. “We need not suffer along with him.”

      “Ghosts mate with living?” Tana set down her shield. “Maybe ghosts more fun than Tana thought.”

      As soon as Tana laid down her shield and everyone was visibly defenseless, the skeleton armies around us stopped in their tracks, their spears only a few feet away from skewering us. We’d gotten their attention, that was for sure.

      “YOU’RE CERTAINLY MAKING THIS EASY FOR ME,” the voice commented. “WHAT TRICK DO YOU THINK YOU CAN PULL OFF TO GET OUT OF THIS ALIVE?”

      “No tricks.” I put my hands up. “We’ve come to talk, one dungeon to another. We need your help.”

      “THIS IS A VERY GOOD TRICK, WHATEVER IT IS,” the voice insisted, sure I was up to no good. “I KNOW THAT YOU ARE NOT ENTIRELY DEFENSELESS EVEN NOW. THE DRAGON GIRL HAS POWERFUL MAGIC IN HER, THE WOLFBORN’S POTION ASSORTMENT IS THE MOST EXPANSIVE I’VE EVER SEEN, AND THE TROLL WOMAN IS THE FINEST SPECIMEN I’VE EVER SEEN. YOU COMMAND THEM, SO YOU MUST BE POWERFUL IN YOUR OWN RIGHT. WHY SHOULDN’T I JUST KILL YOU ALL AND SAVE MYSELF THE TROUBLE?”

      “Please hear us out first,” I pleaded with him. “We have men, women, and children that need shelter, and we believe you’re one of the few people that can help us.”

      “HOLD ON JUST A MINUTE…” The voice couldn’t seem to understand. “YOU BELIEVE THAT I CAN HELP YOU WITH WOMEN AND CHILDREN? DO YOU UNDERSTAND WHERE YOU ARE? DO YOU SEE THE ARMY OF THE DEAD BEFORE YOU NOW?”

      “I do, and I believe that they’ll be instrumental in protecting the people that need new homes,” I argued. “I can help provide infrastructure and the physical buildings, but they simply need a safe space to live.”

      “AND YOU WANT ME TO PROVIDE THIS SPACE FOR YOU?” The voice laughed at the thought. “YOU DO UNDERSTAND THAT MY REALM HOUSES THE DEAD, NOT THE LIVING, DON’T YOU? MORTALS DO NOT COME HERE UNTIL AFTER THEIR MORTALITY FINISHES.”

      “He’s… got a point, Markus.” Aiyana moved up to my side. “Where do we put all the dead people once we’ve moved in the living?”

      Zuthina poked at one of the spears of the skeleton soldiers around us. “Not to mention the unsettling fact that you won’t be able to leave this place even in death. Do you think that the Badgerton refugees will enjoy life here in such a dreary place?”

      “Tana no like bones.” The troll woman pushed past the spears to size up one of the skeletons nearby. “Bones look at Tana funny.”

      “They don’t have eyes, Tana,” Aiyana pointed out.

      “Tana feel bones looking.” The troll squinted at the diminutive skeletal warrior in front of her. “Bones want try hurt Tana. Tana break bones.”

      I would have thought Tana’s comment ridiculous if it wasn’t for the step back the skeleton took out of very obvious fear. Body language translated into the bones even after death, as it turned out.

      “I’d like to help change this place for the better.” I looked around for the source of the voice. “We can mutually benefit from an alliance. Anything in our power is yours if you agree to help us house these people.”

      “WHY ARE YOU NOT MAKING THIS OFFER TO A MORE SUITABLE PLACE?” the voice questioned. “WOULDN’T ANOTHER CITY BE MORE EQUIPPED TO HOUSE THESE PEOPLE YOU’RE SO CONCERNED WITH?”

      “Cities usually have adventurers.” I reasoned with the voice, still finding no sign of the one I was talking to. “I don’t want to give these people over to any of those thieves. At least they stand a chance of keeping their belongings with your protection.”

      The voice’s laughter shook every gravestone around us. “YOU WANT TO WARD OFF ADVENTURERS?” it said through its own chuckles. “A MORTAL WANTS TO KEEP THE PEOPLE AWAY FROM THEIR OWN HEROES?”

      I stood tall in the face of the laughter. “Heroes don’t steal from the people, sir. Everyone deserves to keep what’s theirs. Adventurers spit in the face of that, and the people love them for it. I won’t let them swindle anyone else.”

      “AND SO YOU WOULD ENTRUST THEM IN MY CARE?” the voice cackled again. “YOU DO KNOW WHO I AM, DO YOU NOT? OR, RATHER, WHAT I AM?”

      “I know you’re not an adventurer,” I answered. “That’s good enough for me to open this matter to discussion. Can we at least talk this over?”

      Suddenly, the endless shroud in the sky pulled down in a swirling tornado, tossing up femurs, ribs, spines, plates, spears, helmets, all into a vortex of darkness. As quickly as the clouds had come down, they disappeared, raining bones and metal down over the surrounding army. At the same time, the crowd of undead parted themselves, preparing a path for another among them. It looked like a man, or rather a skeleton with a skin coating like a dried-up mummy. The tattered remains of a black robe hung over its shoulders and covered its legs, along with several golden bands, chains, and rings of jewelry around its arms and neck. One of his eyes was replaced by a purple gem, and one of his teeth with a blood-red ruby. Were I a betting man, I’d have said that this was the lich that ran the graveyard.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve, boy.” The mummified sorcerer floated over towards me. “I think I like it. What do they call you?”

      “Markus,” I answered truthfully. “Behind me are Zuthina, Aiyana, and Tana. And you are?”

      “Fluffers,” the lich answered. “Let’s talk.”
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      “This is actually really nice.” Aiyana touched the marble walls as we entered the central chamber of the crypt dungeon. “Like, really, really nice.”

      Fluffers the lich had invited us to discuss matters further and welcomed us into the underground necropolis that was his home. Our weapons were confiscated but still within eyesight as skeletal guards followed us to the place we’d be meeting on more official terms.

      Like everyone else here among the living, I expected the place to be a little run down. Bugs, cobwebs, dust, a vehement smell of death, you name it. This was nothing like that. The marble corridors and passageways weaving underneath the graveyard were very well polished, nearly reflecting like mirrors and very well illuminated by the torch sconces along the walls. It was almost too bright in some areas.

      “Thank you!” Fluffers the Lich bowed as he floated along, leading us around his home. “It’s been so long since I’ve had a genuine visitor. I sometimes let the old ruin crumble a bit. Adventurers never care for aesthetics in their dungeon raids, you know? I admit I had some of the boys do a bit of last-minute cleaning before we entered the crypts, but it’s nice to know that our efforts are appreciated.”

      “And, by boys, you mean…?” Zuthina looked over at one of the skeleton guards walking beside her.

      “The skeletons and zombies, yes.” Fluffers chuckled. “Half of them are the remains of women, but, you know, it’s easier to just say ‘boys.’ It’s not like it matters to them, anyway. Besides being all bones, they aren’t boning down anytime soon, am I right?”

      Without the dramatic ambiance of the graveyard he had as a disembodied voice, the lich’s laughter was much more like a struggling wheeze than a maniacal cackle.

      “Do they like this arrangement?” I politely asked as I walked beside our unliving host. “Do you get any complaints from them about their work and their… extended stay in the land of the living?”

      “Oh, no, not from these boys.” Fluffers spun the head of one of his skeleton soldiers, watching it twirl like a top as the bony guard continued to march. “There’s nobody in there to complain. Occasionally, the ghosts that used to use these bodies when they were alive might get a little miffed that they weren’t consulted about it, but that stopped happening when I started asking them beforehand. They’re usually quite amenable if given half the chance.”

      “And if they aren’t amenable?” I figured I would ask.

      “I usually try to exorcise them,” the lich said. “Not easy to do without a priest or cleric, but it’s possible. Helps to have a few priests buried on site for all their little religious bangles. And hey, it ain’t grave robbing if they’re still wearing their own stuff, am I right?”

      Immortality apparently gave one an overwhelming appreciation for their own humor. Either that or crippling loneliness while surrounded by nothing by other dead bodies with nothing to do had a way of eroding social norms. Regardless, it was a fate I wouldn’t have wished on anyone I loved.

      “What happens to the ones you can’t exorcise?” I grew more curious about this strange lich’s lifestyle, or lack thereof, by the moment. “How do you deal with the truly restless dead?”

      “Simple.” Fluffers turned towards me, staring with his eyeless socket and his purple gem replacement with a toothy grin on his face. “I eat them.”

      “Not surprising.” Zuthina straightened out her dress as she walked up to my other side. “A lich’s defining trait is their existence’s extension across centuries by consuming the souls of others. The more powerful and sentient the soul, the more gratifying to a lich’s own fractured soul. They are a danger to every living thing around them.”

      Aiyana pushed her head up underneath my arm to join in the conversation. “Yeah, we’re probably in a lot of danger right now. He might be taking us to the phylactery that houses his soul so he can easily consume our living essence. We should turn around as soon as possible to avoid, you know, eternal torment.”

      “You wanna talk about eternal torment? Try keeping this place smelling nice with a bunch of rotting zombies inside for half a millennium.” Fluffers wheezed again at his own joke. “You’ll notice I’ve let most of the flesh rot away around here. On the plus side, they’ve never been thinner in their whole lives!” The lich wheezed out another laugh, wiping away a nonexistent tear from the purple gem in his eye socket. “Seriously, though, I’m not gonna eat you guys.”

      “Really?” Our resident dragon sorceress didn’t buy the lich’s peaceful outlook. “A few pristine souls walk themselves straight into your home, and you’re not going to take the opportunity to snatch them up? You do realize that I’m a dragon, right? I’m probably worth the souls of a few hundred mortals, at least.”

      “Do you want to get eaten?” I looked at her incredulously.

      “N-no…” Zuthina retreated behind me. “I’m just saying…”

      “You know, I’ve had dragon soul before,” Fluffers mentioned. “Way too rich and chewy. It’s like biting into a pillow that doesn’t rip, no matter how much you grind your teeth. Half the fun is just in the challenge of hunting and killing the thing. You’re not an elder dragon, right? Are you Trevanok’s little girl?”

      “You knew my father?” Zuthina peeked over my shoulder to look at the lich.

      “He burnt down my village way back in the day!” Fluffers spoke as if it was a peaceful walk down memory lane and not the traumatic horror it should have been. “You’ve got his eyes, no offense. I’ll never forget that steely glare of his as he and his goon squad set everything they could on fire. I got into wizardry just to get the power I needed to kill that scaly bastard. Even had a bit of an adventuring streak way back when.”

      He shrugged. “Most adventurers didn’t care about how you got more powerful, just that you were out killing monsters for them, so nobody told me to turn around when I got a little too invested in necromancy. My adventuring party even egged me on to become a lich so that they could tackle the more dangerous dungeon raids. Long story short, my party members were easy pickings for a newly formed lich, my revenge quest turned into an unhealthy obsession, and my solo career in dragon lair raids over the next few centuries didn’t ever bring me to Trevanok’s doorstep.”

      Fluffers sighed then with a hint of regret. “Went a little mad, rampaged for a while, killed a lot of innocent people, and eventually settled down here after some serious soul-searching and not in a ‘lich connoisseur’ sort of way. I’ve been taking care of this place for the past… five hundred years now, I think? The locals had all but forgotten about this graveyard, and I was ready to serve out the rest of my immortal life away from people. I’d done enough damage for a thousand lifetimes, and I’m still set to live a few thousand more before I even scratch the surface of waiting out the healing process for all the lives I’d taken.”

      “You are very forthcoming,” I commented on the lich’s highly summarized life story. “We killed Trevanok, by the way, so you can put that revenge quest to rest.”

      “Oh, really?” He nodded. “That does my dead heart some good. I’ve long past realized that my struggle for power was pointless, so I’m just glad that somebody got rid of that big lizard. Did you interrupt his hibernation? Where was he?”

      “Some local pixies woke him up for us, but yeah, we did,” I explained. “He was in the mountains right next to my village. You know Vastilon out east? Or Badgerton? Not even a half day’s walk until you reach the base of the mountain from there.”

      “Damn, I thought that place was too green for a fire dragon to be sticking around. Well, hindsight is clear as day. Maybe I should have befriended my own dragon instead of becoming a lich. Must have been easy to gang up on him that way.”

      “I would say that ‘befriended’ is a little tame for what Markus did to me.” Zuthina kissed me on the cheek. “And it was a group effort. This cute little wolfborn designed some ingenious weapons, and our resident musclehead back there was more than strong enough to fight on equal terms with his weakened state.”

      “And here I was, thinking that I was doing you a favor by listening to your proposal instead of fighting you.” The lich couldn’t help but show his respect for my girls in his voice. “Even a weakened elder dragon is a gold-grade threat for a fully equipped adventuring party. Well done, all of you. I know it doesn’t mean much coming from a talking corpse, but you’ve put me at ease. I feel as though I owe you a bit.”

      “You could start by telling us the method of your soul farming. How regularly do you need to feed on souls?” Aiyana’s scholarly curiosity got the better of the fear for her life. “Do you simply depend on wandering adventurers and restless ghosts for your nourishment?”

      “The short answer is yes, but also no.” Fluffers’s answer was a bit confusing. “I don’t technically need to eat to live, even if it’s souls. What’s the point of giving up living if I still had to do the things I did when I was alive? But that doesn’t mean that souls are useless. To put it simply, the more souls I eat, the more I can do as a wizard and necromancer. I mean, a legion of skeleton soldiers doesn’t just pop out of the ground by themselves. Every last set of bones here is feeding off my magic to stay together, and that magic runs on souls. While I do indulge in whatever stupid adventurer or stubborn ghost that comes through my graveyard, they aren’t what keep me the fit magician you see before you. I made a little discovery that’s made a solitary lifestyle for a lich like me possible.”

      “Well, don’t keep us waiting.” I was starting to get familiar with our deathly host. “What’s your big secret?”

      “I can actually show you right now.” Fluffers led us to a door at the side of the hallway as two skeleton soldiers turned the handle to open it up for us. “As you can see…”

      Passing through another door in the crypt, we entered into a massive ritual chamber. Along the walls, floor, and ceiling were occult circles riddled with demonic scripts, strange symbols, and interconnecting geometry. In the center of the ritual circle on the floor was a circle of jagged stones, with four arching pillars stretching out of it, ending in points that drew attention to a small ring that floated in the air. A relatively simple ring, it had a sickly, green stone at the top of it, with arcane runes written along the inside and outside of the loop.

      Below the ring, contained in the bends of the four pillars, was a glowing disc of red flames, the same kind of red that the portal to hell was that Vincent the demonologist opened way before. Flowing out of the portal to hell were four steady streams of a ghastly mist, with screaming faces shaping and twisting out of it. The mist started as a bloody orange in the portal, but turned to an ethereal blue before it eventually flowed into the ring, disappearing into the gemstone at the top. Where the dark mist met the light, thick droplets of what looked both like fire and blood dripped back down into the portal, disappearing into the portal once again.

      “I have a steady supply of souls for all my needs.”

      “This is a portal to Hell,” Zuthina gasped as she stared at the elaborate setup and the little ring that hung in the air in the very center of the room. “Are those faces… souls?”

      “I’m pretty proud of myself for this setup, actually.” Fluffers showcased his mystical contraption, floating high above us as he drew our attention where he needed to. “I get my souls straight from the shittier parts of the afterlife. I figured, well, if they’re going to be suffering for all eternity for their egregious sins anyway, why not get my fill of souls? Certainly more ethical than killing normal people for theirs, right? These guys would probably jump at the reprieve from divine justice if they could still think for themselves.”

      Aiyana looked up at the ring as she circled the stones on the floor. “But don’t souls in Hell quickly become corrupted with demonic magic when they enter the afterlife? Your soul would get infected with enough demonic energy to hollow you out if you just constantly ate the damned. This process is clearly doing something to stop that.”

      “Good eye.” The undead sorcerer moved closer to the ring, specifically to one of the streams of soul mist feeding into it. “Thanks to all the complicated runes on the walls, the demonic energy stuck to the souls starts shedding away as soon as they pass through the portal. The corruption condenses as the souls are purified. The clean souls go directly into my phylactery to feed my soul, and the corruption drops down into the Hell portal. That demonic energy actually feeds the portal, keeping it open for more souls to pour out. That handy demonic filter also helps keep smaller demons from passing through the open portal and conveniently camouflages it from the larger demons that might try to bust it open wide. I keep the flow of souls steady and small, seeing as I wouldn’t want to attract any undue attention to my primary source of nourishment. It’s more than enough for my daily needs, plus the extra souls can be stored nearly endlessly for days like this when I get to show off all my skeletons at once.”

      “So, you only eat evil souls, along with the occasional asshole that tries to start something they can’t finish?” That made me see Fluffers in a better light. “That’s a lot of work put in just to keep your souls ethically sourced.”

      “Like I said, I did a lot of soul-searching after I went on my rampage.” The lich floated back down to the ground. “One day, I looked in the mirror and saw something even worse than the dragon I’d been hunting this whole time. What was the point of my revenge if I was making the world worse than if I hadn’t done anything at all? So, I decided that I’d pull myself together enough to get away from the whole world. But now, my magic powers were tied to how many souls I was eating, and I still liked being a wizard, so I had to find a way to get souls without actively hurting the world. I had the time to experiment and the knowledge to make it possible. Thus, the hell soul siphon.”

      “A vegetarian lich.” I tapped on one of the stone pillars. “It’s a little weird, but I like it. I’m glad I didn’t have to go burning through a bunch of dungeons to find someone I wanted to work with.”

      Fluffers floated up next to me. “And I never thought someone would ever come here looking to reconnect me with people again. No one in their right mind would ever trust a lich with managing a town of people.”

      “I never thought a portal straight to Hell with evil souls flowing out of it would put me at ease.” Aiyana stared at the portal for a bit as she spoke. “But, well, if you’re stuck being an undead wizard that eats souls, this is probably the most moral way to go about it.”

      “I suppose I do feel somewhat responsible for my father’s actions that drove you to lichdom in the first place,” Zuthina admitted as she stepped beside me. “It would be unfair of me to hold your predicament against you when you have yet to harm us and trusted us with the knowledge of your phylactery’s location. It’s a stupefying vulnerability, one that’s not lost on me.”

      “So…” Tana, patiently listening to us in the background, finally spoke up. “Dead mage no bad? Tana no fight bones?”

      “You sound disappointed.” Fluffers noticed her dejected tone as he floated towards her. “If you want, you can have your shield back, and I’ll set up the army outside for you to fight. You seem like more of a fighter than a talker.”

      “Umm…” The warrior princess couldn’t hide her visible excitement as she looked towards me. “Marusk, Tana skip talk and go fight bones?”

      “You don’t need my permission, honey.” I waved her off. “Go have fun.”

      “TANA RUSH!”

      Like a whirlwind gale, Tana pulled the arms off the skeleton that held her shield as she rushed out the door, heading back towards the surface where the army awaited her. We could only shield ourselves from the heavy breeze from her sheer speed, anchoring ourselves on two feet to keep from falling over.

      “Should I double the amount I was planning to raise to challenge her?” Fluffers gestured with his thumb towards the door that Tana had nearly knocked off its hinges. “I don’t want to overwhelm her by accident or anything.”

      “Throw as many as you’re willing to lose,” I not-so-subtly bragged about her strength. “I’ll see what I can do about paying you back for any irreparable corpse damage.”

      “They can rebuild themselves endlessly as long as I still have magic to use on them,” Fluffers tried to reassure me until he got a peculiar look on his face, turning away as if he was paying attention to something else. “Oh, wow, she’s really… um… Hey, can we keep our meeting brief?”

      “She’s got a funny way of hurrying things along like that.” I chuckled to myself. “You should see how she gets when she wants me in bed. I’ve seen battles with armies end in seconds when the mood hits her just right.”

      “Oh, wow, I just realized how much I miss sex.” The corpse felt the sting of his unfeeling body after an unending lifetime of numbness to life’s pleasures. “Is it still as good as I remember? I’m not saying I was a bard with my conquests, but I got around. Even a wizard like me, with no charm, caught a few glances when saving lives. By the way, I wasn’t going to ask until later, but are you and all of these women, you know…?”

      “Why do you think I stuck around after he helped me dispose of Trevanok?” Zuthina pulled my arm around her to rest on her hip as she huddled close to me. “And, yes, it is everything you remember and more with the right partner.”

      “Bards wish they could channel half of what Markus can do.” Aiyana cuddled her way underneath my other arm. “And Zuthy isn’t half-bad herself. Maybe you should have spent more time laying dragons instead of slaying dragons if you know what I’m talking about.”

      “Holy mother of…” Fluffers fanned himself with his hand. “I haven’t had any feeling in my skin since before most kingdoms were founded, and I’m still getting worked up. All four of you? Like, at the same time?”

      “Markus can more than handle it.” Zuthina kissed me on the cheek.

      “Monsters do it better.” Aiyana kissed me on the other cheek.

      “If you don’t already know bardic magic, you should look into it.” Fluffers shook his head in disbelief. “You’d be a goddamn force of nature. But we should get back to the matter at hand before your troll friend burns through all of my magical reserves and comes back here all worked up herself.”

      “I have one question for you before we get into the logistics,” I said. “It’s been bugging me since we got here… Why is your name Fluffers?”

      “Family name.” Fluffers bowed like a noble gentleman. “Fluffers the Fourth of Mangast, at your service.”

      “Hmm…” That didn’t exactly help me wrap my head around the name. “There are three other Fluffers in your family tree?”

      “It’s a… strong name.” Zuthina tried not to sound rude. “Very noble.”

      “I’m sure many strong wizards have been named… Fluffers.” Aiyana looked at me for help, but I had none to offer. “Maybe a little archaic, but--”

      Fluffers let out another wheezing breath of a laugh as he looked at us, doubling over himself as he stumbled around to contain his pure joy. Eventually, as we felt the proverbial egg dripping off our faces, he finally pulled himself together to stand up properly again.

      “I’m just messing with you!” Fluffers couldn’t help but laugh again. “I don’t even remember my living name, but this, this right here?” He pointed at himself and us to gesture our little interaction. “Is why I go by Fluffers.” He laughed as he floated towards the door to lead us out of the room. “You should have seen your faces. ‘Are there more Fluffers in your family tree?’ he says. Holy shit, if I could still pee, I’d have to change out my robes right about now. Oh, yeah, totally worth it. You can’t put a price on pure gold like that, can you? Oh, man…”

      “Out of all the things I expected to find in this dungeon,” Aiyana looked at me as we all followed Fluffers back into the crypt corridors, “a lich with the same sense of humor as a middle-aged father of two was not one of them.”

      “Hey, we found a powerful ally. That’s what’s important.” I held both my girls closer as I reveled in the little victories. “And in the first dungeon we checked! If we’re really lucky, he’ll be willing to help out without too much hassle.”
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      No hassle, indeed.

      We finalized the agreement between dungeon masters, ironed out the details, and made a plan to move forward. However, Fluffers did have one caveat to add to our arrangement before he could fully agree to help shelter the Badgerton refugees. Of all the caveats, addendums, or amendments he could have made, that damn lich had to pick one I couldn’t have hated more. And my frustrations only grew in light of how sensible his request was to help us both out in the long run.

      It was a simple, necessary, and effective idea all at once.

      The only problem was, it meant dealing with the Grabling Adventurer’s Guild directly without fighting a single one of them. I personally considered all the time I spent around an adventurer without killing them as sucking the happiness out of my life. But, like I said, it was necessary. So here I was.

      In order to fulfill Fluffers’ request, we’d arrived at Grabling, the city closest to Fluffer’s graveyard, at around midday, making no stops from the early morning to come here as soon as we could. As far as stone cities were, this one was typical. Tall buildings, cobblestone streets, heavy urban atmosphere, everything you could have asked for. My dungeon was more of a marvel than this place, and that was just everything that was above ground. But we weren’t comparing the extravagance of townships right now. Our goals today were a lot less fun.

      The city bustled with activity, with a very lively marketplace full of shoppers and vendors alike at their various booths and stores. It was mostly humans making up the crowd, with the occasional lizardborn or elf peeking around the corner, usually accompanied by human friends. We were planning to come here to resupply when we made our return trip back home, and I wished that was all that we’d come here to do.

      “Let’s just get this over with.” I marched forward, followed by my three girls, as we headed into the marketplace. “Maybe we can finish this up in time to head back to Fluffers by nightfall.”

      “They’re a problem we’d have to face sooner or later, with Grabling being so close by,” Zuthina reminded me. “You’re here, we had to come here to resupply, so we might as well deal with this now.”

      “Speaking of, we should probably get the supplies first.” I looked around for any shops selling food and drink nearby. “And not just because I’m putting things off. We should have everything sorted before we… ugh, negotiate.”

      “Tana ready.” The troll woman slammed her fist into her other palm, ignoring the strange looks she was getting from all the people walking beside us. “Tana want fight.”

      I put a hand on Tana’s arm. “As much as I agree with you, we can’t let it come to that. If we had the army here, maybe we could try something, but it’d be a bloodbath. We need to settle this delicately and without anyone getting hurt, or we’ll never see an end to the fighting.”

      “No problems here,” Tana sassed me.

      “This isn’t a war we can win right now.” I weaved through the crowd of people, looking for signs to help us figure out where we were in the city. “And we don’t go picking fights. We’re not adventurers. We’re just a group of people trying to live peacefully. Also, working up an appetite is the last thing you should be doing. Even with a bigger cart with bigger horses, we still barely had enough food to get here without starving. Hunting live game next to a necromancer’s graveyard is slim pickings, as we learned, and we’ve got some secret gluttons among us.”

      “In my defense, my appetite changes very little with my size.” Zuthina owned up to her contribution to the food shortage we almost experienced as a full-grown dragon in a petite human body. “I’ve had to restrain myself already on portions. I’d go hunting myself for a proper meal, but dragon sightings tend to rile up the mortals into a panic. While we’re on the topic of food, we should get lots of meat.”

      “Yes!” Tana picked Zuthina up with one arm. “Meat! Meat! Meat! Meat!”

      “Meat! Meat! Meat! Meat!” Zuthina chanted along with her, riding on the troll’s shoulder.

      “Meat! Meat! Meat! Meat!” Aiyana, the wolfish carnivore, crawled up on Tana’s other shoulder to join the chant herself.

      “Hey, hey, you’re all adorable, but quiet down!” I tried to sound stern, but I was cracking a smile through it all. “We’ve already got enough eyes looking at us. We don’t need to get ourselves arrested before we even meet the fuckers.”

      “Hopefully, they’ll listen to us.” Aiyana stepped up beside me as she jumped down. “I can help guide you through this if you need it, Markus.”

      “Definitely,” I told her. “If nothing else, I need you to keep me from punching someone in there. I can already feel myself tensing up.”

      “Tana hold Marusk still.” Suddenly, a big pair of troll hands were wrapped around my arms, keeping them at my sides against my will. “Tana love holding Marusk.”

      “Not what I…” I wasn’t getting out of Tana’s grip anytime this century. “Well, so much for first impressions. Let’s find some meat for the apex predators among us.”

      “Keep your chin up, my dear.” Zuthina held onto my arm as we turned the corner on the street. “Right now, what we need to display is confidence.”

      “I’m plenty confident, alright,” I assured her as we approached a nearby food stall. “What we need to display is grace and patience, which I am sorely lacking.”

      I turned to the stall vendor. Nothing special or impressive about him, just a balding man in a tunic and apron, with a mustache that could smother an entire cat covering his lips. He tried to smile at me, but his vision constantly drifted over to the girls beside me, specifically Aiyana and Tana. As much as I might have wanted to slap him over the head if he were gawking at my girls, it would have made sense to me that their natural beauty overcame him. However, the look in his eyes spoke more to a latent fear and hatred rather than appreciation.

      “We need supplies for a week-long trip,” I told the vendor. “Just set the containers down somewhere easy, and the big woman behind me can carry it back to our cart herself.”

      “She can have those barrels in the back.” The vendor pointed to a few barrels in the back, casually ignoring the rot-stained wood they were made of and the swarm of flies congregating above each one. “That’ll be fifty silver.”

      “Are you talking about those barrels full of rotten meat?” I didn’t take my eyes off him as I gestured to the refuse barrels he was trying to sell us. “Are those the barrels you’re trying to sell me now? At more than the full price of fresh meat?”

      “You’re lucky I’m selling anything to a monster-lover, boy.” This vendor’s condescension practically magnetized my hand to my sword handle. “Maybe you should have registered with the guild before shopping around with your freakshow in tow. Although, I doubt they’ll let a mutt and a warthog walk through the front door, let alone join a real adventuring party. They shouldn’t have even let you in the city at all, I say. Nobody wants to see all that.”

      Have you ever considered performing a brutal, slow, horrific disemboweling on someone in a public street, just to see the look on their face the moment they realized they fucked up royally? I did. I was doing that right now. Very little was convincing me not to. It’s one thing to mistake me for a prospective adventurer, but when someone insults my girls, I…

      He was only still breathing out his face because I couldn’t afford to start trouble, for Fluffers’ sake.

      “Wow, they’re even worse than back at my old hometown,” Aiyana whispered before moving up next to me. “Maybe Tana and I should just wait by the cart while you two shop. It’ll be easier for you to get service without us.”

      “And let this man have his way?!” Zuthina couldn’t help but leak out some draconic eyes in her glare and orange scales across her shoulders as she seethed at the little man. “I can’t believe a mortal like you would let the thought cross your mind that you could talk that way to one of my friends. How little you value your own life.”

      “Gods, they’re all freaks!” The vendor stumbled backward into his chair, stubbornly holding onto his hate for my girls as tightly as he could. “Stay the hell away from me!”

      “Honey, I’ll handle this.” I pulled Zuthina in to kiss her on the cheek as the orange scales faded away from her skin, and a rosy blush came to her face. “We still have a job to do here.”

      “Only for you, my dear.” Zuthina took a deep breath. “I’m sure you have a more satisfying solution to this man than I, anyway.”

      “I’m not changing nothing for you monsters!” The vendor picked himself back up, shaking off the glimpse of terror that Zuthina revealed with her draconic presence as he put on a front of arrogant bravery. “It’s those barrels or getting the hell away from my stall. I’m already losing business with your bitch beasts hogging up the line!”

      “Tana no remember see people here before.” The troll looked around for all the customers the vendor was supposedly losing, finding nothing. “People no want dirty meat. Meat man bad at meat man job.”

      “I’m only selling the spoiled stuff to a warthog like you!” The small vendor’s insult didn’t phase Tana’s simple mindset in the slightest. “Look, monster fucker boy, if you don’t like my deal, I can always just call over a few real adventurers to put you down right here and now. They’re always in the mood to fight some monsters like you. You may be a hot shit adventurer wherever you’re from, monster fucker, living your nasty, monster-fucking life, but you’re in Grabling now. Your freak squad won’t last two seconds against one of their gold-grades, mark my words. Even if they let you live for the fun of it, do you think that they’ll ever want you in their guild after that? You lot aren’t even registered adventurers, you dumb fucks. Buy my garbage or fucking die, monster lover. That’s what you get for bumping uglies with trash, you disgusting piece of griffon shit.”

      “Are you done?” I asked him.

      “Are you buying my spoiled meat or not?” He asked in return.

      “I asked you a question.” I gently put my hands on the stall counter. “Answer it. I won’t repeat myself.”

      “Yeah, I’m fucking done with…” Something unconsciously stopped the vendor’s tone as he calmed down, unable to look me directly in the eye. “Uh, what are you…?”

      I took a calm breath in. “There’s something you should think about before you call on your precious adventurers to save you. I am not an adventurer. I don’t ever want to be an adventurer. I want nothing to do with adventurers or anything they do. Never have, and never will. I hate adventurers more than anything else this world has to offer, simply because they epitomize everything terrible about the world we all share.”

      “Fuck off. You’re wearing enchanted adventurer’s armor right now!” the vendor quickly rebutted. “Only adventurers can use magic adventuring gear! Everybody knows that! It’s what lets adventurers kill all you monster cunts! Their stuff gets shinier the more monsters they kill or something. If you’re not one now, you used to be one, right? Before you started fucking monsters, I mean. Or you’re just wearing that gear to show off, and it doesn’t even work for you. Nice try, monster fucker. Stolen gear can only get you so far.”

      At that moment, a jolt shot through my body like a lightning strike through my spine, forcing my body into motion. My focus and consciousness pushed into a state of mind I could only call absurd and illogical. My thoughts were hazy, but at the same time, crystal clear. I couldn’t move, and yet I was in full control of my body, down to the last muscle fiber. I was frightened and courageous, angry and peaceful, calm and energized, all at once. In the midst of all this, a thought came to the forefront.

      It was time for a demonstration of my abilities.

      Moving faster than the eye could see, I drew my sword, cut through all the poles holding up the wooden roof of the stall, and resheathed it again before anyone could even notice I’d put my hand on the handle of my weapon. It was over as soon as it began, and yet I knew exactly how and where I wanted my sword to move through the air, down to the cubic millimeter. The onlookers around could only notice the roof slowly tipping backward on the horizontal cuts, crashing into all the cartons and barrels of food behind him. With the blade back in its scabbard, the strange state of mind left me, and I was back.

      As my mind returned to normal, I had to suppress a visceral stagger through my body, still trying to intimidate this vendor. Since when could I move that fast? I could barely believe that it happened, and I was the one who did it. Alright, alright, alright, forget that for a moment and focus. This asshole was still reeling back from the same thing I was, but I had a better poker face about it.

      “Ah, what the fuck!” The vendor whipped his head around to see the food spilling everywhere, especially the rotten food from the garbage barrels he was trying to sell us. “What just happened? What did you just d--?”

      “Nothing you can prove, even with these witnesses around.” I shrugged off the chaos. “Let me say it again: I am not, nor have ever been, nor ever will be, an adventurer. I’ve never been a part of a guild, and I’ve never been on an adventuring quest. I hate adventurers with nearly all of my being, like you hate monsters, except my prejudice is more justified. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “You… fucking…” The mustached man’s stubborn bravado was cracking under the pressure as he mulled my words over in his head. “Um, how did you get your stuff…?”

      “Not as a gift.” I implied the murderous truth with my tone. “Do you really think that someone who hates adventurers like I do would walk into a town with a guild hall full of them if I was worried for my own safety? Do I look worried to you?”

      “N-n-n-n-n-n…” Poor Mustache Man only had a shred of dignity and false bravery left to face me with, and even that was fleeting as his eyes strained to lock with mine. “N-n-n-n-n-n-n…”

      “Do you think that if you were to scream right now,” I lowered my voice down to just above a whisper, “that any one adventurer could get to me before I get to you? Is it worth putting that theory to the test just to sell my lovely girls and me some rotten meat? Does that sound like a smart idea to you?”

      “N-n-n-n-n-n…” The stuttering salesman was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

      “A hundred silver for all your surviving stock, excluding the spoiled food.” I set down a hefty purse of coins on the counter. “I’ll even throw in another hundred or so for repairs to your stall after that crazy, random accident. Do we have a deal?”

      “W-why?” He tried to look at me directly but turned away at the last second. “Shouldn’t you be happy that you’ve basically ruined my life?”

      “Like I said, I’m not an adventurer.” I walked around the stall along with Tana to start scrounging for surviving containers to put unsquashed food in. “I’m not going to take from you what’s yours, even if you’re lower than shit in my eyes. It’s just not who I am. Get your stall and your shitty attitude fixed up, and never give me trouble again. Are we clear?”

      The vendor could only nod his head slowly, unable to bring himself to look me in the eye. I might have been a little disappointed at how easy it was to break his will if only because it helped me delay the inevitable headache I was marching towards after this exchange finished.

      “Pleasure doing business with you.” I smiled. “Now that you’re out of stock for the day, you can spend the rest of it cleaning up your mess and rethinking your opinion on the diversity of sentience among the creatures we share this planet with. I trust we’ll never have to have this conversation again.”

      He nodded again, acknowledging his utter defeat. Sure, his views on monsters probably weren't cured, and he’d probably have been right back to disrespecting wolfborns and trolls openly as soon as I left, but I was still going to call this a win overall. At least around me, he’d think twice about being so blatantly horrible to my girls, and I could live with that for now.
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      “I think that’s everything still edible.” I surveyed the mushy wreckage of wood and raw meat. “Head back to the cart with what you can carry, and we’ll be behind you with the rest.”

      “TANA WRANGLE!”

      The muscle-ridden troll took every intact carton and barrel that we’d gathered and bunched them together, pulling out a rope from her waist to haphazardly bundle it all into one amorphous ball. There was no carton left for any of the rest of us to help her with, making the full sphere nearly as tall as her giant self. A few tidy and expert knots later, and the junky mass of containers was sturdy and stable for transport.

      “TANA RUSH!”

      In classic Tana fashion, she lifted the whole ball of supplies over her head, blitzing through the streets of the city and disappearing around a corner before anyone could say a word. Despite the uncharacteristic amount of caution that Tana took in choosing a winding path that avoided as many of the busy people as possible, the winds that always followed her rapid speeds inescapably kicked up in her wake to bring startling chaos to the masses. Dresses flew up and over people’s heads, coats floated down the street without their wearers, hats took to the skies, and all the fussy marketplace goers were upset at the inconvenience of it all.

      “Wow, Markus!” Aiyana tapped the hilt of my sword with her hip. “You are getting really good with that! I could barely see all those fancy sword moves, and I doubt anyone else here saw them at all! I mean, I knew you had fast and nimble hands, but damn!”

      I could feel my cheeks turning red. “Honestly, that was all instinct and luck. I didn’t know I could do that until I already did it. I really don’t know what happened to me back there. I was planning on just putting on a scary face to unnerve him a little, I swear.”

      “It’s only natural, though far sooner than I expected.” Zuthina scanned me up and down with her lingering gaze. “You’ve reached a level of skill far beyond what’s normally possible for you mortals. In spite of your hatred for everything adventurer, your repurposed equipment is helping you push past your human limitations to become a warrior to be truly feared.”

      “Really?” Aiyana seemed knowingly surprised as if she and Zuthina were on the same train of thought without me. “I thought that only happened when at least three of your adventuring items hit mithril-grade. Markus, your armor’s still just at the cusp of silver-grade, right? And you only carry around two of them.”

      “Last time I checked, but I haven’t been paying attention.” I looked at my armor, still seeing spots of untransformed leather in the middle of the many plates of silver I wore. “Like, top-tier bronze, not quite silver-grade. Still got some bronze-grade leather left over, if you really look. And the sword hilt still has a few splotches of bronze in it at the ends. So, is this thing happening to me normal?”

      “Yes and no?” Aiyana tentatively answered. “Besides magic adventuring gear itself growing to be more effective than most regular enchanted items, the sheer act of using these items has a way of changing the user to be more capable of using their items to their full effectiveness. Say, an adventuring hammer might get heavier to deal more damage as the enchantment grows, so the adventurer wielding it becomes stronger so they can still use it. The adventurer never notices the difference when they’re swinging away, but once they throw a previously heavy rock like it was a snowball, they’ll notice that something’s different.”

      “That doesn’t explain what the hell happened to my brain.” I rubbed my temple as I thought about the confusing state of mind I was channeling. “I don’t even know how to put it into words well. It was like I knew exactly what I needed to do, the way I should move my wrist and fingers, where I was supposed to plant my feet, and let the sword’s weight shift to put the blade right where I wanted it to be at every moment. At the same time, it was like all of that was being done for me. But by myself. I was commanding, watching, and doing, all at the same time. It was a weird total control and total release of control that still doesn’t make sense to me. Does that make any sense?”

      “Not really,” Aiyana bashfully admitted. “Not even a little. Maybe a little? No, not at all. I’m sorry.”

      “Maybe that’s just a heightened warrior’s instinct,” Zuthina theorized. “You mostly practice with a sword, and you’ve been getting drastically better over the time I’ve seen you fight. You could just be channeling something that only the best swordsmen can in the heat of battle. It’s all just a part of you being a stronger warrior.”

      “Alright, but why so early?” Aiyana studied the bronze still on my sword hilt with a squinting frown. “These are still years away from being mithril-grade, and you’ve only got two of them on you at all times.”

      “Does it have something to do with the reset process for the adventuring enchantment?” I thought back to when I was experimenting on this very sword with Barry long before my life got so large. “The resets could be doubling down on the growth of the wielder for these weird enchantments. Or maybe it’s harder for the gear’s appearance to match its actual grade since I messed with it? Like a defect?”

      “These are not mithral-grade items.” Aiyana pulled the sword partially out of its scabbard to see the blade. “A mithril-grade adventuring spear’s tip is so sharp that if it’s dropped facing down, it could be lost in the center of the earth. This is a good edge, but it’s not near that level. This is sub-silver-grade sharpness, just like it looks.”

      “Alright, so better changes to the body, but less change to the weapon itself?” I summarized our findings and theories. “We’ll have to ask Barry and George what they’ve noticed about themselves. Their equipment is already gold-grade all around. That’ll help us eliminate some possibilities, at the least. While I like the thought of being a better fighter, I don’t like the idea of being more like an adventurer the more I use my stuff.”

      That’s when Zuthina dropped a kernel of wisdom on us. “It’s not about where power comes from. It’s about how it’s used. I’m a big, scary dragon, but that doesn’t make me a bad girl, does it? But my father is one of the worst beings the world has ever seen. Only a father by technicality alone. You’ll always be you, and you’ll always have the three of us to keep you that way.”

      “Speaking of Tana, should we have followed her?” Aiyana looked upon the streetwide flurry of clothes that Tana left behind. “I don’t want her to just set our food down next to the cart in that big ball. We should put it away, so it’s less likely to get stolen, right?”

      “Do you think we could catch up to her on foot?” Zuthina stood next to Aiyana and shared her view of the quieting storm of disgruntled customers. “We’d have to have started the chase earlier this morning to have a chance of beating her there. She’s had to have been there for a while now. Could something be holding her up?”

      “Maybe I’ll just go and check on her and the supplies while you guys head to the guild hall.” Aiyana began walking down the street. “I can send Tana your way when I’ve found her, and I’ll find you all after I’ve finished putting everything away properly.”

      “Hold up. We’re still well in the middle of Tana’s decision timeline.” I waved for Aiyana to return to us. “We still have another couple minutes or so before we need to follow her.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aiyana walked back over to me. “Why have I never heard of this until now?”

      “I literally just made it up,” I informed her, explaining the concept with hand gestures. “Really, we can just guess what happened to her based on how quickly it takes her to get back here. If she came back immediately, she just dropped it off and came back. If it took her just a moment or two to get back, she thought about putting the food away but decided it was too much for her. If it’s a few hot moments or a minute, she actually did put it away, but sloppily. If it’s two to five minutes, she actually took her time putting things away. Six or so, and she’s struggled to fit everything in, and there’s probably a box sitting underneath the cart that she plans on carrying herself for the whole week. Seven-ish minutes, and she got in a fight along the way. Ten minutes, and we should probably find her to help with that fight.”

      “So, where are we in that timeline?” Aiyana asked. “Your explanation took a while, so maybe we’re at the point where we should find her?”

      “I have a hard time imagining that she’d ever struggle in a fight,” Zuthina commented. “If she was, we would have felt the earth quaking beneath our feet or maybe heard a few buildings topple over in the distance. Our girl’s anything but subtle.”

      “If you’re genuinely curious, we should be at the--”

      “TANA RUSH!”

      Tana’s hurricane sprint weaved through the people just as the last of the hats had returned to the earth, kicking them up again along with the coats, dresses, aprons, and other breezy items unlucky enough to be near her. She stopped herself right as she was next to us, quickly followed by all the gales that always chased her.

      “Oh, thank the gods.” Aiyana leaned against the nearby stall for support, half from the wind and half from emotional exhaustion. “I was spiraling a bit. A tough fight for Tana is scary enough to think about, but an unhearable tough fight for her might just keep me up at night. Nothing in this world should have the power to keep her quiet. I’ve done the math. It’s staggering how much noise she can make.”

      “Tana put away food!” The obedient giant gave her full report. “All food safe in cart!”

      “Oh, huh, I was betting on the ‘box under the cart’ scenario.” Zuthina put the tip of her finger on her bottom lip as she pondered. “Wouldn’t have thought she would deign to organize.”

      Aiyana stood back up. “I was thinking it was going to be the ‘dropped the ball bundle off right away but got caught in a fight on the way back’ combo myself. She’s always just a little smarter than I think she is.”

      “Hold your applause until the end, girls.” I turned towards the food runner troll. “Do we still have places for us to sit in the cart?”

      “Uh…”

      “There it is.” Zuthina giggled.

      “That makes more sense.” Aiyana nodded along.

      Double-checking her work, Tana weaved her body and her speedy gales through the crowd yet another time, kicking everything around even higher than before. Only a moment or two later, and the troll-shaped lightning bolt was right back in the exact same spot, her gale winds kicking things around far above the tops of the buildings.

      “Yes,” Tana answered confidently. “All good!”

      “Really?” Aiyana hugged Tana around her navel, which was about at eye level for the little wolf girl. “Thank you so much! You didn’t have to do that, you big, green cutie! I was going to head over there and do it myself.”

      “Oh, Puppy lift?” Tana squeezed the fluffy alchemist’s arms between her fingers as she teased her. “Little meat arms lift big food? Puppy snap in half!”

      “Hey, I’m strong enough to use a slingshot for full bottles of liquids! Accurately and expertly, I might add!” Aiyana tried to prove her strength in the face of the she-titan of brute force herself. “Sure, maybe it would have taken me a little longer to move all the barrels than you could, but I could have done it! Man, it sucks being the wimpiest one here. If I was around normal humans, I’d probably be the strongest one there!”

      “Puppy strong think.” Tana poked her wolfish friend in the forehead. “If Puppy strong think lift real things, Puppy lift more than Tana. Puppy more strong think than Tana strong lift. Tana try think like Puppy when do smart things so Tana do more smart, like when Tana put food in cart so food fit smart for long trip. Maybe no good like how Puppy do if Puppy put food in cart, but more good than if Tana no think like Puppy. Tana wish strong lift worked like strong think, so when Puppy try strong lift, Puppy try lift like Tana. Want help Puppy strong lift like Puppy help Tana strong think.”

      “Aw, that’s so sweet!” The little wolf puppy nuzzled up against her titanic friend. “You have such a way with words sometimes. And you do make me stronger, you big softie.”

      “Did…?” I leaned towards Zuthina without looking at her. “Did you understand any of that? I usually have no trouble at all, but I fell off the edge halfway through that speech. I know strength is involved somehow.”

      “It’s so much easier in short bursts,” Zuthina said out of the side of her mouth. “I think she’s glad that they can find mutual strength in friendship or something. Also, maybe a metaphor involving the food in the cart. A risky play for someone with a mostly monosyllabic vocabulary, but Tana’s proven to be a woman of many talents, and Aiyana’s got a big brain in that little head to fill in the gaps in meaning Tana might be forced to leave behind.”

      “Maybe we’ll never be as smart as Aiyana is to translate Tana’s godlike tongue for ourselves.” I chuckled to myself. “Her trollish wisdom will forever be lost to the lowly likes of us. Truly, we are humbled in the presence of their combined intellect.”

      “You don’t have to be so sarcastic about it.” Aiyana poked her head out as her wolf ears flattened along her head. “You’re just jealous that I’ll always know what she’s saying even when you don’t.”

      “Tana talk more with fists than words.” The troll held up one of her hefty fists as an example of her argumentative style. “Also mating. Tana simple girl.”

      “If mating’s a language, Markus speaks in higher planes of consciousness.” Zuthina gave me a soft shove with her hip, curling her arms around me. “On that subject, we haven’t… talked… in a long while, have we? I think I’m in the mood for a long, sweaty conversation sooner than later today. How about you?”

      “If you think ‘mere moments before we entered the city’ is a long while, I question your supposedly immortal perception of time, dragon girl.” I wrapped an arm around her, placing my hand on her thigh. “It’s perfectly respectable to be chatty. You know I’m quite the gossip myself around you girls.”

      “It’s your fault, you know!” Zuthina giggled as she pressed her cheek against mine. “You spoil me so often with your repartee that I’m accustomed to so many of your speech’s luxuries. Now I expect a good talking-to nearly hourly and to be held up for nearly an hour each time. That doesn’t really leave much room for anything but talk in our lives, does it? The folks back home must think terribly about us.”

      “I’m open to a dialogue anytime we can, but there are better ways to hide your impatience for this sort of rhetoric if you want to still appear dignified.” I swept the dragon girl up off her feet, carrying her in my arms. “Besides, you’ll always be a classy conversationalist to me, no matter how often you want to talk.”

      “If you’re having se… ome kind of debate right now, I’m not being left out of the discussion!” Aiyana wormed her little hands around my waist to anchor herself to whatever would happen to me next. “I want to… argue… for, like, a really long time, you know! I will not be denied my right to speak with you!”

      “Oh, honey, ‘arguing’ is a lot different from any casual conversation.” Setting Zuthina back down, I hooked Aiyana with my free arm to bring her in close. “If you’ve come to quarrel, I won’t let you back down for a moment. I certainly hope you’ve prepared your testimony for me to cross-examine. I plan to do so thoroughly.”

      “Oh, gods, yes.” Aiyana couldn’t have been more hypnotized, but I was no hypnotist wizard. “I need to… fucking… need to… contend or… bicker or… fucking… just get in me. I don’t care how. In fact, I want as many ways as possible, for as long as possible.”

      “Okay, so Marusk mean mate when say so much smart words.” Tana walked behind us, wrapping her arms around Aiyana and Zuthina as she pressed herself on my back. “Tana thought Marusk no like mate when people watching.”

      “Damnit, you girls got me all worked up again.” I snapped back to reality and the uncomfortable task left undone ahead. “We don’t have time to waste if we want to finish up here and make it back to Fluffers’ place by the end of the day.”

      “Do we…” Aiyana proposed a question, “… have to be there tonight? Can it wait a little bit? Possibly, if not hopefully, up to a couple of hours?”

      “We’re not in any immediate danger, are we?” Zuthina agreed with her anthropomorphic canine companion. “It doesn’t really matter when we get it done, so long as it gets done, right? We can even finish up before the day ends and simply tell Fluffers tomorrow. That frees up nearly half the day. Plenty of time for… a rigorous consultation. Maybe even an intense dispute between us all.”

      “Plus, if we put off going to Fluffers’s place for tomorrow, we have time today and more time tonight in the cart,” Aiyana debated, barely hiding her desperation. “If we try to get to Fluffers’ place tonight, we only have time after we’re done talking with him, and then we’re in a graveyard. I’m not saying it’s enough to dampen my mood, but it’s certainly not helping. Well, maybe if we did it outside, and I put on some incense to cover the smell, that might help me out.”

      “I didn’t want to say anything, but I don’t like the idea of spending the night at Fluffers’s dungeon,” Zuthina said, revealing her true feelings about the new dungeon. “I’m a little put off that Fluffers can see through the eyes of all the skeleton guards posted in every room of the crypt. I’d still be good to go, but that’ll be at the back of my mind whenever I look at one. He may never take a peek at us, but I would never be sure either way, which would just put me in a mood the whole night.”

      “Corpse see Marusk mate with bones magic eyes?” The idea uncharacteristically repulsed Tana. “Tana proud when trolls or oomies hear chief mating. Make trolls see strong chief and make oomies happy. Still, no want corpse watch mate with magic bones eyes. No want dead magic here when mating. Dead magic make live dead and make dead move. No think corpse use dead magic bad or want hurt Marusk, but no want risk hurt Marusk, even if corpse no want hurt Marusk when hurt Marusk.”

      “You realize he’s an ancient lich, right?” I tried to argue on Fluffers’ behalf. “And he’s our friend. He’s not going to lose control of his powers randomly, and he means us no harm. We’d be perfectly safe in his care. I agree that a crypt is far from the most romantic atmosphere, but we shouldn’t think that Fluffers has anything but the best intentions if we really want this partnership between dungeons to work.”

      “But it’s still… it’s just weird,” Aiyana said as Zuthina and Tana nodded along with her. “It’s one thing to be a perv, but Fluffers can’t even feel anything like that anymore, so if he is looking… you know, why? Why does the unfeeling wizard want to spy on us in the middle of all that if he can’t do anything about it? It’s weirder than if he was just a perv. Fluffers is the nicest host, and I don’t think he’d ever do any harm to us, but I just can’t get over the idea. Maybe I could get used to it with enough time, I don’t know. It’s not happening in a single night, that’s for sure.”

      “I can’t thank him enough for helping us out, but, yeah, the choice is clear for me,” Zuthina added. “More sex in the cart with a day delay back home and no one watching beats less sex in a crypt full of magic spies that may or may not be watching us the whole time. I’m fine with being there, and I’d even live there for a few decades, but the cart is far more romantic than the crypt any day.”

      All three girls nodded in agreement.

      “Wait, wait, wait…” I interrupted their little exchange across my chest to clarify something. “You guys do know that we can rent a room at an inn if we’re staying here tonight, right? It’s probably way more comfortable than a cold, wooden wagon floor stuffed with food supplies. Just throwing that out there.”

      “The cart is emotionally more comfortable,” Aiyana argued. “Specifically, the option to move the cart far away from other people who might judge and/or interrupt us. I may also need the space… for screaming. I don’t want to be quiet.”

      “Want all share room with Marusk, but inn room too small,” Tana pointed out. “Inn bed too small, too. Marusk need sturdy bed for best mating. If Marusk break bed, then Marusk pay for bed fix and no want spend more money. Scales, Tana, and Puppy sure break bed alone with Marusk, but big sure break bed together.”

      “The troll makes a great point.” Zuthina nudged me in the side with her finger. “If you weren’t so rough and wild with us, we could safely sleep indoors in a normal town. But you’re just too good for man’s modern technology to handle. It’s your personal curse. You cannot be contained so easily, and neither can we when we’re with you.”

      “Holy… mother of Tarn… you break beds?” The vendor’s wide eyes, ruffled hair, and even scrufflier mustache conveyed his awe in a way that words could not and that he was listening to us the whole time. “The big one… so fast, and the blonde… scales… and eyes… and you’re just… you look like us… but you’re not… I don’t even… I’ll be damned… you’re all monsters!”

      “Does the idea of me breaking furniture during intimacy… actually frighten you?” I almost burst out laughing. “You’re a special kind of stupid, sir.”

      “What does the mutt do?” the sad little mustache cried out. “You’re all clearly monsters, and she’s one of you. Is she a werewolf? She’s a real werewolf, isn’t she? Did she bite you? Are you a werewolf? Are you all werewolves? You’re a bunch of mutt werewolves like her, aren’t you?”

      “Call her mutt again, and she can show you exactly what she’s capable of.” Zuthina’s yellow dragon eyes glowed as she pointed at the vendor, watching as he retreated into his mustache. “A little hint: you’ll wish me or Tana were the ones killing you instead.”

      “Oh, c’mon! I’m nearly as dangerous as you guys.” Ever self-deprecating, Aiyana underestimated her crucial strength as a part of the team. “Although, I do have a formula I’ve wanted to test out for a while…”

      The babbling that came out of the vendor’s mouth suggested that he didn’t have any clue what a ‘formula’ could be, but the tearful eyes meant he’d still estimated the correct amount of fear he should have felt. I wouldn’t wish a torture session with Aiyana’s nastiest potions on anyone, even an adventurer, and that was saying something.

      “Alright, c’mon, before we make even more of a spectacle.” I gathered the group to head out. “I can feel the locals thinking about where to find torches and pitchforks. I suppose we’re going to be detouring to the cart for now…”

      Well, that little shopping trip was harder than it needed to be. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a little cultural resistance to our heavily diverse and foreign presence here, but I didn’t expect it to be this much of a big deal for them. And, unfortunately, we probably weren’t helping the general attitude of anti-monster hate in this town with all the stormy disturbances we’d been pushing through the main street, but hey, I couldn’t stop Tana from doing what she really wanted to if I tried.

      Well, maybe if I withheld time in the bedroom with her. Tana was obsessively protective of every last second, no matter when she got it. All three of these girls rolled over on command in that regard. Pretty sure that was just a common thing with monster girls, as I was about to experience first hand once again.
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      Our resupply run was out of the way, and I made damn sure that my girls were collectively taken care of back in the cart a mile away from town. Aiyana was not kidding when she said she needed a lot of space to howl out her full passion, and she was far from the only one making a lot of noise. Thankfully, as long as we didn’t actually say words, we probably just sounded like an aggressive assortment of the local wildlife, so no random passerby got curious enough to check what was making all of that racket out in the middle of nowhere.

      By the time my girls and I were willing enough to release each other from our loving embrace so we could get something done for the day, noon had turned into late afternoon, and then far into the evening. I honed in on the gossiping townsfolk around us and caught that there were growing rumors of strange beasts just outside of town. While everyone had their theories, the most prominent one being ‘werewolves,’ no one could deny the angry growls and howling they heard around noon that had only recently died down a few moments ago. I couldn’t help but be a little proud of us.

      Skipping past the marketplace, breezing past the mustached vendor we all loved to hate, we approached our ultimate destination for our task from Fluffers, the one place I would have never wanted to be in a thousand years: the Grabling Adventurer’s Guild Hall. Really, any adventuring guild hall would have made my skin crawl just looking at it, but this was the one where I had to hold my lunch back from coming back out of my mouth. Instead of burning this whole place to the ground like it deserved, I had to play nice with the ‘heroes’ I vehemently hated. Helping out Fluffers was more important than any personal grudge I had with the very concept of adventuring.

      As we got closer and closer to the guild’s headquarters, I found myself more and more unsettled, like a freshly healed wound scratching against loose sackcloth. Little noises, the feeling of my armor on my body, even the wind against my face, things I would have completely ignored for having gotten used to, became irritating as I became conscious of just how much was going on around me. Of all the times for me to feel my nerves act up, I couldn’t believe that this was what got to me. I’d fought demon armies and an elder dragon for crying out loud. This was nothing. And yet, I couldn’t calm down.

      “Oh, yep, I’m already feeling it,” I finally admitted to myself as I stood at the threshold of the city gates. “I’m angry. And I’m getting angrier. I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “It was Fluffers’s only request.” Aiyana put a hand on my back. “Now I kind of feel guilty for choosing to sleep in a wagon bed instead of his graveyard home, so we should hurry this up and just get it done. Don’t worry. It’ll be over before you know it!”

      “You’re the one that wanted to look for help from a fellow dungeon master instead of expanding your own dungeon,” Zuthina reminded me. “This is the price you pay for the peaceful approach to dungeon mastery.”

      “I didn’t think that would mean playing friendly with--!” My frustrations tied up my tongue as I let out a grunt. “Gods, I hate this so much.”

      I already wanted to punch a random adventurer in the face just by looking at the guild hall’s construction. Even at George’s most artistically unbound, he never would have thought to put gold plating on nearly every surface. The railings on the long staircase, the individual stairs, the beams of the platform that the entire guild hall rested on, the doors, the walls, all had golden surfaces that reflected the sunlight ever-so-perfectly into my eyes, no matter how I turned my head to look away.

      On top of that, rare and expensive jewels were slotted into the wood in as many places as could catch the attention of passersby, displaying the opulent wealth that the adventurers had accumulated by stealing from dungeons and exploiting the common folk. It didn’t help that the round rooftop made the whole building look like one giant treasure chest.

      They were absolutely shameless. That money could have helped so many people, but instead, it’s being used as a status symbol, a constant reminder that adventurers always would think themselves a gift to the ‘lesser people’ of the world by their very presence. It served no real purpose anymore, and a part of it came from the pockets of all these people here. These asshat people probably threw their money at their ‘valiant champions’ just for looking good while killing things they hated. I couldn’t help but imagine what little wealth my parents had to their name being plastered on the wall if that one adventurer had successfully robbed me blind back then.

      Fucking heartless assholes, the lot of them.

      “Markus, it’s okay.” Aiyana rubbed her fingers delicately along my neck. “You’re okay. It’s going to be fine. You’re getting red in the face already. Am I pushing you too hard into this? I didn’t mean to. We can stop if you want.”

      “Oh, my, that vein is bulging!” Zuthina poked at my forehead to play with the exposed blood channel engorged with my passive rage. “You’re so cute when you’re mad, Markus. You should get mad more often. Or sad. Or happy. Or really any emotion. You’re a sexy man, Markus.”

      “Right, right, I’m calm.” I laughed as I closed my eyes to put the image of the monument to adventuring out of my mind for a moment. “I’m calm. I’m good. We’re all good. Just a regular bunch of emissaries trying to broker a deal and solve a problem.”

      “Marusk tense.” Tana felt up my arms, forcefully pulling them down as I released the stress in my shoulders. “Want fight more than Tana, and Tana want fight so bad all time. No fight today, Marusk. No fight. Peace.”

      “We’re not fighting adventurers today.” I reminded myself aloud, taking a few deep breaths and letting the blood flow return to normalcy. “We are not fighting today. We. Aren’t. Fighting. Them. Today.”

      “Don’t jinx it,” Aiyana warned me as we headed up the golden stairs. “We haven’t walked through the front doors yet. Just stick to the plan, and we should be out of here in no time. They shouldn’t have any adventurers above gold-grade in there, so we should be fine. Remember, all you want today is to find the guildmaster. You’re not here to fight, and you don’t mean any harm. If you provoke any one of them in a way that looks like you want to start a fight, then everything falls apart, and we have to fight our way out of this town. You can’t give them any reason to suspect that you might want to hurt them. They have to want to hurt you first.”

      “I don’t know why I’m so nervous right now,” I admitted. “Not scared or anxious, really, but angry, more like. I didn’t know I hated adventurers this much.”

      “I’ve seen you pull off way more desperate stunts before.” Zuthina smirked as we approached the top of the stairs, hearing the growing rabble of the adventurers inside. “This will just be another miracle you work your special magic on. You still have a few more of those left in you, right?”

      “Let’s hope I have one more, like always.” I took a hard step forward to pass through the solid-gold doors, past the threshold, and into the building to face the music. “Right. Just stick to the plan.”

      The bar room was packed to bursting with rowdy adventurers of every flavor, every size, every shape, and every color. Bulky knights, gloomy warlocks, flowery druids, vibrant sorcerers, fluffy bards, hairy barbarians, shadowy assassins, glorious paladins, glittering clerics, techy artificers, muscly warriors, ruffians, thugs, thieves, mercenaries, and just about every combination imaginable therein. There wasn’t a weapon, armor, robe style, or spellcasting tool without a representative adventurer to model it here.

      While the outfits and body types were all over the place, the species variety nearly began and ended with humans, with the one or two crocodile lizardborn and pointy-eared elves snuck in there. Maybe there were some dwarves and gnomes around, but the ones I saw could have easily been just short, hairy humans. We men-folk had enough body types to make big, bushy beards on short people and big ears on even shorter people to pass off as dwarves and gnomes, respectively. If we wanted, we could have put some pointy prosthetics on a skinny guy’s ears to fool most into thinking he’s an elf. On top of that, I didn’t imagine most dwarves or gnomes would want to hang around above ground with a bunch of humans who hated them like the rest.

      The point being, in a culturally restrictive locale like this, it was more accurate to assume that the human-looking people around were humans before anything else. Although, in a xenophobic setting like this town, inviting people like elves, dwarves, and gnomes made a little sense from their perspective. They looked the most like humans without being humans, so they might get a pass in light of all the other people around them that both weren’t and didn’t look like them. Some of them might have even slipped in unnoticed under the same assumption I was making about the maybe-dwarves I pointed out before.

      The rare and sparse inclusion of the specific breed of lizardborn always confused me logistically. Out of all the animalborn races to have an exception for, why did just the crocodiles have the blessing of the humans to be among them? Other lizardborn were kept out of the human settlements, like the geckos and the iguanas, but crocodiles had an occasional pass to even be powerful adventurers. I’d even seen, and subsequently killed, a crocodile lizardborn paladin who trespassed on my property, and there were a few more here in this bar. What happened? There had to be some kind of story there. Maybe I would have never known.

      Funnily enough, that crocodile had a birdborn friend that would turn into his flying steed with the use of a magic pendant. Technically, both the crocodile and the bird could switch between being steed and rider for each other, but the birdborn was rarely ever in his natural bipedal form outside of battle, from what Aiyana told me. I had a feeling that the only reason the bird-man was allowed to be an adventurer at all was that he spent most of his time as a bird-horse, never being a full adventurer and kept outside of most places with the other animals. Out of sight, out of mind, I supposed.

      Don’t get me wrong, they were both asshole adventurers, and I had no regrets about murdering either one of them, regardless of any hypothetical circumstances. That was just an observation I had made. The crocodile was still fine by adventurer standards, but his bird friend wasn’t. Adventurers didn’t even like other adventurers, sometimes.

      The horde of adventurers had been talking, laughing, roughhousing, drinking, singing, dancing, hanging from the rafters and chandeliers, and doing anything they really wanted to do, drunk on their own power and status, not a care in the world. It might have been endearing and playful if any of this revelry was genuine or warranted. It was a show, not just for the people who adored and worshipped them with their money, but for themselves. This was the way they pretended to still be a part of life when they’d just been a disease to everyone around them.

      The glaring clue to how fabricated this whole ‘party’ of theirs was? Every last person in the room was in full combat gear, carrying their weapons. How was anyone supposed to relax at a party like this when no one would drop their guard for a second? They were all afraid of each other, afraid that they’d be stolen from or stabbed in the back for their gold, their items, some bullshit grudge, or even just to grow those adventuring enchantments. They hated each other, but they had to act like friends in order to survive each other, too.

      Once my troupe stepped through the door, all of that chaos and noise ceased at the exact same moment, with all eyes from all corners of the bar turned towards us. A pin dropping wouldn’t have gone unnoticed in all of this silence. They didn’t move, and neither did we. I’d been expecting a cold welcome like this from the moment I decided to bring Aiyana and Tana along. They weren’t human, human-adjacent, or crocodiles, so their very presence was going to grind some gears.

      What was I supposed to do, keep them in the cart outside? Tell them they’re hurting the mission just by being in a public place?

      “Hey, so, these people that I hate and never want to be like hate you just for existing with a different face and body than what they like, so in order to get on their good side, I’m going to hide you away like I’m ashamed of you, even though I would never be ashamed to be associated with you. I’m pretending to be ashamed of you, so they like me enough to listen to what I have to say. I just need to act like a piece of shit adventurer for a little while, even if it means making you feel unwanted and unloved. So sorry about that.”

      No, fuck off. I can make these adventurers listen to what I have to say, AND I can have all of my girls by my side when I do. While I did want to help Fluffers out in the way he asked, I refused to be a part of the adventurers’ problem.

      Dramatic convictions aside, I did want to bring them here for a reason. Aiyana was initially against the idea, but I figured that giving them a reason to notice us quickly was going to make this whole process a lot faster for everyone. As much as I seemed to be setting myself up for failure in negotiating with the enemy, there was a method to my madness, even if it was a bit of a gamble. Efficiency was key here, and simple people like these guys were ultimately predictable. Anticipating reactions accurately would keep everyone exactly where I wanted them to be until I won.

      “Now that I have your attention,” I spoke to the sea of adventurers, “I’d like to speak directly with your guildmaster.”

      As expected, uproarious laughter. Of course, some nobody wasn’t going to be granted an audience with the boss of a bunch of thugs like these from a polite request alone. Like all degenerates, the one thing that adventurers respected was power. In their eyes, I had none, and they had no reason to respect me in the slightest. Even less so because of the company I chose to keep.

      “Where you from, little man?” A knight pulled away from the crowd as his tinny voice rang hollow in his helmet. “You bringing slaughter bitches into a goddamn adventuring guild?”

      No matter how much I wanted to say something back, I had to keep quiet. I had to draw him into the trap with some passive annoyance.

      The obvious first thing to notice about this knight from a glance was that he favored maximum protection over speed, attack, or any sort of natural movement. Every plate of his armor was thick as a full length of a thumb and much wider than the segments they were supposed to cover, overlapping and intersecting at every possible joint to cut all his ranges of motion in half. He had no exposed portions of his under armor or body, to be fair; his skin was completely protected. He carried two tower shields as tall and wide as himself and wore another bigger one on his back. His pauldrons reached above his helmet, and his neck guard nearly was at the level of the tiny holes that were his eyeholes. It was his own silver turtle shell, with a splash of gold on his shields for some flair.

      A silver-grade adventurer, clearly. Something in me told me I could take him easily, even beyond the obvious flaws in his approach to combat. The way he walked, the leg he favored to step with, the arm he favored to block, it was all just obvious to me from looking at him. Hell, I could see the best way to approach him in this room to quickly take him down. He was practically already dead on the ground. I just had to make this thing in my head real.

      In fact, I had a gut feeling that most of these guys in the front row were nothing but bodies in my way. Every one of them had been evaluated before I could register their distinct bodies from the crowd, and they were perfectly executed in an instant. I could have taken them all on at once. There was a little path for my body to follow if only I would take the first…

      Whoa, whoa, whoa, what the fuck was happening? I knew that I was quick to justify murdering adventurers on sight, but this was something else. It wasn’t my natural hate for them at all. I wasn’t looking at them like abominable persons who were abusing their power like they owned the world. I saw them like fish in a stream, and I was a grizzly owlbear. They just were supposed to die, and I was supposed to kill them so I could feel full. What in the goddamn fuck was going on in my head?

      Was this why I was feeling so angry before coming here? I didn’t even second guess all this rage building up because I assumed it was just my regular frustration with adventurers flaring up in the presence of so many. No matter how much I despised them, it never felt so clinical. Even if they deserved everything I would want to do to them, it all felt… wrong.

      Truthfully, it felt so right, and that feeling felt wrong.

      Goddamnit, I had to focus. I didn’t actually want to kill adventurers today. That was never a part of the plan. I had to get it together. I had a job to do here. I couldn’t cause a scene if I wanted to help Fluffers. I could control this. I had to if this was going to work. Just stick to the plan, Markus.

      “Did you hear me, dumbass?” The turtle knight walked up closer to me. “Take your scrawny ass and your slaughter sluts back home where it’s safe. And do it while we’re still all in a good mood.”

      “I’m… just looking for the guildmaster.” I swallowed a heaping spoonful of this new killer instinct as I looked at the turtle knight’s eyeholes. “Do you know where he is? Would you tell me where I can find him myself?”

      “You think you’re a big man because you’ve got slaughter whores around you?” What was with this guy and the ‘slaughter’ insults? “You know, maybe if you got yourself some proper human girls instead of just these slaughter cows, you might have earned that big head of yours. The way I see it, you might as well have brought some pillows with crusty holes cut out the bottom, eh? Eh? It’s basically the same thing, eh?”

      And the crowd went wild. Dear gods, they went wild. Bunch of neanderthals, all of them. You know, it’d be a lot harder to laugh at such a dumb joke if their throats were cut open. It’d be pretty easy to take out most of these guys in the front without anyone realizing what was going on. I’d just have to put my foot over here, so I’d have proper balance for when I--

      Goddamnit, again with the murder boner! Of all the times to feel uncontrollably efficient at killing adventurers, now was one of the worst. Where was this brutal efficiency when I was fighting that fused paladin monster, huh? I could have killed both paladins before they even thought about fusing together. What the hell?

      “All I want is a few moments of the guildmaster’s time,” I restated once the crowd’s laughter and my bloodlust subsided. “How do I go about talking to him?”

      “Are you still on about that?” Turtle Knight rolled his head the full two inches of movement to show how much he was rolling his eyes underneath the facemask. “We’ll never let you even register as a guild member, let alone talk to our guildmaster. The fact that you haven’t killed these slaughter whores the moment you saw them more than proves you don’t have what it takes to be an adventurer. We don’t leave raw meat out to spoil, and we certainly don’t let them follow us around, spreading their stench all over this good city. They’re like cockroaches; you leave one alive, and it churns out another million before you can blink! You want us to let you infest our precious guildhall with your filth, you monster-fucker? You wanna show it off to the guildmaster? Go die in a hole!”

      Thunderous applause and accolades, as if he just gave a rousing war cry in the heat of battle. A part of me was regretting bringing any of my girls here just to be slandered so brazenly, without any thought to their identity as people. It was all a part of the plan to make a bold entrance and ruffle some feathers, but still, it didn’t feel good to put them through all this. Yeah, yeah, they happily agreed to help however they could, and they were always super willing to fight alongside me on any battleground, but still.

      However, the rest of me was too busy suppressing more of this inexplicable need to kill everyone in this room. That was when I realized that this impulse wasn’t a part of me; it was telling me to kill everyone in the room, with no exceptions. Under no circumstances in heaven, hell, the greater planes of light, the lower realms of chaos, or anything in between, would I ever want to kill my girls like they didn’t matter to me. Something was deeply wrong with me, and I had no idea how to fix it. For now, I could only hold this foreign death instinct on the tightest possible leash until I was somewhere safe enough to investigate this.

      I calmly took a breath as the meathead roars died down again. “I don’t think you’re going to help me get in touch with the guildmaster here. Would someone else help me find the guildmaster so I can talk to him? I am just looking for a few moments of his time.”

      “Looks like you can’t read a room, you monster-fucker dog.” Turtle Knight rolled his shoulders, flexing and shifting the many plates that made up his oversized pauldrons. “It’s best for everyone if you and your slaughter whores die.”

      If this motherfucker said ‘slaughter whore’ one more goddamn time… Oh, gods, I was gonna lose it. I needed to kill one of them right now. Right fucking now. Just one. Maybe one wouldn’t hurt, right? If I was quick enough, maybe they wouldn’t notice? My hand was shaking with the tension I had to use just to keep it from drawing my sword. Oh, dear God, I was losing. We were going to have to fight our way out, all because I couldn’t keep it together.

      “GUILDMASTER!” The turtle knight shouted up to the sky. “I request permission to slay this monster-fucker where he stands!”

      Goddamnit, finally! He took the bait! Oh, that was so goddamn close. Now, we could finally get what we came all the way here for.
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      Normally, finding the guildmaster of an adventuring guild could be anywhere from horrendously difficult to nearly impossible. Guildmasters were not only some of the more powerful members of a guild, they were easily the most elusive. In the best case, a guildmaster could be lost behind mountains of bureaucratic loopholes and chains of command, meaning that the guildmaster never had to talk to anyone they really didn’t want to about anything. The power of their station gave them many freedoms, and most of them used those freedoms to milk the profits that guilds made from dungeon raids and ‘rewards’ from the commoners they helped, and they never had to set foot in the building to do so. They could let their direct underlings handle the day-to-day tasks while they trained themselves on dangerous missions in faraway locations to maintain their unchallenged positions as guildmasters.

      If we were lucky, we might have been able to catch the guildmaster when they came to collect their earnings, but that was unreliable at best. They could have shown up on any one day over the span of months, at any time on that day, and it took them all of two seconds to get in, grab their loot, and go back out. We’d have to camp out here with absolute vigilance for years to catch them once.

      However, thanks to a universal, heavily exploitable rule in all guilds that Aiyana was privy to, there was a way to catch a guildmaster without having to wait in a guild hall or search the farthest reaches of the most treacherous places in the world. Most kings and city lords weren’t completely stupid and knew that adventurers were as powerful as they were murderously dangerous. They didn’t just let their guilds have free rein under no law and demanded that they have restrictions on what they could do inside city walls.

      Granted, the many smooth-talking bards managed to finagle a near-anarchical set of rules that didn’t really amount to anything, and the cities were left with nearly nothing to rein in the chaos that adventurers brought with them wherever they went. However, guildmasters and high-ranking guild members all over recognized that giving the common people some sense of security would help them squeeze more money out of them in the long run. What was the point of setting up shop in a city if they had to constantly kill a revolting populace around them? Dungeons may have had great riches, but the working class always had a few more coppers to give to their heroes.

      In that spirit, a single rule was set in place that all guilds followed without question, as silly as that rule may have seemed: If a guild adventurer wanted to kill someone in a city who hadn’t attacked them first, they had to ask permission from their guildmaster to do so. For obvious reasons, this barely did anything to stop adventurers from killing how they pleased, but it did mean that guildmasters had to keep a method of contact with their guilds at all times so they could give this special permission to their members.

      Thankfully, adventuring guildmasters were more than happy to let adventuring guild members kill for nearly any reason and gave their permission to nearly anyone who asked, no matter what metal grade they were. Some even liked to watch and would teleport back to their guildhall in the blink of an eye just to see who was getting killed and why. An adventurer’s life of constant danger and high-stake thrills fighting impossible monstrosities had a funny way of changing what adventurers found truly entertaining anymore.

      Such was the case for the Grabling Adventuring Guildmaster, rumored to be always eager to see a brutal and unsolicited murder whenever he got the chance. That eagerness was exactly what we needed to lure him back here to meet us in person.

      At the beckoning of the turtle knight, all the candles in the room were instantly snuffed, and hushed darkness overtook the guildhall. The tension in the room was cut cleanly, and I got a little reprieve from my strange bloodlust for a moment with the happy distraction. While the guildmaster made his dramatic appearance before us, I could take the time to recenter myself for the arduous task of garnering his interest enough for a discussion.

      A swarm of floating, blue lights flashing into being like stars in the space above in the bar cut through the silent dark. The many bulbs of pure blue slowly rose and fell over one another, swerving around in a dance like birds. As the lights bounced off each other, they formed strings of light between them, creating a tangled weave of shapes overlapping each other. When the lights stopped moving, the weave of shapes had become like a star chart, though it only showed two constellations. The first was like a man fighting a manticore with a spear, crudely depicted as most constellations were, which began to glow brightly.

      “I think that’s supposed to be Dagros Slays the Mad Beast.” Aiyana couldn’t help but marvel at the light show as she whispered in my ear of her astronomy prowess. “You can’t find that in the night sky here. You might get a good look if you were at the northern coast of the continent, though.”

      The glow of the first constellation turned into a mist of watery lights, leaving the man fighting the lion as it drifted towards the second constellation depicting a winding snake around a staff. At least, it could be interpreted as that if some creative liberties with the shapes were allowed. Regardless, as soon as the mist of lights touched the second constellation, that one began to glow just the first one had, as the first constellation’s lights and strings slowly faded from view.

      Aiyana pointed to the second one. “That’s probably the Dragon Sword. You can look straight up and find it around this city at night.”

      “Oh, I think I get it.” I stared at the lights for a moment. “The Dagros one shows wherever the guildmaster was when we called him up, and Dragon Sword probably represents this guildhall. He’s using some kind of teleportation spell to travel between the two constellations at ridiculous speeds so he can pop up right here from halfway across the world. That’s pretty nifty. I wonder if there’s a range on that thing.”

      “Have you not heard of the starport spell?” Zuthina weighed in with her arcane knowledge. “It’s one of the most effective ways to travel with magic. If you know the constellations connected to the starport you’re at and the one you want to go to, you can travel between them nearly instantaneously.”

      “Do you know that spell?” I asked her. “Can you make a starport for Vastilon?”

      “Possibly.” Zuthina thought it over. “A constellation can only have one starport connected to it, so if other places already claimed the constellations in our night sky, we’d have to destroy their respective starports before we could establish our own with them.”

      “And I bet the adventurers already took all the good ones.” I ground my teeth. “On top of everything else, adventurers also have a monopoly on starports. They get to travel around the world in a flash of pretty lights, but no one else can. Typical.”

      The Dragon Sword’s lights shined too brightly to look at, shooting beams from each sphere at a single point in front of the constellation. As the new point shined brightly, the constellation faded until only a single light remained to bathe the room in blue. The last light fired another beam straight down at the floor, its energy revealing the glowing runes of a complex magic circle in the center of the bar room. Swelling, the beam stretched out to the edges of the magic circle, overshadowing the center of the room in a single column of light. Then, the light column instantly snapped out of existence, and the candles in the room reignited with little flames to return the room to what it was before.

      Except, of course, for the guildmaster who now stood in the middle of the room.

      Tall, thin, dignified, he wore a nobleman’s matching set of a shirt, overcoat, and trousers in a deep grey. Overlaying the many gold buttons and silky fabrics were plates of dark-grey metal armor strapped to him, covering broad strokes of his arms, legs, and torso while still allowing him to move freely at the joints. Mithril-grade armor meant a mithril-grade adventurer, no doubt strong enough to be the strongest adventurer in the room. Overtop his breastplate and overcoat was a draping black cape with a high collar folding backward halfway up his head. A winged helm with an open face covered his head, showing his tan skin, sharp cheekbones, pencil mustache, and pointed goatee. In his hand, the ebony-colored cane spun the mithril spider that topped it around in circles.

      And, just like that, the bloodlust was winding back up again. This time, however, all of its attention was focused on our newcomer with all the more pull it showed off before. It wanted me to kill him immediately like my life depended on it. Unlike the other times, though, I had an equal impulse to bolt out of here with every last breath in my body. The mixture of feelings brought to mind the image of a dog facing off against a griffin. It was either land a killing blow before he could react or escape before he could catch me.

      I couldn’t do either of those. I had to talk to the guy.

      “Which one of you was it?” The guildmaster spoke through a nose he turned upward at the adventurers in the room, scanning for his summoner. “Well, speak up! You wanted to kill someone. I’ve come all this way. Let’s see what you got for me!”

      Slowly, the sea of adventurers created a clear path to join the guildmaster’s space with ours, and a wave of hands rose up to point at the girls and me. Aiyana waved with a tentative smile while Zuthina’s glare locked onto the caped adventurer with a wary intensity. Tana had gone into a ‘mother hen’ state, keeping her arms wrapped over the space around us like her protective wings.

      “Guildmaster Moorl, you honor us with your presence.” Stepping in front of me, the turtle knight didn’t have the balance or knee mobility to bow properly for his superior, so he simply dropped one of his shields to barely put his hand over his heart. “I am silver-grade Purl Merma of the Fiery Dragonfire Party, and I--”

      “Sure, of course, and who are these people?” Guildmaster Moorl bent over at the hip to inspect us with his steely gaze. “Good lord, how did these cretins get in here at all? A mutt and a troll, in broad daylight? I can see why you called me.”

      Zuthina didn’t like that one bit. She had just about shouted some threatening profanities back at the dapper adventurer before I slapped my hand over her mouth in the nick of time. For such a calm personality, she had a powerful temper when it came to the slurs that came by Aiyana’s and Tana’s way all too often here. My hand could only stop her verbal venom, but not the glow of her eyes to that fiery dragon hue, a detail not lost on Moorl in the least.

      “Dear gods, you’re a dragon!” Intrigued and delighted, Moorl smiled like a toothy grin as he leaned towards the hotheaded witch. “Not just a polymorphed drake or wyvern, either! You’re a trueblood dragon! Too young to be an elder dragon, but not by much. Where, oh where have you been hiding, miss?”

      So many power-hungry adventurers began feasting their eyes on Zuthina like a fat boar on a spit. Most of them had probably never seen a dragon fly overhead in their lives, much less stood so close to one. No doubt they were only thinking about all the strength and glory that killing her would bring them.

      Good luck with that, boys. She was tougher than she looked, which meant a lot more when talking about a dragon. As much as I would have paid to see her tear this place and these adventurers apart, we couldn’t do anything while the guildmaster was here.

      “Hi!” I physically couldn’t have been more high strung at this moment. “We have some business we’d like to discuss with you! Would you please hear us out?”

      “You…” The guildmaster turned his attention towards me. “You’re the least odd one here, which also makes you the oddest, too. You’re having a lot of trouble hiding your intent to kill me, you know. It’s cute that you think you have a chance.”

      “I don’t… want to kill you!” I wasn’t sure what forcefully hiding a seizure or a panic attack felt like, but I imagined suppressing this instinct was a similar sensation. “Honestly! We just have to talk… to you about something important!”

      “I leave business matters to Bronson and Johnson.” The lordly adventurer rolled his eyes. “We have systems in place to keep me from wasting my precious and fleeting time. You’ve already pulled me away from an important quest, so the least you can do is die spectacularly to give some credence to this interruption to my day.”

      “Does that mean you’ve given your permission, sir?” Turtle Knight Merma picked up his shield, planting his feet as he readied for battle. “Can I kill all of them?”

      “FOR GODS’ SAKE, I JUST NEED…!” I tightened my lips and focused on bringing my voice down. “… a moment of your time, Guildmaster Moorl. I swear, it’ll be real quick. Just a fucking moment or two.”

      “Hmm…” Moorl scanned me with a squint. “What guild are you from, boy?”

      “I’m not an adventurer.” I had retained some semblance of calm, however falsified it may have been. “I have business with--”

      “You certainly look like one of us.” The guildmaster smirked, thinking aloud. “You could have fooled me. But you’re not even silver-grade yet. A defector? No, no, you’re still using our equipment. And a dragon companion? Not a dragon master? How did you manage that?”

      “We can discuss all of that if you’ll just give us a few minutes in private.” I was sweating beads. “I’ll answer what I can, and you can listen to my request.”

      “Johnson handles quest postings, reward management by Bronson.” Moorl looked through me and into me rather than at me, searching for something I couldn’t have begun to guess at. “We can get your quest ratified and on the board in four-to-six weeks.”

      “Sir, can I kill this guy now?” Turtle Merma slammed the edge of one of his tower shields on the ground. “He’s clearly wasting your precious and fleeting time like you said.”

      “I decide who and what wastes my time.” Moorl snapped his gaze at the armored man, who could feel the daggers being stared into him. The atmosphere grew colder just with his presence directed like a weapon, and every single body in the room felt it. It wasn’t magic. The adventurers simply understood the danger of upsetting their guildmaster.

      As he pointed his cane at Merma, the mithril spider twitched and jerked to life, picking itself up by its metallic legs as if it was a living creature. In one leap, it jumped from the cane tip to one of the pauldrons of the turtle knight, gracefully landing with some light taps. The dark chrome arachnid then melted down to liquid in an instant, disappearing into the armor completely.

      Nothing happened at first until the turtle knight screamed from the bottom of his lungs in pain. Falling to the ground, he flailed about helplessly on his back like a child as his plates clanged against each other. He kept slapping his shields against the floor beside, whipping his arms around as if he were trying to shake off some water or dirt.

      Then, the screaming stopped, along with the flailing, as his whole body went limp. Unearthly rust crept over the armor like a wave of red moss, eating away at the shining silver and sparing no single square inch. The armor creaked and moaned as it bent in on itself, ironically looking more like practical armor with each dent and crease. Even the tower shields were consumed with the same magic rust as it spread out from the gauntlets, eating the silver and warping it down to size. When it finished, the armor had lost all of its thick plating, looking like simple iron maille someone beat with a hammer. The tower shields were similar, now just round bucklers, less than a third their original size, and dented like a boulder had crushed them.

      Rising from the rust of the breastplate, a puddle of the liquid mithril reformed into a spider, jumping back onto the tip of Moorl’s cane to reposition itself how it was before. When the spider became static once more, some of the veins in the guildmaster’s hand flared with an intense and dark green as his entire arm tensed up. As quickly as the veins appeared, they disappeared, and Moorl’s arm relaxed. And, while I thought I might have imagined it, I could have sworn that I saw the plates of his over-armor thicken just a little bit.

      Did he just… eat his guildmate? Magic items and all, all of Turtle Merma’s equipment had been reduced to garbage, just like how I ruined these adventuring items when I dislodged their enchantments from them long before. Except, what the turtle lost, the guildmaster gained. All the defense he’d trained up with his growing enchantments had all amounted to some slightly thicker plating on Moorl’s armor. Could he do that to any adventuring enchantment?

      Could he do that to me?

      “Barely anything,” Moorl grunted out his disappointment as he talked to himself quietly. “Devoted to defense and nothing else. I don’t need more defense. I need a way to beat Xegland! He’s gonna overtake me any day now at this rate. Useless rabble.”

      He turned towards his guild underlings, who all snapped to attention, failing to hide just how close they all were to collectively shitting themselves.

      The girls and I were in the same boat. Poor turtle didn’t stand a chance, and something else was off. After the meal from his enchantment-eating spider vampire cane, now Guildmaster Moorl seemed unhinged. His walk was less formal, and his movements were more spastic. Was that a side effect of using his cane, or was he just always this on-edge?

      “Are you lot petering out?” Moorl walked the floor with his cane. “Have you hit a wall? Is your drive to better yourselves gone? How are we supposed to compete with Havengrom if we don’t strive for more? Right now, Grabling is a laughingstock! The other guilds can’t take us seriously, especially Havengrom, and I will not stand for it! Xegland’s made a fool of me for the last time! Who here has cleared out a dungeon in the past month, huh? Show of hands. Let’s see them.”

      No one raised their hands or dared to look at their guildmaster. The man was a terrifying force, and probably more so when he was worked up like this. Did he do this often, or was this something new? Was he going to eat more of his own people? There must have been some kind of limit on his power, or he could have just been slurping up his guildmates left and right or members of another guild to weaken them. Was something going on with the other adventuring guilds that aggravated him, like that Xegland guy from the Havengrom Guild?

      And, finally, how was I supposed to convince this guy of anything?

      “Pathetic.” Moorl stomped his cane on the floor with an unnaturally echoing boom. “I’ve been too lenient on you lot, and that ends now. In two days, at dusk, I’m going to find and kill every member of this guild who still isn’t at least a silver-grade adventurer. And if this guild hasn’t cleared out at least three dungeons in that time, I’ll randomly kill half of the rest of you. You cannot run. You cannot hide. You can only hunt and quest and grow stronger if you hope to live to the end of the week. I suggest you make the most of the next couple of days.”

      No one could so much as breathe in the face of that ultimatum. Every last one of them believed in the bottom of their hearts that they couldn’t escape this fate. Even so, they were petrified like stone, unmoving and wholly unsure of themselves.

      “So?” Moorl cut through the silence. “Clock’s ticking, gentlemen!”

      “W-what about those guys?” a voice in the crowd drew everyone’s attention back to us. “Can we kill them?”

      “Yeah, they’re slaughter bitches anyway!” another adventurer shouted. “And one of them’s a dragon! That’s like a free ride to silver-grade for anyone!”

      “NO!” Moorl silenced the crowd before they got too rowdy, staring at the four of us while the gears turned in his head. “No. No, they’ll stay with me. We have business to discuss, after all. Leave us. Now!”

      Every door, window, and passageway flooded with adventurers as they all rushed to leave the guildhall to fulfill their guildmaster’s commands. When the last adventurer pushed himself out the window, the whole bar, and the whole building, was hollow, save for the five of us still standing among the empty tables and chairs. My girls spread themselves out in the open space while I faced the guildmaster head-on.

      Wow, I couldn’t believe how easily everything got fucked for us with one speech. This is why it’s said to never let your opponents finish their dramatic speeches. That was just a recipe for trouble. I’d been suppressing this stupid new urge for extreme violence so that I could do what Fluffers wanted, just for this caped asshat to trip me up at the finish line.

      “You had something you wanted to talk to me about?” Moorl dragged his fingers along the surface of a nearby table. “Now we have all the privacy we could want. I have a few questions for you as well if you don’t mind. But, please, tou may go first. I am a gracious host, after all.”

      “Well, now we’re both going to look stupid.” I kept my distance from the mithril adventurer and his vampiric spider cane. “All I wanted to ask for was for you to unregister the graveyard down south as an adventuring dungeon so adventurers might stop poking around there. I know that only guildmasters can do that for dungeons in their guild territory, so that’s why I had to talk to you directly. This is all a favor for a friend of ours, so we’d have appreciated it if you could have helped us out. But then, you know…”

      “Hahahahaha!” The dapper adventurer shook his head and pounded his cane on the ground as he laughed. “Oh, my dear boy, any chance of that happening just died tragically a few moments ago. Of all the rotten luck! Hahahahaha!”

      “This is exactly why I wanted to hurry this up!” I positioned myself for the clearest running path between Moorl and me. “We tried to bypass all your stupid guild bureaucracy so we could get to you as soon as possible, and look what happened! How was I supposed to know you would do something batshit crazy on a stupid whim!”

      “Watch your tongue, boy.” Moorl dropped the jolly grin and put both hands on the top of his cane. “You’re in my guildhall. Show some respect. Though, a rogue adventurer like you who even dreamed of a guildmaster giving up a dungeon so easily must have learned manners from dogs in the street. Considering you keep your company with green warthogs and wolf mutts, I wouldn’t say I’m too far off now, am I?”

      “Getting real sick of those names.” Zuthina let the scales of her rage crawl up her face as her dragon eyes burned brightly. “What do you think they’ll call you when you’re a charred corpse in the gutter?”

      “Oh, please, you think I haven’t fought a dragon before?” The guildmaster flicked his cane up to grab it near the middle. “And here, I thought you said you didn’t want to kill me! A liar and a mongrel all in one. You fit in well with your monster pals in the trash. So much for just wanting to talk this all out!”

      “Plans change, you twit!” I pulled out my sword, letting the killer instinct back in for a moment to focus on my first strike. “You can blame yourself for just being the worst!”

      “Oh, that look in your eyes!” Moorl licked his lips as he readied himself for my approach. “I’ll know how you got those eyes so soon when I peel the secrets from your bones!”

      “Yeah, well, I hope Havengrom overtakes Grabling in the guild rankings!” Aiyana popped off some trash talk from the sidelines with her insider knowledge on adventuring politics as she hopped on the bar counter for a better shot. “And I hope Xegland buys all your dungeon rights out from under you, too! And your mustache looks stupid!”

      “You… mutt bitch…!” Oh, that put a stick up Moorl’s ass straight up to his collarbone. “You have the gall to say that bastard’s name to my face as if I won’t crack you in--”

      A running thrust forward in Moorl’s exposed side while he was distracted, and the first strike was officially mine.

      Killer instinct, it was your time to shine.
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      “You… cocky bastard!” Moorl pushed me away with the butt of his cane before my sword sank any deeper into his exposed flesh. “That’s the only strike you’ll get on me--”

      Tana’s shield flying through the air interrupted Moorl as the gaudy adventurer swatted it away with his cane. Following the flying shield was the flying troll woman, throwing her weight into a crushing punch from above. Moorl stepped to the side to watch as Tana’s fist cracked the floorboards below her. Her momentum threw her feet overhead as she launched her heels at Moorl’s face. The experienced warrior deflected each foot with his cane as he held it more like a sword.

      “Too slow, warthog!” The Grabling guildmaster smacked Tana in the stomach with his cane, throwing her body crashing into a nearby table. “Next time, try--!”

      Having slipped her glove of magic jewels on, Zuthina shot a bolt of lightning from her fingertips into Moorl’s back. The master adventurer shrugged the blow off, his armor and cape seemingly absorbing most of the blow. However, the tensing of his back muscles created yet another opening for me to run him through like a pin cushion on his other side, pinched right between his cuirass and his hip bone.

      “Two.” I let the big, bad adventurer push me away with a swing of his cane, whipping the blood off my sword.

      “Damn it!” Moorl deflected two punches from Tana, only to narrowly dodge two more kicks she sent his way as well. “This mockery ends n--!”

      In a battle on normal terrain, Moorl’s next step would have given him the leverage he needed to safely jab his cane into Tana’s stomach, which was his clear plan. However, he didn’t account for the blob of special putty that Aiyana had laid down just as he made his step. The putty blob exploded into a huge, lumpy bubble, sucking up half of Moorl’s body, coincidentally including his cane arm.

      It wouldn’t have even taken him a second to break free with his power and skill, but Tana didn’t need a second when her target was finally sitting still. Her cross punch to that man’s jaw was a thing of beauty: the speed, the accuracy, the followthrough, all perfectly executed to send him flying into the bar shelves. The bottles of ale and liquor that hadn’t shattered slid off the slanted shelves to douse him in alcohol. Aiyana had prepared for this, too, having launched a lit candle onto him to turn the brew into fire.

      “I hope you amateurs aren’t proud of yourselves.” Moorl stood up from behind the bar, his armor and cape still coated in bright flames as he brushed off broken glass from his shoulders. “Do you have any idea how often I run into fire on a daily basis? I just killed three efreets this morning! What kind of adventurer doesn’t wear fireproof clothing? You slaughter whores don’t know who… Oh, gods damn it all.”

      While he was busy picking himself up from the bar, Aiyana and Zuthina had worked together to set up a thick, obscuring fog throughout the whole bar, while Tana had tipped over all the tables to make some cover. By the time he’d peeked his head over the bar to find us, we’d all but disappeared from sight.

      “Amusing…” Dipping his cane in the flames over his shoulder, Moorl brought it back out as the spider carried the flame on its back, using the fiery tip like a brush to paint magic sigils in the air with light. “But ultimately pointless.”

      With the sigil complete, the magic of the spell activated, and a phoenix of pure flame formed itself from the sigil’s flickers. As it dove, the flaming bird crawled along the ground in its flight, catching the floorboards and tables on fire the whole way. It passed through solid objects like a ghost, spreading flames throughout the bar as it swerved through the maze of tables on its own path. In mere seconds, he’d set the whole place ablaze, filling the guildhall with light and smoke.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?!” I kicked over the flaming table I was hiding behind. “This is your own damn guildhall, jackass!”

      “Omelettes and eggs.” He flicked his cane torch at me, throwing a scorching bolt of fire at me as I ducked out of the way. “I’ll happily build the next one myself, so long as I can bury you in the smolders of this one now.”

      “Dumbass, did you think of the smoke?” I moved closer, dancing around the flames on the chairs, tables, and the ones that Moorl was sending my way. “What are you going to do when all the air gets burned up in this enclosed space? You’re fireproof, not breathing-proof!”

      “If you were a competent adventurer, you’d know the value of magic items.” He pulled out a necklace from under his breastplate, pushing the gemstone on it to summon a clear bubble that swallowed his head. “The only one without fresh air is you. I can walk out of all kinds of danger unscathed while my enemies die around me. Luck favors the prepared, as they say.”

      Just then, Aiyana shot a little purple blob through the air towards Moorl. As he tried to swat it out of the way with his cane, the blob scattered around him while a small piece flew straight towards Moorl’s neck, coating the gem of the necklace completely. The purple blob did its special work, suppressing the magic of the necklace to pop Moorl’s life-saving air bubble. As he tried to rub the sticky goop off his precious breathing gem, he only managed to spread it across his chest and along his fingers.

      That left the guildmaster open for Zuthina. She shot out a bolt of lightning into Moorl’s chest, forcing him to lurch forward with his contracting muscles. Following the lightning bolt was a twister of wind that cleared a path through the flames and smoke, which Tana sprinted through with a spinning roundhouse kick. Reflexively, the fire-conjuring adventurer tried to swing his cane around to throw flames at her to distract and deflect her, but no fire came to his aid.

      He only realized too late that the same purple goop suppressing his air bubble necklace had also gotten on the spider, extinguishing the magical flames it once carried. The roundhouse kick connected squarely with the side of Moorl’s jaw, throwing him into two flaming tables and planting him in a hole in the wall made with his body.

      Damn, this guy could take a beating. Probably didn’t help that he’d just inherited some magic defense from the turtle guy. Sure, we were kicking him around like a ragdoll, but he just wasn’t staying down, and this burning building put our indoor fight on a timer. Taking this fight outside would have put people in danger but also would have thrown city guards into the mix. They’d have probably taken the adventurer’s side and attacked us, and we were already having trouble keeping him occupied while he was isolated. If we were distracted on our flanks ourselves, he’d be the one kicking us all around. It was crucial that he never had any time to retaliate between our attacks, as we learned when we gave him time to breathe with our smog camouflage tactic. Most, if not all, of his attacks were devastating.

      We had to finish this now.

      “You monsters are starting to annoy me.” The guildmaster pulled himself out of the wall. “I should start taking this fight more seriously.”

      “Oh, fuck off!” I pushed through some of the flames to close the distance between us. “You don’t get to say you lost because you weren’t trying.”

      “I suppose that’s true.” He waved his hand over his cane as a coat of shadowy tendrils sprouted from it, twisting and flicking about like they were alive. “You’re not ready for--”

      A green, molasses-like glob fired from Aiyana’s slingshot interrupted Moorl this time, his cane arm pinned to the wall by the alchemical substance, giving me the opening I needed to move in and attack another vulnerable spot. I found one under his armpit, jabbing my sword up into the opened crease with no plates protecting it. Before I could really dig the sword in there, Moorl grabbed the back of my breastplate’s collar, throwing me into a burning table far away from him.

      Exerting his preposterous strength, he pulled on the goop holding his arm down with a mighty tug. The goop proved stronger than the wooden wall behind it, as Moorl pulled out a chunk of the wall to free him. He switched the cane from his gooped arm to his free arm, using the section of wall attached to his arm as a shield to deflect an opposing shield bash from Tana.

      The tendril shadows on his cane wrapped around both his improvised shield and Tana’s actual shield to curl themselves around both her arms. As the ropes of dark magic restrained the troll, Moorl whipped his cane around to drag Tana’s body over to where I was charging at him, forcing me to slow down and duck under to avoid being clobbered. Just as I picked myself back up to charge again, Moorl whipped Tana up, around, and down on my head.

      I barely managed to dodge to the side as Tana stumbled to land on her feet. She drove her iron-like toes into the floorboards to anchor herself against Moorl’s magical grasp, but the guildhall fire had already eaten through any strength they had to resist Moorl’s continuous flailing of Tana’s body through the air.

      A gust of cold wounds filled with glittering snowflakes washed over the whole bar, choking the fire with moisture as the lights dimmed down to a smolder. Zuthina probably figured that Moorl wasn’t choking on the smoke as fast as we needed him to for the fire to stay an asset, and now we had the literal and figurative space to breathe again. Just as she finished with the flames, she gathered up the cold winds together to form a frosty blast, flooding Moorl with freezing magic. He tried to whip Tana around to interrupt Zuthina’s casting, but the tundra chill slowed his movements before he could build up the proper momentum. The flames on his cape were extinguished, and frost collected on his body and grew like a living thing, enveloping his body in one solid chunk of ice.

      Before the ice could fully form around him, Moorl burst out of the miniature glacier in a rain of ice shards, his cape now adorned with white frost and jagged ice spikes around his collar. Moorl pressed the spider on his cane against the icicle spikes over his shoulder, cracking the purple goo suppressing it as the arachnid carried a white, magical mist over to be the adventurer’s new magic weapon.

      “Son of a--!” Zuthina was getting real tired of her spells not working against our overpowered adversary. “That’s cheating! We need to get that cape off him!”

      “I killed a lot of things to get this, dragon.” Moorl whipped Tana around like a cat toy to harass Zuthina over and over again with her flailing body. “I’ll kill ten times as many to keep it in my possession forever. It’s perfect for dragonslaying.”

      I pulled in close to Moorl, harassing him myself with some close-quarters combat to take the pressure off Zuthina. Despite my best intentions, my efforts weren’t nearly as effective as I’d hoped. The master adventurer had no trouble juggling all three of us at once, keeping Tana at the end of his whip, keeping Zuthina distracted with a flailing troll body around her, and fighting me with his magic.

      While his cane was mostly occupied on maneuvering Tana around, he still had enough motion to put up a basic swordsman’s defense to compliment his wall-chunk shield. Besides that, he had a few unused shadowy tendrils leftover that tangled up my swordplay, keeping me from outmaneuvering him. Even as I broke and hacked off pieces of the shield to regain the upper hand, Moorl used the icy spider to shoot cold beams on the floor, creating slick spots that messed up my footing. He was capable of handling all of us at the same time without skipping a beat or leaving a single opening for anyone to exploit. While he was a devil, a thief, and a piece of horse shit, I couldn’t deny that he was an accomplished warrior on top of that.

      “You’re so close, boy!” Moorl toyed with me like a cat playing with a young mouse or a boy playing with a dog. “Can you get this cape? Can you? Oh, you almost had it! You gotta work for it, boy! Your dragon friend needs you! Are you going to let her down? She’s got a flying warthog bothering her! Are you gonna let them get away with hurting your friend? Huh? I thought you had the fire in your eyes! Where’s that fire now, huh? Let me see that hunger!”

      I couldn’t make this adventuring asshole budge an inch for me to get a scratch in, but I damn sure kept trying. “Yeah, yeah, keep being shitty. It’ll make the drinks tonight all the better when we celebrate one less adventurer in the world.”

      “This is it, though, right?” He had a crazy look in his eyes, never blinking as he smiled at me like his cheeks were broken. “This is where we belong. Right in the thick of things! Fighting for our lives to prove we deserve to live! To prove we’re the strongest! You have it, don’t you? You feel it in your blood, guiding your blade! Tell me how you did it!”

      “What are you talking about?” Even if I knew he was talking about this kill compulsion, giving the enemy any insight into my head was a quick road to an early death. “Did we hit you too many times in the head?”

      “Don’t try to deny it. I know what I see!” The guildmaster lurched forward, his cane tendrils getting angrier and his attacks getting harsher. “You’re still bronze grade! It’s too early! You did something! You know something! What is it? Does it make you stronger? Does it make you stronger than me? I have to know! Give me your secret!”

      As I caught myself from slipping on another batch of ice, I saw the mithril spider twitch back to life from its rest on the cane, falling down onto my chest like a deadly piece of fallen ash. It didn’t stay long, melting into a puddle of liquid metal and nearly fading into the armor piece as a dark stain. I tried to find the belts and latches on my chest piece to strip down as quickly as possible, hoping to save myself for at least another second. A deadly cheapshot from Moorls without my armor was just a hair more survivable than the instant death that mystical parasite on a stick brought. I had to take my chances with the defenseless cheapshot.

      However, I noticed something different from the last time this spider performed its grotesque party trick that stopped me from stripping. When the spider liquified itself on the turtle knight, the liquid metal simply disappeared, invisible from the surface. Mithril’s dark grey stood out against polished silver, so there was no mistaking whether it was there or not. On the other hand, I could still see the dark grey stain of silver that the spider had left over. The stain even moved around a bit on my chest, its edges shifting like a giant water droplet. Both Moorl and I stared at the big stain for a moment or two before the stain shrank back down, and the spider reformed itself on my chest. My armor had not rusted or reverted to its original form, and I hadn’t suffered excruciating pain.

      The spider, though, had seen better days. Its mithril sheen slowly began to rust as we all watched it succumb to its own disenchantment, not moving an inch to see every last detail. Its little legs all turned brittle, losing their arachnid adhesion as it rolled off my side and fell to the floor. Like a splash in a calm pool, the spider exploded as it landed on the wood’s surface into a puff of red dust that settled into nothingness.

      With that, the vampiric adventuring spider was no more. There was a moment where no one knew what to do next.

      “So…” I felt an awkwardness in the silence between us all. “That’s rough, buddy.”

      “How… in the hell…?” Moorl turned his gaze up to meet mine. “What are you?”

      With Moorl’s attention thoroughly drawn to me and my accidental survival of certain death, Aiyana utilized the lull in the action to become our secret salvation as she set up for her perfect shot to save us. The wolf sharpshooter launched another ball of green goop down at the floor right as she fell into Moorl’s blind spot, placing the goop right where he couldn’t see it. His next unwitting step sunk into the goop and stayed there, anchoring him in place while the rest of us finally made our moves.

      Zuthina used a gust of wind to push Tana over by the bar counter while Tana hooked her toes on the back edge of the countertop, pulling against the tendrils on her arms with all her strength. The adventuring guildmaster knew he couldn’t afford to lose his magic cane, keeping his grip on it as his body twisted between his anchored foot and pulled arm. His contortions gave me the perfect place to make my strike as I moved around him. I set up a feint for a stab through his head, keeping his free arm near his face as he left my true target wide open. A perfect redirect of momentum and power, and I sliced through his shoulder from below, cutting deep through the bone and nearly taking his whole arm off.

      However, before I could follow through with the slash, Moorl managed to pull his foot up from the floor, taking a chunk of floor with him before he kicked me away with a hefty new boot. The damage was done, however, and his arm was unusable. The world-weary adventurer was quick enough to switch his cane to his other hand before he lost the first, now holding it in the same hand still had the powerful goop on it. We’d retaken our advantage, and he was losing more and more mobility as the fight dragged on.

      “I have to admit…” Moorl tried to move his injured arm but only managed to pull his hand up and twist his wrist. “You lot are scrappier than I first thought. No one has ever pushed me this far in a fight, but I should have known that there was something wrong with you. I saw it in your eyes from the first moment. It’s clear to me now that I can’t allow you to live.”

      “Cool.” I rushed him, only to find my blade meeting his stupid magic cane again. “Feel free to die any time. You’re not the only person we’re fighting today, thanks to you.”

      “So it still calls to you, then?” He sent his shadow vines to entangle me as I jumped out of the way. “It’s a maddening thirst, isn’t it? Every minute of every day, it never leaves you alone, but it gives you so much. How can you refuse? I don’t know what dark poison you used on your enchantments to survive my spider’s feast, but it still can’t deny you the gift of war they offer.”

      I jumped into Tana’s cupped hands as she launched me into the air to land on top of Moorl with a horizontal slice. Tana came in from below at the same time with an uppercut, and we pushed his crippled defense to its limit. He misjudged the timing to throw his foot in the way of Tana’s fist, pushing himself back just enough to let my sword slip through with a vertical gash over his lips, nicking the teeth behind them.

      “Ah, fuck, I knew it.” I kept his magic cane busy blocking my strikes so Moorl couldn’t quite reach Tana again with the shadowy tendrils on it. “I fucking knew this was an adventurer thing. It’s always you fuckers ruining my life. Does this happen to every adventurer?”

      “Only the strong ones.” Tana’s merciless assault chewed away at the floorboards stuck to Moorl’s foot as he tried to keep her from reaching him. “Earliest it happens is gold-grade, but it’s most common with mithrils. You’ve found the warrior’s enlightenment. You’re peering beyond the veil of your own limitations and feeling your consciousness expand. You can see more, hear more, and you know more than you could have possibly imagined before. It was like you were blind your whole life but never even knew it until you were given the sight of--AUGH!”

      “TANA CLUTCH!”

      The troll pushed past Moorl’s defending foot, having reduced his foot shield to a tight circle of wood as wide as the glob that glued it there. With her outstretched hand, she reached for the winged helm on the adventurer’s head, her thick fingers latched tightly to the metal. As she pulled back, she took the helm with her to reveal the greasy, pressed hairstyle of a man who lived most of his day-to-day life with it on. Now armed with a new weapon, Tana slammed the helm back into Moorl’s face, cracking his nose and cheeks, chipping a tooth, and making one of his eyes black and bruised.

      “Tana no like Cape Man.” It was beyond disturbing how calm and passionless Tana spoke to her victim as she kept bashing his skull with his own protective headgear. More disturbing than it would be if she was screaming with bloodshot eyes. “Cape Man lead bad guys. Cape Man no treat bad guy tribe good. Cape Man make bad guys more bad. Cape Man make more bad guys. Cape Man no heart. Cape Man no honor. Cape Man like shaman things? Shaman things help life, but Cape Man think shaman things more good than people. Even think more good than own tribe. No good in Cape Man. Cape Man like bad beast. More bad than bad beast. Cape Man like trash. Throw cape man away. Tana hate people like Cape Man most of all people. Bad chief. Bad man.”

      As Tana spoke and smashed, I pinned Moorl’s good arm, pressing the residual sticky goo still on his arm against the pillar nearby, while the daze of multiple concussions was distracting him for me. By the time he started to resist, he had more bruises than teeth and more fractures than facial features. Tana worked his face, and I was free to work his gut, wedging my sword underneath his breastplate and wiggling it deep into the meat. When I connected the two wounds I’d made in his sides before in one big gash under his belly, the blood was seeping out from him like a waterfall, along with a few pink peaks at some previously internal organs.

      The Grabling guildmaster’s resistance petered out as his strength left him, his legs buckling as he hung by his functional arm. He sighed out the lowest hole in his head, the mangled mess of wounds barely recognizable as a face anymore. I couldn’t see the pencil mustache or the goatee beard anymore, so Tana must have smashed those into oblivion as well. Even in this state, though, he was still alive, if only just. And he was laughing.

      “It’s almost funny.” He wheezed a few pained breaths. “I came here to see a stranger die today because I was bored. Instead, that same guy, that random rogue adventurer I’ve never even heard of less than an hour ago, killed me. I would never have guessed. Bested by the man with no guild and many secrets. Secrets even darker than our own, it would seem.”

      “I’m sorry, are you sure you haven’t left out a few key figures in this story?” Zuthina fumed. “Three empowered women with looks that kill and legs to spare? Mortals, I swear.”

      “He’d probably include us if we were humans,” Aiyana chatted along as she helped me wipe the blood off some of these pieces of steel. “We’d probably have to be men, too, if I’m honest. It’s a human man’s world out there. We run it, and they own it.”

      “The nerve!” Zuthina tapped her foot angrily like a hyper bunny. “Adventurers!”

      The dying Moorl ignored the sociopolitical critics of his deathbed. “I thought it might be Xegland who finally did it or questing after retirement. You don’t get old when you live like us unless you’re strong. Didn’t even cross my mind that today was my last day. I never even learned your name, stranger.”

      “And you never will.” I started removing the plates of mithril armor off his body. “If he doesn’t die in the next minute or so, smash his skull in. I’m not leaving it to chance.”

      “Robbing a man before he’s even dead?” The mangled master adventurer chuckled weakly. “You truly do have the hunger. If only my guild were more like you, we could have conquered the continent. But then, my spider wouldn’t have made me so strong. Please. I’m dying, and you’ll never see me again, but I need to know. What’s your secret? Why is the hunger early for you? How did you kill my spider?”

      “Nope.” I checked the last of his pockets to get the last of his magical doodads. “You get nothing. I won’t feel settled about you until Fluffers finds you with his Hell portal and eats your soul. So, you know, you have that to look forward to when you get down there.”

      “Hell holds no surprises for me.” The fucker’s fat face tried to smile but only managed to twitch in the direction. “I’ll save you a seat under my boot when I rule its wastes with an iron--”

      Flying past my ear, a shard of bright ice replaced the mushy face of the now-deceased guildmaster as it pierced partway through the wooden beam. A satisfied Zuthina blew away the faint mists still lingering on her fingers as she curled them into a fist. We all stared at her and wondered how long she’d been holding that in.

      “What?” She failed to sound unaware of what we were thinking. “A minute or so was way too much to wait for, and you know it. Also, I really want that cape.”
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      “Damn, they got here fast.” I saw the carnage of the adventurers approaching. “Moorl, you’re still a pain in my ass in death.”

      Obeying the fear-mongering edict of their late guildmaster, the Grabling adventurers looked to the nearest dungeon to their home base to satisfy his strict quota. All the low-grade raid parties felt the most effective use of their limited time was to stuff the dickens out of each dungeon they came across with the anxious bodies of adventurers working overtime without rhyme or reason. Unfortunately, that nearest dungeon was Fluffers’ graveyard home. This outcome couldn’t have been further from what Fluffers asked us to do. It probably wasn’t hyperbole to say that this was the exact opposite of what Fluffers wanted. We literally could not have fucked this up more.

      The adventurers may have gotten a lengthy head start. We had to fight a top-tier adventurer, rob his corpse blind, search the charred ruins of his guildhall for anything useful or of note, and then completely obliterate the guildhall with the corpse of the guildmaster inside in a blast of powerful magic and some angry troll fists thrown in for good measure. Better safe than sorry. No matter what happened tonight, the Grabling adventurers were never going to recover from what we’d already done to them.

      I wasn’t gonna lie. We were lagging behind the early starters, and we needed to make up the time in a hurry. Of course, they would still never have beaten us there, for no beast on land, in the sea, or up in the sky could outpace a motivated Tana. Knowing that time was of the essence, Tana opted to carry the three of us and run all the way to the graveyard on foot before we could remind her we’d left behind the horses and the cart. We’d just have to come back for it later and hope the mutated horse beasts were scary enough to keep any wild animals away from the food we’d just bought. For now, we had to prepare ourselves and our dungeon for a horde invasion of adventurers with nothing to lose.

      We’d found Fluffers and rallied the undead troops, which took very little time at all when the combat employees were never off duty. Our lich even pulled out all the stops with some specialty troops this time around, like some bone amalgam monstrosities, two death knights, a zombified archdemon, and a few undead hydras. It was a lot for Fluffers to keep up at once, but it wasn’t every day that you had to fight a full-on war. Throw in a few of Aiyana’s quickset traps around the graveyard, and we were as prepared as we were ever going to be.

      A good thing, too, because we’d just finished setting up the last trip by the time the adventurers started coming over the dark horizon and through the forest of dead trees. We took our place at the front gates and waited for them to come to us.

      “Oh, this is going to be such a mess.” Fluffers’ voice spoke through the jaws of the skeleton beside us as he peered through the eyes of his deathly minions. “It’s gonna take me weeks to get this place clean again. And I just got the summer moss off the last headstones. Do you think that maybe we’ll get lucky, and they’ll only send their weakest raiding parties?”

      “They all still think their guild’s going through a full-staff culling from their boss if they don’t get enough dungeons cleared in the next couple of days,” I reminded him. “They’re sending all of their able bodies here. Except for their guildmaster, of course. And technically, that armored guy he killed. Everyone else but them is here.”

      “Do you think that we could just tell them that their guildmaster is dead?” Fluffers suggested. “You brought his cane and clothes, right? That’s pretty solid proof you guys mean business. I’d believe it if it were me.”

      “The telltale spider is gone on the cane, and the clothes won’t be enough,” I argued. “They’d claim we made fakes. Even if they did believe us, I don’t think they’d be likely to call off their assault as much as aggravate it. Adventurers take any opportunity they can to rip and tear, no matter the logic to it. Trust me, I know. Now that they’re here, they’ll want nothing else other than to kill everyone they can find. There’s no changing that now.”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have shot him in the face.” Zuthina pulled the corners of her new cape to cover herself in her new fabulousness. “We might have been able to use his corpse to show our credibility, but I didn’t leave an identifiable head. Ah, this cape is cozy. I could just take a nap right here. Oh, I’m sorry, what were we talking about?”

      “Tana no leave face on Cape Man.” The troll crossed her arms. “Cape Man no good. Bad guys no get face.”

      “Well, you do have to be thorough with the stronger adventurers,” Fluffers admitted. “It’s hard to make a pretty corpse when your life’s on the line. Not that I would know anything about that, right? Get it? It’s funny because I’m dead inside.”

      “How is your humor as dead as you are?” Zuthina let out a smirk. “You’ve been locked up in that crypt for a while, haven’t you, old man?”

      “You have no idea. I’m so lonely all the time.” Fluffers’ skeleton soldier surrogate wrapped his arms around me in an unsolicited hug, crying no tears from the eyeless sockets. “I thought you guys weren’t coming back after you left to Grabling because you were scared of me because I’m a nasty lich, and I didn’t want to lose my only friends in this big, cruel world of ours, but you guys came back, and I’m so happy I could die! Bohohohoho!”

      “You could die?” I laughed. “What’s the point of being a lich if that’s still on the table?”

      “Emotionally, Markus.” Fluffers pulled himself together, releasing me from his grasp. “Emotionally and spiritually, I am a fragile and sensitive being. A lich can have feelings, too, you know! I cherish these newfound bonds of friendship that hold my hopes and dreams. My physical soul may be in that ring, but you kind people, my dear friends…” Fluffers’ nonfunctioning nose ‘got snotty’ as he cried more crocodile tears. “You guys are my true phylactery.”

      “Knock it off.” I shoved the skeleton’s face away with a chuckle. “We’ve got an adventurer infestation to clean up.” I got a better look at the army of adventurers approaching and how seemingly endless it had become. “Okay, I call bullshit on this. There were not nearly that many adventurers in the guildhall when Moorl made his announcement. Like, not even a fraction of this many. The original group was like a drop of water in the full bathtub that was this bullshit army. There’s gotta be more adventurers here than total citizens in the goddamn city this guild runs in. How does that make any sense? How the hell did they whip up this many fresh bodies in one evening?”

      “Some people just know how to network.” Fluffers’ skeleton avatar shook his head. “Just look at me. I can literally call up a hundred guys to help me out with anything at a moment’s notice. You just gotta know the right people, and you can get a crowd together anywhere.”

      “Shut the hell up, Fluffers.” I could hear the stifled giggles pushing through his lipless cheeks. “You know what I mean!”

      Zuthina rolled her shoulders and her neck around to loosen herself up. “They most likely have summoners. They’ll bring in allies from faraway places to their aid, and many are capable of cloning themselves and others several times, at the cost of half the strength of the original. There could also just be a mixture of other guild parties that just want to clear this dungeon before Grabling does out of spite.”

      “How are they supposed to know who cleared the dungeon if they all come here at once?” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Ah, why do I ask for reason where there’s none? Zuthy, Tana, you’re up first. Make them work for every inch.”

      “I think I’m going to enjoy this.” Zuthina’s orange scales crawled over her skin as her body began to change to her true dragon form. “That guildmaster brat fight really irked me. I was cooped up in a small room without my dragon form, my magic basically useless as I sat around playing support, and then he kept poking me while I was tensing through a half-transformation while I couldn’t do anything to him… I’ll be right back.”

      Her wings sprouted from her back, throwing her into the air as she continued to grow into her powerful body. The great dragon flew over to the crowd of adventurers, still a ways away from the front gate, and swooped down low to meet them with a smog of smoky flames. As she streaked across the battlefield ahead of us, she flooded the adventuring army with her dragon fire, cooking the weakest among them to a crisp and searing the rest.

      “Wait, fight start now?” Tana stumbled to pick her shield up as she realized she was missing out on the action. “Scales, wait! No kill too much bad guys with no Tana!”

      Tana rushed into the field of battle at blinding speeds, crashing into the wall of heroic shields at the front as adventuring bodies flew into the air. The unfortunate few that flew into Zuthina’s flight path were smacked back down to earth, crashing into more adventurers down below. Between her swooping rains of fire, the mythical fire titan would sometimes land on the ground, swinging her tail and throwing her body into more adventurers to crush them under her. A few foolhardy among the hordes of heroes climbed onto her body, thinking they could strike her vulnerable spots. They only doomed themselves as Zuthina sprung her trap by taking to the air again, spinning like a cyclone and throwing every adventurer far away to their deaths. Walls of fire from Zuthina’s dragon breath impeded their march on the dungeon even further as they formed a maze of heat and death around them.

      As Tana rampaged like a one-woman army, her deadly limbs couldn’t move two feet without colliding into the breakable bones and smashable innards of the surrounding adventurers. Even the adventurers she cracked with her punches and kicks were helping her attack other adventurers by crashing into the ones around them at deadly velocities. It was like a beautiful game of screaming dominos, one adventurer falling into the next as both of them died, still zooming away to kill another ten on their path, and so on and so on.

      But, no matter how much ass both those girls were kicking together, they were only two people, and the horde of adventurers was far larger than they could physically interact with at once. While roughly a third of the army was successfully pinned in the fields outside the graveyard, the rest pushed on, charging with reckless abandon to take our dungeon from us. Their fighters and barbarians pushed through the flaming labyrinth with sheer willpower while their wizards cast watery spells to quell the flames and open their path. Even the growing piles of burnt-up bodies helped to stop the spread of the flames as the surviving adventurers forged onward.

      Several battalions of skeleton soldiers at the front gate of the graveyard served as the second line of defense, with me to lead the charge. Three phalanxes of skeletons fell into their defensive formations on each side of the gate, shields interlocked and spears raised to form a wall of spikes. The walls of shields and spears formed a cone flaring out from the front gate itself and acting as a funnel for the adventurers to fall into. As skeleton soldiers at the front of each phalanx wall were torn through by the mass of spells and weapons born against them, another restless warrior immediately filled the space from behind, putting their spears out and maintaining their wall at all costs.

      Using the opening in the gate as a chokepoint, we reduced the advantage of their numbers by keeping the flow of adventurers into the graveyard as small as possible. With a few battalions more behind me, plus some monstrous combinations of dangerous and mythical beast bones at my back, I faced the adventurers that passed through the gate head-on. Most of the skeletons served as part of another shield wall, this one forming fully around the space just around the front gate in a semicircle to contain the adventurers that we fought here where the chimeric bone amalgams and I could kill them. It would have been a long and slow burn to win the night, but as long as everyone here did their part, we could outlast even a legion like this.

      This killer instinct was starving for some adventurers, and now I let it run wild in this battle. Surrounded by enemies, I followed the pathways of destruction that this impulse showed me, churning through adventurers like they were slabs of meat in a grinder. It was brutal and horrifying, yes, but also coldly efficient and impossibly effective. Even as I was filled with adrenaline, my mind was calm. No wasted energy, no missteps or missed strikes. Every sword swing took at least one life, if not more. I was never cornered or trapped, and no adventurer could escape or surprise me. Dextrous and nimble, armored and protected, it didn’t matter. I found ways to flow through the battlefield like a leaf in the wind, except I was both the wind and the leaf. I was a perfect killing machine.

      As much as I could never forgive adventurers for how they abused the world around them and the people in it, this unnerving power helped me understand why they were so consistently evil. Even at my most cynical, I would have thought that, if every person was truly capable of being good and doing right, then at least a few adventurers wouldn’t be as heartless as I’d seen. It was just a numbers game. Logically, there had to be a few adventurers that would choose to use their power to help people instead of devolving into brutality. At least one who saw the madness and turned away from it at some point. But there never was.

      It was because of this thing that now lived in my head. They all had it. It influenced them at all times and only grew worse. And, apparently, my special ‘warrior instinct’ was even worse than everyone else’s was normally, according to Moorl. I had the potential to be the most adventuring adventurer that ever was.

      Yeah, that was a depressing thought.

      That had to be future Markus’ problem. Right now, present Markus had bodies around me that I either needed to kill or couldn’t kill if I tried, so the danger of losing control could rest until the bodies stopped crawling through the gate. With a bear-tiger-gorilla bone amalgam on my left and another skeletal lion-wolf-python chimera on my right, we’d turned this little patch of dirt into a bloodbath, almost literally, in a short time. We blurred the lines between carnage and art, my sword swishing through the air as my brush to paint the battlefield with the blood of my enemies. The bone beasts contorted like unliving trees of bone to claw, maim, and grasp, their movements like no real creature in this world.

      Of course, leave it up to adventurers to try something only crazy people would do to throw a monkey wrench into everything. Just by the sheer mass of the horde, the funnel had filled up to overflowing with adventurers, now flowing over the sides and piling themselves up on the sides of the fence of metal spinal columns. As expected, the spikes jutting out of each column segment made quick work of those adventurers unlucky enough to be at the front of the horde when they all pressed themselves up against the fence. Unexpectedly, the bodies started to pile up against the side of the fence, building a mound that kept crawling up with every dumbass adventurer that tried to use it. Eventually, the mound crested over the top of the fence, with dead bodies to clog up all the dangerous spikes and cushion the ascent of other adventurers to throw themselves over. Many of those jumpers broke something as they landed and became cushioning for other adventurers to land mostly intact, save for some bruises and cuts. Now, they had a simple entrance of their own to use, well outside of the death bowl I’d set up for the main entrance.

      The worst part about looking at the corpse ramp was that I knew that there were adventurers that could fly or float or cast spells that made other people fly or float. They had options that didn’t involve literally throwing bodies at the problem until pure chance fixed it. We were the ones with the undead necromancer and the army of literal skeleton corpses, and yet somehow, we were using fewer corpses in our war effort and battle strategies than the living army. These adventurers had the most bizarre knack for fucking with me, no matter what I did. How could I have killed literally hundreds of their enemy without a single casualty and still feel like I was losing?

      This may have been unforeseen, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t planned for. We still had a third and final defense before the adventurers could enter the actual dungeon: the graveyard itself. More than a mile in diameter, and nothing but headstones and grave markers, no matter where you looked. Every corner of this deathly landscape was just like the other corners, meaning that there was nothing to distinguish the actual entrance to the underground crypt that was the true dungeon. They’d have to search high and low for their way in, which gave them plenty of time to wander into any one of the many traps we’d set up for them.

      BOOM! Already, some unfortunate adventurer had already stumbled upon one of Aiyana’s special ‘landmines’ (patent pending), probably scattering themselves across the graveyard as a warning to all their friends. FTANG! Another trap went off, catching a group of them in a net to hang from one of the taller grave markers around. KRKWOMP! A grave obelisk fell over on someone. KTUNG! Two gravestones crashed together to crush someone else. RKRRKRKRRKLRKRL! I Pretty sure that was a stone pillar on its side rolling down a hill and flattening more adventurers.

      I was told by Aiyana before that she didn’t have time to set up ‘that many traps’ in the time we had, but judging by the consistent trap sounds I heard go off every second for several minutes, I had a feeling that she was just underselling herself again. Classic Aiyana. This graveyard probably looked like a true horror show now.

      The specialty undead had arrived to terrorize the adventurers and help out with the stragglers in the graveyard. The clanking stomps of death knight boots, the rattling spines of bone hydras, the weird-ass monkey-like screech of a zombified archdemon, just to name a few, rang through the night like the accompanying symphony to the choir of screams as the horrifying monsters started carving their way through adventuring graverobbers. Have you ever seen some greenhorn adventurers fleeing for their lives from a giant scorpion with a half-rotten monkey face and two vulture beaks for pincers? I hadn’t yet, but I could certainly hear the screaming and monkey screeching.

      There may have been more kinds of undead out there to mention, but at this point, it was such a wide blanket of chaos all around that everything was becoming a blur. Pretty sure it was when Fluffers finally decided to raise all the corpses of the surrounding adventurers that I decided to give up trying to make visual sense of the battlefield. Now, there were so many adventurers, both alive and dead, that I wasn’t sure where I was supposed to swing my sword anymore. Half the adventurers around me were just resurrected soldiers, and I wasn’t actually killing part of the horde after a wall. Even the ‘warrior insight’ wasn’t helping out, since it didn’t care to pick out targets among allies or enemies.

      One might have thought that this would have been a good sign, that now we were finally getting an edge on the adventurer’s numbers, and our growing army would eventually swell to overwhelm theirs. In more normal circumstances, that might have been right, but this army of adventurers was just endless. As it turned out, summoner clones didn’t peter out of existence when their summoner died, so there was no putting this army down.

      My beautiful shield wall gave way to the swarms of adventurers, and the front gates finally started flooding the graveyard with adventuring scavengers. Not that this new entrance changed much of the battlefield. It was like a sea of swords, axes, maces, spellbooks, wands, staves, knives, polearms, and even more weapons clashing and clanging. The phalanxes of skeletons were broken through, and the chaos only grew as the skeletons joined in the fray.

      Thankfully, it was time for us all to leave.
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      As I cut a path through the sea of war, I found a tall grave marker sticking up like dry land in the open sea. Hopping up to the top of it, I lifted up my hand, reaching for the outstretched claws that Zuthina offered from above as she hovered overhead. Her beating wings pushed away the armies around me, freeing me up to grab hold of her claw and climb up her arm. I nearly got singed by a stray firebolt that hit Zuthina’s forearm, one of the many magic projectiles accompanying the stray arrows, crossbow bolts, and thrown spears, none of them scathing her robust scales if they could even reach her. As I finally climbed up to her back, I found Tana, Aiyana, and the real Fluffers waiting for me, along with a couple of storage chests that Tana held under each of her arms.

      “Did you get everything?” I looked towards Aiyana and Fluffers before we flew too far away to change our minds. “Absolutely everything? It’s now or never.”

      “Don’t look at me.” Aiyana deflected the responsibility with open palms over to Fluffers. “I was just organizing what he pointed out. I did my job just fine.”

      “Well?” I looked at the lich.

      “Yeah, sure.” Fluffers’ tone did not inspire confidence.

      “Phylactery?” Might as well have checked the obvious. “You did get that, right?”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever, dad.” The ancient corpse with attitude pulled out the arcane ring from inside his tattered sleeve. “If you’re so worried about it, how do you think I feel? If this goes, I go.”

      “The Hell portal?” I kept interrogating him. “All closed up?”

      “Double-checked it myself,” Aiyana answered. “And I left something fun for whoever finds that room again.”

      “Magic items?” I continued the checklist, just to be sure. “All of them?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Fluffers gestured for one of the chests, which Tana happily agreed to hold for him to showcase some items, a few wands, a thick tome, a few exotic funerary jewels and glittering rings, and a smooth skipping stone. “Dangerous, useful, dangerously useful, usefully dangerous. Checked all my boys and my special boys for any stragglers I might have forgotten about. I even remembered this rock that only glows on weekdays.”

      “Any special corpse parts?” I suggested. “Magic eyeballs, some dead king’s right arm or something? Do you care about that?”

      “Nana’s femur.” He pulled out a dirty tan femur bone, presumably from Nana.

      “All your clothes?” I didn’t know what that would entail for a walking corpse.

      “Just a few casual robes I still think I’d wear.” Fluffers pulled out some vibrant pieces of clothing from the other chest as Tana held it out for him. “I had so much style back then. Do you ‘gothic chic’ might ever make a comeback? I love this dark red one, but I can’t find an occasion where it feels appropriate to wear, you know?”

      “Clean undergarments?” Just like my mom always used to say, an extra pair saves lives.

      “Two for every day of the week.” He pulled out some pieces of cloth that I could only hope were supposed to be black. “For having no bodily functions, I work up a stink fast.”

      “Alright, um…” I thought I’d have more items to check for, but it was hard to come up with needs for a dead body. “You don’t need food or water for the trip. Hmm… maybe… embalming… kit?”

      “Embalming kit?” Fluffers gave me a disapproving look. “Really? You’re gonna be that guy right now?”

      “Did you bring one or not?” I shot him back with an annoyed squint but a sly smile.

      “I mean, yeah, I did, for bugs and stuff.” He pulled out the many long metal hooks and tools of burial work from one of the chests. “Still kinda rude to assume.”

      Just to fuck with me, the snarky corpse stuck one of the long hooks far up his nose and moved it around like he was brushing his teeth, or more accurately, scratching the inside of his skull. When he got bored with that, he moved it around until I could see it wiggling around his exposed eye socket, watching him scratch the backside of it.

      “Alright, so that could have gone better.” I recapped the whole trip over here. “But, we’re all here, we’re all safe, including Fluffers, and we have all the important things with us.”

      “Hey, silver linings!” Aiyana pepped up. “It was a good call to, uh, recuperate for the afternoon before we tried to approach the guild instead of after. I’m just exhausted now.”

      “Tana always ready for mate.” The troll warrior was resolute and hardy like the mountain. “All times good times for mate.”

      “Well, give me a few minutes!” Aiyana couldn’t hide her fear of missing out on account of her need to rest. “We’re not all super athletes! I just need to take a breather first.”

      “Hey, uh, Fluffers, I know I’ve said this before, but I’m gonna say it again.” I addressed the lich a bit more formally. “I’m sorry we couldn’t save your dungeon. Maybe if we’d waited on talking to the guildmaster, so he was in a less manic mood or went through all the bureaucracy to get the paperwork done…”

      “No worries! I was getting sick of that place anyway.” The lich brushed off the abandonment of his home of several centuries. “Not a very lively atmosphere, am I right? And that would have taken months if they even let you. I knew it was a long shot, anyway. You did good, kid. Also, you’re letting me stay at your place now, so I’m golden, baby.”

      “Zuthina’s cult boys will get started on a Hell portal as soon as we get there,” I assured our newest resident. “We can meet up with Barry and George about what kind of home you want to stay in.”

      “I have no bodily functions and don’t sleep,” Fluffers reminded us. “As long as I get to socialize with some people, you can put me in a wood box for all I care. Seriously, though, I actually wouldn’t mind. I’m a corpse, it’s kind of our thing. Bury it, even. I don’t care.”

      “We’ll get you a real house.” I patted him on the shoulder. “You’re a part of the community now. You’ll get the proper respect. We’ll also be putting you to work, so don’t go thinking this is some kind of vacation.”

      “Buddy, I’ve been bored out of my mind since before your grandpa was born.” The lich liked to show off his age to make a point. “I’m more than happy to do something for once. Now, I used up quite a bit of magic keeping the adventurers out of the crypt long enough for us to pack everything, so I might not be doing anything too fancy, you know? At least, not until I’ve had some time with a new hell portal.”

      “More than fair,” I agreed. “It’s hard work, but no one works more than their share.”

      “Guess we’re going to go forward with that whole ‘expansion’ plan after all, huh?” Aiyana leaned over on Zuthina’s back, resting her head against her hand. “Couldn’t get rid of those Badgerton refugees so easily, could you?”

      “Sorry my dungeon didn’t work out for you guys,” Fluffers offered sympathetically. “I would have loved to have some people around that old place.”

      “We’ve still got plenty of options.” I thought about the Badgerton refugees. “I suppose the expansion was inevitable in hindsight. Would have loved to put it off just a little longer. I’m sure all that trouble we made at the Grabling guild’s going to come back around sooner than we’d like. We don’t need to be drawing any more attention to ourselves than we already have.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible for you, Markus.” Aiyana walked her fingers across my leg. “You’re just too interesting, sometimes.”

      “You’re going to have a lich in your dungeon, too,” Fluffers stated the obvious to make a point. “If you thought adventurers liked dragons, you haven’t seen anything yet. Well, maybe you just did, but well, you know what I mean. Adventurers go crazy for guys like me. I was the only actual being that called that graveyard home, and those bastards were still obsessed with my dungeon! There’s just no justice!”

      “I’ve never understood someone’s struggle more, Fluffers.” I slapped him twice on the back. “It’s a goddamn crime. I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for their selfish crusade to take my things! I just want to live my life on my own damn land! Is that too much to ask?”

      “So, besides the expansion and the new housing, are there any other plans you have in the works?” Aiyana probed around from some future prospects. “Maybe we didn’t get to make a dungeon alliance like we thought this time, but we still got a new friend out of the deal! What about those other dungeons on that map? Do you want to try those out, too? Test our luck again?”

      “I was just thinking about those.” I pulled out a note I’d made listing the dungeons in questions. “This trip’s actually shown me a lot about what we need to do next.”

      “War?” Tana was a little quick on the trigger, even if she could already sense the spirit of what I was going to say.

      “Hopefully not.” I wasn’t confident in the slightest that peace was an option here. “But, yeah, probably. We’re not alone out here with our adventurer problem. There are other dungeons all over the place that are harassed by their local guilds as much as we are. Worse than that, Moorl’s weird-ass cane showed me that they’re trying to improve their weapons and powers. They’re already too strong for most normal people to stand up to them, but if we don’t do anything now, they’ll become a problem no one can solve.”

      I mulled it over for a moment. “I think we need to make friends with as many of these dungeons as we can, build some rapport with them, and then make something together that can fight back against the adventurers in a way that matters. Maybe, if we help them out with whatever they need, they’ll help us out when the time comes to take the fight back. We can’t assume they’ll all want to help us, but if we can get enough, then more will start piling on like a snowball.”

      “Hopefully, these other guys can actually provide you with, you know, a dungeon this time.” The mighty lich was still feeling a little self-conscious about his loss of home. “You’re going to need some strategic positions locked down early if you want to last long in a war against adventurers. They’ve got all the cities and towns under their heels, so you’re going to need just as much coverage if you have any chance of facing them.”

      “Any suggestions about how to go about these?” I handed him the list of dungeons. “I’m all ears.”

      “Merpeople could give you a good naval advantage wherever you have them,” Fluffers thought aloud as he looked it over. “If you can convince these guys here to move their dungeon a little further north, they can help control that whole sea. Gnolls need a lot of meat to keep from eating each other, but they make good workers if they’re well fed. Werewolves are a bit tricky since they need a full moon to do their wolf thing, but if you’ve got a lot of moonstone on hand, you’re good to go. Goblins are more like cockroaches than anything useful, but this mountain pass dungeon they’re in would give you a hot shortcut east to these snake worshippers up in the swamp instead of going around the whole mountain range. As for the snake worshippers themselves, they usually fall in line pretty easily if you can make nice with whatever giant snake they’re feeding sacrifices to. Rest of these I don’t know much about. I’ve been pretty out of the loop for a while.”

      I took the list back from him. “That was a lot more than I could have asked for, so thank you. While I think we more than outshined what any other team of five could pull off tonight, I think that we should consider taking some reinforcements ahead of time to the dungeons we visit. If we’ve got to fight off adventurers again like that, we might not get so lucky as to have a powerful lich to take the bulk of the work. We’ll need to organize a set of our forces into a traveling guard for when we make our next trip. A bunch of soldiers marching across the countryside is a bit of an aggressive move, though. Maybe we don’t want to draw that kind of attention. Hmm…”

      “Take beasts,” Tana suggested. “Beasts scary, but no look like warriors to oomies. Beast march no look like army march. Beasts in wild normal, even new Markus beasts.”

      “That’s not a bad idea, actually.” I stroked my chin. “We’ve got enough good tamers to keep the mutant animals in line during a long trip like that. Feeding and hiding them’s gonna be tricky, but no more tricky than for a bunch of armored trolls. Even if it’s only a little less conspicuous, we can still move a sizeable force around more smoothly to get some work done. They can also help transport supplies we’ll be sending to other dungeons, which can make them look less like war beasts, too. I think that’s what we’ll go with.”

      “Do you have a dungeon you want to hit first?” Aiyana asked. “We should think through which allies we absolutely need to have on our side before the adventurers push back against our alliances. When they hear that dungeons are starting to work together, we’ll be up to our necks in them before long.”

      “It’s a tough call.” I could feel the mental exhaustion start to catch up to me. “A lot of these options would be the good first pick, and we don’t want to pick one that’ll hate us too early in all this. I’m gonna wait until we get back home to make a final decision, but I was thinking…”

      Oh, fuck. As my body had just started to relax, the killer instinct flared up again, pulling my hand towards my sword. Already, I was coming up with strategies to kill the lich, the troll, the wolfborn, and even the dragon I was riding on more than a mile up in the sky. I couldn’t let my guard down for one second without a murder boner coming up at the worst time. I needed to get this armor off me right now.

      “What’s wrong?” Aiyana brought herself up as she saw me unbuckling my armor and cursing under my breath. “Markus, are you okay? It’s that thing again, isn’t it? The killing impulse that Moorl was talking about?”

      “Yeah, help me get the rest of this stuff off.” I gestured towards the buckles on my arm as she fiddled with them for me. “Tana, take the sword off my belt and put it in one of those chests. Don’t let me near it for a while, okay? I can already feel myself not wanting to give it over to you, so don’t be gentle about--”

      She was not gentle. Her strength was still leagues above my own, and she bent my fingers back as I tried to instinctively death grip the sword, quickly taking the sword and sheath from me after Aiyana untied it. Ow. She didn’t have to make it look so damn easy.

      With the sword safely in the chest, Tana closed it, latched it shut, and pulled out her coil of rope, wrapping it around both chests she was holding. As she finished her knotwork, she’d bundled the two chests together and left to loops on it to make the whole thing into a sort of backpack, hoisting it over her own back to free up her hands. Those hands then grabbed at my shoulders and pulled me into her chest, restraining me like a vice while Aiyana continued to strip the other parts of my armor.

      “Wait, you’ve got mithril madness already?” Fluffers seemed to recognize the signs of a well-established phenomenon. “Your adventuring equipment is all silver-grade, though, right? That’s really early. How the hell did you manage that?”

      “Apparently, that’s the hot question of the night.” I did my best not to kick at Aiyana as she stripped my legs of armor. “Moorl was going crazy about it back in Grabling. What do you know about it? Was it a thing in your adventuring days, too?”

      “It’s what got me into this whole mess.” The lich gestured to the body he’d made for himself as his undead remedy to a vengeful problem. “All the guildmasters and big-name adventurers swore by this idea of ‘true heroism’ and ‘passing the threshold’ when they talked about this power boost that came from being mithril-grade. ‘Just train up your enchantments, and you’ll see the light,’ ‘when you feel the power moving you, you know you’ve made it as an adventurer,’ and all that.”

      Fluffers snorted. “You think you’re getting stronger, and you feel like a real warrior, and you’re pushing for that goddamn special thing that all the great adventurers were supposed to get, and then it hits you out of nowhere. This great power that everyone tells you is the reward for all your hard work changes everything you thought you knew about yourself in an instant. Or maybe it just shows you that you’ve already changed too much to recognize what you’d become. Suddenly, your friends aren’t your friends anymore, and all that matters is being the last person standing.”

      “Is that what pushed you into becoming a lich?” I felt a little like a child having their clothes forcibly changed for a nap, but I still appreciated that I couldn’t kill even if this impulse wanted me to. “The ‘mithril madness’ made you do it?”

      “I wish I could say that was the case,” Fluffers confessed, “but I’d turned myself into one just trying to get to mithril grade in the first place. My old party wanted to raid a dungeon with an elder fire dragon in it, but we were still all gold-grades. A full-strength elder dragon needed at least one mithril on a gold team to take it down, so I did the next best thing. My new lich powers bumped up my spellcasting to match what a mithril-grade could do, and I didn’t need to feel the need to eat my friends’ souls, so I thought everything was fine. My spellcasting had never been smoother, and I knew all the right spells to take out the dragon’s cultists. Soon as I saw those scales and looked that dragon in the eye, though, it reminded me of Trevanok, and I lost it. Killed the dragon, then my friends, and didn’t stop killing for a long time afterward.”

      “Wait, so seeing the dragon is what triggered it, though, right?” I started putting pieces of the bigger picture together as I sat nearly naked in the midnight windchill. “It was like that for me, too. We entered the city, and I pulled off a crazy sword stunt in the marketplace, but then as soon as we got to the guildhall with all those adventurers, I couldn’t stop thinking about how much I hated them and then seeing them all in front of me really threw me into the killer mindset. Could that hate be a part of this madness? Does the mithril madness need a trigger?”

      “I believe it.” Fluffers used his embalming hook to pick at his teeth. “I was ready to murder that dragon like he was the real Trevanok, and then it was just a blur of murder from there. For most of my undead life, I thought that was all just soul-cravings that came with lichdom, but the more I think back on it, the more signs of the madness show up. After some time like this, I know for a fact that I don’t ever actually crave souls to eat. Sure, I need them, but I’m not hungry for them. The need to kill had to be the mithril madness setting in, I’m certain.”

      “Do you still have it?” I asked, now armorless and nearly naked in this brisk night air. “You seem calm around us, and you haven’t taken a single opportunity we’ve given you to kill us. We won’t abandon you if you do have it, but I’d like to know now if it’s going to be a problem. We’d like to help you manage it.”

      “Isolating myself for a few hundred years seemed to take the edge off, I think,” Fluffers assured us. “There was a time where even my own boys would set me off, but it’s gotten a lot better over time. I haven’t thought about killing any of you even once since we met. I’m still not really thinking about it, even talking about it. In fact, I’d probably try to move in front of either of your girls if you tried to kill them now. Granted, you know, it’s not really a sacrifice if I can just make myself a new body later, but the sentiment is real. If I could die, I would die for you, my brother from another mother.”

      “That’s good, at least.” I lost a little hope in getting myself cured of this bug in my thoughts. “Don’t know if I can carve out half a millennium in my schedule to lock myself in a cave until this blows over. But a fix is possible, and that’s what counts. If there’s another way to get better, we’ll find it. I might have to invest some resources in researching adventuring enchantments to get a clearer picture of how to proceed, but I get the feeling that we’ll have a lot of adventurers who’ll be offering up some of their own enchantments to the cause. I should also check in on Barry and George. They’ve had enchantments for as long as I have, and theirs are farther along in their development. If I’m feeling the itch already, they might have a lot of bodies piling up in their basements. I didn’t notice anything last time we talked, but I’d be a fool not to at least check. The best we can hope for is that we can get a cure for this before one of us does something we’ll all regret.”

      “In the meantime, Tana seems to have a good solution.” Aiyana giggled as she and Tana winked at each other, and I wiggled myself helplessly in the troll’s bind. “I think we’re going to be fine, Markus. We know you’d never hurt any of us. You love us, and we love you. We trust you. I mean, take Zuthina, for example. After what you’ve given her, she has to feel safe around you. Do you think she’d pick anyone else in the world besides you to be the father?”

      “The what?” I felt my face flush as I checked to make sure I heard that right, but there was no mistaking the look on Aiyana’s face.

      Oh, my gods. Ohmygods. OH, MY GODS. OHMYGODS! Ohmy. Gods. Oh. Mygods. Oh, my gods. Oh. My. Gods. I… I don’t… When…? How…? What? I didn’t have the thoughts or the words to express the… terror? Joy? Terr-oy? Joyrer? I was so happy, I felt like I was going to throw up. Was I even ready? Was this a good time? Should I have been more careful? Would I do a good job?

      “Wait, didn’t you…?” Aiyana rode through a swell of emotions, from a squinted confusion to a wide-eyed realization of what she’d just done. “Oh, my gods, I wasn’t--! I thought everyone already--! I’m so sorry, I didn’t know! I thought you told him already! I didn’t even think Tana and I would get to hear about it before him!”

      “I should have said something before we left Vastilon.” Our gracious backside host finally spoke up. “I didn’t want to distract Markus from the task ahead, so I was waiting until we got back home. The firstborn marks a momentous shift in a dragon’s life into parenthood, so I had thought to make the moment I told you the news special in some way. Well, surprise, Markus.”

      “Hey, now he’s got the whole trip back home to let it really sink in, huh?” Fluffers nudged my cheek with his knuckle. “Look at this kid! He doesn’t know what to do with himself!”

      “Chief make heir to tribe with dragon!” Tana squeezed the air out of my lungs. “Tana so proud when Tana hear new heir coming! Marusk make good papa! Tribe get new dragon heir!”

      “Congratulations, Markus!” Aiyana wrapped her arms around my head and squeezed me tight. “This is so exciting, isn’t it? How do you feel?”

      “I’m, uh…” Among the many feelings here, no good word came to mind to summarize the whole thing.

      BBWWWWWWOOOOOOOOOOM!

      Thankfully, something did come along to give me a moment to think. That something came in the form of a thunderous boom far off in the distance behind us as everyone turned to look. The graveyard should have still been in sight far below as a little slice of the arching landscape, but in the eternal dark of the ever-present thunderclouds above, spotting it would have been difficult. Both those facts were now untrue, as the entire graveyard had been consumed in an explosion, creating a bright, enormous cloud that stretched towards the sky and flared out at the top like a mushroom. Any adventurers that had lingered to raid the empty dungeon had paid the price with complete annihilation.

      “Oh, hey, they found my surprise.” Aiyana looked at the devastating results of her handiwork. “I thought I might be wasting such a precious bomb, but this was so worth it.”

      “To answer your question,” I turned towards Aiyana, “I feel like that, but in a good way.”
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      “All jokes aside, I couldn’t have been happier.” My father, King Marusk, weaved the tale of his life to the growing crowd of loyal listeners, myself among them. “While I love all my kids, Garrett here gets to say he was the one to make this farm boy into a father. I may have been flying on a dragon’s wings that day, but I was a lot closer to heaven when I got to hold that fragile little thing in my arms for the first time.”

      The crowd let out their sighs at the heartfelt moment. I could only feel embarrassed, hearing my father talking about me while all I could do was sit on this stool beside him, being stared at by all of his subjects. How was a general supposed to command respect when everyone imagined me as an infant when they saw me?

      “But, look at him now!” The king punched me in the arm. “He’s a legend! And so young, too! If I was half as talented as him back then, I might have already won this war by now! But, let me tell you good people, I will always remember that moment in the sky. Things were chaotic for me. I was about to start one of the greatest undertakings of my young life, and I still had that mithril madness in me. I had no idea what was going to happen to me, to my women, to my dungeon, to the world even! When I heard that I had a son on the way, I had all the hope I needed to push through those fears and take action!”

      “This must have been the start of the Beast Wars, then, right?” Tiberius the half-orc literally sat at the edge of his seat as his eyes gleamed. “You brought your mighty beasts with you on your journey to visit all the dungeons of Marlashtia, and the adventurers were there to meet you at every turn! How did you manage to win out in the end?”

      “You know, I’m going to be perfectly honest with you.” King Marusk slouched over in his seat and rested his elbows on his legs. “Most of the Beast Wars played out like Grabling. An alarming amount of them, now that I’m mentioning it. Not my brightest moments as a rising star in the history of the world.”

      “What do you mean, milord?” Borginon the lizardborn sat up in his seat to listen. “You won the Beast Wars, right? You wouldn’t have become ‘King Marusk’ if you lost to the adventurers so early on in your campaign against them! Everyone says you were overwhelmingly victorious!”

      “‘Victorious’ is a strong word to use.” My father showed a rarer side of himself to his people, one of discomfort and bashfulness. “I suppose it depends on what you consider a victory here. Was I victorious in protecting the dungeons I visited from the adventurers who wanted to raid them? Not really. ‘Half’ would be a generous measure. Closer to a third, really, and those were heavily fortified already against them. Probably didn’t really need my help overall, if we’re honest.”

      “That can’t be right!” Tiberius defended King Marusk’s honor from the king’s own admission. “Your victory in the Beast Wars is what laid the foundation for the Coalition of Dungeons! Why would the other dungeons have joined if they believed that you were always losing to the adventurers at nearly every turn? You had to have been helping us all out! The dungeons of the world never had the kind of strength they do now until you came along.”

      “Here’s the thing.” King Marusk rolled his shoulders as he prepared to explain the significance of the adventurer threat. “Protecting dungeons against adventurers is a nightmare. Even a single adventuring party or two can be fatal for most of the dungeons out there. They’ve spent hundreds of years honing the craft of sending powered-up warriors into a stronghold to kill everyone inside. It’s their only way of life. While our focus is split between having real lives and fighting them off, they’re only concerned with growing as strong as they can by fighting us. They have enchantments and magics that make them stronger than us dungeon dwellers at a one-to-one. On top of that, their guilds have the backing of all the kingdoms that rule over these lands our dungeons are in by circumstance. They can surround us, isolate us, and starve us whenever they want.”

      “So, then what happened?” Borginon asked, “we know that adventurers could do all that before you showed up. We would have never stood a chance if we tried to rise up against them. Now, the dungeon and adventurer powers of the world are locked in a war we couldn’t have even dreamed of winning, and you’re telling us that you’ve been losing against them this whole time? Something doesn’t add up here, milord. Just because my leg grows back doesn’t mean you can go pulling it any way you like.”

      “Like I said, a lot of my visits to dungeons turned out like the Grabling graveyard,” the king explained, “We would visit the dungeon, look for a way to keep adventurers from raiding, fail miserably, end up fighting the nearest guild in some mad scramble or another, and the dungeon would get overtaken in the process. But, also like we did with Fluffers the lich, we’d evacuate all the dungeon dwellers and their valuables before the dungeon was overrun. So, as far as casualties go, we suffered close to none while the adventurers were dropping like flies. Adventurers were used to clean sweeps of dungeons, with a few dead parties to keep everyone on their toes. They had no real plan for guilds losing more than half their members in one day to one little dungeon. So, what looked like and should have been a terrible strategy slowly turned into our greatest attack plan.”

      “Of course!” Tiberius slammed the bottom of his fist into his palm. “They could take the dungeons, but they wouldn’t have the manpower to occupy them! And without killing the dwellers inside the dungeon and clearing it properly, the adventurers couldn’t grow stronger from the fights! Owning the dungeon was useless and only wasted resources. You were hollowing them out from the inside!”

      King Marusk sat up proudly. “After we started seeing the results of our supposed failures, we made the strategy official. We’d start evacuating dungeons as soon as we contacted them, leaving skeleton crews behind to keep up appearances. In a lot of cases, Fluffers supplied literal skeleton soldiers for us to dress up like the original denizens. When it suited us, we’d do what we did with the Grabling graveyard and destroy the whole dungeon with as many adventurers inside as we could bait. We supported dungeons that we deemed strong enough to keep adventurers away with some of our troops, keeping the adventuring guilds from suspecting something was up.”

      “And the people from every dungeon you saved got put in here to keep them safe.” Borginon sat back as he leaned into his tail. “You can just make the whole place bigger with your forgemasters anytime you like to fit the newcomers in, building higher and digging lower for all the different monsters that show up. They join the family, their strengths become yours, and before anyone knows it, Vastilon Keep turns into the first dungeon nation of its kind. The Dungeon of a Thousand Lands. It’s genius, milord.”

      “You should know by now that all my ‘genius’ is just stumbling into a good thing,” the king said, humbling himself in front of his subjects. “I’m just the face that people see when it’s really the incredible talent of dozens of people and the hard work of everyone here that really makes this work. I may have been the catalyst for all this to form around me, but if I wasn’t here today, this place would run like a fine-old machine to take down those adventurers. I’m damn proud of that. Means I’ve found good people. It’s why I chose to look at dungeons instead of cities to first help me out. There are all kinds of hidden gems in those places, and I’m talking about any sacred relic or treasure room.”

      “Father, you are hopeless.” I held my head in my hands. “You are not a king because of your poetic prose. Don’t write any sonnets anytime soon, or we’ll never hear the laughter end.”

      “Your mother loves it when I sweet-talk her!” My father was shameless in many ways. “You may very well be alive right now because I have a poet’s heart! If elder dragons swoon at my lovely lyrics, who are you to argue that I’m no good? Is anyone here going to argue with her?”

      Not a hesitantly shaken head in the whole crowd as everyone conveyed how much they would never want to be on the bad side of Zuthina the Inferno.

      “Well, I’m half-dragon, and I’m not swooning at any poetry.” I sat up and crossed my arms. “Of all the things to claim that you’re good at, you say it’s poetry. You choose the strangest things to be proud of.”

      “You better not think that you’re one of them.” The king put his hand on my shoulder. “I can see it in your eyes, you big drake. I am proud of you, and it’s more than okay. I may be strange for distracting all these people with the story of how you got in my life, but they’re the ones that stuck around to listen. They’ve seen what you can do, they admire it, and they want to know how such a shining star came around. These people are proud of you, too. Not that you need their approval, you draconic stud! Isn’t he a handsome man? Ladies, he’s single!”

      Whistles, hoots, and hollers from the women in the crowd rose up in response. Many more than I would have thought, especially from some of the women my age. I mean, he was the king, and I was his son. It wasn’t necessarily smart to imply that you thought the king’s son was hideous in a crowd like this. Still, there were more than I would have deemed to be the polite amount of responders, which confused me. Maybe I was overthinking the mob mentality.

      Regardless, I wanted to hide in my wings and never come back out again.

      “Father, why must you do this?” I was happy that half-dragons were incapable of blushing. “I have to command troops today. People need to respect me.”

      “What’s the point of having a kid if you can’t embarrass them?” The king shoved me playfully. “From the sounds of it, you’ve got all kinds of respect coming your way! Maybe, after this battle, you can loosen up and get started on some grandchildren for me!”

      “FATHER!”

      These people were eating up everything that my father said, laughing and smiling at this little game he was playing with me. I didn’t know why he felt the need to humiliate me, maybe as some paternal instinct that infects someone as soon as they have a child, but I had no choice but to take it all. This was no way for a general to be treated.

      But, it was nice to see so many smiling faces.

      “King Marusk, I have a few more questions,” Tiberius spoke up as the laughter died down. “At the beginning of the Beast Wars, you said that you struggled with the mithril madness that usually affects the strongest adventurers, but you seem happy and… well, not wanting to kill us all in cold blood. How did you get yourself cured?”

      “Oh, that?” King Marusk got himself comfortable in his seat. “While the Beast Wars dragged out, I investigated these adventuring enchantments to find any clues to get me fixed. Without a way to shut it up or take it out, I was stuck with meditation, training, healthy living, and willpower to carry me through the impulse’s surges. After many years of research and gritting my teeth through the pain, the discovery I made about the enchantments forced an end to the Beast Wars, and the real battle with the adventuring guilds began…”
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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!
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