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      Wilhelm DeMorlin raised his arm just in time to take another hit from the weapons master. The impact shuddered up his arm and forced the young boy back a step. Nicholas Rashell’s sword was wooden, and would cause no more damage than a bruise in the weapons master’s practiced hands. But to Wilhelm, each strike felt like a great siege hammer crashing upon the heavy doors of Windamere Keep.

      Here in the bailey, Wilhelm was just another young man being trained as a soldier. He wasn’t as important as Graeme or Tristan, his two brothers who’d had the luck to be born before him. No, Wilhelm was the third son of Lord Alistair and Lady Diana DeMorlin, and his place was where he could be useful. In his father’s eyes, Wilhelm could not be useful until he learned how to use a sword.

      Wilhelm glanced up at the tower at the corner of Windamere Keep for a second, jealous of both of his brothers and their instruction in the ways of reading and writing. In that moment of distraction, Nicholas dinged Wilhelm with his sword right on the shoulder. The pain was unexpected and brought Wilhelm’s focus back to the duel at hand.

      “You must never allow yourself to be distracted on the battlefield,” Nicholas said with a voice that sounded like a bag of gravel. Graeme and Tristan said it was because of how often the weapons master would yell at his men-at-arms.

      “I’m not distracted,” Wilhelm said as he raised his shield once again. A flare of anger flickered to life somewhere inside him. He tightened his grip on the pommel of his training sword and went in for an attack.

      Nicholas, the weapons master, easily deflected his attack, and Wilhelm felt another flash of fury well up in his chest.

      “The worst time to attack is when you are driven by anger,” Nicholas continued.

      On and on with these endless lectures. If the weapons master had given half the time and effort to training Wilhelm in how to use his sword and shield, then maybe he could put up a better offense and defense!

      Wilhelm gritted his teeth and watched Nicholas over the lip of his shield. The weapons master held his shield in his left hand and his sword in his right, both the same size as the training equipment he gave to Wilhelm. Nicholas was a bigger target, so in theory, Wilhelm should be able to hit him more easily.

      The big man was quicker than Wilhelm gave him credit for. He danced out of the way of Wilhelm’s strikes, blocked some, and parried some others. The boy never came close to landing a hit as his anger rose to a boiling point.

      It just wasn’t fair! Wilhelm was the one who loved stories and listening to letters carried to Windamere Keep from across the Five Kingdoms on raven wing. He should have been the one to learn his letters and numbers. He could fight if he needed to, but Wilhelm’s father always told them that the best way to win a battle was to avoid it altogether.

      His father’s words echoed in Wilhelm’s mind. The man who can take one life today to save a hundred tomorrow has done his ancestors proud.

      A quiet focus came over Wilhelm then. His anger was still there, but his focus directed it into figuring out the best way to beat Nicholas. What is the weapons master’s weakness?

      Wilhelm grinned.

      No matter what, Nicholas would always pull his strikes. He’d never use his whole strength to hit the son of Alistair DeMorlin, lest he run afoul of the Lord of Windamere Keep.

      The next time Nicholas went to strike the boy, Wilhelm dropped his shield and leaned into the strike. It would either land and cause him a great deal of pain and leave a bruise or break the skin, or it would make Nicholas flinch and give him an opening to attack. The shield fell, and Wilhelm grabbed his practice sword with both hands. Nicholas’s eyes went wide, and that was when Wilhelm knew he had his chance. He swung with all of his eight-year-old might and cracked the weapons master in the side of the knee.

      With a great cry of surprise, Nicholas went down on one knee. Wilhelm lifted the blunt end of his wooden sword to Nicholas’s neck. Nicholas looked down, but there was no trace of anger in his eyes, nor disappointment in his loss. If anything, the weapons master looked at Wilhelm with pride.

      “That’s not quite what I had in mind,” Nicholas said as he stood to his full height again. “Sometimes the only way to win against a foe that outmatches you is to outsmart them, and you did just that, lad. You knew I’d never strike you with full force, didn’t you?”

      Wilhelm nodded. “It was your weakness.”

      “Aye, it was. But it won’t be any longer. There’ll be no more pulled strikes from here on out.”

      The realization of what that meant settled on Wilhelm like a wet blanket. He went to say something to Nicholas, but the words died on his tongue. A bright green flash lit up the tower windows—the tower where Graeme and Tristan were taking their lesson from the keep scribes. A second later, the stone tower utterly exploded in a gout of bright green magical flame.

      People screamed and ran for their weapons. Nicholas grabbed Wilhelm’s arm as he stared up dumbstruck as the place his brothers were moments before crumbled into a pile of sundered stone.

      The horn of Windamere Keep blew, signifying to all that there were enemies inside the keep, and they should take up arms. The horn was cut off a few brief moments after it began, almost as though the attackers knew where it would be to silence it.

      “With me! Now!” Nicholas pulled the boy along after him as he retrieved his true sword and shield from a rack nearby. These were the castle-forged tools of a weapons master, and Wilhelm thought he would see them draw blood before the day was through. “We must reach the catacombs before we’re discovered.”

      The catacombs were a set of ancient caves beneath Windamere Keep. The DeMorlins owed much of their wealth to the iron ore mined from those caves, but it also gave them an escape route should they ever have to flee. Wilhelm had been drilled many times on how to avoid the traps and pitfalls and reach the three exit points from the mines. Each exit point connected to a body of water, and each had a waiting boat that was stocked with supplies should the DeMorlin family ever have to flee.

      Wilhelm had never thought the day would come where his home would fall to violence or magic, and now it seemed that both had come for him. The Five Kings held an uneasy truce across the Five Kingdoms, but they were all in agreement that every rogue mage must be tamed or destroyed.

      Nicholas almost collided with another man-at-arms and demanded he provide a report. The soldier had a burn across half of his face; one eye was charred shut. He grunted with pain as he spoke.

      “I don’t know who they are, but they’re powerful. Lord Alistair has fallen, and I fear Lady Diana has fallen too, though I did not see it.”

      Wilhelm’s heart turned to ice. His father was dead? No, that wasn’t possible. His father was as powerful as a storm, and as impossible to move as a mountain! There was no way he could be…

      “Are you absolutely sure that the Lord is dead?” Nicholas asked. “What of his heirs?”

      Wilhelm remembered the explosion in the tower where his brothers had been taking their lessons. The man-at-arms looked down at Wilhelm and went to say something, but instead closed his mouth and shook his head.

      “Then Wilhelm is the last of his line,” Nicholas said with despair. “Come, boy, there’s no time to lose. Tomas, you’re with us.”

      The soldier, Tomas, shook his head. “I’ll never make it out alive like this. I was born and raised in Windamere, and I’ll die to protect the last DeMorlin. Your escape will be protected.”

      Nicholas placed a hand on Tomas’s shoulder. “This is an honorable death.”

      Another explosion rocked the keep from nearby, and huge chunks of stone rained down from above. Wilhelm craned his neck around a nearby door to see what was happening in the courtyard.

      A black-robed figure landed in the middle of the courtyard, followed by a plume of green smoke. Their robe billowed out around them, and Wilhelm could not see into the dark hood. Their face remained shadowed as their hands traced symbols in the air.

      A magic circle appeared before them, burning with viridian light suspended in the air. Suddenly, the muzzle of a luminous dragon burst forth from the magical circle and spewed a sphere of green fire.

      The fireball flew into the battlements, which sent stone, soldiers, and peasants flying. Those who survived the blast writhed in agony as the green flames crawled across their bodies.

      Nicholas yanked Wilhelm backwards and out of the doorframe. “Come with me, young Master. We don’t slow until we reach the boats!”

      It was pure luck that Wilhelm was dressed for combat. There was nothing extra that he needed to do to get ready to leave the keep, which was both a blessing and a curse. He would never see his bedchamber again with the exquisitely carved wooden animals his father had gifted him, nor would he look upon the great hall where he and his brothers fought over who would get the best cut of meat at dinner time.

      “The life you once had is over,” Nicholas growled as he pulled Wilhelm onward through the keep. “You must leave your name behind. If these sorcerers have come to kill your family, then it’s likely they mean to wipe out the DeMorlin line forever. You must forget your name.”

      “I’ve only ever been me. Who else can I be?” Wilhelm asked.

      “We’ll figure that out once we get to the boats. I’ll have to leave my name behind too. Nicholas Rashell died in the fall of Windamere Keep, along with the Lord, the Lady, and all their sons.”

      They reached the entrance to the catacombs, only to find their way blocked by one of the sorcerers in the black robes. It was almost as though the sorcerer knew where the entrance to the catacombs would be and sought to cut them off before they were able to make their escape.

      Through strange yet deliberate hand movements, a circle of light lit up beneath the sorcerer’s feet. His hand movements quickened when he realized Nicholas was armed and dangerous.

      Before the ritual could be completed, Nicholas drew his sword and rushed forward with his shield held high. He slammed into the black-robed attacker and knocked him out of the magic circle. With the ritual broken, the magic dissipated into harmless green sparks.

      “A sealing ritual?” Nicholas asked as he stood over the prone sorcerer. “You should have sealed the exit before your attack.”

      The sorcerer’s hood had slipped back off his head, revealing a young face covered in black tattoos. The young magic user went to say something, but the weapons master gave him a swift end at the point of his sword.

      “Come,” Nicholas said, beckoning Wilhelm to step over the body and follow him into the catacombs. “We need to disappear before they send another.”

      Numb with grief and terror, Wilhelm followed. Memories of his father showing him the escape routes through the catacomb tunnels floated to the surface of his mind. Of the three exits, the most well-hidden would deliver them south of Windamere Keep. There, they could follow the river into the wilds and disappear.

      Wilhelm didn’t want to disappear, and he didn’t want to become someone else. Nicholas pushed him onward through the catacombs, but Wilhelm was worried that he’d trip and fall if he was made to walk any faster. He thought back to the explosion from the scribe’s tower, where his brothers were. If he’d been the first or second son, he’d be there right with them. He’d be dead, just like they were.

      Lord Alistair DeMorlin’s words echoed in Wilhelm’s mind as they ran down labyrinthine passages.

      Only a fool will accept his death as though it cannot be changed. The wise man will flee, for a new day brings another chance to pull victory from the jaws of defeat.

      Running before the terrible might of this attack was not cowardice. Wilhelm would live, and when the time was right, he would take his revenge.

      By the time they reached the waiting boat, Wilhelm’s feet ached with raw blisters. These combat boots were not meant for running through darkened tunnels. They’d found another trio of terrified soldiers within the catacombs, and Nicholas enlisted their help by promising them safe passage and a fresh start as free men.

      Nicholas lifted Wilhelm up and placed him in the boat, then barked orders at the other soldiers.

      Soon they were underway, and Nicholas addressed everyone aboard as they headed toward the rushing river. “The DeMorlin line has ended. Our lives as we know them are over. From now on, we can only trust each other, and our sole purpose is to protect the boy. His name is not Wilhelm DeMorlin. From this day forth, his name is Erron Vangian. Now put your backs into the oars! We’ve got a long night on the river ahead of us.”
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      Erron Vangian didn’t feel right without a shield in one hand and a sword in the other. Fifteen years of training under the tutelage of Fendral the Slayer taught Erron one unassailable truth: the only person you could trust was the one you saw in the mirror.

      The moment he’d grown into a man, Fendral had him working for The Exiles. They weren’t a bad bunch, as far as mercenary outfits went. Fendral was driven by a sense of honor that other groups lacked. He wouldn’t shy away from taking jobs that required the shedding of blood, but he would never ask them to commit evil acts.

      As a result, The Exiles attracted a ragtag collection of powerful people across the Five Kingdoms, all of whom had a certain moral fiber that drove them. They were exiles, it was true, but they chose to use their collective strength to make the Five Kingdoms a better place, not a darker one.

      Erron’s current squad included three others under his command. Agatha Mothica was a powerful dark magic user who had forged a pact with the monster under her bed to escape her beast of a father. Then there was Jenath Darkstar, a half-elf shunned by her elven family after they slaughtered her human father who was said to have shamed them. Jenath was a skilled tracker and was always accompanied by her hawk companion Lyra. Sellis Trell, a normally diminutive halfling, ambled along next to the group in the shape of a giant grizzly bear.

      Their target this time was a magical experiment gone awry. If Erron played things just right, it might be his opportunity to finally break out of the mercenary life and go it alone. He didn’t want to betray Fendral and The Exiles—they’d given him a life after all. But at the same time, Erron didn’t want to walk through a life that wasn’t his own. The spell scrolls he held in his pack hung heavy like castle-forge ingots. If he did this, there would be no going back.

      He watched as Agatha held the divining rod in front of her like a talisman to ward away the darkness. She wasn’t the bravest of the group, but she was the one most gifted in the arcane arts, so tracking the magical creature back to its lair was her responsibility. Those who could use magic were hunted or enslaved, unless they were already in the service of an organization like The  Exiles, or the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake, who had hired them for this job.

      “Are we close?” Jenath asked as she held her bow at the ready. Lyra the hawk sat on her opposite shoulder, awaiting instructions. “The beast is more cunning than I thought. It knew how to disguise its trail.”

      Jenath’s tracking skills were second to none, and the frustration in her voice was plain for all to hear. Their target was no run-of-the-mill beast, though. The mage who’d infused his loyal hound with a magical artifact was slaughtered once the magic corrupted the creature. Whether the beast had gone mad and killed its creator in a rage or awakened into an intelligent creature wasn’t yet known, so they had to be ready for every contingency.

      “It can’t hide from me,” Agatha said in a confident tone. “While it can shield its tracks from your eyes, there’s no hiding the arcane power it leaves behind in its wake. This wand is attuned to it now.”

      Sellis grunted as she ambled along next to Agatha in her bear form. Thanks to her bond to the Circle of the Forest, Sellis could take the shape of any number of wild forest creatures, but the bear was her favorite. Normally, Sellis was barely four feet tall, but her wildshape let her grow to huge sizes. The only problem was that while she was in animal form, she couldn’t talk.

      There was a distinct ozone smell along the trail they followed, and it reminded Erron of something, like the ghost of a long-forgotten memory. He pushed it down, just as Fendral had trained him to. There was something in the deep recesses of his memory that was hidden in the depths, like a monster at the bottom of a lake waiting to surface.

      That was exactly why Erron kept it pushed down. Letting that monster reach the surface to take a ragged breath would not end well. Better to keep it down there where it might drown. Fendral had always said nothing good would come of dwelling on the past. It was the future where Erron needed to focus, and so he did.

      “I see a cave up ahead!” Agatha said.

      Erron focused on the road forward. Just beyond the clearing was an opening at the bottom of a natural rock formation that appeared to lead down into a den. He didn’t need Jenath to say that this was where the arcane beast had taken refuge. The panicked scrambled path through the leaf litter was clear for all to see. The beast had abandoned its effort to hide its trail.

      “So what do we do now? Do we just go in?” Agatha asked.

      “What did the job say again?” Jenath asked as she drew an arrow from her quiver. “The beast is unnaturally smart because of its arcane core?”

      Erron nodded. The arcane core was something the mage shouldn’t have had access to, and he certainly shouldn’t have used it to experiment on his hound. “Exactly right. This could be a trap.”

      Sellis roared a challenge in her mighty bear form, which conjured an immediate reply from the beast hidden inside the cave.

      “Okay, it’s definitely in there,” Agatha said nervously. “Someone has to lure it out. Then I can subdue it, and you lot can kill it.”

      Jenath sighed as she nocked the arrow, ready to draw. “Always with the killing. You know, sometimes I think I made the wrong choice. I could have settled down somewhere nice in the country, raised chickens and cows, with a nice little vegetable garden out the back. But no, here I am risking my life for crowns again.”

      Erron’s eyes widened at Jenath’s words and was suddenly very thankful he took the time to prepare a couple of spell scrolls before embarking on this task. Jenath didn’t have any mind-reading abilities, and Erron had been careful not to let anyone in on his plans. Was there some way Jenath knew what he intended to do?

      “Let’s focus on the task at hand,” Erron said gruffly. If he was going to do this, he wanted to get it done quickly, before it all became a disaster.

      “I guess it’s up to me.” Agatha slipped the divining rod into a loop on her belt and made some gestures in the air. Black lines followed the deft and deliberate movement of her fingers. Those lines formed into the lithe body of a black cat as it emerged from the arcane circle. Agatha’s eyes went black as her consciousness projected into the summoned shadowcat.

      Sellis stepped forward in front of Agatha. While she channeled into the shadowcat, Agatha would remain vulnerable, so Sellis usually stayed by her side whenever she needed someone to watch over her. Erron and Jenath flanked Sellis as Agatha’s shadowcat slinked into the dark den.

      As she disappeared, Jenath shot a nervous look at Erron, but he tried to assuage her fears with a curt nod and a hopeful smile.

      A minute later, there was a savage snarl followed by a hiss and a yowl. Agatha’s shadowcat ran back out of the den and exploded into shadowy mist, which made Agatha inhale deeply as though she’d just emerged from deep water. A massive beast rushed into the clearing, and they got their first real look at the beast.

      It was clear that it had once been a dog, likely of a breed that they used as loyal keep hounds that patrolled with men at arms. It had a flatter face than a wolf, with fangs that jutted out from the bottom jaw. This gave the beast the look of a savage dullard. If a back alley drunk got on all fours and grew a thick covering of brown hair, they’d probably look a lot like this creature. The only difference that set this hound apart from other keep dogs was that its eyes burned blue, and the same magical aura pulsed from a cracked wound in its chest.

      The arcane core sat in the hound’s chest cavity, granting it all manner of unnatural insights into the world around it, and maybe even magical abilities. That was what the bounty had said anyway. Retrieving it for the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake would have netted the party a cool thousand crowns, which would be two hundred apiece, with two hundred sent back into The Exiles’ coffers. Fendral always took his cut, as was his due.

      But Erron had other plans. The arcane core was worth much more than that to him. The promise of a new life, one that belonged only to him, was priceless.

      The Exiles or the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake might come for him to reclaim it, but there was no way they’d find him. Not if he traveled to the other side of the Five Kingdoms in the blink of an eye, far past the inhospitable Daggerspine Mountains where those from the Northern Kingdoms feared to go. There would be no trail to follow.

      This plan would only work if they managed to take the hound down. Lyra the hawk alighted from Jenath’s shoulder as she let the first arrow fly, but to their collective surprise, her shot veered to the right and slammed harmlessly into the ground.

      With that one action, the dog proved itself to be no ordinary monster. This was a magehound.

      “It’s got an arrow redirection charm? That’s impossible!” Agatha said as she made frantic hand movements in the shape of a spider. The black magic circle exploded into a sticky web aimed right at the magehound. Agatha’s will would not be denied, and the magehound found itself covered in thick spiderwebs, which tangled its legs together in sticky goop. The magehound roared, and its eyes flashed. Flames rose from its skin and burned the webs away. It recovered and bounded toward Jenath.

      Somehow it knew that Jenath was the most vulnerable target. Sellis’ bear form was terrifying and larger than the magehound, and Erron was dressed in mail armor with a few pieces of plate. He never felt right in a full suit of plate armor—he preferred mostly mail for the maneuverability, with plate to cover the sections most likely to take a hit.

      Erron charged toward Jenath’s position, intending to steal the magehound’s attention. He could take more than a few hits before his defenses cracked. Fendral had seen to that in his years as the warrior’s squire.

      The magehound saw Erron a second before Erron slammed into the monster’s side and knocked it off course. It careened off into a nearby tree and crashed into it hard.

      “Are you okay?” Erron asked.

      Jenath nodded, then nocked another arrow and drew as Lyra circled around above. Erron closed the distance between himself and the magehound, and Sellis bounded next to him. Her thick bear claws dug into the forest floor, sending up chunks of dirt and grass as she ran.

      The magehound regained its footing, and its eyes widened as it realized two powerful warriors were running it down. The magehound’s eyes burned brighter again, and suddenly, thick vines grew from the forest floor. Jenath and Agatha were spared, but Erron and Sellis had been stopped in their tracks. Sellis managed to pull herself free with her brute strength, but Erron was stuck.

      An arrow flew past Erron’s cheek and burrowed into the magehound’s shoulder. It grunted at the impact. The arrow deflection charm wasn’t working anymore.

      “It can only use one spell at a time!” Erron said as the magehound launched itself at him.

      Jenath immediately sent her hawk Lyra in to harry the magehound. Erron managed to raise the shield a moment before the magehound slammed into him, which sent him sprawling backward. His legs were still entangled by the vines, leaving him in a very vulnerable position.

      Sellis plolwed into the magehound and knocked it off Erron as Jenath launched another arrow. This one landed too, which caused the magehound to let out a mighty roar that shook the leaves in the trees around the clearing. Sellis mangled the vines that held Erron’s feet in place while Agatha summoned another magical spider’s web. That was three spell slots burned, so Agatha would only have two left.

      This time, the magehound couldn’t burn the webs away and instead thrashed and chomped at the webs in an attempt to remove them. That didn’t make a lot of sense to Erron, because it had easily broken out of the webs just a few minutes earlier. Unless that was one of the limitations of its powers.

      The magehound hadn’t been in possession of the arcane core for long, if the bounty was anything to go by. It had only been a matter of days before it turned on its master, so maybe its powers were still growing.

      Mages generally only had a certain number of spells they could use before they needed to refocus their arcane energies. These prepared spells were called slots, and the more powerful a mage was, the more slots they had at their disposal. Fledgling magic users could usually only hold one spell per school of magic at any one time, and this magehound had already used three.

      “It can’t cast the same spell more than once!” Erron said.

      “That means it might be saving something nasty for when it runs out of options!” Agatha shouted. “That’s what I’d do!”

      Erron sprang to his feet as soon as Sellis freed him. He and the she-bear stalked toward the magehound, which had almost finished chewing through the webs. It struggled free just in time to make a last stand. Sellis swiped a massive bear paw at the magehound, and it lashed out with its teeth, sinking them into Sellis’ forearm. She bellowed with pain and tried to shake the hound free, but its teeth gripped on and wouldn’t let go. With its mouth occupied, that left it open to attack from other angles.

      Erron advanced with his shield raised. There was no telling what the magehound might do to protect itself now that it was on the ropes. Erron braced himself for an incoming attack and readied a stalwart defense.

      The magehound detached itself from Sellis’ forearm and skittered backward a step. One of its back legs gave out from underneath it as its eyes glowed blue once more.

      Erron saw the shockwave coming a second before it reached him, and luckily, he was already positioned to endure the wave of pressure that exploded out from the magehound. Sellis was blown backward. Jenath and Agatha grunted in pain as they too succumbed to the wave of force that knocked them off their feet.

      After the wave had passed, Erron knew this might be his only chance. The magehound was on the ground now, lying on its side. This last-ditch effort at pushing its attackers away had almost worked, but it had gravely wounded the magehound. The light was gone from its eyes, and the cracks in its chest barely glowed. Now they were charred and black, like it had been struck by a lightning spell. It never whimpered as Erron approached. It just looked up at him with defiant eyes.

      That defiance stayed until Erron stabbed his sword into the magehound’s chest and ended its life.

      The magehound had actually done Erron a favor with that last attack. It had incapacitated his squad, which would make the next part even easier. Sellis had returned to her halfling form and lay motionless at the base of a nearby tree. Jenath and Agatha had begun to stir, but Erron already had his carving knife in his hand and drew it across the magehound’s chest.

      Light erupted as Erron exposed the faintly glowing arcane core that had caused so much trouble. It was much smaller than he’d anticipated. He’d imagined the core would be the size of an apple, but it was more similar in size to a strawberry. It was small enough to hide in the pocket he’d stitched in the inside of his jerkin. His hands slipped around the tiny core and pulled it free.

      A flash of pain erupted from his right palm as the core made contact with his skin. A searing pain like a bad burn made him grit his teeth, and when he pulled the hand out of the beast to assess the damage, he was dumbfounded at what he saw.

      Somehow the arcane core had embedded itself in the palm of his hand, and it was sinking further with every passing second!

      Jenath made a noise behind him. “Erron?” she asked. “Is everything okay?”

      There was no time to think. No time to second-guess his decision. He had the core, and that was enough. He’d have to make this work. The deed was already paid for, after all.

      Erron slipped his hand into his pack and pulled out the spell scrolls that he’d spent six months’ worth of crowns on. One of them was a spell scroll of paralysis, which was tied with a piece of red fabric, and that was the one he opened. He placed his palm on the magic circle drawn by a talented magescribe, and another wave passed over the clearing, this time with Erron at the epicenter. This one didn’t have the same force behind it as the magehound’s last attack, but the effects were just as extreme.

      Jenath, Agatha, and Sellis all went limp and fell to the ground. Their eyes were open and they were still conscious, but they’d been paralyzed entirely for thirty seconds. That gave Erron just enough time to open the other spell scroll, which had cost him the most out of the pair. The spell scroll of paralysis had only been fifty crowns, but the second one had cost him four hundred crowns.

      He only hoped that the other prize he had arranged for his party members would be enough for them to forgive what he had done and was about to do. It might not be enough, and they wouldn’t find it until they returned back to his personal quarters, but he hoped it would be enough.

      Eight hundred crowns, enough to pay them all what they would have made from this mission, and to give Fendral his cut. Erron had struggled with this decision for months, but he’d ultimately decided this wasn’t betrayal. He needed a way out, a life for himself, and he’d found a way to do it without leaving his friends and mentor high and dry.

      Erron slipped the green cloth away from the scroll and opened it. He placed his palm on the spell scroll of teleport and placed his intended location firmly in his mind. One moment he was standing there in the clearing amongst the bewildered and paralyzed bodies of his friends, and the next moment he was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Erron popped back into existence and was immediately assaulted by an icy wind that blew through the alleyway he’d landed in. The sickness brought on by the teleport spell scroll turned his stomach into a churning mess. Erron slumped to his knees and unloaded the contents of his guts onto the cobblestone street.

      “Oi, you can’t spew there!” a street vagrant with a scraggly gray beard said from under the cover of an entire pile of blankets nearby.

      Erron slipped a shaky hand into his coin purse and produced a few bones, the lesser of the two currencies in the Five Kingdoms. He held the trio of coins aloft, then held it out toward the disheveled old man.

      “Three bones for your silence, old man.”

      The vagrant snatched the coins and slipped them into his filthy robes. Erron suddenly had an idea and produced another two bones.

      “Another two for your robes.”

      “And another for my trouble,” the old man said. “Sun will be going down soon, and the nights are cold. I’ll need to find more robes to keep the chill out, or maybe rent a room and sit by the fire.”

      Erron grunted but took out another bone-white coin and gave it to the man, who eagerly disrobed and handed his dirty stinking rags over. The robe was long, with empty patches where the fabric had been rubbed almost to nothing from years of wear. It stunk to the high heavens, but that was precisely why Erron wanted them.

      The people of Daggerspine Keep would notice the arrival of a new heavily armored mercenary they’d never seen before, but no one would remark upon the passage of another stinking vagrant. The ugly gray robes would disguise the outline of his sword, shield, and backpack as he moved through the keep.

      Fendral had always said that people innately judge others by appearances, and sometimes the best way to go unnoticed was to blend in with the type of crowd that most folk pretended didn’t exist. More than once, Erron had pretended to be a vagrant or a traveling entertainer to breach the walls of castles that the largest army in the Five Kingdoms couldn’t knock down.

      A pang of guilt threatened to rise up from within, but Erron quashed it back down. Fifteen years he’d given to The Exiles, with no light at the end of the tunnel. If he hadn’t done what he did, he’d end up like so many of the mercenaries that had died over the years. And for what? Erron didn’t want to die at the end of a blade—he wanted to die peacefully, of old age, on land that belonged to him.

      All his life, he’d never had anything that belonged only to him. Now was the time to change that. He glanced down at his right palm. The arcane core was still there, sunken into his flesh. Had it gone even deeper now? The edges of the core buzzed with a not unpleasant warmth. At least it wasn’t going anywhere just yet.

      Erron had never been to Daggerspine Keep before, but he’d been working with the local deed office to secure a parcel of dirt in the lowlands at the bottom of the Daggerspine Mountains. No matter where you went across the Five Kingdoms, the Southern Reach beyond the Daggerspine Mountains was talked about in hushed whispers.

      They said that ghosts and ghouls roamed the lands. Specters and unquiet dead who fell in the great wars before the kingdoms were unified stalked the land looking for someone to take out their great rage on.

      He’d heard a hundred, nay, a thousand, stories like that before. And everyone save for maybe one or two had turned out to be false. And should this one prove true... well, what was a decade and a half of adventuring if not to make dispatching a few shades and ghouls a simple deed?

      After he left the alleyway where his spell scroll had deposited him, he wound through the streets of Daggerspine Keep hunched over like he was born misshapen. Until he had found the deed office and taken possession of his writ of ownership, he would keep the façade of the stinking vagrant in place.

      Erron passed by a lively market, but the stalls were just closing up with the imminent setting of the sun. There was a blacksmith here, which would come in handy when he needed to purchase tools, as well as a furniture maker, a carpenter, and a stonemason. Daggerspine Keep had everything he needed, though it was a day’s ride from where he understood his parcel of land would be.

      There was supposed to be another small town down at the foot of the Daggerspine Mountains, which would be closer, but having the keep as a backup was comforting. Erron would need to be mostly self-sufficient, but it was nice to know where these services were for when he needed them.

      It wasn’t long before he found the deed office, and a sliver of panic rose in Erron’s chest as he saw someone going to close the door for the day. He threw back his hood and rushed toward them.

      The woman was older, with wrinkles brought on by age at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her hair was gray but tucked back over her ears. She saw Erron running at her, and her eyes went wide with fear. She closed the door even faster, and Erron then realized how it must have looked.

      “Tilda, is that you?” he called out. He slipped the robe off, revealing his actual gear that was hiding beneath.

      She narrowed her eyes to scrutinize the new arrival. “Do I know you?”

      Erron laughed and tried to put on the charm. “Sorry, I bought that from a vagrant. I didn’t want to be seen until I had a chance to come by and collect the deed I purchased from you. My name’s Erron Vangian, and I believe we’ve been in correspondence.”

      Erron had been exceedingly worried about having to use his own name on the deed, but there was no other way. Tilda Lenton had to be sure that Erron was who he said he was before she’d sign the deed over to him. Erron just hoped that Fendral and his old friends wouldn’t come looking to the south of the Daggerspine Mountains.

      Tilda’s features softened as a look of recognition came over her. “Erron! I wasn’t expecting you for some time. We’re just about to close up for the day, but it shouldn’t take long. Come in and we’ll get you sorted out. Just please leave that disgusting robe outside. Please. I can smell it from here.” She waved a hand in front of her nose to show just how unsavory she found it.

      Erron did as Tilda instructed and left the robes in a pile outside the door. He wouldn’t need them once he had the deed in his possession. The guards would let him pass in or out of Daggerspine Keep now that he was a landholder.

      A fire crackled on the hearth in the main sitting room. It was much nicer in here than outside. The Southern Reach was just as cold as they said it would be, even though they were months away from winter. Erron was shocked to see two town guards still in attendance. They were making idle conversation as Erron entered, but the moment the guards locked eyes with him, one of them grunted.

      “You’ve got a stray, Tilda,” one of the guards said in a gruff voice.

      Tilda had already left the main sitting area and was in the next room, which was surrounded by bookshelves stacked with scrolls. “Not a stray. This is our newest landholder, Erron Vangian. I know you two have some very important drinking to do, so I’ll keep this brief!”

      “I appreciate that,” the bigger of the two guards said with a grin.

      “Take a seat at the desk while you’re waiting, Erron!” Tilda called out.

      The room smelled of old parchment and pots of dried flowers that Tilda had sitting on shelves around the place. It was quite pleasant, and somewhere Erron could certainly take some inspiration from when it came time to decorate his new place. The pots of dried flower petals were a nice touch.

      “So where’d you end up, then?” the other guard asked. He was much shorter and skinnier than the other guard, with a nasally voice.

      “Somewhere down in the lowlands.”

      The two guards shared a conspiratorial laugh. “You’re not the poor sap who agreed to take on the cursed lot, are you?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” Erron replied.

      “No crowns up front, only a seasonal tithe to be paid to Lord Garthanon, right?” the muscular guard asked.

      “Well, that does sound like the agreement I’ve brokered,” Erron said cautiously.

      “Brokered?” the skinny guard asked. “He says he’s brokered an agreement! Well, lah-dee-dah! Inherited a curse, more like it.”

      “Tilda, what’s this about a curse?” Erron called out as Tilda still hadn’t reappeared.

      “Nothing but superstitious nonsense!” Tilda replied as she came back out into the sitting room with a scroll in her hand.

      She gave the scroll to Erron. He broke the wax seal and unfurled it, then laid it out flat onto Tilda’s desk. When Erron saw the official name of the plot of land, his heart sank even further.

      “Hope’s End? It’s called Hope’s End?” Erron asked.

      “Now don’t you worry about that. As we’ve already agreed via correspondence, your signature isn’t required on this deed to make the agreement binding. I’ve already lodged that arrangement with Lord Garthanon’s scribes, so no matter what, you’re responsible for this parcel of land now. The tithe per season is modest. Two hundred crowns is to be paid to the Treasury upon the beginning of each season. Luckily, fall has just begun, so you’ve got almost a full season to raise the funds for your first tithe.”

      “I’m sorry, can we go back to the curse thing?” Erron asked.

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that,” Tilda said sweetly. “There’s no such thing as a curse. And don’t worry about the name. Once you’ve paid a season’s tithe, you’ll be on your way to become a full landholder and you can change the name of the plot.”

      Erron knew for a fact that there were such things as curses, and they could be quite nasty. Even an adventurer like him might have trouble with a curse, if it were malicious enough.

      “Hang on, what do you mean I’ll become a full landholder?” Erron asked.

      The two guards grinned like wildcats watching prey as it struggled to escape.

      Tilda laughed, but not unkindly. “You’re a provisional landholder until such time as you’ve paid one season’s tithe. Then we’ll assess things. Two and a half months, my dear! That’s not very much time at all. It’ll pass in the blink of an eye.”

      “The tithe is payable at the beginning of the season, right? But we’re heading into winter after fall, and there aren’t many crops you can grow in winter…” Erron said this last part more to himself than anyone else, but the nasally guard replied anyway.

      “That’s right. So you’ll need two seasons worth of tithes, because you won’t be growing a thing in winter.”

      The other guard laughed. “I don’t think he’ll grow anything in fall either, what with the curse and all.”

      “There is no curse!” Tilda shouted and shot a withering look at the guards. A lock of hair had dislodged itself and hung down on the side of her face. She deftly tucked it back behind one ear. “Honestly, you two brutes are doing more harm than good. You’re meant to be protecting me, but with your jibes, it’s more likely that Master Vangian is going to pull that sword from its sheath and lop my head off. Now, I’ll have order in my office!”

      The guards were abashed. Blush rose on the skinny one’s cheeks, and the musclebound oaf’s mouth worked like he wanted to say something, but Erron thought he looked more like a fish on the end of a hook gasping for breath.

      “It’s fine,” Erron said to defuse the situation. “Everywhere has legends of cursed land and hexed woods and ghosts that rose from the ashes of some tragedy. Some of it’s real, and some of it’s not. I’ve faced worse, and Hope’s End is nothing compared to some of the things I’ve stared down.”

      “Excellent,” Tilda said, then continued on with her spiel that had been so rudely interrupted. “This copy of the agreement deed is yours to keep. I recommend you keep it somewhere safe, so preferably on your person until you repair the farmhouse.”

      “What’s wrong with the farmhouse?” Erron asked.

      The musclebound guard grinned knowingly.

      “There was an incident,” Tilda said with a tone that told Erron all he needed to know. She wouldn’t be elaborating on this incident. “Suffice to say, it will need some repair before it is habitable. I believe a couple of the rooms still have doors, but you might need to shore them up.”

      “I’m no stranger to sleeping under the stars,” Erron said.

      “Good. I’m afraid the local infrastructure needs some work too. You’ll see the extent of it when you arrive, but I’d recommend you don’t leave tonight. The path down from Daggerspine Keep is treacherous at the best of times, and feral animals prowl the darkest hours from dusk until dawn. You might make it to Harrow if you leave Daggerspine Keep soon, but even then, I’d recommend against it.”

      A sudden shooting pain lanced up Erron’s right arm. He ran his thumb over the arcane core, but it wasn’t there. He ran his thumb over the spot again, and his panic grew. The surface of the arcane core wasn’t lodged in his palm any longer.

      Erron suddenly pulled his right hand from under the table and looked at the flat skin in the center of his hand. The core was gone! The two guards went to draw their swords at the fast movement, and Erron couldn’t quite understand what he saw. A dim blue glow burned under the skin of his hand. The arcane core had sunk right into his flesh and disappeared.

      He placed the palm down on the writ in front of him, and he almost recoiled as a ghostly image appeared, hovering in the air. It seemed to be displaying information about what he was touching.

      
        
        Writ of Ownership

        This writ signifies a provisional ownership of the parcel of land known as Hope’s End to one Erron Vangian. A tithe of two hundred crowns shall be paid to Lord Keleth Garthanon at the beginning of each season to keep this arrangement in place. Upon the completion of a full year of tithings, this writ shall be affirmed, and ownership of this land will be delegated to Erron Vangian in Lord Keleth Garthanon’s name.

      

      

      “Are you okay, Erron?” Tilda asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “I-I’m fine,” Erron stammered.

      What was it that the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake had said about the arcane core? It provided insight and information to whoever wielded it. It appeared as though that information came in the form of transparent information that floated in front of him like ghostly apparitions.

      Tilda and the guards hadn’t said anything when the apparition appeared, so maybe they couldn’t see it. Maybe only Erron could see it. Now wasn’t really the time to test out the limits of this new ability, so Erron put his hand on his greaves to continue on with the conversation. He blinked at the new display of text that appeared before him.

      
        
        Dirty Mail Greaves

        Quality: Common

        Armor type: Medium

        Armor: 8

      

      

      Why had this arcane core attributed a number to an armor value of his pants? This was so bizarre. Erron touched his breastplate, his bracers, and his shield in turn. Each of them prompted another display of information for each thing he touched. Making contact with Tilda’s desk also revealed that it was made from teak wood and crafted by a local craftsman called Peter Sawtell.

      “Erron? Why are you touching yourself like that?” Tilda asked.

      Erron suddenly realized how strange he must have looked to everyone else. He quickly pretended like he was looking for something and settled on the coin pouch tucked into his belt. The window that appeared showed his current balance of currencies as he lifted his coin purse free.

      “Sorry, I thought the vagrant I’d run into earlier might have pickpocketed me. I had to know I’d not been robbed. What a relief,” Erron said. “I’m sorry, you were saying I should wait until morning to make the trip down the mountain?”

      Tilda watched him skeptically. “Yes,” she finally said. “Leaving at dusk is a good way to get killed. We don’t want that, because we’re sure you’ll be able to end the run of bad luck that’s plagued Hope’s End.”

      “I’ll try my best,” Erron said. With the help of the arcane core, he would change his destiny. “Do you have any suggestions about places to safely pass the night before setting out in the morning?”

      “You want the Traveller’s Rest,” Tilda said. “You’ll find it on the high street, looking down over the market. Now, speaking of the market, we’ve got a fine assortment of tradespeople here in Daggerspine Keep that you’ll need to work with if you want significant repairs and whatnot to your holdings. Harrow has some tradespeople, but their knowledge has nothing on those who work here so close to the keep. You’d do well to introduce yourself to them at some point.”

      “Maybe once I get the lay of the land and figure out what needs to be done. I can rely on you for the introductions, right?” Erron asked.

      “Of course,” Tilda said.

      Erron rolled his writ of ownership up, and Tilda passed a length of fabric across to him, which he tied around the writ in a neat bow.

      “Welcome to the Southern Reach, Erron Vangian!” Tilda said as he left.

      “Glad to be here,” he replied as he stepped out into the street again. Skinny and Burly left the deed office just behind Erron and stayed on his tail until he reached the Traveller’s Rest inn. The inn had a charming carved motif of a stone circle around a campfire right next to the door, and Erron could already smell the clean wood smoke of the fireplace inside. He headed inside, paid for a room, winced at how light his coin purse already was, then sat down for a warm meal in front of the hearth.

      It came quickly, and the meal was pleasant. Much better than the dry jerky and trail rations he had tucked away in his pack. Despite the warm and comfortable atmosphere, Erron couldn’t quite get the idea out of his head that he might have bitten off more than he could chew. He wondered what awaited him when he finally reached Hope’s End.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Erron woke the next morning just as the sun rose. Rays of light filtered through the shabby drapes as the smell of baking bread and sizzling bacon wafted up from the kitchens below. The chair he’d wedged under the door handle to stop anyone from entering the room while he slept was still in place. This was the first night in a very long time that Erron didn’t have anyone watching his back while he slept.

      He slid his feet out from under the warm blankets and onto the cold floor. The air certainly had more bite to it than Erron was used to, so he’d probably have to find some warmer clothes soon. He’d have to hunt for some meat at some point, so maybe it would be worth brokering a deal with a leatherworker for a heavy fur coat before leaving Daggerspine Keep.

      Every minute longer he stayed here was one less minute he’d get with his new plot of land before the sun fell again. If it was a day’s walk from here to Hope’s End, then that didn’t leave him much time for other business. Perhaps there would be a leatherworker in Harrow that could use pelts he skinned instead. He really needed to find a faster way down the mountain.

      Erron rose and clothed himself. He had another set of smallclothes that were still clean, but he slipped his chainmail shirt and pants back on over the top. When he left his room, he looked like he was ready to take on the world, and in his own way, he was. He gave three bone-white coins to the serving girl behind the bar and ordered breakfast.

      Then Erron slipped into a booth where his back was against the wall, where he had a decent view of those coming and going at this time of morning. The food came quickly, and it was accompanied by a light breakfast ale, which Erron was thankful for. He wolfed down the food while he watched a strange assortment of people arriving or departing.

      A half-orc woman with skin the color of forest moss put down three bones for breakfast while one of the serving girls waved away the unwanted attention of a human man with hair so greasy, it looked like he could wring it out. The greasy-haired man scampered away like a cockroach when two of the Keep guards walked into the inn and placed their own piles of bones down on the bar.

      Erron smiled to himself. Even the currency adopted by all houses within the Five Kingdoms spoke of their bloodied history. The base was a white coin called a bone, and ten bones made a golden crown. This kingdom was built on the blood and bones that fought for its great houses in the Unification War, and the bones were a reminder that should any of the houses dissent, the High King would not balk at scattering their bones across the Five Kingdoms again.

      Daggerspine Keep was home to one of the last great houses before the Wildlands. House Garthanon, headed by Lord Keleth Garthanon, was one of the few Lords who were not outright hostile to those that chose to live in the Wildlands beyond the borders of the Five Kingdoms.

      Down there, the only law was the law of the blade. It was not a life for the faint of heart, and Erron was headed ever southward to his new home. After his meal was done, he wandered through the marketplace again, hoping that the leatherworker was around.

      Luckily for Erron, he was. A wiry fellow wearing a full outfit made of warm furs stretched a piece of hide across a tanning rack.

      “Excuse me, are you the owner of this here leatherworks?” Erron asked in a friendly tone.

      The man turned. “Aye, I am. The name’s Lucky Barrick.” He held up a hand that only had a finger and a thumb left on it, as though that explained the name.

      “Lucky?”

      “Aye, the bear could’ve taken my whole hand and I’d be out of a trade,” Lucky said with a sly grin.

      Erron returned the smile. “Horrible creatures. Especially cranky after they’ve just emerged from hibernation. I’m sorry, my name’s Erron. Erron Vangian.” He offered his hand to Lucky, who took it and shook.

      “Can’t say I’m much different after waking from a long sleep. What can I do for you, Erron?”

      “I’m new in the region, and I’m afraid I’ve not dressed for the occasion.” Erron indicated his thin linen clothes. “How much would a good thick jacket and pants cost me?”

      “Depends on the hide you want, and how quickly you want it. I’ve got some items in stock, but if you want something custom made, it’ll take some time.”

      “In stock is fine, as long as it’ll fit.”

      Lucky looked Erron over and nodded as though he’d passed some kind of test. “Righto, I’ve got a coat and some pants that’ll fit. They’re both three crowns apiece, but that’s because they’re made from real wolf fur. I’m afraid that’s all we’ve got that’ll fit a man of your stature.”

      Three crowns was a lot of money, and it wouldn’t leave Erron with much more in his coffers for emergencies. Yet if he didn’t spend the money now, he might freeze to death before he got a chance to make any decent money from his farm at all.

      “Let’s see if we can make a deal,” Erron said as Lucky led him inside.

      As far as leatherworking went, Lucky’s work was very well done. Erron looked over the jacket and the pants and found them to be of a much higher quality than he expected. The stitching was thick and tight, and when he slipped it on over his chainmail shirt, he still had a decent range of movement.

      “I’ve just taken over a property down near Harrow,” Erron said. “I don’t have much to my name, and I won’t until my first harvest. Tell me, is there any chance we could come to some sort of deal? A business arrangement, perhaps? I’m no stranger to hunting and skinning, so I can supply you with pelts if you’d be willing to part with both of these items for two crowns.”

      Lucky’s gaze settled on Erron like he was trying to figure out whether or not this was a joke. Then, after a few moments, he spoke. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any proof that you’re running a holding?”

      “Actually, I do.” Erron took the writ of ownership out of his pack and handed it to Lucky.

      Lucky’s eyes went wide after he unrolled the writ. “Hope’s End, eh? Most folks think it’s cursed.”

      “What do you think?”

      Lucky shrugged. “Every place is cursed in one way or another. People said I’d lose my hand from the rot, but I listened to my instincts. I trusted the apothecary who lives down in Harrow. Some call her a witch. She fixed me a healing poultice to wrap the wound in, and it saved my hand. I’ve always been lucky, even before folks started calling me by that name. I’ve got a good feeling about you, Erron Vangian. Two crowns and they’re both yours. You bring me any pelts you find, and I’ll pay you for them, but I’m not giving you this deal for free. I’ve got some components I want you to deliver to Hazel Wormwood, the one who runs the apothecary in Harrow for me. That’s my price.”

      “You’ve got yourself a deal. What kind of components are we talking about?”

      “Well, ever since she healed my hand, I’ve been collecting things for her from local hunters. Dire wolf teeth, claws of a nightshrieker, basilisk tongues, bloodfrenzy stingers. Lots of things. She helped save my livelihood, so I help her. That’s the way we do things around here. Most often, folks want things more than bones and crowns for their efforts. Most of us trade in goods and deeds.”

      “That’s good to know, Lucky. Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. You’ve saved me a trip to Harrow. Let me go and get the pack for you.”

      Lucky disappeared into the back of the leatherworks and came back with a small linen package. He handed this over with a warning.

      “Some of the stuff in there is held in glass vials, which don’t react well to being dropped or thrown about. So mind them, and they’ll arrive in one piece. You might do well to get on Hazel’s good side if you want to sell some spellcraft components for a bit of gold while you’re waiting on your first harvest to come in.”

      “Thanks, Lucky, I’ll try and keep on her good side. Say, does anyone have horses for sale here?”

      Lucky shook his head. “Not in Daggerspine Keep. There are some ranches down near Harrow, but you’re looking at least seventy-five to a hundred crowns for a horse of your own.”

      Erron whistled. That was almost half a season’s tithe he’d need to pay Lord Garthanon. Life would be much easier with his own steed. That was one of the only things he regretted about how he left things with The Exiles. His own horse, Swiftwind, would wonder where he’d gone.

      Touching his new furs revealed a similar information panel thanks to the arcane core that was infused into his right hand. It was hidden now, aside from a dull blue glow under the skin, but it activated whenever he touched something with his right hand. These new garments were considered light armor but had another interesting piece of information displayed.

      
        
        Fine Wolf Fur Jacket

        Quality: Uncommon

        Armor type: Light

        Armor: 6

        Cold Resistance: 20%

      

      

      The pants had another 20% cold resistance on them, but were also considered light armor with an armor value of 6. Erron still didn’t know what that armor value meant. Considering his chainmail was medium armor with an armor value of 8, and he could wear this set of furs over his chainmail, did that mean the armor value of both counted? No matter which way you sliced it, a higher armor rating could only be a good thing.

      Erron parted ways with Lucky after finding out that there was a stable toward the Daggerspine Keep entrance, and there was a good chance Erron might be able to catch a lift down to Harrow with one of the merchants already headed that way.

      He decided that was a good idea after hearing just how treacherous the road down the side of the mountain could be. While Tilda was correct in saying it was only a half day’s march to Harrow, it often took much longer because of the winding road that headed down the mountain.

      A carriage was not difficult to find, as many merchants were setting out at the beginning of a new day, just as Erron was. As soon as he expressed interest in a lift down the mountain, he had offers of a ride from half a dozen different merchants, but all of them seemed far too interested in who he was and where he was going. One particularly gruff old merchant avoided Erron’s gaze, as though he’d catch some disease from him, and that was who Erron decided he wanted to travel with.

      The man’s fee was steep. Three crowns just for a ride down into Harrow, and not a mile more. And there was to be strictly no conversation between here and Harrow. The old man liked a quiet trip down the mountain.

      Erron had no problem with that and was happy to pay three crowns to someone who had absolutely no interest in who he was or what business he was involved with. The half day’s journey turned into a pleasant couple of silent hours. Erron didn’t know the old man’s name, and nor did the old man ask his, and that was just fine. The only word the old man uttered to Erron was when Erron glanced over his shoulder.

      “My cargo is my own business, traveler. Mind your gaze,” the old man said, then straightened out the curtain.

      “I was just looking at a bird’s nest in the tree back there,” Erron said, and it was the truth.

      The old man looked back and grunted when he saw the nest. Erron was careful not to glance in any way that might construe untoward interest in the old man’s cargo again. He was clearly a smuggler or involved in some other unsavory trade that he didn’t want discovered. That was fine in Erron’s book. It meant the old man would be much less likely to blab about him and where he’d gone.

      As they traveled, Erron saw the walled township of Harrow nestled in the foothills of the Daggerspine Mountains. Somewhere further to the south, which appeared to be nothing more than rolling hills and thick forest, was Hope’s End. A vast river cut through the land, wide enough to be seen in amongst the deep forest, then spread out into a boggy delta in the lowlands.

      A couple of landmarks jumped out at Erron even from this distance. A great tower rose from the dark reaches of the forest. Probably a wizard’s tower, Erron thought. He didn’t know why, but wizards seemed to thrive in solitude, lording above the world at the tops of their towers. Witches, warlocks, and mages didn’t seem to need towers, so why did wizards? It was very strange, but doubly strange that a huge tower like that would be in the middle of the forest. Most wizards thrived in more urban settings. Perhaps it was abandoned.

      Among the rolling hills was one that stood out against all others. The tip of the mountain was crested by ruins instead of trees. They were so large that they could be seen with the naked eye from the side of the Daggerspine Mountains. Places such as those drew the darkest powers that lingered on this side of the veil and gave them unnatural power. Erron had fought more than one undead monster in his career as a mercenary, but he had hoped that his undead slaying had come to an end.

      They reached Harrow by mid-morning, and it was nowhere near the bustling metropolis that Daggerspine Keep had been. The streets were dirt and the buildings that lined the streets needed some fixing up, but this was far from the worst place Erron had passed through.

      He made a mental note of where points of interest were. The tradespeople were all clustered around an important-looking building that was taken care of better than anywhere else in town. The dwarven blacksmith banged out a horseshoe on his anvil, and he was positioned close to the stables, no doubt for convenience. A dwarf in these parts was rare.

      This was where Erron took his leave from the old merchant. The old man was glad to be rid of Erron, and the sullen silence chafed by the end of the ride. Erron walked away still unaware of what the merchant’s name was, but the curiosity about what he might be hauling out of Daggerspine Keep gnawed at him.

      Erron headed toward the stable and hailed one of the stableboys to attend him.

      “Ho there, boy,” Erron said, raising his hand. “Do you have any horses for sale?”

      The boy shook his head. “Nay, these horses belong to Baron Algrim Garthanon. You’re new in Harrow? I’ve not seen your face before.”

      “No, but you’ll likely be seeing quite a bit of me. Lord Keleth Garthanon has entrusted Hope’s End to me, and I’ll need a horse. Can you see to it that a request is put to Baron Algrim?” The blood had drained from the boy’s face as Erron kept talking. “What’s the matter, boy?”

      The stableboy just shook his head then scampered back into the stables. A large, hairy man appeared a few moments later. He had a great untamed beard, and thick bushy eyebrows that met in the middle. The stableboy was quite obviously hiding but still peering around the corner at Erron.

      “You the new master of Hope’s End?” the man asked.

      “Aye, that I am. I don’t mean to impose right now, but I’ll be needing a steed at some point to transport the spoils of the land. How long shall I have to wait for a horse? Two would be preferable. Oh, and do you know where I might procure a wagon?”

      The look on the man’s face was inscrutable. “I don’t know what they’ve told you ’bout Harrow and how things work around here, but Baron Algrim’s belongings belong to him alone. There’s no procuring a wagon or horses from us. I’m the stablemaster here in Harrow, and I’m not parting with a thing.”

      “Then where am I to purchase what I need?” Erron asked.

      “Perhaps you should have raised that with whoever passed on the curse of Hope’s End to you. I’ll not gift horses to someone only to have them slaughtered within the week.”

      “Why would they be slaughtered?”

      The stablemaster laughed. “If you survive your first night, you’ll know what I mean. No, be off with you. We have duties to attend to. Baron Algrim is going out for his fox hunt this afternoon, and we need the horses to be ready.”

      Erron knew when he wasn’t wanted, and when pushing the situation would destroy any chance of him having a working relationship with someone going forward.

      “Thank you for your time, stablemaster. Once I survive my first night, I’ll come back and we’ll revisit, yes?”

      The stablemaster grunted in an affirmative way, and Erron thought he could see the ghost of a smile on the stablemaster’s face.

      “If you live to see another day, we might be able to talk. If you want to get to Hope’s End, follow the southern exit from town and keep going. At the crossroads, turn right. Keep going until you see the sign. If you see what you’re up against and decide you can’t face it, I’ll have a spare stall for you to pass the night in.”

      With that, the stablemaster returned to his duties. Erron thought he heard those in the stables laughing as he walked away to look for Hazel Wormwood’s place, and then he realized that the stablemaster hadn’t even introduced himself.

      So that’s how this is going to go? So be it. Erron had faced tougher odds and won before.

      The apothecary wasn’t far away from the stable, but it was tucked down an alley, which was a little bit out of the way. The open windows at the front had sprigs of various different kinds of leaves and herbs hanging from loops of twine from the window brace, drying in the sun. Erron headed in through the open door and took the package out of his pack as he entered.

      “Hello there!” called out a woman with long, flowing blonde hair. There were leaves and vines intertwined with some of the hair strands, which made her look a bit like a creature of the forest. Not quite a wood elf or a forest nymph, but definitely touched by nature. She was bent over a mortar and pestle as she ground some dried tree bark into a fine powder.

      “You must be Hazel,” Erron said as he walked forward.

      “I am indeed,” she replied without looking back at Erron. “I’ll just be a second!”

      Once the powder had arrived at the desired consistency, Hazel turned.

      “I’ve got a package for you, from Lucky up at Daggerspine Keep.” Erron handed the package across the table to Hazel.

      A great unrestrained smile broke out across her face as she took the linen-wrapped package and unwrapped it. “Oh my, Lucky always comes through with the goods, that’s for sure! Look at this! This is real cockatrice gizzard! And this, well, this is a pair of fangs from a vampire bat. Oh, I can’t believe he actually managed to get me a cluster of gazer eyes! Oh, Lucky. I owe you one.”

      “He said you might be in the market for other reagents,” Erron said gently, trying not to interrupt her excitement. “I’ve just moved here, but I’ll likely be spending some time in the forest.”

      “Oh really? Hm, yes, I am always looking for ingredients,” Hazel said as she arranged the contents of the package into neat piles. “Who are you?”

      “Erron Vangian, new landholder of Hope’s End.”

      “Oh, you’re the poor soul they lumped with that place? Well here, you’re going to need this.” Hazel scuttled away from the table and her new acquisitions to a potion shelf at the back of the room. Some of them had hastily-scrawled labels on the glass jars and vials, but others were unmarked and sorted by color or consistency. The bottle she finally settled on had a milky yellow color to it, and Erron already hated the sight of it.

      “What in the Five Kingdoms is that?” he asked.

      “Fermented cave bear urine, mixed with a local blossom called wolfsbane. You’ll want to spray that around your camp to keep the wolves away at night.”

      Erron screwed up his face but took the bottle gratefully. A window appeared as he held the bottle in his hand.

      
        
        Animal Repellant (Wolf)

        Quality: Uncommon

        This animal repellant is made of a mixture of cave bear urine and wolfsbane, then aged to enhance the pungency of the mixture. Spread this over an area you would like animals to avoid. Wolves will be especially avoidant of the affected area.

      

        

      
        Crafted by Hazel Wormwood in Harrow

      

      

      “Am I likely to encounter wolves out there?” Erron asked.

      Hazel nodded. “They’re what ate the last landholder. He had a bottle of that too, but I doubt he used it. He screwed up his face just like you did, but he didn’t last a night. Trust me when I tell you that you need to use this.”

      “I’ve got no reason not to.” Erron went to uncork the bottle, but Hazel shrieked like a banshee.

      “No! Absolutely not! You do not want to open that indoors. Keep it for your farmhouse, Mister Vangian.”

      Erron carefully put the bottle into his pack, nestled between some of his clothes to ensure it didn’t smash or spill. “What kind of ingredients are you on the hunt for?”

      “Oh, I’ll buy pretty much anything that has any kind of medicinal properties. Wolfsbane is a local plant and valued quite a bit, on account of all the wolves we have here. The claws of forest predators make for popular tonics when mixed to bolster strength and vitality. I know Lucky will always buy pelts, and I’d be happy to broker those deals for you. We speak quite regularly, and my broker fee will be low. But it’s better than letting them rot if you can’t make it up the mountain.”

      “That sounds like an arrangement I could make work for both of us. Though if our business relationship bears fruit, I would expect a renegotiation of terms.”

      Hazel leaned forward with a savvy glint in her eye. “Young man, we haven’t even begun to negotiate. Come back when you’ve got something to sell me, okay?”

      “I will,” Erron said. With that, he bid Hazel goodbye and headed back into Harrow. The sun beat down overhead, and the day was starting to get away from him. It was time to see what he’d purchased with all the crowns he’d squirreled away over the last year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Erron’s heart sank when he finally reached the faded sign in front of Hope’s End. The words were painted in a red-brown, almost the color of dried blood, but were cracked and flaking on the sign that hung askew on a single nail. The land beyond the sign was barely even identifiable as farmland. It was so entirely taken over by long grass, feral weeds, and choking vines that it was hard to even see where the path to the rotting farmhouse had ever been.

      Despite Tilda’s insistence that he’d reach Harrow by midday, Erron was supremely glad that he’d caught a ride from the old smuggler. If he’d walked down the side of the mountain, he wouldn’t have arrived here until dusk, and there was far too much to do before the sun fell if he was to stay here tonight.

      Every traveler has three needs that must be met to pass the night without getting their throat slit. First, shelter. There was none of that here, and the crumbling farmhouse roof Erron saw above the towering weeds way back didn’t leave him with much hope.

      Second, he needed water. He did have a waterskin with enough left that would do in a pinch, but finding fresh water was very important. He could boil fresh water he found here to make it safe for consumption, but he’d need to locate a fresh water source first. Tilda hadn’t mentioned anything about a well on the land, but if this had once been a thriving farm, there had to be one somewhere.

      Third, a traveler needed food. Erron still had a few days’ worth of trail rations he could live off, but they wouldn’t fill his belly, especially if he had an afternoon of hard labor in front of him. At some point soon, Erron would need to hunt for his food.

      Erron’s heart swelled at the anticipation of hunting. He had to admit that his old life had some appeal to it. Hunting down lawbreakers, thieves, and murders and bringing them to justice was not just an enjoyable vocation, but it made the world a better place. But growing crops and providing food for the people of the world was a noble calling too, with much less call for bloodshed.

      He used his sword to cut his way through the brambles and vines as he followed the path as best he could. Soon the path eroded away into a wide split in the earth that looked almost like it had been carved by some flood. How close was Hope’s End to the river Erron had seen from the mountain pass? The road into the property was cut, so getting supplies in or crops out would be a nightmare. Erron didn’t like the idea of having to lay another road into his new holdings. It would be hard enough work to get this place ready for planting.

      The rift in the land was wide and deep, so Erron had no choice but to climb down one side and up the other. There was no way he’d ever get a horse and cart across there. He might be able to run a bridge across, but that would also take time and effort.

      He scaled the other side without much trouble and stepped back onto his land. It wasn’t long until Erron reached the farmhouse, which was somehow in worse condition than it had looked from further away.

      There wasn’t a single pane of glass in the windows that hadn’t been smashed in or ripped from their frames. The front door had been torn from its hinges and lay on top of a tuft of hardy weeds that had continued to grow around it. The steps up to the front porch were rotten, and the walls had dark mold growing on them. How long had this place sat abandoned and uncared for?

      Had this really been the right choice? Erron had given up everything he had to do this. He’d betrayed The Exiles, not just by leaving, but by stealing something from one of their bounty targets. Sure, he’d given them something that was worth far more, but he’d still slighted them. Would the money he left behind for them really lessen the sting of his choice? The Mage Council of Lutheron Lake wanted the arcane core returned to them, but it was a part of him now.

      Erron lifted his palm up to look at it. The dull glow was still there, but he had to look very closely for it. Someone glancing at him wouldn’t see it, but if someone knew what to look for, they might be able to notice it. He’d have to start wearing gloves when going into town, that was all. He’d wear gloves, and he’d be careful.

      The inside of the farmhouse was no better than the outside. The entire place had been ransacked, everything that had been valuable was gone. The modest furniture that had been left in the house was strewn about the place or torn to pieces. The only thing that remained standing was the stone hearth and chimney that sat at the rear of the farmhouse. The stones inside the fireplace were covered in black soot, but the hearth and chimney were still in good condition.

      Thank the High Heavens for small favors and curse the Frozen Hells for what had befallen this place.

      Erron sighed to himself. There wasn’t a single room that had not been destroyed. There was no chance he would be able to get any of these rooms ready and defensible before nightfall. He rubbed his eyes in frustration and wondered idly whether he might be able to return to Harrow to rent a room at the inn there in town. He could always try again tomorrow.

      The moment his right hand touched his face, he felt something pass between himself and the arcane core. It was a flash of arcane power passing from hand to head and vice versa. Suddenly, his right hand began to throb, which was accompanied by another ghostly message that appeared in script before him.

      
        
        Searching for solutions to your current dilemma…

        Locate a safe space to pass the night.

      

      

      “Wait, what in the world?” Erron said aloud.

      The pulsing in his palm quickened as the message shifted.

      
        
        There is a magic seal hidden somewhere in this room. Your arcane core is now attuned to magic type: Abjuration.

      

        

      
        Divining mode has been activated.

      

      

      Erron knew a little about the eight schools of magic, and abjuration magic was the kind that wizards used to hide secrets and protect against magical effects. If someone had laid an abjuration spell somewhere here in this room, maybe they’d locked the important stuff away behind the seal.

      If his arcane core could now act like a divining rod, then maybe Erron could find the source of the abjuration magic and nullify it somehow! Breaking the arcane lines on an abjurer’s seal was often enough to break the seal completely. Maybe this was why the Mage Council wanted the arcane core back so much. If it was powerful enough to detect hidden magic, then it was a threat to magic users everywhere. Erron raised his hand toward the nearest wall and began searching for the source of the magic.

      Moving to the right caused the pulses to come slower and with less intensity but moving to the middle of the room made the pulses come more quickly and with greater force. The seal didn’t lay beneath the tattered and torn rug to the side of the main living area, nor was it hidden in the twisted remains of the kitchen.

      The pulses came harder and faster as Erron approached the hearth. To start with, he lifted his hand up to the chimney to see if there was some kind of magical seal on one of the rocks. The pulses faded the higher he lifted his palm, then grew stronger again as he lowered his hand toward the floor. Right toward the bottom of the soot-covered hearth.

      Erron sighed. He wasn’t going to be able to get through this without getting his hands dirty. He took one of the soiled undershirts out of his backpack and spread it across the bottom of the hearth. He rubbed it back and forth, giving it some serious elbow grease to get the soot moving. As he cleared the blackness away, Erron identified the stone that was the source of the abjuration magic. He hovered his hand over the top of the stone, which made the pulses come so hard and fast that he felt like his hand might explode.

      Erron sent a command to the arcane core using his mind. He wanted to turn the divining rod function off as he had now discovered the source of the magic. To Erron’s surprise, the pulses stopped immediately. The arcane core had obeyed his mental command.

      After cleaning the soot off the magical stone, Erron saw a faint magical rune imbued into the surface of the stone. If he destroyed that rune, then the spell would definitely be broken. However, if the previous landholder of Hope’s End had somehow managed to hide away information or resources, then it would be very important to preserve that magical spell in case Erron needed to use it as well.

      Erron had never been good at using magic. He never had any kind of aptitude for it, though he had always been interested in its power. There was something hidden in the back of his mind, some long forgotten or suppressed event that called to him and always drew him toward magic. There was a drive inside him to understand it, even if it would be forever outside his grasp.

      What if this arcane core had changed things for Erron Vangian? What if, through the core that had bonded itself to his body, he could access those arcane powers that wizards, witches, and warlocks across the Five Kingdoms could use?

      He placed his open palm down on the rune-etched rock and closed his eyes. Erron felt something within the arcane core reach out to the rune in the rock and travel downward, all the way down into the roots of the farmhouse. The arcane feedback gave Erron the distinct impression that this rune acted as a switch. Another message appeared just like the others.

      

      
        
        Would you like to activate this rune stone?

        Yes / No

      

      

      

      Erron gave a mental command to activate the runestone, which was immediately followed by a grinding sound from behind him. Erron swung toward the noise to see just what the hell this runeswitch did. To his surprise, the floorboards in the center of the room folded in on themselves and revealed an open space. There was a ladder affixed to one side of the space which led down into the foundations of the farmhouse. Erron’s hand immediately went to the hilt of his sword.

      When nothing immediately jumped out of the newly revealed crawl space, Erron tentatively approached the opening and peered over the side. Nothing reached out and seized his head to try to eat his face, which was a good sign. The room below was completely dark, aside from the meager light that filtered in through the rotting roof above. Erron took a deep breath before crawling into the hole and down the ladder. He would probably need to use the candles he had in his pack when he reached the bottom.

      The smell of damp earth permeated the air as he descended into the room below. Well, to call the small chamber hidden in the foundations a room would be generous. It was roughly the size of a large closet, which could possibly fit Erron’s bedroll if he curled up. A single bookshelf sat against one wall, which was inset under the foundations of the house. The small room didn’t have anything in the way of wooden supports, so it was a miracle it hadn’t collapsed in on itself. This bookshelf was not visible when looking down into this crawlspace from above. Erron’s eyes adjusted until the dark shapes that sat on the bookshelf started to make some kind of sense.

      Erron went to retrieve one of the candles he’d brought with him, but his arcane core displayed a prompt instead.

      
        
        Light Source discovered

        There is a magical light source available in this room, which is triggered with a secondary runeswitch. Would you like to activate the divining rod function?

      

        

      
        Yes / No

      

      

      Erron activated the divining rod function, which guided him to a small, multi-faceted piece of glass sitting on the shelves in front of him. He tried activating it like the other runeswitch, and the glass began to emit a green glow, illuminating the small room around him in an eerie glow.

      The wooden shelves actually reminded him a little bit of the shelves he’d seen back in Hazel’s apothecary. There were glass jars here that held a macabre assortment of different animal parts. There were a bunch of eyes floating in alcohol liquid, some which had circular pupils, and others had slitted pupils like big cats. Another jaw was filled with teeth, another was filled with claws, and there were some other strange unidentified organ-like parts floating in a couple of the other jars.

      To go with this grisly discovery, there was a single leather-bound book sitting to the side of the top shelf. Erron pulled this book down from the shelf and blew away the dust which had gathered on the spine. There was no title listed on the front of the book or on the spine, but when he opened it, a handwritten scrawl in the center of the first page proclaimed this book to be a guide to living at the end of hope by Mazurak Harkin.

      That was a name that Erron hadn’t heard before, but one that he would have to ask around about. This Mazurak had to have been one of the previous landholders of Hope’s End, but he hadn’t called it that. He called this place the end of hope. Did that variance in phrasing have some importance that Erron didn’t know about?

      Erron flipped through the pages. He scrunched his face up in confusion at what he saw. There was nothing written in the Five Kingdoms’ common language aside from a couple of letters here and there. Most of the pages were filled with a strange looping script that Erron didn’t recognize. He’d seen plenty of different languages over his years, but he’d been lucky enough to learn common at the instruction of The Exiles’ scribes. Fendral had insisted that Erron learn his letters if he was to be taking bounties and signing contracts on behalf of the organization.

      This script was unlike anything Erron had ever seen. Occasionally, glyphs would be scrawled and annotations made in this strange language, but the glyphs were just as mystifying as the script.

      “How long has this been down here?” Erron asked. His voice echoed back as it flowed up the crawlspace.

      A light warmth bloomed in his right palm, almost as though the arcane core wanted Erron to place it against the pages. If the core brought understanding, then it might know what secrets these pages contained. The moment Erron touched his palm to the pages, a warmth bloomed and spread out around the mystifying journal. He could sense the influence of the core as it enveloped the journal.

      Erron thought he could recognize what was happening now. The core could spread out its magical field to an object that Erron touched, then use its power of understanding to figure out what that object was. Another message appeared.

      
        
        Cryptic Notebook

        This notebook was written by Mazurak Harkin approximately two hundred and fifty years ago. It was left in a place only someone who could trip runeswitches would find it. The content of the notebook is indecipherable currently.

      

      

      How in the world did the arcane core know how old the notebook was? Could it be something to do with the parchment fraying at the edges, or how water had got in and warped the pages? What knowledge did this arcane core bring with it that allowed it to make those connections?

      Then suddenly, an idea came to Erron. If the notebook was indecipherable now, then all he needed was the cipher key to figure out what secrets the pages held. They’d regularly spoken with other mercenary outfits in a language only other mercs could understand. The Thieves’ Guild had their own language they used to talk about their marks too, and it was much stranger and more intricate than anything merc outfits used.

      Perhaps this notebook was similar. All Erron needed to figure out what was in this book was a key, and if Mazurak Harkin left this behind for someone else to find hundreds of years ago, then he absolutely intended someone to unlock its secrets. He would have hidden the cipher somewhere that only someone who could activate runeswitches could find. Or maybe there were even more tests to come.

      Just in case the cipher might be in this book somewhere, Erron flicked through all of the pages. As he came to the last few pages, a stained, folded map slid out and fell to the floor. Erron opened the map and was surprised to see that this wasn’t written in the strange looping script. It was written in Five Kingdoms common, albeit an older dialect, and appeared to show a top-down view of all the important areas of the farm.

      “I might not be able to crack your secrets at this moment, but you’ve given me something to start with. Thank you, Mazurak.”

      Erron’s eyes settled on a small dot to the west of the farmhouse that marked the well. He just hoped that nothing had happened over the last two hundred and fifty years that had collapsed the well or turned it fetid. There was nothing on the map marked as a super-secret runeswitch that contained the hidden cipher, but Erron hadn’t expected that. He’d find it eventually.

      Erron relocated the map to his backpack but put the cryptic notebook back on the shelf. He’d have to return to that mystery another day.

      There was a barrel next to the bookshelf, and the barrel was filled with ancient farming implements. There was an axe, a pick-axe, a two-handed scythe with a long blade, a shovel, a rake, a pitchfork, and a couple of things that Erron vaguely recognized but couldn’t place. Many of the tools were made of iron and showed spots of rust on their gleaming metal ends.

      They weren’t perfect, but it was a damn sight better than having to spend his own crowns on tools right away. If Hazel would pay him good money for ingredients and reagents, then he might be able to build up a little bit of coin while clearing the farm.

      There was another runeswitch down here in the crawlspace too. Erron reactivated the divining rod function in the arcane core, and it found the switch without much trouble. This one was on the wall right behind the tools, not hidden at all. He activated it using the core to see if it would close the door above, and it did.

      Activating the switch again opened the passage once more. Erron would be able to stay down here all night without worrying about being attacked, and that was a relief.

      Erron could only carry a couple of tools out of the crawlspace at a time, so it took quite a few trips to haul it all out. While he did that, he recognized a couple more of the tools. There was a handsaw, a plane for smoothing out wood, some chisels, a whittling knife, a whetstone for sharpening the other tools, and a contraption that had a piece of wire strung out on a base, with a circular weight dangling from the wire. He didn’t know what it was, but he’d figure it out later.

      There would be quite a bit of building Erron’s future if he wanted to restore this farmhouse to its former glory. Erron laughed to himself at the thought of this farmhouse ever being glorious, then quickly caught himself and made a vow that he would indeed turn Hope’s End into something that he could be proud of.
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      Erron worked hard under the afternoon sun. By the time he’d cleared out the weeds and brambles that had encroached upon the farmhouse, his muscles ached from overuse. Swinging a sword in a short, sharp conflict was one thing. More often than not, when it came to a clash of swords, it was all over in a few minutes. One combatant gave in, the other used the opening to strike, and then it was all over. Clearing out the unwanted undergrowth around his new house was anything but quick. It was an arduous, monotonous task that left him feeling like he’d barely achieved anything.

      After Erron had found the well and cleared it of a tree that had fallen into it, he’d spent hours slicing through the vegetation. He’d moved it all into a giant pile and sorted through it for anything that might be useful. The brambles themselves had a few bits and pieces that Erron harvested in the hopes he could sell them to Hazel. The thorns were sharp and had caught on his clothes more than once. The vines also had small red flowers, which grew into tiny hard-skinned fruits.

      The arcane core knew what all of these things were and displayed their properties to Erron as he gathered them. Apparently, the bramble blossoms had an alluring scent to them, which enticed animals to come in and eat them. The bramble figs that these blossoms turned into had a vitality bolstering effect when cooked. Erron thought it was interesting that the arcane core was even giving him tips on how to best prepare these ingredients for consumption. It was a very good way to figure out what had interesting properties and what didn’t.

      Erron would need to be careful how much he told Hazel when he arrived to sell his wares, though. He couldn’t come out and tell her that the figs could boost someone’s well-being if they were cooked without some kind of story about how he’d come across that knowledge. Without a story, she might have questions.

      Questions that Erron didn’t want to answer right now.

      No, it was best that he play the part of an oblivious out-of-his-depth mercenary settling down in the country. It wasn’t that far from the truth, but it was amazing how much you could get away with when people assumed you didn’t know what the hell you were doing.

      By the time the sun began to dip over the edge of the forest at the western horizon, Erron felt the gnawing pangs of hunger taking hold. A pot of water boiled on the fire nearby, which he’d constructed out of some dead wood and kindling. The arcane core, much like with the plants, had been able to identify whether the water was good to drink. It had been somewhat vague, though, so he still decided on boiling the water first to kill anything nasty in it before he drank it.

      Out of curiosity, Erron took a long, slender stick from the pile of vegetation and skewered a couple of those bramble figs onto it. He took the small metal pot off the fire as the water had boiled long enough to drink safely. Then he held the fig skewered over the fire and turned it slowly. He held it above the fire just enough so that it wouldn’t catch and burn, but close enough that the skin started to brown. A sweet scent blended with the smoke of the fire. These bramble figs actually smelled pretty good.

      The tough outer skin had softened enough that he’d be able to chew them. Erron bit down on one of the figs and tore it off the skewer with his teeth. In the beginning, it was tart and bitter, but soon a wave of sweetness washed over as the juice of the fruit was released.

      “That’s not bad at all,” Erron said. He finished the skewer as he waited for the water to cool enough to drink. The effect started off slowly, but Erron could certainly feel his strength returning. The aches in his muscles remained, but the fatigue noticeably reduced.

      A message appeared.

      
        
        Effect discovered!

        Roasted bramble figs increase stamina recovery by a small amount for 1 hour.

      

      

      The message from the arcane core was correct. He didn’t feel completely refreshed, but he could certainly handle a little more manual labor before calling it a night. If it boosted his stamina recovery for a whole hour after consumption, a supply of these figs would be a great thing to have on hand.

      Erron didn’t sit around the fire idly for long. He drank some of the boiled water, swirled it around his mouth, and was pleased there was no ill taste. There were a couple more things he wanted to do before the sun fully set. His renewed vigor would make these tasks much easier to do.

      Now that he had a lay of the land, it was obvious that there was no way back to the road aside from straight across the ravine. Firstly, he cut a clumsy pathway between the farmhouse and the rift in the earth, following the original path. The vines he sliced with the scythe were fibrous. He could strip the fibers, dry them, then weave them into rope. Until he could afford to buy smith-forged nails, rope would have to do.

      The tribes in the south made all of their houses and buildings out of wood, vines, and mud. It would be hard work, but Erron could do that too if he put his mind to it.

      After the rough passage to the ravine was cut, Erron decided it was time to retire to the farmhouse for the night. Dark had come on suddenly, and the eerie sounds of the forest had begun to rise from the wild lands around Hope’s End. Erron recognized the howls of wolves, but he knew there would be more terrifying things in the forest prowling the land looking for fresh meat. He didn’t want to leave his farm tools out in the open, so he took them back down into the crawlspace.

      Erron followed Hazel’s advice before he retired to the crawlspace. The moment he uncorked the stopper from the vial of fermented cave bear urine, the acrid smell burned his nostrils. It was like the stinking piss had a mind of its own and knew exactly where to strike to cause maximum discomfort. There was no mistaking the message that this foul liquid carried: “Stay out of my territory.”

      Hopefully, that message would be heeded by the night creatures of Hope’s End. The stench was so powerful that even after Erron had climbed down into the crawl space and closed the hidden door behind him, he could still smell it.

      “I’m not going to be able to do this for too long,” Erron said as he unfurled his bedroll into the cramped space.

      It was fine for now, but if he didn’t have his own shelter by the time a week had passed, then there was something very, very wrong. Erron desperately wanted to spend some more time going over the cryptic notebook that still sat on the top shelf. The key to breaking a cipher is finding something within the code that you can use as a foundation, and then you work outward from that.

      Erron had no delusions that he was a genius, or even above average in smarts, but he was good at solving problems. Especially when those problems got between him and his goals. Right now, this journal was the only thing standing between Erron and running a successful farm at Hope’s End. He would unlock these secrets not because he wanted to, although that was a part of it. No, he would unlock these secrets because he needed to. If Erron was one thing, it was single-minded in the pursuit of what he wanted.

      Erron decided to keep using the glow glass when he needed a light source down here. An open flame around containers that held an unknown, possibly flammable liquid, was a bad idea. Plus, he could turn the glow glass on or off as needed, to make sure nobody saw the eerie green glow through the floorboards. Now that it was approaching the time for sleep, he deactivated the glow glass, and the darkness pressed in on him from all angles.

      There had to be a reason why Hope’s End hadn’t been given to another local landholder. Erron did have some suspicions about why he, an outsider, had been given the right to farm this land over someone who already lived here in the Southern Reaches. None of those theories were pleasant to consider. If this land could produce crops and help keep the citizens of the Southern Reaches fed, or even to export across the frigid passes through the Daggerspine Mountains to the Northern Kingdoms, then why did Lord Keleth Garthanon not do this himself? Or install someone who was loyal to him to work this land?

      Others said this land was cursed, and from what Erron had seen of it so far, nothing had disproven the truth of those words. There was every chance that there truly was a curse upon Hope’s End, and Erron’s chosen path might yet lead him to ruin.

      In the dark at the bottom of the crawl space... Erron stopped himself from going down that line of thought. His destiny was his own, and nothing was going to stand in the way of getting what he wanted.

      Whether the vitality boost from the bramble figs had worn off, or maybe it was the pacifying influence of the cool, earthy dark, Erron soon found his eyelids getting heavier. Eventually, he laid his head down on his pack, pulled his thin travel blanket over his body, and went to sleep.

      Sometime later, Erron found himself in a darkened dreamscape. He was no stranger to nightmares; they had always plagued him when he was going through troubling times. Why would they descend upon him now? He’d finally reached out and grabbed his destiny with his own two hands and taken control of it for himself.

      But this dream wasn’t like the others. Normally, he dreamed of a castle, people running and screaming through endless corridors, and flaming green dragons raining down destruction from above. That was how he always knew it was a dream. It wasn’t real. There was no such thing as dragons, not after they were all killed hundreds of years before he was born.

      They were just stories that parents told their children to keep them afraid of wandering away. There were monsters in the world, that was true. But flying monsters with wings that could beat so hard they made hurricanes? Gold-eating monstrosities that hollowed out mountains and turned them into great hordes of crowns and jewels? No. Not anymore. The people of the Five Kingdoms had destroyed them all.

      Now it was a fanciful story that they told children and the gullible. Dragons were monsters for heroes to slay in epic tales from times that had long since passed and would never come again, nothing more.

      The darkness in the dreamscape around Erron lay heavy. He walked in one direction and felt as though the air was thick and resisted him somehow. Like it was somewhere between the consistencies of air and water.

      Erron looked down to see billowing shadows passing over his feet and shins, washing over him like the ebb and flow of an unknowable river. The darkness itself wasn’t just the absence of light—it was its own entity and had surrounded him somehow in his dream.

      “What is this?” Erron asked with faux bravado. “Send the dragons to me and let them burn me in their green fire! I am ready for them, and I have been burned one thousand times in their nightmare pyres. One more night will be no different!”

      The darkness remained impassive and immoveable. It sat there in front of him, and Erron swore that he felt the weight of its gaze on him, almost as though it was trying to figure him out.

      Then with a swiftness that Erron didn’t expect, the darkness collapsed around him and splashed around his feet like a crashing wave. Tendrils reached out from the surface of the roiling black mass and gripped onto his legs. He tried to lift his feet, but they would not come free. The shadows bubbled and washed up his body, soon entangling his legs, then reaching out and grabbing his hands as he tried to fight it away desperately.

      But it had him now, and there was no escape. Erron thrashed and fought, but it did no good as the shadows climbed up the rest of his body. They surged up his neck and over his face, pushing themselves into his mouth, his eyes, his ears, and his nose, and there was nothing that he could do except be drowned in them.

      Erron woke at the bottom of the crawlspace with a jolt. He slammed a hand over his mouth to stop himself from making any kind of noise. He thanked the gods for the foresight to stay silent just in case there was some kind of animal prowling around the farmhouse. It was a good thing he had done that too, because the first thing he heard upon coming back to the waking world was the clumping of heavy boots on the farmhouse floor above him. Dust stung his eyes as it became dislodged from the planks above.

      “I’m telling you he’s not here,” a rough voice said above. It was deep and gruff, the kind of voice you’d expect to hear pass from the lips of someone who was really good at punching things but not much good at anything else.

      “But where else could he have gone?” another voice asked, but this one was much higher pitched than the first. “Can you smell that godsawful stink? It’s like a bloody bear’s come through here and marked its territory!”

      Erron paid attention to the sound the second pair of boots made as they walked across the floorboards above. They didn’t land with the same weight of the feet of the bruiser, which meant that this other intruder may have belonged to one of the more diminutive races that could have been found across the Five Kingdoms.

      Gnomes and halflings were not uncommon in the Five Kingdoms, but they were quite rare this far south. Halflings especially didn’t do well with the cold, but there were some frost gnome tribes who made their homes on the slopes of the Daggerspine Mountains.

      “Maybe a bear ate him,” the first voice said as his heavy boots clomped around upstairs.

      “Well, let’s be done with this quickly, then,” a third voice said, and this one sounded like it belonged to some hoity-toity elf. It was actually quite impressive how every single elf managed to sound just as arrogant and self-absorbed as the next. “If he’s not here, he might already be rotting in the belly of a bear. That’s all the better! It means that we can get on with what we’ve been paid to do and burn this place to the ground.”

      As those words floated down to Erron’s ears as he waited in the crawlspace, he saw a flame bloom through the thin cracks in the floorboards above. If they meant to burn this place to the ground while he was down in the crawlspace, it was very likely that he would die from choking on smoke without ever being able to give his new life a shot. The writings that Mazurak had left behind would never be deciphered, and hundreds of years of wisdom would be lost in the ravenous flames.

      “You idiot!” said the gruff voice. “Don’t go lighting that torch while we’re in here! One little spark touches this and we’ll all go up in flames as well.”

      The smarmy elf sighed. Erron could tell it was the elf just by the obnoxious way that he breathed out through his most likely perfect nose. “If anyone is the idiot in this trio, it is you, Granok!”

      Granok sounded like an orc name, or maybe the name of a half-orc. It was very unlikely that a full-blooded orc would leave his clan behind, but it was very common for half-orcs to be shunned from their orc homes because the mother or father had brought shame upon the clan by diluting their blood with those of the so-called lesser races.

      The three mercenaries or assassins or whatever they were had obviously been sent to Hope’s End with the knowledge that Erron would be here. The amount of people who might be responsible for this was quite slim. The only people who knew who he was were Tilda, who’d given him the deed for this place, the two guards, Lucky the leatherworker, and those he’d spoken to in Harrow. He’d been careful to hide his identity from the innkeeper in Daggerspine Keep, and the smuggler who’d given him a ride down the mountain had been adamant that he didn’t want to know who his passenger was.

      Erron could probably trace this back to one of the guards if he had the time and resources. One thing he’d learned very early on as a mercenary was that guards employed by a Lord often weren’t paid what they thought they were worth. Splashing a handful of bones or sometimes dropping a single crown into the laps of a keep guard was all it took for the sensitive secrets to start flowing.

      Either way, it didn’t really matter who was responsible for telling these assassins where to go; the most important thing was the fact that they were here now when they meant to burn down what little Erron had in this world.

      Erron wasn’t really worried about having to fight an elf in close quarters. Even though they could be wiry and dexterous fighters, Erron had always been good at outmaneuvering them and cutting their egos down to size. The only way that gnome would pose much of a threat was if it knew how to use magic. That was an unlikely outcome, as most gnomes who were gifted in the art of magic ended up in one of the gnomish engineering enclaves where they spent their time inventing strange and wonderful magical gadgets that made life for everyone else so much easier. It was a shame that their gadgets had the propensity to blow up and cause all manner of magical mischief.

      It was the third mercenary that Erron was truly worried about. If Granok was a full-blooded orc, then there probably wasn’t a lot that Erron could do except wait to be slaughtered. A full-blooded orc had the kind of raw strength that would let it fist-fight a bear and win. If Granok was a half-orc, then Erron might stand a chance, but only if he managed to neutralize the other two first. However, if Erron could surprise the half-orc and take him out first, this fight might already be over.

      Without being able to see where they were standing in the room above, it would be very difficult to find out the right time to activate the hatch’s runeswitch. If Erron opened it too early, then they would be able to just come on down and pluck him at their leisure. If only there was something he could do to distract them.

      Erron stood as quietly as he could, then went over to the barrel that contained all the farm implements he’d brought back down. There was one particular thing he was looking for, and eventually, he found it. Four thick iron prongs stood upright from the end of the pitchfork. Erron took it out of the barrel and waited.

      The moment he heard the heavy boots of Granok pass overhead, Erron held his hand out to the runeswitch and activated it. The massive green-skinned half-orc’s eyes went wide a moment before he came tumbling down into the crawlspace, right toward the waiting prongs of Erron’s pitchfork.
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      Granok made a surprised sound as the floor opened up beneath him. A short, clipped gurk escaped his lips as he tumbled back. One of his legs clipped the side of the wall as he tumbled, causing him to jackknife. His head and shoulder bounced off the wall of the chamber, sending him careening headfirst down to the bottom of the crawl space. Granok landed on the sharp iron prongs of the pitchfork face first. They pierced him from collarbone to sternum, then there was a great splintering sound as the handle of the pitchfork snapped. Erron’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness enough to see all of this, and easily found the orc’s vulnerable neck and stabbed his sword through it. Granok’s eyes went wide, then fluttered closed.

      Erron pressed himself back beneath the overhang, right near the bookshelf. He was as far out of sight as he could be, and he hoped that would be enough. He’d already pulled his sword out of the orc’s neck and out of sight.

      “What in the bloody hells just happened?” the elf asked. This time, he didn’t sound so self-assured.

      The fearful wavering of the elf’s voice made Erron grin. If he could destroy their confidence, finishing them off would be all the easier.

      “I think the big oaf activated some kind of trap door,” the gnome replied. “Did the dagger say anything about there being a trapdoor here?”

      Erron made a mental note about “the dagger.” Was that a person? An actual dagger? Erron had heard stories about weapons that had personalities all of their own, but he thought they were much like dragons in that regard—just stories.

      “Not that I heard,” the elf replied. “Oh, what the hell happened to Granok? I think I’m going to be sick!”

      Sure enough, Erron heard the elf’s stomach emptying onto his floor above. There was no denying that an orc’s blood ran just as red as any of the other upstanding races of the Five Kingdoms.

      “Granok, mate, are you okay down there?” the gnome asked.

      Granok didn’t make a sound in reply because he was very, very dead. The prongs of the pitchfork had severed many important things, and Erron’s sword had severed the rest. From this close to the now dead mercenary, it was clear that Granok had been a half-orc, not a full-blooded orc. He had an underbite that was common for anyone with orcish blood, but it was nowhere near as wide or pronounced as it would have been if both his parents were orcs. His tusks barely stuck out above his bottom lip, and in a full-blooded orc, they’d rise far above and even eclipse the top lip.

      Thick red rivulets of blood oozed out of the now jagged wounds on Granok’s neck and chest, pooling beneath him onto the dirt floor below. The pitchfork was still stuck inside him, and Erron hoped that the elf and the gnome above wouldn’t notice the straight cut his sword had left behind.

      “What do we do, Keserion?” the gnome asked. “I can’t pull him up out of there!”

      The elf—Keserion—heaved his guts up again. “I don’t know, Ardu. You’re going to have to go down there to see if he’s still alive. I’m a little preoccupied right now.”

      “You’re chucking your dinner up because you don’t want to look at him! What makes you think I want to look at him?” Ardu replied testily.

      “I don’t care what you want. I outrank you. And plus, you know you still owe me for that business with the demon back in Cahbrand.”

      Ardu grumbled, but in his high-pitched voice, it sounded comical. “This makes us even, long-strider. After this, we’re square, right?”

      “Right, right,” Keserion replied, then proceeded to dry heave. It sounded like the contents of his stomach were all on Erron’s floor now.

      Erron’s grip on his sword pommel tightened. This was almost too easy. Tiny little footsteps began to descend the ladder into the crawl space. Erron would only get one chance at doing this right. If by some mistake he fumbled the kill, the elf would know he was there. Erron’s position was only a strength if the knowledge of his location remained hidden. If Keserion knew he was there, there were a hundred ways the elf could finish Erron off.

      Erron had long ago realized that there were two kinds of mercenaries in this world. They were the good ones, who always followed the rules of a job, and could easily adapt their plans when things didn’t go their way. In Erron’s experience, around ninety percent of the plans that he and his crews had ever made went to shit right as they were about to complete them. A good mercenary can adapt to change as easily as a good cook can work around a missing key ingredient. They improvise.

      Only about one in five mercenaries really excelled at the work. These were the chefs of the mercenary world, who constantly took the work to a new level with their inventiveness and focus. The other four out of five mercenaries were short order cooks, cooking the same meal over and over off a single recipe with no deviations. These mercs were barely better than mindless grunts who did only what you told them to, with unwavering obedience. Those were the bad kinds of mercenaries in Erron’s experience, as you could always expect them to freeze with fear or indecision the moment things started going off the rails.

      Despite the arrogance and self-importance that was so obvious in the way that Keserion spoke, Erron got the distinct impression that he would be one of the latter. Seeing Granok take a tumble and end up bloodied at the bottom of the crawlspace had already almost incapacitated him. Fear had gripped him and made him send his other companion down into unknown danger alone.

      Erron had correctly assumed that Ardu was a gnome. They were strange little creatures with large heads and small, bulbous bodies. They had short little limbs that made it difficult for them to function in a society that is predominantly made up of the bigfolk.

      It was a fairly common occurrence for gnomes to have a preferred way of navigating a human, elven, or dwarven city that involved avoiding as many stairs as possible. Despite their strange appearance, gnomes were particularly proud and did not like appearing to be weak or vulnerable. Some of the bigfolk called it smallfolk syndrome. If you’ve ever seen a gnome try to clamber up a set of stairs that were too large for its legs to be able to reach, you’d have a bit of an understanding as to why they avoided them at all costs.

      Ardu struggled with the distance between the ladder rungs. He had to hang using both hands from the rung above just to be able to reach the rung below with his feet. The gnome wore strange little slippers that were traditional dress for the gnomish folks. Erron had always wondered why the toes of their shoes curled upward into little points, but he’d never had the opportunity to ask.

      This little gnome had a pair of daggers strapped to his back, which would have been no more than letter openers to one of the bigfolk. Yet Ardu had them holstered in a diagonal cross pattern, which allowed him to reach back and draw the daggers over his shoulders.

      It was a pity that the little gnome never got that chance. Erron reached out and snatched Ardu as he struggled to reach the next rung down. Despite the much-famed intellect of the gnomes, they were incredibly frail creatures. It didn’t take much of Erron’s strength to wrench the gnome’s head around the wrong way, snapping his fragile spine and ending his life.

      Now only Keserion remained. Erron slid his sword back into its scabbard and leapt onto the ladder. He climbed as fast as his tired limbs would carry him. There was no longer any trace of the mental fatigue that fell upon him when he fell asleep. The trance of battle had completely descended and taken him over. Now the only thing that Erron’s mind focused on was how he could end this threat and find out who sent these murderers after him.

      The elf turned at the sound of Erron’s boots landing on the floorboards. The acrid scent of fermented bear piss stung Erron’s nostrils as he launched himself at the elf. Erron grabbed the flaming torch with one hand as he tackled the elf to the floor. Erron had a fair bit of weight on the skinny elf and used his own body to keep the elf pinned to the ground.

      Keserion screamed as he looked into Erron’s eyes. “You are here! What have you done to my friends?”

      “I believe you said you were coming here to burn me alive?” Erron growled, then thrust the flaming torch into Keserion’s face.

      The skin on Keserion’s cheek sizzled as the elf tried to wriggle his way out from underneath Erron’s grip, but Erron rolled the torch over the elf’s face until it was extinguished. Erron sat on the elf’s chest and stopped him from wriggling away. He pulled the torch away and delivered a staggering blow directly to the bridge of the elf’s nose. Keserion’s perfectly angular nose spread across his face with a sickening crunch. Keserion howled and reached for the handle of Erron’s sword. In reply, Erron backhanded the elf, who reeled from the blow. His perfect blue eyes rolled back into his skull as he coughed up a gout of his own blood.

      “Your friends are dead,” Erron said simply, as though he was merely remarking that the sky was blue, and the grass was green. “You don’t need to die, as long as you tell me everything that I want to know.”

      The elf choked and spat a mixture of spit and blood as he tried to breathe. “I can’t,” he gasped. “They’ll kill me if I say anything.”

      “And I’m going to kill you if you don’t say anything. Who sent you out here to kill me? You mentioned the dagger earlier. Who is that?”

      Keserion groaned as if realizing that there was no way out of this for him. He could either tell Erron what he wanted to know and be killed at the hands of his employer, or he could keep their secrets and die by the blade of the man he was sent here to burn alive.

      “What is an elf like you doing in the Southern Reach? Surely you have a family in the Northern Kingdoms that you can return to. You might have to run there with your tail between your legs, but at least you’ll live to see another sunrise. It’s your choice.”

      Keserion laughed. “You don’t know what it is that you’re saying. You don’t know who you’re talking about. You can’t escape the dagger. No matter how far or how fast you run, eventually the blade will find you and slit a traitor’s throat in their sleep!”

      “And what of this blade?” Erron asked, drawing his own sword from its scabbard. He pressed the still-bloody tip into the elf’s neck hard enough to draw a little blood.

      “You’d be doing me a favor,” Keserion said as he coughed again. “I’m dead either way. I can’t bring you in, and if I fail in my mission, they’ll kill me. So why don’t you just get it over with right now?”

      Erron’s lips pulled back over his teeth as he sneered down at the pathetic elf. There were ways to get information out of someone, but those ways went down a black path that Erron had sworn an oath to The Exiles not to walk down. Even though he’d left The Exiles, he still held their values front and center in his heart.

      “One last chance. Tell me who or what the dagger is, and I’ll let you run away from here,” Erron said.

      Keserion narrowed his eyes. It was clear he didn’t trust that Erron would let him go if he divulged his secrets. “You have no idea the mess that you have stumbled into,” the elf said finally. “I can’t tell you anything about the dagger, but I can tell you a little about this piece of land.”

      Erron sighed. “Let me guess, the land is cursed, and I’m a fool for even trying. I’ve heard it from every single person I’ve spoken to since I arrived. But here’s the thing, Keserion, I don’t take no for an answer, and I don’t back down, no matter the size of the challenge in front of me.”

      Keserion laughed at that. “Then I hope you stand so tall that I hear your corpse hit the ground when you finally fall.”

      Erron clenched his teeth, then pressed down on his sword with all of his weight. The blade slid into the elf’s neck, cutting off his laughter one final time. He soon fell still. Erron rolled off the elf and let his sword clatter to the ground. The burnt end of the extinguished torch trailed a thin column of smoke into the rotten rafters above, then into the night sky. In that moment, Erron watched stars twinkling against the ever black night.

      This was his home now, and he’d protect it from anyone who meant to take it from him.

      There was no time to delay, though. Granok, Ardu, and Keserion needed to be dealt with. He couldn’t leave their corpses down in the crawl space, and it wouldn’t do to simply leave them out under the stars where they would attract predators or other unwanted attention. No, there was only one thing to do. Erron would need to bury them before he could return to the crawl space and pass the night.

      The gnome was easy to get out of the crawl space. The orc, on the other hand, was a problem. There just wasn’t enough room down here to leave the orc, even if Erron wanted to. He also didn’t like the thought of butchering Granok and leaving a blood-soaked mess down where he’d have to sleep. Erron never liked to find himself without the tools needed to get himself out of a tight spot, so he always carried a rope in his pack. It wasn’t long by any stretch of the imagination, but there was just enough to run over one of the unrotten ceiling beams and down into the crawl space. Erron tied one end of the rope around the orc’s foot and hauled him out of the hole.

      While the dead orc swung there, Erron held the rope tightly as he delivered a kick straight to the orc’s center mass. Granok swung over the floorboards and away from the hole like a pendulum. When the orc swung back with enough momentum to swing away from the hole, Erron let go of the rope and the orc tumbled to the floor. Erron reengaged the runeswitch that led down into the crawl space, just in case these three mercenaries had anyone else hiding out there in the darkness.

      Erron didn’t want to stray too far from the farmhouse, but he needed to get these three underground quickly. Before he stepped out into the darkness, Erron took the extinguished torch and doused the end of it in the fermented cave bear urine. The smell almost made him gag, but he resisted. He’d seen and smelled much worse things than this before. Carrying this torch would ensure nothing attacked him while he did what needed to be done.

      Night wouldn’t last forever, and if anyone should stumble across Hope’s End in the daylight, he didn’t want them to see the farmhouse strewn with corpses. Erron dug three graves in the middle of a bramble patch. He hadn’t cleared this part yet, but the thorny vines weren’t thick enough to prevent his passage. The light of the twin moons in the sky shone enough light down for Erron to see without the need to light a fire.

      Erron started with the largest grave—the one for Granok—and worked down from there. After it was done, Erron pulled the splintered pitchfork from Granok’s chest and put it into the grave with him. The half-orc’s dead eyes stared up at the stars twinkling above. Keserion’s grave was next, which felt like it only took a quarter of the effort as Granok’s grave. Erron rolled the elf into the grave, and he landed face down. Ardu was last, and by that time, Erron’s muscles had started screaming at him that they were done for the night. He pushed a little harder and dug the tiny grave for Ardu, rolled him in, then covered him with dirt.

      Weaving his way out of the bramble patch, Erron returned to the crawl space exhausted, covered in dirt, spattered with blood, and counted his mounting troubles as sleep took him once again.
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      In the moments before Erron woke, an odd thing happened. He appeared in a liminal space, somewhere between dreams and the waking world, which appeared as a hill shrouded in moonlight. A great glowing magical object floated in the air on top of the hill, and Erron felt drawn to it.

      When Erron reached out toward the glowing object, which he could only assume was the arcane core, information appeared as though projected from it. It tabulated all of the things he did in the previous day at Hope’s End. It seemed to break down these activities into different categories, then assigned a score to them using some value called experience.

      
        
        Hope’s End Summary: Day 1

        Farming: +55 experience

        Foraging: +306 experience

        Combat: +150 experience

        Survival: +25 experience

        Mining: +30 experience

        Cooking: +15 experience

      

      

      Erron could expand each of these headings, which showed a breakdown of how those figures had been worked out. Farming counted 11 units of land clearing, each awarding 5 experience per unit. This was likely from all the work Erron put in getting rid of the brambles and other detritus around the farmhouse.

      The foraging breakdown showed that Erron had harvested over a hundred bramble figs, along with many bramble blossoms and sharp thorns. Each of these awarded 2 experience, which wasn’t a lot, but it built up quite quickly.

      Harvesting bramble figs and other reagents for Hazel would award plenty of experience, while also bringing in a nice bit of coin that Erron could use for improvements around the farm. The ravine that split his farmland away from the road was always going to be a problem until he either built a bridge himself or paid a local carpenter to do it for him. Doing it himself was one option that Erron would take if he had no other choice, but having someone do it who knew the work, and built it to last, would be better for him in the long run.

      After Erron accepted the information that this strange presentation showed him, a notification appeared that was accompanied by fireworks and fanfare. The fireworks shot up into the sky over the crumbling farmhouse and exploded into green and orange sparks while someone somewhere played a triumphant melody on a horned instrument.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your skill in foraging has reached level 2!

        You have learned the following crafting recipes:

      

      

      
        
        •      woven fiber

        •      fibrous rope

        •      woven basket

        •      woven ladder

      

      

      The list of things Erron now knew how to make went on and on, but mostly consisted of items that he could make out of dried strips of bramble fiber. Most of the items appeared to assist him with foraging, and foraging-related tasks. The basket would make it much easier for him to collect large volumes of ingredients without having to return somewhere to empty his hands.

      Erron dismissed the interface and stared at the arcane core floating on top of the hill.

      “What are you?” he asked. His voice had an ethereal quality, like it was echoing back at Erron from far away.

      To Erron’s surprise, the core responded, “I am your assistant. My job is to help you understand the world around you, and to provide tangible, actionable tasks for you to achieve your goals. I contain a multitude of resources that are locked away behind experience levels. The more experience you gain, the higher your skill levels will grow, and the more functions you will unlock. Is there one goal you’d like to focus on?”

      “I want to get Hope’s End back up and running, to turn it into a successful and productive farm. We need to clear the land, plant some crops, rebuild the farmhouse, and then we can think about next steps.”

      “Very well. I shall create objectives based on your requested outcomes. You will need to calibrate me to your surroundings when you wake. You can do this by activating my calibration mode in different areas of your land.”

      “Can I talk to you like this after I wake?” Erron asked.

      “No. But rest assured, you will return here every day if you wish. Or you can simply skip my daily summaries as you please. Would you like to wake up now?”

      The moment Erron mentally confirmed that he did indeed wish to wake up, his eyes opened and he was whisked away from the moonlit hill. It was still dark in the crawlspace, and the air hung thick with the smell of congealed blood and the thick dirt that still covered his hands from the night before.

      He needed a bath, but there would be no such luxuries for him until he returned to Harrow.

      A sudden noise from above caught his attention. Shuffling steps, not unlike those from the night before. Erron would have groaned if he wasn’t worried about revealing his location again.

      Erron lifted his right hand into the empty space below the floorboards and activated the calibration function of the arcane core. A tiny message appeared, saying that the core was currently mapping the nearby location, and to stay as still as possible until the calibration had completed. There was no way to tell whether this calibration function would reveal whether there were any hostiles nearby, but it was worth a shot. If it could scan a location, then surely you would be able to scan for anything that might be a threat nearby. Erron waited more than a few moments for the calibration to complete, but no information appeared advising if there were any nearby threats.

      The calibration simply detected the crumbling structure around Erron and asked if it was his home location. Erron confirmed that it was, but the core gave no further indication of what setting it as his home location did.

      There was one glaring flaw in the way that this crawl space had been constructed. The switch to activate the trapdoor was located toward the bottom of the shaft. This meant that whoever was down in the crawl space would not be able to activate the trapdoor and ascend the ladder quickly enough to catch anyone who was in their property unaware. Even the fastest climber would have precious seconds between announcing their existence and being able to formulate a defense.

      This whole place was made for someone to hide, and to serve that function alone. Sound of the shuffling footsteps above sounded random, almost like the person up there was simply stumbling around in a stupor. The house was still covered in bear piss, so it was very unlikely that it would be some kind of predator ambling about. Perhaps it was a local drunkard who’d wandered into the farm at night?

      Either way, Erron didn’t want to stay down here longer than he had to. Then he remembered something. Last night, Erron had left all of the bramble figs upstairs in the crumbling farmhouse. Maybe an animal that was too hungry to heed the warning of the fermented cave bear piss had simply come in and started to feast. Erron gritted his teeth. Whatever the case may be, he needed to get up there and figure out just what the hell was going on.

      Erron reached out toward the rune switch with one hand, felt his scabbard to make sure that his sword was still where he left it, then activated it.

      The trapdoor opened right as Erron threw himself at the ladder and climbed at full speed. Something in the room above moved suddenly as though it had been startled by the opening hatch, but it certainly didn’t launch itself down into the darkness to face the threat head on. When Erron reached the top of the ladder, he pulled himself up as quickly as he could and drew his sword.

      Sure enough, something had been feasting on the bramble figs he had picked. The hard skin of the red fruit hadn’t deterred the hunched over little creature that looked up at Erron with two huge yellow eyes. Truly, this little creature’s eyes took up almost half of its face. Red juice from the bramble figs coated the scraggly gray beard which hung down over its tiny, disproportionate body.

      There was something incredibly familiar about how this thing moved. It was tiny. The shape of this monster, the way it cowered in fear, hiding behind its stubby little limbs, and even the way it looked at Erron reminded him of…

      No, there was no way.

      He’d buried Ardu the gnome. Ardu was absolutely, without a question, dead. Even if Erron did entertain the thought that somehow he hadn’t twisted Ardu’s neck around the wrong way, this cowering creature didn’t look like a gnome. Sure, it had the same basic body structure, but the fingers and toes ended in claws, and the teeth in the monster’s mouth were sharp like that of a goblin or gnoll.

      If this was the gnome that he killed the night before, then something very strange had happened to it.

      If the gnome had somehow risen from the dead, did that mean Granok the half-orc and Keserion the elf were walking around Hope’s End somewhere as well? Erron sighed. Maybe the curse of Hope’s End everybody talked about was true. If he’d been killed here on the land of Hope’s End last night, would he have come back as some crazy monster? There was only one thing to do. It was time to clean up this mess.

      Erron swung his sword at the little monster. It shrieked and held its tiny little hands up in supplication. A message appeared from the arcane core, which made Erron hold back his strike at the very last moment.

      
        
        Level 1 Grobble has offered you its fealty.

        Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

      

      

      “Loyalty?” Erron asked. His grip on the sword loosened a little.

      The creature didn’t reply, but kept its hands raised toward Erron in a gesture of surrender. Erron reached out with his right hand and placed it on the little monster’s head. A magic field extended out from the core in his hand to envelop the grobble. A shiver ran through the monster, which made its eyelids flutter.

      
        
        Level 1 Grobble is now yours to command.

        Quality: Poor

        Health Points: 12

        Mana: 0

        Strength: 1

        Intelligence: 1

        Constitution: 1

        Charisma: 1

        Dexterity: 3

        Wisdom: 1

        Spells known: None

        Abilities known: Claw, Bite, Hide

        Attributes: None

      

      

      Each of the three abilities were exactly as they sounded. This little monster appeared to be pretty useless, what with it only being able to scratch or bite things. It could hide in a pinch from enemies or whatever else it wanted to, but that wouldn’t really do much once it was discovered.

      “You’re not the only monster wandering around my farm, are you?” Erron asked.

      The little grobble shook its head, then arced its gaze in the direction of the open front door of the farmhouse as it shook with fear.

      Erron sighed once more. If the elf and the half-orc had clawed their way out of their graves and been turned into monstrous things like the gnome had, then he would need to either dispatch them or accept their fealty as he had with the changed gnome.

      “Pick up some of those bramble figs when you come outside, would you?” Erron asked the grobble.

      The little monster didn’t give any kind of verbal confirmation that it understood what Erron said, but it dutifully trotted over to the half-eaten pile of figs and scooped up a good armful of them before trotting out of the house.

      The other two turned dead were nowhere to be seen when Erron left the house. Part of him hoped that the fact that they hadn’t appeared meant that they were still quiet and lying in their graves, but he had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that wasn’t to be the case.

      The coals at the foundations of the makeshift fire from the night before were still hot, and it didn’t take much for Erron to rekindle them.

      Erron took a few minutes to grill some of the bramble figs before moving on. He ate them down quickly, maybe a little bit too hot, and offered some cooked figs to the tiny little grobble.

      “Here you go, little one. I’m assuming that your constitution score means that you’re not the hardiest of creatures, so eating some of these will give you a little bit of boost in that area. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”

      The grobble took some of the grilled bramble figs and wolfed them down. If the heat bothered the little monster, it didn’t give any indication. To his surprise, a strange little image floated next to the grobble’s head. It had a crude image of a heart with an arrow pointing upwards. When Erron focused on this, it gave a summary of the effects the grobble was currently affected by. It looked like the grilled bramble figs also increased the grobble’s vitality.

      If by some miracle of magic Erron had indeed raised this little grobble as a minion, it looked like he would also be able to impart effects based on the recipes that he cooked. There was undoubtedly an entire world out there full of wondrous ingredients waiting to be discovered for Erron to use in his cooking.

      Suddenly, a loud roar came from somewhere nearby, sounding very close to where the graves had been dug the night before. The little grobble followed Erron as he headed toward the sound, chomping on the last of the grilled figs. Whatever had made the guttural sound was large and angry. The sound of a branch or a small tree snapping told Erron the direction he needed to go. It wasn’t exactly toward where he had dug the graves the night before, but it was close by. If the grobble had crawled out and sought food, it was likely that any other entities that had been raised in the same manner would probably be looking for food too.

      The beast that Erron found drudging through the brambles didn’t just look like a full-blooded orc: it looked like the depictions of monstrous orcs from the legends of the Age of Misery. It was the kind of beast that people told stories around campfires about to scare children. This orc towered above Erron and had broad shoulders that were almost double the width of a human. Strong bunched muscles bulged out of torn linen clothes. The orc’s fists when clenched were bigger than Erron’s head. The orc’s head sat in the middle of its shoulders, jutting forward like a beast. It had a prominent lower jaw with two savage tusks erupting upward from the corners of its jaw, and its nose was flattened like that of a pig’s snout. The eyes were small, inset under two heavy brows, but burned with rage.

      There was no way that he would be able to beat this thing head on. Luckily for Erron, the orc hadn’t noticed him yet. It was too busy bending down and tearing shrubs from the ground in its fury.

      Trapping Granok the half-orc had worked the night before, and this monstrous thing that had clawed its way out of the ground was dumber than the half-orc had been. Thanks to reaching level 2 in foraging, Erron now had access to a number of different crafting recipes that were mostly focused on using bramble dried fibers.

      He didn’t have any time to dry fibers himself right now, but there were plenty of dead bits of vine lying around for the taking. Erron kneeled behind a large bramble bush, which would hopefully obscure him from the view of the marauding orc, then raised a single finger to his lips.

      “We need to be very quiet,” Erron said to the grobble.

      The grobble’s large toothy mouth pursed shut as it also lifted a finger to its mouth, imitating Erron’s gesture.

      The grobble had an incredibly low intelligence score, which made Erron a little wary of it being able to follow instructions. It hadn’t said a word yet, so might not be capable of speech, but it did seem to be following any command that Erron gave it. Was that part of the grobble’s fealty to Erron? Would it obey any command he gave it, so long as the grobble had the ability to do so?

      The grobble stayed motionless as Erron tore strips away from the dry bramble vines. Each of these strips was then placed into a pile, and when there were enough strips there to convert into a piece of woven fiber, Erron did so. He hoped that every little thing he crafted would also help him accumulate experience points for when he finally managed to get to bed tonight.

      If he survived this next crazy plan.

      Erron had meant this to be the very first day where he was able to get some real work done around the farm, but the grobble and the orc were an unexpected development that needed to be figured out before moving on.

      Once Erron had enough pieces of woven fiber to convert into a fibrous rope, he crafted a long length of rope. He had lots of experience making snare traps to catch his meals while traveling throughout the lands of the Five Kingdoms with The Exiles, so Erron didn’t need some kind of recipe branded into his brain by the arcane core to be able to make a simple snare trap.

      The orc roared again, but this time, another call answered it. This other call sounded high-pitched and raspy, as though it came from the dry, desiccated throat of a mummified corpse. Had Keserion the elf also risen from the dead? Odds were that was exactly what had happened. What would happen if two of these risen dead met each other before Erron had the chance to subjugate them and gain their loyalty? He had a sneaking suspicion that he was about to find out.

      Erron kept crafting until he had enough rope to make three snare traps, and he just hoped that the grobble would be able to follow the instructions he had given it when the battle finally kicked off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Erron lay low and tried to keep out of sight as the orc and the withered elf battled each other. While the orc was a physical powerhouse, the risen elf was tall and skinny, which let it dodge the orc’s slow strikes. The elf formerly known as Keserion had long nails on the fingers of both hands, which it used to slash the orc’s exposed skin in hit and run maneuvers. If the risen elf could soften the orc up, it would make Erron’s plan much easier to pull off.

      Of the three snare traps, Erron held two. The grobble held another in its stubby little arms. There was one thing that grobble could do that Erron would never be able to. Using its tiny little claws, it would be able to climb the giant orc like a tree and slip this snare trap around its neck without too much trouble. Once there, the slipknot could be pulled tight, cutting off the orc’s air supply. The only thing Erron needed to do was make sure he held the orc’s attention while the grobble did what needed to be done.

      There was always the chance that the giant orc would grab the grobble in one of its fists and squeeze it into jelly, but Erron hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He’d seen musclebound strong men fight in tournaments over the years, and Fendral had always pointed out that they were weak at the back. The more muscular someone was, the less range of rear movement they had. That was why they always tried to keep their foes facing them head on where they were most deadly.

      “Do you understand my instructions?” Erron asked the little monster.

      The grobble nodded. Erron wondered if the grobble would ever actually be able to talk. It would make things much easier trying to coordinate things in the future, but this would have to do for now. This little creature was unlike anything that Erron had ever seen in all his adventures across the Five Kingdoms. It was almost like being buried in this plot of land had forced the gnome into some ancient and monstrous form.

      Erron stood to a half crouch and headed around the huge bramble bush he’d hidden behind. Both the orc and the withered elf looked worse for wear. As Erron got a better look at the elf, he noticed some similarities between it and a troll. They both had the same lanky arms and shorter legs, as well as the huge claws on the ends of the fingers. It wasn’t exactly the same as a troll, but there was a strange similarity.

      The orc had many gashes on its exposed green skin, and in some places, the elf had even managed to scrape through the linen clothes that the orc wore. Now that Erron was taking notice of the clothes that these monsters had on, he noticed that they were very similar to what they had been buried in, but they did not match exactly. The clothes they’d arrived in all had very similar style, almost like they were wearing some kind of uniform. But the clothes that they wore now were all very different.

      The grobble wore what looked to be a dirty linen sack, the orc wore soiled rags that hung open across its broad chest, whereas the withered elf now wore a dirty shirt with long sleeves, and linen trousers that had a pull string to hold them up. None of these creatures had been wearing these clothes when they went into the ground the night before.

      There was something about this that just didn’t make sense to Erron. Before revealing his presence, he lifted his hand to his mouth and bit down. Hard. The pain lanced through his hand and up his arm. The pain was very much real, so Erron was not dreaming. This was really happening.

      The grobble had submitted itself to Erron’s control when he exerted dominance over it. The little monster barely had anything going for it, so dominance was not difficult to achieve. However with these other two creatures that were locked in a life and death battle, Erron would have his work cut out for him to prove his dominance.

      Erron Vangian took a breath, then put his plan into action. He picked up a rock from the ground and threw it in the direction of the troll-ish elf. The rock smacked the elf right in the side of the head, which sent it stumbling back a step. The elf shook its head back and forth to clear it, which gave the orc monster just the opportunity that Erron had orchestrated.

      A giant green fist slammed into the withered elf’s chest and drove it into the ground. There was a sickening cracking sound, followed by a wet crunch. This monster had just risen from the dead, and now it had been returned to that same cold embrace. Erron winced as the realization hit: he wouldn’t be able to enlist it into his troop of monsters.

      The orc roared triumphantly as it raised its bloody fists to the early morning sky. Erron whistled loudly and clearly, which was the signal for the grobble to circle around behind the giant orc and remain out of sight until Erron gave it the next signal. The orc turned away from the broken and battered body of the risen elf and set its sights on Erron.

      The monster’s bloodshot eyes were bloodshot, but not in the way that your eyes got red after a night of drinking ale in a smoke-filled local inn. No. This monster’s eyes were red with boiling rage. The moment it saw Erron, it launched itself at him. Its fists were still covered in the withered elf’s blood as it crossed the distance between them.

      Erron bared his teeth as the orc barreled down on him. He pulled the two loops of rope from around his shoulders and got ready to dodge out of the way. This next part would take every bit of skill Erron had to pull off.

      Once, when Erron had done a job in the Northern Kingdoms under Fendral’s tutelage, they’d been employed to act as extra muscle for the annual High King’s Tournament of Champions. They imported a number of different challenging and fantastic acts from faraway lands to showcase feats of strength unknown in the Five Kingdoms. One of these combatants employed a very unique technique when fighting a very angry aurochs.

      The aurochs was an absolutely massive beast which had long been hunted to extinction in most areas of the Five Kingdoms. When Erron had asked Fendral how they managed to find one of these magnificent beasts just to use in the tournament, Fendral had just shrugged and smiled that knowing grin.

      “What the High King wants, the High King gets,” Fendral had said.

      The aurochs was easily double the size of the biggest bull Erron had ever seen. Its horns were the width of two merchant carts sitting side-by-side, with incredibly sharp tips that would easily tear through someone if they should get in the way. Erron had watched in transfixed horror and excitement as this aurochs slayer goaded the beast to attack him without drawing his sword! The only thing the slayer had in his hands was a red cape. The aurochs slayer would wave this in front of the beast and bait it into attacking him. At the very last moment, this warrior would roll out of the way, right under the massive horns that swiped toward him in an effort to end his life.

      The younger Erron waited for the giant beast to understand that this warrior was using the same tactic on it every time. No matter whether he dodged left, dodged right, or when the warrior even leapt over the aurochs’ enormous head and tumbled to safety off the back of the beast.

      Eventually, the aurochs was so tired that it was stumbling over its own feet. Its eyes were red with fury, just like this orc monster. When the aurochs was too tired to mount a defense, the slayer ended its life with a single precise sword thrust to the neck. The beast barely made a sound as the steel slid into its flesh. It almost looked calm, as though it awaited the end. The blood pumped through the aurochs with such force that when the slayer pulled his sword from the wound, jets of crimson exploded from the side of the beast and covered the entire arena.

      If Erron hadn’t witnessed it with his own eyes, there was no way that he would have believed that the blood shed sprayed as far as it did. Frozen hells, Erron had been there and saw it happen with his own two eyes, and even then he still didn’t quite believe it. He learned a very important lesson that day, and that was the bigger the opponent, the more easily they tired out. And once something massive was too tired to fight, it was also too tired to put up any kind of meaningful defense.

      As the massive orc beast thundered across the bramble-infested fields at Erron, he readied one of the snare traps. Fendral had been right about one thing. Those who could tap into the battle trance that fell upon great warriors in the heat of the fight had a much higher chance of landing their attacks and avoiding the blows that came at them. It had taken Erron quite some time to become attuned to the rhythm of battle, but now he could fall into it without much conscious thought.

      The sound of the orc’s huge green unshod feet pounding through the brambles echoed in Erron’s own heartbeat. Based on the pattern of the footfalls, he felt the orc’s pace as it ran at him, which made it very easy to judge when he would need to release his snare trap to hit its mark.

      Erron didn’t move until the very last second. As the orc swiped at Erron with one giant fist, he lashed out with the snare trap as he rolled away from the incoming blow. At first, Erron thought that he might have missed, but as he rolled through the thorny brambles that tore at his skin, the rope grew taut. Erron let the other end of the rope go, and immediately sprang back to his feet to prepare for another attack from the orc monster. The rope around its wrist was not even an annoyance to the monster, so the orc didn’t even give it a second thought. Erron’s next target was the orc’s left wrist, so he positioned himself on the left side of the monster for its next attack.

      This time, things didn’t go quite as well as Erron had hoped. The snare trap didn’t find its mark, and the orc delivered a massive blow to Erron’s side. The impact sent him rolling away and further into the brambles.

      As Erron tried to get back to his feet, he realized just how tangled he was. The loop of rope around his other shoulder caught on the thorns. He had to shrug out of the last snare trap to get free, which left the trap hanging where he couldn’t reach it. Erron grunted with frustration.

      He reminded himself that good mercenaries, the ones who lived through the hard jobs, could adapt to plans as they changed. Erron whistled once more, sending the signal to the grobble to start the last phase of the plan.

      Instead of trying to get out of the brambles, Erron headed further in. He was small enough that he could weave between most of the larger vines, but the orc didn’t have the same advantage. It was massive and caught on absolutely everything. The thorns sank into its green flesh, scoring the exposed skin, which was already raked with scrapes and scratches.

      Erron made sure that he stayed within eyeline of the orc, so it would always know exactly where he was. No matter what, he wanted to ensure that the grobble had every opportunity to get the last snare exactly where Erron needed it. If that last snare didn’t go over the orc’s head and secure itself around the beast’s neck, then this entire plan had failed, and Erron would need to come up with something new.

      Erron kept yelling and screaming at the orc monster, using its own fury against it. While it was true that Erron could easily slip through the brambles, he hadn’t accounted for the fact that the orc monster could just reach in and rip these vines out of the ground.

      Suddenly, the grobble popped its head up over the orc monster’s shoulder. Erron didn’t know whether the little beast was going to follow his instructions, although he hoped that it would. It dug its rear claws into the orc monster’s green skin and lifted the last snare trap over the monster’s head.

      The grobble jumped off the orc’s shoulder and held on tight to the other end of the rope. Erron drew his sword from its scabbard as the rope went taut. The orc’s eyes bulged in shock at the sudden crushing pressure. The beast gasped for air but found itself unable to breathe. It made a yowling noise as it reached up for the rope around its neck, but the downside of having giant sausage fingers is that they’re just not made for finesse.

      To undo the snare, you needed human-sized fingers or smaller. The orc’s eyes bugged out harder as the panic set in. Erron cut his way through the brambles and stepped triumphantly in front of the orc.

      “Do you yield?” Erron demanded. “Yield, pledge your loyalty to me, and I will free you of these bonds.

      The orc monster tried to roar, but all that came out was a choked gurgling. It tried to raise its hand toward its neck, but Erron snatched the other end of the other snare trap around its wrist and pulled it away from the monster’s neck with all of his might.

      “You don’t live through this unless you pledge yourself to me. Do it!” Erron shouted.

      The orc grumbled again, but the fight was going out of it. It sank down to one knee and exposed its savage pointed teeth at Erron. There was no doubt in his mind that if he didn’t have this orc monster trapped and choking right now, it would have ripped him in half.

      Erron raised the tip of his sword and thrust it toward the orc’s chest. The sharp point sank into the flesh a little, causing a single drop of crimson blood to dribble from the new cut.

      “Pledge yourself to me and I will remove these bonds,” Erron said with a tone of finality.

      If the orc didn’t listen this time, Erron might have to kill it.

      Just when he thought he’d have to plunge the sword into the orc’s chest, the monster’s eyes flickered as though it was about to lose consciousness. Its arms went limp and fell to its sides. It was at that moment that a brand new message appeared, floating in front of Erron’s eyes.

      
        
        Level 1 Berserker Orc has offered you its fealty.

        Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

      

      

      Erron accepted the beast’s fealty by reaching out toward it and placing his hand on its forehead. The arcane core’s magical field enveloped the orc. A shiver went through the giant orc monster, and at that same moment, Erron sliced through the snare trap that cut off the monster’s airflow. The berserker orc sucked in a deep breath as though it hadn’t taken a breath for months.

      The berserker orc went down onto one knee and raised a closed fist to its chest.

      
        
        Level 1 Berserker Orc is now yours to command.

        Quality: Common

        Health Points: 26

        Mana: 0

        Strength: 8

        Intelligence: 3

        Constitution: 8

        Charisma: 1

        Dexterity: 5

        Wisdom: 1

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Berserker Rage, Mighty Blow

        Attributes:

        •      Strong

        •      Volatile

      

      

      Erron thought it was interesting that not only did this creature come with abilities, but it also came with a passive effect called an attribute. The grobble didn’t have any attributes like that. He could only wonder at what kind of abilities the risen elf would have had, but it would do no good to dwell on that.

      The numerical statistics of the berserker orc were much more pleasing to Erron’s eyes than the stats of the first creature he’d subjugated. Part of Erron thought that it was pure dumb luck that the little monster had been able to do what Erron needed him to do. And yet another part of Erron considered this and disagreed. The other part of Erron, the one that had started to grow proud of what he had achieved since leaving The Exiles, said that it was Erron’s quick thinking that gave the little monster exactly the right task to excel at to change the tide of battle.

      Those two sides of Erron’s personality still waged war with one another. He simultaneously didn’t feel like he was good enough, but also craved nothing more than to go it alone and prove that he was ready to take control of his own destiny.

      Erron rubbed his hands together. Yesterday, he was the only pair of hands to help out at Hope’s End. There was so much to do here on the farm to get things back up and running, and now Erron had two ready and willing pairs of hands to help him achieve his goals.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The little grobble wasn’t a lot of help when it came to clearing the land, but the orc was adept at moving things that Erron didn’t have the strength to move by himself. The orc lifted fallen tree trunks onto its shoulder and walked them over to a massive pile just near the farmhouse. A lot of the fallen trees wouldn’t be good for anything except for firewood, but it was good to know that when the time came, the orc would be strong enough to carry freshly felled trees to be processed.

      Erron wasn’t quite sure how exactly he was going to turn the massive trees that grew wild across his farmland into usable planks that would let him rebuild the farmhouse, but there would have to be a way. It was nice to be thinking about the future with hope again.

      A lingering mystery gave Erron pause. He still wanted to know how this had happened in the first place. Was this the work of the arcane core? Erron hadn’t given it any kind of instruction to incubate and change these dead bodies into monsters. The summary that the arcane core had shown him had also mentioned nothing about dark magic, fiends, or anything of the sort, which made him think that this was something different.

      Everyone that he’d spoken to about Hope’s End had the same reaction upon learning that he was the new landholder. They said that this land was cursed, and many of them didn’t expect Erron to last long here. That was precisely why Hazel had given him that fermented cave bear piss. The last landholder hadn’t even lasted a night.

      Was it possible that there was some kind of lingering magical influence here at Hope’s End? The cryptic notebook written by Mazurak that was concealed in the crawl space seemed to indicate that there was a secret hidden deeply here that was just begging to be unearthed.

      For that was where Erron thought the answer to the secret truly lay. Things would have died on this parcel of land many, many times over the past two hundred years. If all it took to come back as a risen fiend was to die in this particular geographical location, then this whole place would be overrun with monsters. No, there was something about burying the dead that affected whatever was happening at Hope’s End.

      This would require much more experimentation. Erron needed to figure out how this worked, and to get to the bottom of how deep this secret went. If he could make his own monsters to help out around the farm, he’d be able to turn things around in less than a season.

      Across the hours from morning until midday, Erron and his loyal fiends worked hard to clear more land, move rocks away from arable soil, and move many fallen trees into a giant pile. The monsters followed Erron’s commands without question. The intimidating presence of the berserker orc put him on edge for the first hour or so, but after some time passed, Erron realized that it was like having his very own personal strongman that would do whatever he said.

      They broke for lunch and spent the warmer hours from midday until mid-afternoon resting under the shade of a large and healthy tree to the rear of the farmhouse. This was one that Erron would not cut down, as it made for a picturesque backdrop looking out to the east.

      Erron spent the majority of his time working with the little grobble to tear more strips of dried brambles, then convert them into woven fiber. They would need plenty of rope if they were going to turn Hope’s End back into a profitable piece of farmland, and even more if they wanted to construct their own farmhouse without having to pay for the upgrades themselves. It wouldn’t be such a bad idea to see how much good lengths of rope sold for back in Harrow either. Erron would have to make the trip back there in the next couple of days for supplies.

      The orc looked tired and cranky, so Erron didn’t give it any orders for a little while. Its fingers were far too big to handle the delicate work of stripping vines or making woven fibers, so the orc leaned back against the tree and closed its eyes.

      A couple of hours slipped by without much at all happening, which was a delight. Erron and the grobble made many feet of strong fibrous rope, and some of this was converted into more snare traps. The orc snored away under the shade of the oak tree.

      After almost a day of eating nothing but roasted bramble figs, Erron realized that they might soon become a problem. He could live off them if he had to, but sometimes when you ate too much of a specific thing, it had a negative effect on one’s own internal functions. Eating more of the figs over lunch had made his stomach start to bubble uncomfortably, and he hoped that he hadn’t made himself sick.

      If Erron could snare a couple of rabbits, he’d at least be able to have a bit of meat to keep himself full. He was also curious as to what properties the meat would impart onto him, if any.

      When the orc awoke from its hour and a bit of sleep, it was visibly agitated. The orc always looked a little bit unpleasant, but now it looked downright angry. The top lip was pulled back over the sharp teeth in the top of its jaw, and it flexed its fists open and closed as it got up from next to the tree.

      “What’s up, buddy?” Erron asked. “Sleeping made you cranky?”

      The orc just grunted as it turned away from Erron and flexed its bulging muscles as though this would communicate its heightened level of unhappiness. The orc had two abilities and two passive effects. One of those passive attributes was a positive thing, giving it increased strength. But the other attribute was a little more problematic. The orc was volatile and had a predisposition to going into a violent rage. It wasn’t called a calm orc, of course. It was a berserker orc.

      Although a calm orc might be nicer to have around. Was there any way Erron could influence those attributes the monsters rose with after their deaths? Or was it decided by something Erron had no control over?

      Erron had worked with mercenaries who were prone to violent outbursts before. They were the bad kind of mercenaries, not the good kind of mercenaries, but there were ways of working around their pitfalls.

      Sending a rage-fueled monster into battle for you often meant that the fight was going to end in your favor. But how the whole fight shook out was unpredictable, violent, and often ended with a much higher body count than necessary.

      When someone had a plan and applied their mind to making sure that plan went off without a hitch, that was the easiest way to get the outcome that you wanted. The outcome you planned for.

      But when you sent someone that didn’t do a whole lot of thinking and would rather do a whole lot of punching or stabbing, then the path to the outcome was often a little less clear. Erron needed to find a way to channel the berserker orc’s rage into a productive outlet, so it didn’t blow up and attack him or the grobble.

      If this volatile orc decided to turn on him or the grobble, then it would require putting down one of the only two workers he had on his land. And that was if he managed to best the incredibly strong creature that was the berserker orc.

      “Hey, big guy, I’ve got a special mission for you. Come on, follow me. Little one, you keep making rope, okay?”

      The little grobble kept working as Erron headed back toward the farmhouse. Despite the orc’s agitation, it did follow Erron. He told the orc to wait outside while he headed in to grab the two-handed axe. Erron hesitated before heading back out. Was he really about to give this giant green-skinned, tusked monster an axe? Erron had his sword, of course, but that would mean nothing if this orc turned on him.

      One of the reasons that Erron had become so trusted in The Exiles was that he was very good at making the most of whatever resources he had at his disposal. He had to have faith that he was doing the right thing here.

      Erron headed back outside and handed the axe over to the berserker orc. The axe was so large that Erron needed to hold it aloft with two hands if he wanted to muster enough strength to split logs; however, in the massive orc’s hand, it looked almost as small as a hatchet would to a normal human.

      “Do you know how to use that?” Erron asked.

      The orc just looked blankly at Erron. It didn’t say a word.

      “I want you to go over there and start chopping some of those fallen trees up, okay? You use that sharp bit at the end to cut those trees apart. After they’re chopped into pieces, you split those pieces into smaller pieces about this big”—Erron made hand gestures to show the orc what he meant—“and then you stack them all together. This fallen wood isn’t good enough to use as building material, so we’re going to use this as firewood. We’ll use this to light and maintain our fire every day for the rest of the time that we’re here. So, this is a very important job, and I am trusting you with it.”

      The orc raised the axe in front of its face and furrowed its brow, as though it was concentrating intently. It allowed the axe to drop to its side and then looked up at Erron.

      “Me chop big trees on the ground,” the orc said. The word “the” came out as “da.” “Me chop big trees on da ground.”

      Erron grinned. “That’s right, big guy, you chop the trees. And if you’re feeling angry, like you wanna punch something, you punch those trees, okay? Or better yet, bury the axe in them and cut them down to size.”

      Half of the orc’s mouth raised to the side. Was the big guy smiling? The orc said no more as it turned away from Erron and got to work hacking the trees apart.

      As the hours passed and early afternoon gave way to the waning light of dusk, Erron was pleased with the progress that they had made. Along with the abundance of fiber and rope they now had, he had a dozen snare traps ready to be placed around the farm to catch tiny critters in the night. They’d also cleared away a good portion of the brambles from around the farmhouse. They hadn’t made much headway on restoring the farmhouse to become livable yet, but the two monsters that now followed Erron’s instructions would make for excellent bodyguards while he slept down in the crawl space.

      He still had questions about who had sent the three assassins to the farmhouse to burn it to the ground. Through some probing questions he had asked the two monsters throughout the afternoon, he’d come to the conclusion that neither of them had any of the memories they had before they died.

      Erron activated the divining rod function of his arcane core a couple of times throughout the afternoon, primarily focused on the two monsters. He did this a couple of times purely because the results were something that he wanted to confirm beyond all doubt.

      In the Five Kingdoms, there were many different schools of magic. The most feared and reviled type of magic was necromancy, which was primarily about bringing things back from the dead or manipulating the veil between the realms of life and death. The school of necromancy was the one that the arcane core detected every single time Erron scanned one of his monsters.

      Erron knew beyond all doubt that he himself did not possess any magical abilities. Fendral and The Exiles put all of their recruits through a rigorous testing regime to see whether any of them had any talent for any school of magic. Erron was one of those people who could figure out how something worked and then make it work for him without too much extraneous effort. The only exception to this was magic. In that arena, Erron had absolutely no aptitude and no inborn talents. He’d gone through life with the understanding that magic would always be beyond him.

      But what if that wasn’t the case any longer?

      It was quite a revelation when Erron realized what it meant. If he himself did not use the black magic of necromancy to bring these monsters back from the dead, then there truly was something cursed about this land. Erron vowed that if “the dagger” sent more assassins after him, they would end up in the ground just like Granok, Ardu, and Keserion.

      Did this revelation about the use of black magic have anything to do with the dream he’d had the night before? It was not uncommon for Erron’s sleep to be plagued by nightmares, but there was something about that dream from the previous night. The inky blackness that rose up from beneath his feet to suffocate him had felt all too real.

      Curse or no, Hope’s End was his now, and he would be the master of his domain.

      The orc did have a couple of violent and angry outbursts throughout the afternoon, but it was more than happy to go and punch a tree or kick some rocks to work out that anger that boiled up inside it. The grobble was completely different. It didn’t do a damn thing unless Erron told it to. Half the time, it didn’t even do those things very well. It was a miracle that the little monster had managed to slip that snare trap around the orc’s neck during combat at all.

      While Erron moved around Hope’s End, he held his right hand aloft and activated the arcane core’s calibration function. Just like previously, the core didn’t give much of an indication that this calibration was actually doing anything. But the core had been specific when it told Erron to use this if he wanted to be able to set goals of what he wanted to achieve on the farm.

      The core did say that it was going to create some of those goals for Erron, but it hadn’t done so yet. Perhaps it was like the accumulation of experience points that allowed Erron to increase the level of his skills. Maybe those goals would be set when Erron met the core on the moonlit hill during the night’s slumber.

      While he calibrated the core, he gave the grobble lots of different snare traps to set up around the farmland. Half of these traps didn’t get set up correctly. Erron had to fix the ones that weren’t set right, or if they were set right, they weren’t on game trails and wouldn’t catch anything at all.

      The orc seemed to be able to follow instructions and also adapt in small ways to figure things out for itself. When Erron had told the orc to chop the wood and place it all into a pile, he hadn’t told the orc how he wanted the wood stacked up together. The orc had figured this out all on its own, but the grobble was having a hard time doing much of anything at all without being told exactly what it needed to do in every single instance.

      Eventually, Erron took over the setting up of the snare traps, because it was just far less frustrating that way. Instead, he asked the grobble to pick more bramble figs and carry them back to the farmhouse. Erron thought that he was going to have to resort to having more roasted figs for dinner, right up until he spied a buck standing at the boundary of the forest, at the northern edge of Hope’s End.

      The buck hadn’t seen him yet, and maybe, just maybe, the grobble might be able to approach silently enough to get the jump on the animal. Erron didn’t have a bow or arrows of his own, which was something he would need to change next time he headed into Harrow. He hadn’t seen a sign for a fletcher’s hut, but he was sure they would be one. Small settlements lived and died by what they could hunt.

      Erron had always relied on Jenath Darkstar to cover him from range while on missions. She’d also done most of their hunting. Her aim was second to none. He suddenly missed his friend with a fierce longing. She was at the other end of the Five Kingdoms and he’d likely never see her again. If Jenath had been here, she would have already taken the buck down.

      Erron whispered the plan to the little grobble, and it stared back at him with its huge yellow eyes.

      “Do you understand?” Erron asked.

      The little grobble said nothing, but Erron gave it the signal and it scampered off through the underbrush regardless. The idea was that the grobble was going to circle around behind the buck and scare it out into the open, hopefully right toward Erron, who would be waiting behind a hawthorn bush with his sword, ready to strike.

      Sword in hand, Erron waited. After a few moments longer than he had hoped, he heard a terrified shriek come from the direction of the forest. The buck bounded away from the sound, right toward Erron’s location. It was moving fast, so Erron needed to be precise with his strike. He waited until the very last moment before revealing himself.

      The buck tried to veer away, but Erron delivered a hacking overhead blow right to the base of the buck’s neck. The gash was deep, revealing crimson flesh and the white bone of the buck’s vertebrae. It pitched forward and landed face down in the dirt. Erron had severed the beast’s spine, so it wouldn’t be getting up again.

      He called out to the orc and got its attention by whistling. The orc lumbered across the farmland at Erron’s call. Erron told him to carry the buck back to the farmhouse, and the orc obeyed. Together, they headed back toward the still crackling fire.

      They were going to eat well tonight.
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      Erron didn’t have to butcher the entire buck that night. Instead, he removed just one of the legs, which was quite awkward to do with his sword. Eventually, he’d have to procure a decent set of butchering knives if he were to do this regularly. The leg would contain enough meat to fill their bellies and let them get a good night’s rest for now. Erron was a little concerned about leaving a bleeding carcass on the farmland, as it might attract predators overnight, but as long as the orc and the grobble watched over it, it should be fine. He certainly didn’t want to waste the meat.

      Erron placed some of the newly chopped wood onto the fire. He put some of the smaller splinters directly onto the coals and waited for them to catch. Then he added some of the larger split logs on top, which soon blazed with rekindled flames.

      While he was on the road with The Exiles, they always took a basic set of cooking implements with them. At the very least, they usually had an iron pot and a metal spit for roasting meat over an open flame. The roasting spit was simple, consisting of three iron skewers, two of which had Y-shaped connections at the top. You drove the straight ends of those two rods into the ground, stuck the other skewer through whatever piece of meat you wanted to roast, then placed it in the Y-shaped connections on either side of the fire. Then you made sure you turned it around often enough that you didn’t burn one side of the meat.

      Erron wished there was a way he could have brought some cooking implements with him, but he had been the commander of their squad. If he’d carried them with him to pursue the magehound, the others would have been suspicious at this sudden change in behavior. Not to mention, all the clanking of metal would have given away their position.

      That kind of convenience felt like it was a world away, although a makeshift roasting rack might be easy enough to make out of wood. The sun was already down, so there was no time to do anything like that tonight, but it might be something to explore the following day.

      Instead, Erron sliced pieces of venison away from the meaty haunch of the dead buck’s thigh and cooked those strips over the open flame. Some of the mercs that he’d worked with in the past were content eating raw meat in a pinch, but Erron had seen too many men succumb to worms and other parasites over the years to ever eat uncooked meat.

      He tried to give the little grobble the benefit of the doubt, as it obviously wanted to help. Erron attempted to let it help cook the venison strips over the fire, but unfortunately, it was just as bad at cooking as it was at almost everything else. It ended up dropping about a third of the meat it was given into the fire, rendering it inedible. As the creature stared out into the darkened sky, it seemingly forgot about most of the rest, which ended up burnt, crunchy, and also inedible.

      Erron took responsibility for the cooking duties and made sure that he, the orc, and the grobble all had enough meat in their bellies. Passing the time around the fire alone dampened Erron’s already low spirits. Before he left The Exiles, a meal around the fire with his companions was a reward for another day survived, and more often than not, another mission completed. It was the camaraderie he enjoyed most, and it was certainly something he missed already. While Erron was not technically alone, neither the orc nor the grobble seemed capable of any kind of small talk to break up the awkward silence.

      So Erron ended up just talking out loud to himself. He knew damned well that his monsters wouldn’t go blabbing to anyone about anything he said, so he used that time to get some weight off his chest that he’d never really been able to talk about. Not to anyone. Not even Fendral.

      His old master had done so much for Erron. After rescuing Erron from a little village in the prairies of Estmarch, he’d taken the young boy in after the rest of his family had been slaughtered by bandits. Erron had asked Fendral many times why he felt the need to take the young boy under his wing, when it would have been much easier to leave him there in the burning village to die with the rest of his family.

      The first time Erron ever asked Fendral about this, the older warrior looked offended that such a thing would even cross the boy’s mind. It was then that his instruction and how to live a good, noble life truly began.

      “What does nobility mean?” Fendral had asked Erron all those years ago. The memories bubbled to the surface as Erron thought about his old mentor.

      “The nobility have the power to make sure that the Five Kingdoms run as High King Hecton wants them to,” young Erron had replied.

      Fendral had simply laughed in response. It wasn’t the kind of laugh that made Erron feel stupid; no, it was the kind of laugh that made Erron realize that his view was a simplistic one. There was always another layer to things that Fendral saw and Erron missed.

      “I’m not asking you about the noble families and the great houses.” Fendral chuckled. “I’m asking you about the word. Nobility. What does nobility mean?”

      Erron searched his mind for an answer but came up blank. To him, the nobility was just the class above everyone else. There was nothing particularly noble about them aside from the fact that they were given power by the High King. Erron shrugged and waited for Fendral to make his point.

      Fendral sighed. “Nobility is not just a class of people. I can tell you from personal experience that the Lords, the Ladies, and the snot-nosed brats they call children aren’t any more noble than a cutpurse who’d stab you and make off with a pouch full of bones and crowns. That’s a generalization, of course. There are some good nobles out there, but most of them are too focused on the next great banquet, who was marrying whom, making a power play to get a fraction more power than their rivals, or what was happening in the capital in Taldross. No, my young Erron, real nobility can come from anyone, no matter their origins, no matter their means, and no matter what the fates have in store for them. Real nobility is having the strength to choose to do the right thing when the wrong thing is not just easy, but rewarded.”

      That mantra had stuck with Erron through everything he’d survived until now. He opened and closed his right hand, fully aware that the arcane core sat just below his skin. This was arguably one of the only times that Erron had not made the noble choice.

      He’d taken the core for himself, to achieve his own ends, to the detriment of his friends and to the dishonor of those who raised him to do better.

      Erron clenched his right hand into a fist, which trembled with the effort.

      It was like there were two people living inside of him. There was the one that had been raised by The Exiles to do the right thing above all else, to act with honor in a world where honor was not rewarded. Then there was the part of him who wanted nothing more than to reach out and seize everything that he desired for himself.

      Wasn’t there some way that those two people vying for dominance inside Erron could work together and meet each other halfway? There had to be a compromise; otherwise, he would lead himself to ruin.

      After finishing his tale and subsequent personal debate, Erron looked awkwardly from the orc, who sat looking up at the twinkling lights in the night sky above, then over to the little grobble, who had now curled up into a little ball next to the log pile. A yawn came unbidden, which made Erron realize just how tired he was too.

      There was one more thing that he needed to do before he could retire to sleep. As he got up from the stump he sat upon, every muscle in his body screamed at him in protest. He’d gone hard today, and tomorrow might need to be a day of rest and planning. There was much information that he needed to get from the craftspeople at Harrow to figure out which farmland upgrades he would need to prioritize. There were a lot of things that he could build and make himself, but that would be at the expense of being able to plant anything to get it ready for harvest by the end of spring.

      A dread thought crossed Erron’s mind when he considered the planting of crops at Hope’s End. If this whole area was steeped in necromantic magic, would crops even grow here? If he bought a whole host of seeds, tilled the soil, and readied the earth for planting, would those seeds even germinate? Or would terrifying monster plants rise in their place?

      That would be a worry for the morrow. Before Erron descended into the crawlspace, he commanded the orc to bring the buck’s carcass into the rotting farmhouse and watch over it during the night. He told the orc to rouse the grobble to alternate watch shifts. The orc made quick work of things that would have taken Erron hours to do alone, so he wanted to make sure that the monster got at least some sleep overnight. Even monsters needed their beauty sleep.

      Erron tripped the runeswitch and headed down into the safety of the crawl space. It was mere moments after he pulled his thin blanket on and put his head down onto the bed roll that he faded into sleep.

      It was impossible to tell how long it was before the same dream bubbled up into Erron’s sleeping mind. The roiling walls of inky blackness rose around him just like they had before. This time, he knew what was about to happen before it did. The shadows reached up from beneath his feet and clawed their way up his legs, and this time, he didn’t bother fighting them off. There was no way he’d be able to resist them, so it was better to embrace what he knew was coming.

      As the shadows reached his neck and clawed their cold, unctuous fingers into his mouth and down his throat, Erron thought he could feel some intent behind their actions. It was almost as though they were trying to sink into him to understand him, just as he was trying to understand them.

      In the dream, Erron tried to activate the Divining Rod ability of his arcane core, but it would not obey his commands. The darkness had ensnared both of his arms and trapped them by his side, but he tried with all of his strength to lift his right hand into his line of sight. Surprisingly, he managed this, but there was no arcane glow under his skin.

      Whatever this dark power was, it managed to completely bypass the arcane core’s functions. The shadows reached his eyes, and everything went black. As those final moments where Erron’s choked screams were caught in his lungs, he wondered whether there was a way he could block these dreams using the core.

      One moment Erron was being smothered, and the next he was standing at the foot of the hill beneath the moonlight where the blazing blue-white core awaited to give him his daily summary result.

      
        
        Hope’s End Summary: Day 2

        Farming: +67 experience

        Foraging: +434 experience

        Combat: +178 experience

        Survival: +236 experience

        Mining: +30 experience

        Cooking: +45 experience

        Crafting: +615 experience

        Fiend Forging: +100 experience

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Combat Level 2!

        You’ve unlocked the following specializations:

        •      Sword and Shield (Rank 1)

        •      Two-handed Weapons (Rank 1)

        •      Dual-Wielding (Rank 1)

      

        

      
        Using a specific combat style will increase its rank and

        unlock more advanced techniques.

      

        

      
        Other fighting styles can be unlocked through other means than simply leveling your Combat skill up.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Survival Level 2!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        •      Hunter’s Eyes (Rank 1): When you are hunting, you can detect the presence of prey animals more easily.

        •      Ranger’s Step (Rank 1): You make less noise when hunting prey animals.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Crafting Level 2!

        •      Crafter’s Inspiration (Rank 1): Rarely, crafting will give you a spark of inspiration which will unlock new crafting recipes.

      

      

      Level 2 in crafting also unlocked a whole slew of other crafting recipes. This included several rudimentary household items, and other crude versions of construction elements like stumps, paths, and fences.

      Erron suddenly found that he had access to enough crafting schematics that he could basically rebuild the farmhouse without any major bells and whistles himself. The knowledge of how to mix clay and fiber, then add it all to a wooden frame was all there for him to access. The arcane core fed the knowledge into his mind as he thought about it.

      It was still a bit of a mystery as to how all of these crafting things worked because he still needed to physically make or shape the things that he had knowledge to make. He couldn’t simply chop down a tree and immediately be able to use the wood and turn it into planks using magic. No, he still needed some way to cut the wood, and the axe wielded by the orc would never be precise enough to turn fallen trees into construction-worthy lumber planks.

      Erron was a little taken aback at just how much crafting experience he had accumulated. If what he had seen before was right, then reaching 250 experience total in a skill would raise it from level 1 to level 2. He had roared past the barrier of level 2 and already progressed quite a way toward crafting level 3. His foraging skill had also almost reached level 3, and another day on the farm would all but guarantee that he would reach the next level the very next day.

      There was no telling how much experience he would need to get from level 3 to level 4, but the amount from 1 to 2 then 2 to 3 seemed to be growing exponentially. These early levels would be easy to progress through, but higher levels would likely be much more difficult.

      Before Erron gave the signal to the core to wake him up, he had some questions for it. He trudged up the hill as he went over the breakdown of how these scores were calculated. One interesting thing that he noticed was that all of the woven fiber he crafted while he was level 1 gave him 2 experience, but the moment he hit the threshold that took him up to level 2, crafting that same item only gave him 1 experience.

      This very likely meant that it wouldn’t be possible for him to mass produce woven fiber, which was very easy to obtain and to craft, just to exploit his way through some of the higher levels. There would be diminishing returns when he crafted the same thing over and over.

      The arcane core pulsed pleasingly as Erron approached.

      “Good morning to you,” Erron said warmly.

      “Good morning, Erron Vangian. Thank you for calibrating me so diligently across Hope’s End yesterday. I have been able to formulate some goals that I believe align to your own aspirations. Would you mind answering some questions for me so I may more fully understand what you would like to achieve?”

      “Of course.”

      “In your own words, tell me what it is you would like to achieve with your life.”

      Erron chuckled at that. “Wow, that’s a big question. You’re really not holding back, are you?”

      “I was forged to assist whoever should possess me to achieve the goals they have set for their limited time on this side of the veil. I believe that asking difficult questions that people may not wish to honestly answer is the easiest way to understand what a person really wants.”

      “I guess more than anything else, I want to be in control of my own destiny. My whole life, I have always been at the beck and call of someone else. My life has not truly been my own. This place, Hope’s End, it represents something more than just a farm to me. This place is mine, and I want to shape it with my own hands into something that I can be proud of. Something that my parents, if they are somewhere on the other side of the veil, can be proud of as well.”

      “Understood,” the core said. “Another question, if you don’t mind.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Are you willing to use someone else’s power to achieve your own goals?”

      Erron furrowed his brows at this turn of phrase. “What do you mean by that?”

      “As I am sure you are aware, this area is steeped in dark magic. You know that I am sensitive to the different schools of magic that mortals can use, so you would know that I can tell what kind of magic was used to forge those monsters that you’ve taken command of, yes?”

      “It’s necromancy, isn’t it?”

      “It is. There’s just one problem, and it makes me hesitant to recommend using this magic without understanding where it may have come from. If you use magic that belongs to another, there is no telling what toll it will take on you. Perhaps it would be best to only use this ability sparingly until we understand exactly where this power comes from. Besides, there is a limitation to the number of monsters that you can keep under your command at any one time. This limit will grow as your Fiend Forging skill grows, but be careful not to raise any fiends of great power just yet. That orc is one bad mood away from tearing you in two.”

      Erron nodded solemnly. “I know. It scares me too, but it’s just so powerful. Just one orc like that has already done the day’s work of six men. Tell me, is the act of burying the dead what transforms them into minions that I can command?”

      “It appears that way. But I cannot be one hundred percent certain that is all there is to it. I believe that the notebook you found in the crawlspace possesses the secrets to better Fiend Forging, but without the cipher to understand what has been written, you may have to do your own experiments. But beware, necromancy is treacherous. The veil that separates the living from the dead should not be traversed lightly. The closer we step toward that boundary, the more those things that exist on the other side become curious about what’s happening here.”

      “Wise words. Unless more assassins are sent to kill me, I don’t imagine that I am going to have too much of a fiend forging problem,” Erron said. “The orc and the grobble will do for now. The grobble is quite useless, though, so I may kill it and raise another. I’m not quite sure just yet.”

      “That choice belongs to you,” the arcane core said. “Do you wish to wait to face another day?”

      Erron nodded, and his vision went black.
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      After Erron awoke, he stepped out of the crawlspace and into a bloodbath. The arcane core tried to show him the goals it had worked out, but Erron dismissed these. There would be time enough to check these later.

      What the in the frozen hells had happened here while he slept? The orc stood in the corner in front of the dead buck, covered in scratches and bite marks. At least half a dozen wolves lay bent, broken, or ripped apart around the orc’s feet, and suddenly, it all made sense. The smell of the dead buck had attracted a pack of wolves, and the berserker orc had stopped them from touching the carcass.

      The smell of cave bear piss was fading somewhat, but it was tinged with the coppery tang of the copious amounts of blood that covered the ruined farmhouse. Erron hadn’t used any more of the wolf repellant before turning in for sleep, and maybe he should have. The massive orc wasn’t enough of a deterrent alone, which meant the wolves around here were braver than normal.

      Part of Erron wondered whether he could bury these wolves in the earth of Hope’s End and have them be raised as fiends for him to control. A pack of loyal wolves to protect his farm from predators would be quite the boon, and could even stop more wolves from coming in looking for a meal.

      An echo of his conversation with the arcane core came to him, and he wondered just how many monsters he would be able to have under his control at any one time. Maybe he should just bury a couple for now.

      It looked like half a dozen wolves had attacked, perhaps more, so would he be able to raise his stable of loyal monsters by that much? Perhaps it was time to end the grobble’s miserable life in favor of some loyal hounds.

      Erron commanded the orc to gather the broken bodies of the wolf pack into a pile outside the farmhouse. Some of these pelts might be worth something back at Harrow, and Erron did intend to make a trip back to the town today.

      It wasn’t long before Erron came across the mauled body of the little grobble. It must have tried to put up a fight against the wolves like the orc had, but the little monster was so pathetic that it never stood a chance. One of its arms was completely missing, and the flesh underneath its scraggly gray beard had been torn away from the neck.

      It was both a tragedy and a relief. Erron hadn’t wanted to kill the grobble himself, and now he didn’t need to. The wolves had already done it for him.

      Erron did feel a moment of sadness when he realized the grobble was gone. It had been the first fiend that he’d encountered, and it was just so enthusiastic about trying to help, even though it was terrible at everything it tried to do.

      After the orc had brought all the carcasses outside, Erron paused for a moment to consider things. Burying the wolves would bring forth some wolf-like monsters, but what of the buck’s carcass he had stored in the house? He could bury that and raise it as well, but there was quite a bit of meat still on the bones. Risen wolves would need food, and they’d probably eat meat like the berserker orc. Erron eventually decided that he’d keep the buck for meat until it was gone, and bury the wolves for now.

      Erron handed the shovel to the berserker orc and told it to go and dig some graves out in the brambles. Erron started up the fire again from the coals that were still hot from the night before, and cut himself off some more venison strips for breakfast. Erron had long ago learned to deal with the gamey taste of venison, and now sometimes even craved it when it wasn’t available.

      Erron mused over what the arcane core had told him as he chewed on the admittedly tough bits of meat. He summoned the goal notifications to appear again so he could look over them.

      
        
        Small Beginnings

        In order to grow Hope’s End into a flourishing piece of farmland, the first steps must be taken.

      

        

      
        • Acquire seeds and sow your first crop

        • Introduce yourself to 10 local professionals or tradespeople from the Township of Harrow or Daggerspine Keep

        • Build yourself a secure shelter so you may pass the night in safety

      

      

      Each of these subquests of the overarching Small Beginnings quest had a little bit of a suggestion on what Erron might be able to do to progress these objectives. He thought it was interesting that the arcane core had made it a priority that he introduce himself to the professionals and tradespeople of Harrow and Daggerspine Keep. It was almost like the arcane core knew that Erron would not be able to do everything he needed to do by himself. There was wisdom in that.

      There were already a whole host of people that he wanted to talk to in Harrow, and by extension also in Daggerspine Keep. Interestingly, four of the ten people were already marked off the list. They were even recorded by name, along with their specialization. There was Lucky, the leatherworker. There was Tilda the deeds officer in Daggerspine Keep. And then there were the Harrow locals, Hazel the apothecary and the gruff stablemaster, who Erron didn’t really want to have all that much to do with. With four people already marked off the list, there were only six more introductions needed to complete the subquest. There were some suggestions of profession types that Erron should seek out in either Harrow or Daggerspine Keep, and they were a good list.

      
        
        Suggested professional introductions:

        ●        Blacksmith

        ●        Carpenter

        ●        Master of Animals

        ●        Librarian

        ●        General Supplies

        ●        Banker

        ●        Fisher

      

      

      A couple of the suggested professions were not things that Erron had even considered, but he could see how they would be of benefit. Nowhere but the richest keeps had libraries, and most of those were only accessible to those of high birth. Most highborn Lords and Ladies knew that information was powerful, so they hoarded it like dragons hoarded gold.

      Perhaps there was a way for knowledge to be stored within the arcane core through some process that Erron could drive. It would be an incredible boon if the core could memorize information that Erron studied in a book, and then recall at a later point. Just how much was the core leaching off the knowledge already stored in his mind?

      The building of a secure shelter objective had a number of elements that needed to be completed before that objective would be complete. That included constructing four walls, a door, and a roof. Whether or not Erron wanted to do this on the foundations of the already existing farmhouse, or maybe construct something totally new, he hadn’t yet decided.

      Erron finished the last of the venison strips just as the orc returned.

      “Me done,” the orc said.

      “You’ve dug the graves?”

      “Me have.”

      “Excellent. Now I’ve got some work for you to do while I’m off in town today,” Erron said. “I’m going to skin as many wolves as I can for their pelts, but some of these aren’t going to be usable. If we are attacked like this in future, it would be much appreciated if you could leave the corpses in one piece if at all possible. You see, their furs will sell for more if I can sell them in one full piece.”

      The orc grunted. “Me no pull in half? No pull heads off?”

      “Not if you can help it. Some people will pay a pretty penny for a wolf hide with the head still intact.”

      The orc grunted again, but this time, in a different tone. It felt like the orc got the message, but that still remained to be seen. The proof would be in the pudding.

      It wasn’t all bad news. Erron was able to get three full pelts that he could take into Harrow. Which was actually a good thing, because he wouldn’t have been able to carry any more than three himself. He could have certainly asked the orc to take them, but Erron had a feeling that the townsfolk of Harrow wouldn’t take kindly to a lumbering green-skinned giant monster suddenly appearing in town. That would raise all sorts of questions that Erron had no interest in answering.

      The folk of the Southern Reach were the superstitious sort. Even though many people had already made it known that Hope’s End was a cursed plot of land, it would be an easy leap of logic for them to turn on Erron and accuse him of being a necromancer. Bringing things back from the dead was frowned upon across every corner of the Five Kingdoms.

      All up, there were almost seven wolves that the orc had killed the night before. Three of these had been skinned, aside from their heads and their paws. Erron didn’t possess the knowledge or skill to skin the beasts’ heads to preserve them. He’d have to figure that out if he wanted to sell the most premium of hides. The beasts looked much smaller without their fluffy fur covering them, Erron thought. When you stripped away their massive gray and black coats, these wolves didn’t really look all that much different from the starving alley dogs that stalked through keeps trailing after vagrants.

      Things were a little messier on the other side of the grave. The remaining four wolves had been completely torn to pieces, and some of those pieces were larger than others. One of the beast’s skull and spinal cord had been completely ripped out of the body. Erron tried to bury it near what he thought was the rest of its body, but it was so mangled that he couldn’t be sure. There was no telling what form something might come back in if it wasn’t buried in the same form that it took in life.

      Would the necromantic magic of Hope’s End inherently know how to put these creatures back together again? Or would it take the various bits and pieces and try to do its best? Erron’s heart sank at the thought that in the morning he may not have any new monsters to command.

      Whether these wolves resurrected or not, Erron would learn something invaluable. He would either prove or disprove one element of how this process worked. Once he understood that, he could refine his investigations and conduct further experiments.

      Before he left Hope’s End for the day, Erron stuffed as many of the bramble figs and other reagents he’d collected into his pack. The bramble blossoms and thorns didn’t have any extra properties that the arcane core could detect, but he might still be able to sell them. He wasn’t ready to remove any of the specimens in jars down in the crawlspace. If they had been here for over two hundred years and preserved by Mazurak Harkin, then they were probably potent reagents. He had attempted to learn their properties through the arcane core, but the core had been unable to discern exactly what they were, claiming that it had insufficient knowledge to scan them properly. Perhaps once Erron figured out how to decode Mazurak’s cryptic notebook, he could use the core to absorb that knowledge and find out more.

      Did Mazurak know about the resurrecting properties of this Hope’s End? Did those preserved things in jars have anything to do with this Fiend Forging process? Erron suspected that the answers would be somewhere within the cryptic notebook that required a cipher to unlock. It would be better to leave them alone for now rather than risking their misuse.

      Crossing the ravine before the road was a more difficult prospect with a laden pack and skins strapped to his back, but it was not impossible. Despite the hard work of the last two days, Erron felt more energized than he had in a very long time. The orc would hopefully continue working while he was away, but Erron did say that if it was tired and needed a rest, it should take one. It had been up very late the night before defending his farm from marauding wolves, and it deserved a rest.

      Once the orc was done reburying the wolves, Erron had instructed it to cut down some larger trees and strip them of their branches. Erron would simply have to trust that the orc would do what he asked while he was gone. At least if the orc went into a berserker rage, there wasn’t much he could damage.

      The walk to Harrow was quite pleasant, and Erron was happy to see that it was not just his farmland that had the same scraggly overgrown cast to it. The whole countryside here had a vast, wide, and untamed look to it that was unique to the Southern Reach. If you went past the southern borders of this kingdom, you would only find the Wild Lands beyond. It was said that wild magic ran free down there in the Evergrowth. Maybe some of that influence had even crept north over the years.

      Erron arrived in Harrow just before the sun reached its zenith. The town’s watch guards eyed him suspiciously as he approached and stopped him before he walked through the town gates.

      “Where have you come from, then?” the older guard asked. He had a scruffy beard, which tried to hide a jagged scar that ran from his cheek to his chin, but it didn’t do a very good job of masking it.

      “I’m Erron Vangian, landholder of Hope’s End. I took possession of it two days ago, and I’ve come back to town to barter and to procure some supplies.”

      The guards shared a wide-eyed look. “You’re still alive, then?”

      Erron looked down dramatically at his filthy clothes and offered a shrug. “It certainly appears that way.”

      The other guard grinned, revealing a black tooth in the middle of his smile. “Now we was told by our commander that if the poor sap who’d taken Hope’s End lived long enough to make it back to town, we was to escort you to have a talk to Baron Algrim Garthanon, Baron of Harrow. So if you’ll follow us, we’ll make sure that you get where you need to go.”

      Erron grunted. “I don’t rightly think I’m dressed to meet the Baron right now. I haven’t bathed in three days, and I’ve got three stinking wolf pelts that I need to deliver to Hazel Wormwood. Would you mind if I do that first, maybe dunk myself in a horse trough, and then we could go see the Baron?”

      “Our orders is to bring you there as soon as you arrive,” Blacktooth said. “He didn’t say nothing about deviating if you stunk or if you had things to sell. So if you’ll follow me.”

      Erron grumbled internally, but he forced himself to remain pleasant and smiling through the entire interaction. Depending on the attitude of the town guard commander, brutality and violence might be bred into the guardsmen. It was best not to poke the bear.

      “Of course, we would not want to keep the Baron waiting. And I would certainly not want to get either of you two fine gentlemen into any kind of trouble, despite my own misgivings about my appearance. So please, lead the way.”

      Scarbeard gave a little hmph, as though he was impressed Erron would come along so easily. Blacktooth just turned and started walking deep into Harrow.

      Being led through the streets of town by the guards was a little humiliating, but they hadn’t drawn their swords, and that was a small victory. If the people of Harrow knew what Erron had done before starting his life over here, and the amount of blood that was on his hands, then they wouldn’t have sent just two guards to escort him through the city. No, they would have sent an entire squad.

      Erron had often enjoyed picking fights with small-town guards, because they always thought that they were all that was standing between the people of whichever podunk little town they guarded and the evils of the wide world. But more often than not, an entire host of town guards couldn’t defend their settlements from a well-trained and well-equipped fighting unit.

      Still, Erron could not risk pissing off a representative of House Garthanon. Back when he lived a life on the road, Erron could simply leave a place and not return until they no longer remembered his face, but that was no longer an option.

      House Garthanon was the great house responsible for the entire Southern Reach, with Lord Keleth Garthanon installing his own children as loyal Barons and Baronesses as his representatives across the vast Southern Reach. When they talked about the Southern Reach being vast, they meant it. This huge expanse of land made up one-third of the total space of the Five Kingdoms. Taldross, Lladria, Castermont, and Estmarch all shared the other two-thirds.

      It was exceedingly likely that there would already be people in Taldross and Lladria looking for Erron. The Exiles were based in Taldross, but their final mission to retrieve the arcane core from the magehound had been in Lladria, near Lutheron Lake. Erron did not want to become a wanted man this far south as well.

      If he had been more careful about everything, he wouldn’t have even revealed his name to Tilda Lenton when he secured his holdings at Hope’s End. However, she would not award him the provisional title without proof of his ability to defend himself and the holdings, and of his service to High King Hecton. Even though it seemed as though nobody wanted anything to do with Hope’s End, Tilda was still very reluctant to give it to someone Lord Garthanon could not trust.

      Just how much did the Lord know about Hope’s End and the magic that seemed to be bubbling up from the ground?

      Eventually, they reached Baron Algrim Garthanon’s Manor House, where the two guards were greeted by a stuffy-looking old man wearing an immaculately maintained outfit of black and yellow. Black and yellow were the colors of House Garthanon, and this old man with his pencil-thin black mustache and graying hair had the airs of a trusted servant.

      “Can I help you?” the steward asked.

      “The Baron wanted us to bring the landholder of Hope’s End to him immediately when he showed his face again, so here we are,” Blacktooth said.

      “He also said there’d be a crown in it for us,” said Scarbeard.

      The steward looked past the two guards and down at Erron, who waited at the bottom of the stairs, pack still heavy with reagents, with three bloody wolf pelts strapped to his back.

      “Did you not think that our Baron might have an issue with blood on his carpet?” the steward asked.

      “Look, the commander said bring him to the Baron right away, so we brought him to the Baron right away. Don’t you have anywhere you can put him?” Blacktooth asked.

      Erron raised his hands in defense as he addressed the steward directly. “I did try to raise my concerns with these two fine gentlemen. These pelts are fresh, and I need to deliver them to Hazel Wormwood, the apothecary, who I believe operates just around the corner there. I’m more than happy to go and refresh myself at the nearby inn if Baron Algrim does not urgently need to see me.”

      “Well, that seems like a logical choice,” the steward said. “Rodrik, Merv, I’ll see to it that an extra crown is added to your weekly pay for your haste, but in future, please think twice before bringing someone who stinks to the Shining Heavens before the Baron.”

      “Each!” Merv, otherwise known as Scarbeard, said.

      The steward sighed. “Of course. Erron, let me accompany you. I’ll send word to the Baron that you will not be far away. He should be ready to receive you when we return.”

      With that, Merv and Rodrik walked away with a little more pep in their step. A golden crown to a town guardsman would go a very long way to making their lives more comfortable. It would buy many ales at the Kit and Clover.

      The steward laughed as he watched them leave. “They are not the sharpest knives in the drawer, I’ll tell you that.”

      “Loyal, though,” Erron replied. “That must be worth something. They were adamant that they needed to bring me here right away.”

      “Yes, following orders is a good thing. I suppose you’re right. I’m sorry, I forgot my manners. My name is Anton Verj, and I am Baron Algrim’s steward. While he’s out hunting and whoring, I do my best to keep the Harrow holdfast holding fast.” Anton sighed. “That does appear to be getting harder and harder these days, but that’s my concern. Not yours.”

      “Can you give me an idea as to what the Baron wants to discuss with me?” Erron asked. “It’s not about the damnable curse everybody keeps talking about, is it?”

      “That will be a part of it, I expect, but we do have some lingering questions that need to be answered after the untimely and messy deaths of every other landholder that we have sent out there over the past few years. You see, the problem with Hope’s End is that nobody has ever survived the night.” Anton turned to Erron then and gave him a withering look. “Nobody until you, that is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      When they arrived at the apothecary, Hazel Wormwood was in the midst of measuring out some ingredients on a bench, while stirring others in a large iron pot over a flame. Her face lit up when she saw Erron, but her enthusiasm waned as she saw Anton Verj in tow.

      “You’re not trying to run him out of town, are you, Anton?” Hazel asked while pointing an accusatory finger at the steward.

      “Nothing of the sort,” Anton said. “In fact, Baron Algrim and I are quite pleased that finally we have a landholder who knows what it takes to survive out there at Hope’s End. Erron tells me that he has business with you.”

      Hazel took the pot off the flame and placed it on the stone floor next to the open fire. She approached and wrinkled her nose in disgust at the overpowering smell emanating from Erron.

      “You weren’t supposed to bathe in the cave bear piss,” Hazel said. “Ooh, are those timber wolf pelts?”

      Erron grinned. “They sure are. Can you send these to Lucky in your next shipment up to Daggerspine Keep?”

      “I’m actually just putting the finishing touch on a couple of potions and poultices before heading out this afternoon. You’ve arrived at the perfect time.”

      “Great, but it’s not just the pelts. I was wondering if these would be worth anything too,” Erron said as he unshouldered his pack and undid the leather clasps. A huge amount of bramble figs waited in the bag, along with some bramble blossoms and a carefully wrapped selection of thorns.

      Hazel laughed when she saw what was inside. “The brambles have taken over the farm, haven’t they?”

      “Yes indeed,” Erron agreed.

      “They’re not worth much, but they are not entirely useless. You can eat them in a pinch, but I wouldn’t eat them for more than a couple of days in a row. They can really upset your stomach. When I process the juice and add it to potions, it really improves the flavor and masks bitterness, while also giving a bit of a boost. I can trade you five for a bone?”

      Erron quickly did the mental calculation and figured that was fifty bramble figs per golden crown. It wasn’t the most significant trade, but it was still nothing to turn his nose up at. At last count, Erron had at least two hundred of the fruit in his pack, which would make him four crowns. That was nothing to turn his nose up at for something that he had collected while clearing the land on his farm anyway. There were plenty more waiting to be harvested back at Hope’s End.

      To his surprise, an information window appeared from the arcane core.

      
        
        New attribute learned: Bramble Figs

        Fig juice can be added to potions to improve flavor and mask bitter tastes.

      

      

      “Sounds good to me,” Erron said.

      Hazel handed over the crowns, and Erron slipped these into his coin purse.

      “I’m really sorry, but I don’t have the coin on me to give you for the pelts right now,” Hazel said. “But don’t worry, if you come back to Harrow tomorrow, I should be back by the afternoon. I’ll have the money for you then. How are things going on the farm?”

      “There have been some interesting developments,” Erron said but didn’t give any other details just yet.

      He wanted to know exactly what Baron Algrim had on his discussion agenda before letting information flow freely. He liked Hazel well enough, but not enough to trust her implicitly.

      “If you managed to take down three timber wolves yourself, then I’m sure you’re going to be fine out there,” Hazel said. “Have you figured out what you’re going to do about that ravine yet?”

      Erron laughed awkwardly. “Not really, but I know I’ve got to do something about it, otherwise, I’m never going to be able to get my produce out of the farm.”

      “We do have a few talented builders in Harrow,” Anton said. “Once you’ve met with the Baron, I will facilitate the introductions.”

      “Well, that would be mighty kind of you,” Erron said. “Say, Hazel, you don’t happen to have a bath or something where I might be able to wash this stink off, would you?”

      Hazel sighed in an exaggerated but playful kind of way. “You’re going to make my bathroom smell like bear piss for a week, Erron Vangian. Follow me.”

      The washroom was not large or very well-furnished, but it would do. There was a square tub in the corner of the room, filled with water already. It would be cold, but at least he wouldn’t be dunking himself into a horse trough in the street. And Hazel the apothecary had dried flowers and other pleasantly perfumed things all around the room. When Erron put his nose to the water’s surface, he detected a pleasant floral scent coming from the water itself.

      After Hazel left Erron in the washroom, he removed his clothes and spread them out on the floor away from the tub. There was nothing that he would be able to do about the smell that had soaked into his clothes, but he took some of the dried flower petals and spread them out over them. It wouldn’t cover up the smell entirely, but it would help.

      Erron was quick about his business but sat in the tub long enough to savor it. If Baron Algrim truly wanted to see him, then he would wait for Erron to be presentable. There was no soap of any kind, but it felt like Hazel had put something in the water to help dislodge dirt from skin. Erron hadn’t felt this clean in months.

      After he was done, he dried himself with a woven towel, then dressed himself and headed back out to Hazel’s apothecary.

      Hazel grinned at him. “I was almost going to come in there and check to see whether you’d drowned.”

      “Drowned in pleasantness and comfort, perhaps. It’s been a long time since I was able to bathe like that. I’ve been on the road for quite some time.”

      “It would be improper for me to have a man such as yourself come here only to bathe, but once you manage to figure that out on your farm, I sell bath crumbles here to help cleanse you and make bathing a more pleasant experience. I noticed the bramble blossoms in your pack. I’ll throw in another few bones for those, but I’ve got no use for the thorns.”

      “Bath crumbles?” Erron asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “The Baron is quite enamored with them, as are his wife and daughters. If you ever find yourself in the forests to the north of your farm, keep an eye out for the purple blossoms that bloom on small bushes. Have you ever seen lavender?”

      Erron shook his head, which prompted Hazel to take a small purple bushel down from a nearby shelf. It had small purple flowers growing from the stem. These flowers had been dried, but they still held a very pleasant aromatic scent.

      “This is lavender,” Hazel said. “I can never find much of it without going into the forest, and there are dangerous beasts in there. So if you come across any of this, please bring it to me. I’ll pay you well for it. It has a powerful effect that helps with deep sleep and dreamless nights.”

      Dreamless nights? Perhaps this was just the type of reagent Erron needed to stave off those dark dreams that had plagued him since he’d arrived at Hope’s End. He reached out and took the lavender in his right hand. The arcane core extended its magical field and displayed the properties of the item to Erron.

      
        
        Lavender discovered

        A pleasantly smelling plant with mild calming properties. It also has mild disease-fighting properties.

        This plant may be refined into concentrated lavender oil, which has much stronger effects than the flowers of the plant alone. This oil may be used to create sleeping potions or sedative poisons.

      

      

      The whole world would be teeming with ingredients that had properties like these. Was there any way that Erron could find a scroll or a book that contained information about important medicinal and poisonous reagents found in the local area? If anyone knew, it would be Hazel.

      “I’ll definitely keep an eye out for this. It smells wonderful. Tell me, Hazel, you have a vast knowledge of things found in the natural world that can help heal and fix problems, don’t you?”

      Hazel nodded.

      “Have you written these down anywhere? Or is there a written account that exists cataloging all of these items and their properties?”

      Hazel tapped the side of her head. “I keep it all up here.”

      “I’m somewhat of an amateur potion maker myself,” Erron said. “In my previous line of work, we needed to be self-sufficient. Would you mind if I ask you some questions, maybe down the track if I have an idea for a potion or something that I want to try to brew?”

      “Of course I don’t mind, you’re one of us now. If we in the Southern Reach didn’t work together, then we’d all be gone. You can come back anytime, but not to use my bath. That was a once-off kind of thing. If you need a bath again, you can visit the baths at the Kit and Clover.”

      Erron nodded, then Anton cleared his throat.

      “If we are done here, I’d like you to come with me to Baron Algrim’s Manor,” Anton said.

      “Of course, lead the way,” Erron said.

      While they walked, Anton talked a little bit about some of the issues Harrow currently faced. Apparently, Lord Keleth Garthanon was very fond of siring illegitimate children, and there were many across the Southern Reach who thought it was their birthright to become a Baron or Baroness of one of the Southern Reach’s holdfasts.

      Harrow was one of six central holdfasts, each of which was held by one of Lord Keleth Garthanon’s legitimate children. But he was getting older now, and so was his wife. Polygamy was against the law and an abomination in the eyes of the gods in the Five Kingdoms, and Lady Garthanon’s days of childbearing were long since passed. The trouble was that one of Lord Garthanon’s sons—a sickly young man named Braddock Garthanon—was months away from death.

      Anton groaned when he said that Lord Garthanon had a taste for maidens, and that they were always the most fertile. The Lord’s illegitimate children now outnumbered his legitimate heirs at least three to one, and there was a growing paranoia across the six holdfasts of the Southern Reach that, one day soon, these illegitimate heirs would make their play.

      Once Braddock died, there would be a fight for which of the dozens of illegitimate children of Lord Keleth would be chosen to take over the holdfast. If one was chosen at all, it meant that there was a possible line of succession for all of Keleth’s bastards if they removed the legitimate heirs.

      Erron wanted to roll his eyes. No matter where you went in the Five Kingdoms, it was always the same bullshit. Everyone wanted more power than they had, and those that wanted power held by others tried to figure out every way they could to claim it for themselves.

      This little tidbit of information was welcome, though. If the people holding the seats of power in the Southern Reach’s holdfasts were under threat, then they had a weakness that could be exploited. A seed of an idea was bubbling up in Erron’s mind about what he might do with the power that lay dormant in his land.

      He’d never really used magic before, but he knew that magic had rules. That was why people studied it, to figure out how it worked. There had to be a way for him to use this fiend forging necromancy power to his advantage.

      One of the major bottlenecks for farm profitability was that once you reached a certain size, you couldn’t do it all yourself. You had to pay someone to do the things that you didn’t have the time or the ability to do yourself. But Erron had used the orc to do a hell of a lot of work for him already.

      There was no way he could just go out and ethically source the dead bodies of more half-orcs and resurrect them into monsters, but it was definitely worth exploring the options. They headed into the Manor House, which was decorated with a sparse and militaristic décor. Swords and shields hung everywhere, with very few pieces of art or embellishment displayed anywhere.

      Anton soon brought Erron to an ornate set of double doors, which were closed. Anton knocked on these doors and announced their arrival, and he was soon commanded to enter.

      Baron Algrim’s voice matched his commanding presence. It boomed with confidence like only the voice of a favored son of a Lord could. With a dark black beard and his hair tied back into a warrior’s tail, he looked like a man not to be trifled with. He was dressed in a similar fashion to what Erron wore when he was on the road. Baron Algrim Garthanon was not a prim and proper pampered Lord at all. The sword he wore at his waist was not embellished with unnecessary heraldry, and nor was the leather jacket he wore over his chain mail armor.

      “Anton, I thank you for bringing Mister Vangian to me at once. There’s no need for you to hang about now, so see to your duties while I catch up with our new landholder. Mister Vangian, please sit.”

      Erron sat before the Baron’s table, feeling a little nervous for the first time. He didn’t know what he had expected of this Baron, but it certainly wasn’t this. The Baron stood there and watched Erron for a few moments before finally taking a seat himself.

      “So you survived the assassination attempt,” Baron Algrim said.

      “I did,” Erron confirmed, without providing any unnecessary detail.

      Algrim nodded knowingly but did not speak for half a minute. “Do you know who it was that sent the assassins?”

      “I do,” Erron confirmed, still playing his cards close to the chest.

      “You do have some guile about you that other landholders were lacking. That’s half the reason I approved you to take possession of Hope’s End. My father, in his infinite wisdom, sometimes cannot see beyond the borders of his own overly large nose. He was determined to get someone with experience running a farm to take over the holdings at Hope’s End, despite my own reservations. You see, I believed that it was not someone with farming experience we needed, but rather someone with the wherewithal to figure out exactly what was going on out there. I’m sure that you’ve already heard about all of the myths and legends about Hope’s End, and how all of the previous landholders have come to bloody ends.”

      Erron nodded. “It’s clear that folks are scared. But as far as curses go, I have not experienced anything of the sort.”

      “Haven’t you now? That’s interesting.” The words hung thick in the air as though Algrim knew more than he let on, while simultaneously being aware that Erron knew more than he was confirming.

      “Please excuse my directness, but what is the purpose of this visit, Baron Algrim?” Erron asked.

      “You live in my holdfast now, and that comes with both benefits and obligations. Have your tribute requirements been explained to you?”

      “Aye, they have. Two hundred golden crowns to be paid at the Daggerspine Keep deed office at the end of every season.”

      “That’s the required tithe of my father, this is true. But as a resident of my holdfast, you also have obligations to me. It’s good that we have another farmer because food here in the Southern Reach is scarce. We have an abundance of potent reagents and ingredients, but when it comes to edible food, there is always a shortage. When your farm is up and running and producing, it is expected that you will bequeath one-fifth of your harvest to the holdfast’s stores.”

      Erron’s eyes boggled at the figure. Twenty percent? So this arrogant son of a Lord expected to be able to take one fifth of whatever Erron grew at Hope’s End?

      “With respect, Baron Algrim, I would hope that there would be some room for negotiation in this arrangement. The state that my land is in means that my harvest will be meager this season, and we are heading directly into winter. There are significant pieces of work that must be completed before I am able to farm anything on the land. If Harrow takes one-fifth of everything I harvest, then I may not be able to pay your father the tithe that he demands.”

      Baron Algrim let a cold smile wander across his face. “Now that sounds like a problem for you to figure out. Let us hope that you are the landholder we have been waiting for. Oh, and try to avoid any more daggers in the night.”

      At the mention of the word dagger, Erron stiffened. Baron Algrim’s smile spread wider, revealing his teeth. It was now abundantly clear that Algrim knew exactly who was responsible for the assassination attempt, and if he knew that it was coming, the Baron of the holdfast had chosen to do nothing to stop it.

      Without the arcane core and the discovery of the runeswitch that led into the crawlspace, the Baron of the holdfast would’ve been complicit in Erron Vangian’s murder.

      Perhaps a change in management wouldn’t be such a bad thing in Harrow after all, Erron thought to himself, but didn’t give voice to that particular thought.

      Not one to back down from provocation, Erron decided to push his luck.

      “If you expect me to get anything growing at Hope’s End this season, I’m going to need some help. I will do what you ask of me as a gesture of good faith. Because of my hard work, your stores will be full, and your people will be fed, but I need help.”

      Baron Algrim sat back on his chair with his arms crossed over his chest. If he had sought to intimidate Erron, then his plan had backfired. He looked at Erron like he was a disobedient dog begging for table scraps instead of lying at his master’s feet like a good pet.

      “What exactly is it that you need?” Algrim asked.

      “I need a bridge. I can provide the raw building materials, but I have no way of processing the trees into usable timber. I can find stone and clay.” While Erron said this, he made a mental note that he would have to locate these two resources in case they were needed. The river he’d seen on his descent from the mountains meant that there would be clay nearby, and he just needed to find it. “I lack the expertise and the manpower to erect a bridge across the ravine that leads from the road to my land. Without this bridge, there’s no way that I’ll be able to get my harvest to Harrow even if I wanted to.”

      Baron Algrim nodded knowingly. “Do you know how that ravine opened?”

      Erron shook his head, conscious that Algrim hadn’t yet agreed to assist.

      “No, I don’t expect that any of the landholders in recent years have lived long enough to make a written history of what’s happened there. You see, the myths and legends about the curse of Hope’s End come from that ravine. When I was just a boy, there was a great flood. The Windamere River to the east of your farm broke its banks and flowed all across the lowlands. It washed away houses, flooded mines full of precious metals and submerged farmlands, but it exposed some things that should have remained buried. If you ever gather enough courage to travel to the north end of that ravine, you will find an enormous pile of rocks. It will look out of place, as though it wasn’t meant to be there. The reason for this is simple: my grandfather and his men placed it there to lock something ancient and evil back in the dark depths below Hope’s End.”
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      “It took my grandfather years to destroy the undead threat unleashed in that great flood. Entire generations of families were killed by the monsters that escaped the catacombs beneath Hope’s End. Some say that the monsters are still down there in the dark, waiting to be unleashed on this world once more. That’s why the smallfolk fear Hope’s End, and if you manage to return it to some semblance of productivity, that’s why they will eventually fear you. Nobody can master Hope’s End without an affinity for the dark.”

      Algrim let those last words hang between himself and Erron.

      There was nothing in what Baron Algrim said that didn’t fit with what Erron had already seen on the farm. The arcane core had been correct when it recognized necromantic magical energy emanating from the resurrected monsters.

      If not for that great flood in Harrow’s past, would the magic have ever reached the surface again? It didn’t matter, Erron thought. What mattered now more than anything else was ensuring that he figured out how to control this new power and not let it run unchecked like it had hundreds of years before.

      “The fact that you’re not reacting to this with shock and fear tells me that you have already seen something at Hope’s End. Tell me what you’ve seen, and I will give you what you ask. I’ll make sure my steward introduces you to our stonemason and our carpenter. Your bridge will be built, pending your supply of the raw materials.”

      There was no way Erron could just come out and tell the Baron the truth of what happened so far. That would be revealing too much and shifting the balance of power in the favor of the Baron.

      “It’s not so much what I’ve seen, but what I’m not seeing.”

      Baron Algrim raised an eyebrow and leaned forward. “Go on.”

      “I’ve spent many years wandering the roads of the Five Kingdoms, and everywhere the world is alive with the songs of insects and birds, and the cries of beasts, but Hope’s End has none of that. I’ve been living off roasted bramble fruit for two days now, and I haven’t seen any birds in the sky above my land. They dare not even come down to eat the fruit which grows so abundantly,” Erron said, not untruthfully. “There is something off about Hope’s End, but whatever happened generations ago is in the past. I have faith that I can do what needs to be done. It’s just that the land is in such a state of disrepair that I need a little help to get started. So, I thank you for that.”

      “And what, pray tell, happened to the bodies of the assassins who tried to kill you?”

      “I dumped them in the river,” Erron said. The lie came quickly and convincingly.

      Algrim nodded at this. “An efficient way to remove any trace of them. The current would deliver them downriver quickly, far away from your land. That would have been quite a dangerous and lengthy trek to the banks of the Windamere.”

      “Is it any wonder that I haven’t made more progress, then?”

      “Indeed.”

      “I heard the assassins talking about ‘the dagger,’ which I assume is the name of their master. Given that you mentioned the very same word earlier, you must know who was sent to kill me. You do, don’t you?”

      “I do,” Algrim said, holding back just as Erron held back at the beginning of their conversation.

      “Is there anything that you can tell me about who or what this ‘dagger’ is, and what I should be looking out for?”

      Algrim sighed. “There is an entity in the Southern Reach called the Crimson Dagger. I believe that they have been responsible for the deaths of the previous six landholders of Hope’s End. They are the reason that I believe no locals from Daggerspine Keep or Harrow will volunteer to take over the work at Hope’s End. I don’t know whether the Crimson Dagger is a person, or the name of the organization, but I do know that they have a vested interest in Hope’s End and they want to remove anyone who might have a claim over it.”

      “Do you think I can expect more attempts on my life?”

      “I wouldn’t know. Nobody has survived this long in a number of years. The last six landholders have died with a red-handled dagger stabbed through their heart the night they took up residence.”

      Erron thought back to the three assassins that had tried to kill him. He hadn’t noticed a red-handled dagger held by any of them. Those three assassins had come with fire this time.

      “The assassins I killed didn’t have a dagger like the one you describe. They came with flaming torches and meant to burn what remained of the farmhouse to the ground.”

      “Perhaps they were trying to send a message. After killing half a dozen other landholders, maybe they wanted to make it known that they were done playing. A blaze at the farm would have sent a clear message to my father and me. Perhaps they are trying to provoke us to act also… If you have the crowns, you may want to invest in some guards to watch over you while you sleep.”

      “You can leave that to me. Was there anything else?”

      Baron Algrim shook his head. “No, that is all. Anton has prepared a small package of supplies for you. There are things that grow better here in the Southern Reach than others, and some crops will only grow in certain seasons. As you’ve said earlier, we are in the beginning stages of fall, and heading into winter. You would do well to plant as soon as you can if you wish to harvest before the cold sets in.”

      With that, Algrim stood from his table and offered his hand to Erron. While Erron didn’t fully trust Algrim just yet, he was the Baron of Harrow and Erron needed to stay on his good side. He reached out and took the Baron’s hand, then they shook. The Baron’s grip was firm and resolute, as strong as Erron expected it to be, but not as aggressive or threatening as it could have been.

      “Anton!” Algrim called, and the steward entered the room once again. “Please give Mister Vangian the cache of seeds and see to it he is introduced to both Asher Tallrock and Flint Mason. They are to assist Mister Vangian with an infrastructure project: the building of a bridge over the ravine.”

      “Very good, my Lord,” Anton said and inclined his head in deference to Baron Algrim. “Come along, Erron. I shall make the introductions.”

      Erron fell into step beside Anton as they left the Manor House, and Erron idly wondered whether meeting the Baron counted as one of the townspeople he needed to meet.

      As he thought about this, a summary of his quest progress appeared. It now marked off six of the ten townsfolk that he needed to meet. Along with the Baron, it also listed the steward Anton Verj as a townsperson of note. They were marked as “Baron of Harrow” and “Baron Algrim Garthanon’s Steward” respectively. So the core believed that both of these people were important to furthering Erron’s goals.

      Harrow’s carpenter, Asher Tallrock, was in the middle of replacing a window at the stables when Anton brought Erron to him.

      “Asher, we have business from the Baron to discuss,” Anton said, announcing their presence.

      Asher turned from his work and beamed a friendly smile at the steward. His voice was deep and smooth, and he had the body of someone who spent their life doing physical labor. “Anton! It is my duty and pleasure to serve the Baron. Who’s this?”

      “This is Erron Vangian, the latest landholder of Hope’s End. He has raised a number of concerns with the Baron regarding the necessary infrastructure required to fulfill his obligations to Harrow. The Baron wishes you, along with Flint, to help build a bridge across the ravine.”

      “That’s a very big job,” Asher said, his eyes going wide. “And a dangerous one.”

      “Yes, I agree,” Erron said. “That’s why I spoke to the Baron about it. I’ll provide the materials, but I’ll need you to tell me exactly what it is that you need.”

      “Wood, stone, and clay,” Asher replied. “And lots of all of it. You don’t have anything out there at the farm, do you? You’ve no sawmill, no quarry, and no clay pits. Where on earth do you expect to get the resources needed for a job like this?”

      “You leave that to me. I’m a resourceful type. I can gather the necessary supplies, then bring word to yourself and Flint when we’re ready to kick this construction project off.”

      Asher looked at Anton skeptically. “The Baron approved this?”

      Anton smiled knowingly. “He did indeed, and I’m just as surprised as you are. But Master Vangian here shows more promise than any other landholder selected for the role thus far.”

      “Well, I suppose we’d better sort out a plan of attack, then,” Asher said. “The northern boundary of your farmland backs onto the forest, yes?”

      “It does,” Erron confirmed.

      “Excellent. The trees there are old, and their wood is strong. Do you have any way to move the wood once you’ve cut the trees down?”

      “I do,” Erron said without revealing too much about exactly how he was planning on doing it. He wouldn’t be mentioning to these people the existence of the orc just yet.

      “Well then, I believe we have a way forward. Now, when you are choosing trees to be cut down for construction, don’t even try cutting down any that have a trunk wider than yourself. If this bridge is to be something that would have travelers pass over to get into the city, then we would want to make sure that the construction is pleasing to the eye. But if we are more concerned with function over form, then we can work with some simple but strong construction techniques. Tall trees that have a width roughly the same as your arm or your leg are precisely what we are looking for. If you can cut down two dozen of those, providing they are straight, then strip them of their bark, we will have enough for our foundations.”

      “That gives me enough to start with,” Erron confirmed.

      “Good. But, eventually, we will need cut timber. You may have to purchase timber boards from Locke Miller, but fret not. He’s a good man to deal with, and honorable. He is not one to barter or make deals, though, so my advice would be to negotiate carefully with him.”

      “Thank you for your insight.”

      “Send word for me once you’ve gathered the necessary materials, and we shall get this project started. It will probably take about six weeks from the beginning of construction to the end as long as we have all the necessary materials, so I would recommend ensuring that if you have any crops you wish to be able to deliver to Harrow or Daggerspine Keep, that you keep this time frame in mind.”

      “I will, thank you.”

      They then left Asher Tallrock to his work and sought to find Flint Mason at his workshop. Unfortunately, he wasn’t there. His apprentice, a young man covered in a sheen of sweat from chiseling stones into near perfect squares, announced that Flint was out working at the local shepherd’s property. Apparently, a mountain troll had lumbered down from the Daggerspine Mountains and burst through the shepherd’s stone fence.

      “You can tell the Baron that the troll only got a couple of sheep before the dogs woke the shepherd up. He and the other farmhands went out and slayed the troll while it slept,” the apprentice said in an eager tone.

      “I will report that back to the Baron, and I’ll mention how you told the tale so clearly,” Anton said.

      The little apprentice beamed up at Anton like he’d just been given a treat.

      But all Erron could think about was the body of the troll… They were known for being incredibly strong, with impressive regenerative properties. Mountain trolls were especially hard to kill unless you found them asleep in the day. If Erron could procure the body of the troll and bury it, what kind of fiend would that raise?

      “Thank you, sir,” the apprentice said, but Anton put a hand out to stop him.

      “You don’t need to call me Sir, I’m not a knight. Just Anton is fine, or Master Verj if you would prefer to be more formal.”

      “Of course, Master Verj. Sorry, Master Verj.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. Come, Erron. We have another stop to make, and a few miles to go from here.”

      “You’re coming with me?” Erron asked.

      “You sound surprised.”

      “Well, the only stewards I’ve ever met don’t like to get their hands dirty. They would send a soldier or a guardsman to accompany someone if they were heading out of the city.”

      “We do things a little differently here in the Southern Reach. We each have a part to play, and no one should fear getting their hands dirty.”

      Erron appreciated that attitude. It reminded him of working for The Exiles. No matter who you were and no matter what your duty was on a mission, if there was something that needed to be done, it didn’t matter who did it—only that it was done.

      They left the apprentice to his duties and headed back out into the Township of Harrow. On their way out along the northern road, Anton showed Erron where the fletcher was, the merchant’s marketplace, which attracted merchants from all over the place every Sunday, and Harrow’s own general supplies store.

      “The merchants in the marketplace will change day-to-day, and it’s only Sundays that we have a full house,” Anton explained. “But Brella, who runs the general store, will always be there. She’ll often have different things in stock, so it’s a good idea to check there whenever you’re in town. Rumors are that she’ll offer the merchants a discount if they give her first look at their strange and exotic wares. She’ll often buy interesting things that you might find as well. She has a whole section devoted to artifacts and curios and all that manner of thing. Unlike the miller, Brella is sometimes interested in trading if you have something valuable.”

      “That’s good to know. Thank you.”

      “Now come, let us find some horses and be on about our business.”

      This time when Erron entered the stables, the stablemaster was nothing but smiles and politeness. No matter where Anton went in Harrow, he was always well received. That said more to Erron than anything else. You could tell when the smallfolk merely tolerated the presence of someone who stood above them, versus when they actually had a fondness for someone.

      The horses they took were fine animals, and the dappled gray that Erron mounted was receptive to his commands. He still missed his horse Swiftwind that he had left behind when he used his teleport spell scroll.

      “How much would it cost to purchase a horse or two from the Baron?” Erron asked as they headed north along the road out of the city.

      “Seeing as though it would greatly assist in now delivering what is required of you, I’m sure that the Baron will be able to work out a fair price. Normally, they are not for sale, and at the moment, he has no steeds to spare unfortunately. In the coming month or so, we may have more. I’ll raise it with Baron Algrim when we return.”

      Erron didn’t want to wait that long. Surely there would be a way he could raise a loyal steed using the Fiend Forging system. Anton and Erron passed their time with idle chatter as they rode along the northern road toward the shepherd’s stead. Erron tried to prompt Anton into telling him something, anything about the Crimson Dagger, but when he asked about potential threats to Harrow and himself, it was the usual variety of concerns.

      There were always beasts who were hungry for fresh meat, regardless of whether that meat belonged to livestock or humans caught unawares. There was apparently also a particularly nasty group of bandits called The Jackals that preyed on the southern side of the Daggerspine Mountains. It was thought that they had a lair somewhere in the forest, as they often attacked the roads along the boundaries of the forest and disappeared again without a trace.

      That was something that Erron would need to be careful of if he planned on heading into that forest.

      “As I was coming down from the keep, I spied a strange tower in the middle of the forest. That’s not where the bandits live, is it?”

      Anton laughed. “No, that is a very long story. That tower was abandoned hundreds of years ago, but bad fortune befalls anyone who tries to climb it.”

      “It seems the Southern Reach abounds in curses,” Erron said.

      “It’s not all just superstition and hearsay,” Anton said. “I assume that the Baron told you about what happened at Hope’s End three generations ago?”

      “He did.”

      “That’s not the end of that tale. It started much earlier, almost ten generations ago if the histories are to be believed. That tower in the forest should have crumbled by now or been retaken by nature, but still it stands with unnatural fortitude. You see, it belonged to a great wizard who once blessed the people of this land with bountiful harvests and healthy children. But one day, that wizard disappeared, and anyone who tried to break into his stronghold met a terrible and unfortunate end.”

      “What kinds of terrible and unfortunate ends?”

      “The most famous death attributed to the wizard’s tower was a mighty warrior named Gale Symond. He single-handedly defeated an orc chief named Grish in single combat, which is no small feat. One day, Gale decided that he was going to seek out the hidden treasures of the abandoned wizard’s tower, and he set out with a band of his fellow warriors to master the tower once and for all. Gale, of course, was the only one to make it out of the tower alive. He returned to town crestfallen at his defeat and the deaths of his friends. As he took his horse back to the stables, a strange sequence of events occurred that led him into a situation from which there was no escape.”

      “Let me guess, something incredibly unpredictable happened on his way back, and people attributed this to some kind of curse?” Erron asked.

      “Well, I’ll let you be the judge of that. The story says something about a cheese wheel falling from a window sill as a crow tried to peck away the wax from its outside, and when that cheese wheel fell, it hit the blacksmith working below in the head. But the blacksmith was holding a hot poker, which he threw backward and toward the stables. It flew high and far, then the hot poker hit Gale’s horse right in the flank just as Gale passed behind it. Allegedly, the horse kicked at the sudden touch of sizzling steel to its skin and kicked Gale’s head clean off. It landed in the water trough outside the stable, staring up at the sky in disbelief.”

      “You’re right. That is a very unlikely set of events.”

      “And yet there are still records from that time that speak of that incident as though it is the truth. You see, that is the power that the name Mazurak Harkin still holds in the Southern Reach. The wizard that disappeared and ensured that no one would ever uncover his secrets.”

      Erron’s eyes went wide. Mazurak Harkin was the name of the author of the cryptic notebook he found in his crawl space. Erron needed a cipher to be able to understand that notebook, and now he had a pretty good idea of where that cipher might be hidden.

      The wizard’s cursed tower.
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      Erron and Anton soon reached the shepherd’s grazing lands, but Erron had become distracted. There were hundreds of years of history in Harrow and somehow he’d found himself right in the center of them. Not only did he need to figure out how this Fiend Forging process worked, but he also needed to get his farm ready for the planting of crops, as well as unraveling this mystery of the wizard that disappeared hundreds of years ago.

      A prompt appeared in front of Erron’s eyes from the arcane core.

      
        
        New items have been added to your quest list:

        • Level up your Fiend Forging skill to unravel its mysteries

        • Investigate Mazurak Harkin’s tower

        • Locate a cipher that will unlock the secrets of Mazurak’s cryptic notebook

      

      

      The arcane core hadn’t been able to set goals while Erron was awake last time. Perhaps setting goals once and having those goals dynamically update when Erron met the objectives had unlocked the ability for the core to set new goals while he was awake. That would be much better than having to wait until he slept every night to progress on any goals he had listed.

      They soon reached the shepherd’s lands, and Anton led the way in. The difference between the shepherd’s grazing plains and Erron’s overgrown, bramble-infested farmland was stark. Flocks of sheep stood out like white clouds against rolling green hills. Even if the mountain troll had killed some of the sheep, the farmer wouldn’t be wanting for stock. This place looked welcoming and healthy, unlike the gray tint that covered everything at Hope’s End.

      A woman on horseback rode out to meet Anton and Erron as they trotted toward the farmhouse. Anton told Erron that her name was Lydia Shepherd, and she was the wife of Master David Shepherd.

      “They’re up at the northern edge,” Lydia said. “What brings you out this far from town, Anton?”

      “This is the new landholder of Hope’s End,” Anton said and inclined his head in Erron’s direction. “We’ve got an infrastructure project on the horizon, and we need some advice from Flint so Master Vangian can get on with gathering the materials. I heard about the troll attack too. I do hope the casualties weren’t too bad.”

      Erron raised a hand in greeting. Lydia raised a hand in return but continued answering Anton’s questions.

      “We lost a couple dozen sheep, which is not a huge amount, but it makes us wary about troll numbers in the mountains. They don’t tend to wander down from the ranges unless there’s a food shortage, or there’s a change in tribal leadership. It’s very rare for a single troll to come down, so we’re just bracing ourselves for the possibility of more.”

      “We’ve not received any news of increased or changed troll activity in the mountains,” Anton said. “I’ll be sure to report this to Baron Algrim to make him aware. We may be able to spare some of the town’s guards to patrol your property at night if needed.”

      “That would be much appreciated, at least until we can fortify the northern wall,” Lydia confirmed.

      “If you don’t mind, my good lady, we’re going to head on through and speak to your husband and Flint Mason,” Anton said.

      “Please go on,” Lydia said, but she gave Erron a very strange look, one filled with leering distrust.

      Lydia escorted them to the farmhouse, then bid them continue up the northern trail. She sent them on a winding trail that led up a ridge instead of the wider, cart-friendly track that circled around the ridge. Flint and his workers had taken the long way around, because there was no way that a horse would have been able to carry quarried stone up the hill. Erron and Anton elected to take the shortcut.

      From the top of the rise, the devastation became apparent. Erron had fought trolls before, and he was always surprised by just how big they were. The orc monster he resurrected on his farm was by no means small, but a troll at its smallest was around the same size as the orc monsters. Mountain trolls were some of the biggest of the different troll species that could be found across the Five Kingdoms.

      The land around the troll’s corpse was strewn with the stripped bones of slaughtered sheep. The grass, which was normally green, was a dark red color, stained with the blood of the slain. Flint and his work crew were just to the north of the slaughter, where a huge chunk of stone wall had been utterly destroyed.

      Flint and his crew had a strange wooden contraption set up right near the broken fence which they were using to move the enormously heavy stones back into place. Flint had about six other young men with him who were mostly helping with the activation of the wooden machine. Two or three of the young men would step onto a platform at the back of the device, which used their weight to lift the huge fence stones into the air.

      “What is that device?” Erron asked.

      “That? It’s something Flint uses to move heavy stones from one place to another. You see how his workers step onto that platform at the back? They’ll step off once the other three push the stone into a position where they want it. It makes it possible to lift extremely heavy pieces of stone that a man would not be able to lift himself.”

      “That’s very interesting. How did he come up with this idea?”

      “We hosted one of High King Hecton’s machinists for a month a few seasons ago, and Flint spent quite a lot of time with him. Flint’s work has taken on an entirely new level of sophistication since the machinist left. He’s teaching a lot of the young men of Harrow to build things as well. Baron Algrim wants to turn Harrow into a central hub of commerce in the Southern Reach, with machines like these at the heart of it.”

      “A grand goal, and from the looks of this machine, it may even be achieved,” Erron said. “It is true that people of the South must pass through Daggerspine Keep to get to the other side of the mountains and to the north, but Harrow is easier to get to from all of the other Southern Reach holdfasts.”

      “Exactly,” Anton said. “Once Hope’s End is productive again, we will be able to reignite trade between our holdfasts. I have no doubt about that.”

      There was a lot riding on Erron taking control of this situation and turning Hope’s End back into something that he and the rest of the Southern Reach could be proud of.

      When they reached Flint and his workers, Erron wasn’t surprised that the stonemason, just like everybody else in Harrow, offered Anton a warm smile and welcomed him like a friend. The stonemason’s hair had thinned on top, but his beard was thick and lush. His hair matched the gray-silver color of the stones his machine lifted.

      “Master Verj!” Flint said in a booming tone. “I’m a little busy right now, but I’ll always make time for you. What can I help you with?”

      “I’ll not take up too much of your time, Flint. I just have a message from Baron Algrim to deliver to you, and a small piece of information we need.”

      “Go on, then,” Flint said.

      “Hope’s End has a new landholder, and Baron Algrim has finally decided to support the rebuilding of a bridge across the ravine. He’s requested your involvement, but Master Vangian here will gather the necessary materials. We simply need to know what you need, and roughly how much.”

      Flint whistled. “Big job. You’ve already secured Asher to do the frame, I take it?”

      “We have.”

      Flint grunted. “I’ll need to come out and do an assessment to figure out what we’ll need based on exactly where you want the bridge. So—Master Vangian, was it? You’ll need to decide where you want your bridge, and I’ll come round on the morrow to give you a more definitive idea of how much stone and clay we’ll need. Just know that it will not be an insignificant amount. Even if we did the most bare bones bridge, it would probably take around—”

      “Six weeks?” Erron asked.

      “Ah, Asher’s already giving you the heads up, then. Good. There’s plenty of good stone inside the ravine that you could quarry in preparation for the work. Don’t worry about the superstitions and dark whisperings of the townsfolk—I don’t believe in any of that nonsense, and neither should you.”

      Anton scoffed. “It is no mere superstition, Flint.”

      “I’ll change my mind when I see the undead walking through the streets of Harrow again. Then I’ll smack them right in their cursed heads with my rock hammer! Until then, I intend to keep on living and not give in to the fear of something that I will likely never see.”

      Erron interjected, as he felt as though there would be no positive outcome from these two leading down the path of this disagreement. “Very well. I’ll locate a suitable area to start quarrying stone and identify the best place where we can build this bridge. If you’d like to come by the farm tomorrow morning, I’ll be waiting for you. To save you from crossing the ravine, I’ll meet you near the road.”

      “That’ll do just fine. I’ll ride out at sunrise.”

      “Before we go, can I ask what you mean to do with the remains of the mountain troll?” Erron asked.

      “That’ll be a matter for Master Shepherd, I imagine,” Flint said.

      Erron looked across at Master David Shepherd, who scratched his head. “I must admit I haven’t really given that much thought. Why do you want to know?”

      The truth was that Erron wanted the component parts of the troll’s body so he could experiment with them. But he couldn’t just come out and say that. Not with Anton the steward there. That would raise far too many questions that Erron had no interest in answering just yet, if ever. Erron had to think on his feet and come up with a convincing lie. He needed more loyal bodies if he was to get the farm back up and running before the end of fall.

      “You know of the restorative properties of trolls, yes? You cut them and they heal almost instantly. Unless you cut the heads off or sever the spinal column, they can come back from pretty much any injury.”

      “Aye, that’s why we waited until the troll fell asleep to cut its head off,” Master Shepherd replied.

      “Once you mulch the body of a troll and mix it in with soil, it’s a better fertilizer than manure and compost. Troll flesh is poisonous when consumed, it’s true, but when it’s treated properly and processed as fertilizer, it promotes strong and swift crop growth. I’m on the back foot at the moment, what with us already being in fall and heading on our way to winter. Processing this troll’s body into fertilizer would make it so my harvest is more robust and plentiful, and might be ready by the end of the season.”

      Master Shepherd just shrugged. “You can have it. As you said, it’s poisonous, so there’s not much else we can do with it. How would you be getting it off my land?”

      “As I mentioned earlier, I’m unfortunately working with almost nothing here. The land itself held nothing but a crumbling ruin, but I’m slowly building up from nothing. I have no horse, no cart, and not much in the way of coin to pay others to do anything for me just yet. I see that you and your dear Lady Shepherd have horses and carts in your stables. If you would be so kind as to deliver the troll’s corpse, I can handle the rest.”

      “I’ve already got so much work to do here at the farm,” David Shepherd began, but Anton cut him off.

      “If you would do this for Master Vangian, I will see to it that you are compensated by Baron Algrim.”

      David mulled this over for a few moments then gave the steward a curt nod. “Aye, I’ll do it. I’ll have to butcher it to load it on the cart, but that won’t be a problem if you’re planning on mulching it, would it?”

      Erron shook his head. “Not a problem at all, Master Shepherd. You can leave the body of that troll just behind the sign to Hope’s End. Yes, I need to fix the sign up, but it’ll do fine for now. I can get the corpse back to where it needs to go from there. Flint’s contraption there has inspired me to create something that might let me traverse the ravine with greater ease.”

      Erron already had the beginnings of an idea forming in his head about a system of ropes that could be used to pull someone up or down the ravine when needed. If the bridge wasn’t going to be ready for six weeks after construction started, Erron didn’t want to be stuck climbing in and out of the ravine every time he needed to go to Harrow or Daggerspine Keep.

      “I’ll tell you what, young farmer,” Master Shepherd said. “I take my wares to Daggerspine Keep every Thursday. It’s not too far out of my way to come by and pick you up as well if you have anything you need to take back to town to sell. We all stick together here in the Southern Reach, so if you’d like to come into town with me on Thursdays, I’ll start making a stop by your place on the way here. At least until you get yourself your own horse and cart after your bridge is built.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” Erron said. He wasn’t used to someone putting themselves forward to say they would help without expecting anything in return. Although it did remain to be seen if there was an ulterior motive to the shepherd’s offer. “I accept your offer.”

      “Very well,” David said. “I’ll drop the troll’s corpse off to you later on this afternoon, and then see you again in a few days to head into Harrow.”

      “Excellent. Thank you, Master Shepherd. Master Mason, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Erron said.

      “Yes, you shall. But I may not get there at this rate if you keep distracting me from my work. Begone with you now!” Flint replied with a gruff smile.

      And with that, they left. On their way back, Anton decided to show Erron the back way to get from the shepherd’s stead to Hope’s End. They trotted together in companionable silence for some time before they turned around a bend and Hope’s End came into view. It was no wonder the local villagers thought Erron’s land was cursed. All the way from the boundary of the gloomy forest to the edge of the Windermere River had a dark cast to it, like there was a shadow stretching out from some unseen thing. Or maybe the shadows were leaching up from the ground beneath the farm.

      It was the first time Erron had seen the magnitude of the ravine that split his farmland from the rest of the Southern Reach. It stood there like an ancient wound that had scarred over in the passage of years.

      “That northern end of the ravine, that’s where Baron Algrim said the undead sprang forth and swarmed the Southern Reach, isn’t it?” Erron asked.

      Anton nodded sadly. “They called the time of the undead scourge as the Blackened Years. Fear of your land is almost carried in the blood of those who were born and raised in Harrow.”

      “I wonder why it is that this land is not simply locked away if people are so terrified of the curse that’s supposed to inhabit it.”

      “Who’s to say why decisions are made in the High Council of the Southern Reach? Baron Algrim has brought it up on more than one occasion, but his father and the merchants of the Southern Reach refuse to sign off on the sequestering or destruction of Hope’s End. Why they’ve made that decision, I couldn’t begin to speculate, but it is the way of things, and now you’re here to fix it.”

      Erron scoffed at that. “I think you’re giving me far too much credit. I haven’t done anything really. Not yet.”

      “You’ve survived, and that’s the most anyone has achieved with Hope’s End for a great span of years. I have a sense for people, and I have faith that you may just be the best person for this assignment. Though I also sense that there is something that you are hiding from us, whether it be your past, or some intention you have toward the Southern Reach, I am not sure.”

      Erron felt an immediate and rising anger at being accused of some ulterior motive to his actions, but that wasn’t the most important thing. Anton had sensed that Erron was hiding something?

      There were many people across the Five Kingdoms who had left over and throwback magical abilities from a time when the mages ruled the Splintered Kingdoms of the land. Some of the more powerful abilities that supposedly no longer existed were the skill to listen to the private thoughts that dwelt in someone else’s mind.

      Erron hadn’t seen any evidence that someone who had that kind of ability still lived, but he had seen people who were sensitive to the emotions of others, and those who could detect the presence of other people who were trying to remain hidden. There was every possibility that Anton had some kind of hidden ability that he might not even truly understand himself.

      “We all have our reasons for the actions we take, Master Verj. My motivations are simple. My family was killed when I was very young, and I was taken into a mercenary group called The  Exiles,  who operated out of Taldross. You can check this with Tilda Lenton up in the Daggerspine Keep Deeds Office if you must—she vetted me before assigning me to Hope’s End. But because you seem like a person who inspires trust, I’ll tell you a little of what you want to know. Not a single moment of my life has been my own. The moment I stopped being the child of my birth parents, I became a child of a mercenary outfit. I learned my letters, so I recognize that I’m better off than many of my peers, but the only reason I was taught letters was so I could read the bounties and the contracts that were presented to me. I was robbed of the chance at a normal childhood, and robbed again of the chance at a normal adolescence. I could not court women, because I was not honorable. I had nothing to pass on, and nothing to offer except the possibility that one day I might not come home from a mission. Who in their right mind would voluntarily marry someone who risked their life every day just for bones and crowns?”

      Anton said nothing. His eyes flicked away from Erron’s gaze, as he was trying to work out whether he wanted to say what was really on his mind or not. Eventually, when the silence hung too heavy between them, Erron continued.

      “Please don’t misunderstand my roughness or lack of tact as a slight on yourself, Baron Algrim, or the opportunity that is presented to me. I have had to deal with murderers, rapists, cutpurses, and other enemies of the crown since I was a child.”

      “Thank you for entrusting me with this information,” Anton said. “This explains a lot, and puts my mind at ease. Now come, I must return to Harrow, so let’s get you back to Hope’s End.”
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      The rest of the afternoon passed in quiet toil. Erron hadn’t quite figured out how to conceal the existence of the orc that was helping him out on the farm, but the ravine was doing a very good job of keeping everybody out of his farm for the moment.

      That wouldn’t be the case forever, and that was good. He had six weeks, give or take, to figure out a way to hide the orc’s existence, or find a way to conceal its monstrous origins. Even if the beast was dressed in clothes or armor, none could deny that it was bigger and meaner than any of the civilized peoples of the Five Kingdoms.

      Erron was happy to see that the orc had continued on with the work while he was away from the farm. The bodies of the wolves had all been buried in a large grave site and the orc had made much headway with clearing of brambles and felling of trees around the farmstead.

      There was definitely enough cleared land now to start tilling the soil and preparing it for planting. There were some interesting seeds in the cache that Erron was given. He recognized some of the vegetables, like pumpkin, lettuce, and cabbages, but there were other seeds in there that he didn’t recognize at all. There was a pouch of sourtongue squash seeds and Harrowberry seeds, which he’d never heard of before.

      Erron didn’t realize that Harrow had its own species of berry, but he’d plant that as well and see what popped out. Living a life on the road chasing bounties and marks hadn’t really prepared him for the farming life, but he’d watched the farmers at The Exiles compound for long enough to know the basics.

      Any type of crop that you wanted to grow needed some kind of fertilizer or food source mixed in with the soil. The Exiles who worked in the kitchen often collected what little scraps were left over after the mercenaries ate and put these scraps in a big compost heap, which was full of worms and mixed around daily. Once the foodstuff had been broken down by the worms, it was then used as fertilizer for the makeshift garden that The Exiles maintained. Before Erron had made his final play at escaping The Exiles, he’d spent quite a lot of time with the farmers to figure out exactly how they did what they did.

      The pumpkins would likely take the longest to grow, so Erron made them his first priority. He knew that they grew on long-ranging vines, so when he prepared the soil, he made sure that there was a large area that the vines could grow across. The fruit of the pumpkin vine could be roasted or used in stews or soups to add a distinctive flavor that also helped fill the belly. They also sold for a high price across most of the Five Kingdoms for their versatility and taste.

      The ancient farming tools that had been left behind in the crawlspace were frustrating to use. The edges were dull or rusty, and even though there was a whetstone down in the crawl space, it didn’t do much to sharpen the tools. It just scraped some of the rust off. He would have to do something about that soon. He’d probably need to place a custom order with the blacksmith from Harrow or Daggerspine Keep, but that would cost him money that he didn’t really have at that moment.

      Perhaps if he could find enough raw materials, he could either sell them to the dwarven blacksmith for some coin, or have the materials included in the cost of the work. But where would Erron find the raw metal ore needed to forge into tools?

      Perhaps he could ask Anton if he knew of any local mines that had fallen into disuse over the years. Baron Algrim had mentioned some mines being flooded during the great flood before the Blackened Years, but he hadn’t mentioned their location.

      While Erron would have his hands full with the work that he already had on his plate, eventually, if he had enough fiends under his command, he might be able to send them out to do jobs in his stead. The orc had done a much better job than Erron expected while he was at Harrow and the shepherd’s stead. If he could command his fiends and trust them to follow his instructions, he could get quite a lot done in a short amount of time.

      He would need to see what happened in the morning when the wolves resurrected, before figuring out his next steps. Erron felt like he might have made a fundamental error when he told the orc to bury the wolves. If the form that the bodies took when they were put in the ground had any effect on how they were resurrected, then what would happen to those creatures that had been skinned, or the ones where the body parts had been just dumped in all together? Did the structure of the bodies have any impact on how they would be resurrected in the morning?

      Erron would have to wait and see. There was also a question about the limitation to his fiend control that needed to be answered. The arcane core had made it clear that he could only control a certain amount of fiends at one time until his powers grew, but it was unclear exactly how many fiends that included.

      The orc was the powerhouse of Erron’s operation, and he would not be able to do everything he needed to without the orc. It was called a berserker orc for a reason, and if Erron’s control lapsed, there was no telling what would happen.

      Erron went over and over all of the questions that needed answering as he prepared the pumpkin patch for planting. He sent the orc off to fill the rusty watering can at the well, and it came back quickly after following the instructions to the letter. After the pumpkin seeds were planted, Erron watered them.

      He didn’t know whether he would miss out on vital experience in the daily activity summary if he got the orc to do these jobs instead of himself, so he took it upon himself to do as much as he could in preparing the land and the crops.

      Once the pumpkin patch was planted and watered, he got started on the cabbages and the lettuce. Erron wasn’t sure what kind of lettuce these seeds would produce, and it was a good idea to have them grow quickly before the frosts really set in. Some types of lettuce were hardy, but others died at the first sign of frost.

      If Erron could get at least one harvest’s worth of lettuce and ship it back to Harrow, then at least he could make a little bit of money. Winter was still a problem that he would need to prepare for.

      Cabbages were hardier, but they did take longer to grow. While he was planting the rest of the cabbage seeds, he rekindled the coals in the campfire and made a makeshift roasting spit from some of the thinner branches that the orc had stripped away from the trees he felled during the day. Erron had plenty of fibrous rope that he and the grobble had crafted, and he used this rope to make two x-shaped spit ends on either side of the fire. The spit would have been better if it was made from steel, but this would do for now.

      At some point in the afternoon as the sun began to dip toward the horizon, Erron heard the sound of a bell ringing clear through the afternoon air. It came from the direction of the ravine and was more than likely the shepherd bringing the body of the mountain troll for delivery.

      Thanks to the sizable brambles that had taken over his farmland, the view from the road almost completely obscured the farmhouse. The orc would stay out of eyesight as long as it remained right where it was. Erron commanded it to stay there while he headed toward the ravine to make sure that no one was going to make any surprise crossings.

      Master David Shepherd dragged a thick, clawed arm off the back of his cart as he noticed Erron approaching.

      “Greetings, Master Vangian!” David called out.

      “Well met, Master Shepherd. Thank you for dropping the body off. You’ve done me a great service.”

      “I’ve also included some of the sheep bones that that troll left behind. You might be able to crush them down to help with your fertilizer. I’ve heard that blood and bone can really help plants grow well. We have a little garden at the back of the farmstead, and that’s what we do whenever we slaughter our mutton.”

      “I appreciate you thinking of me. You’ll let me know if there’s anything that I can do to repay the favor, yes?”

      “We’re all good for now, but if I think of anything, I’ll let you know. On Thursdays, I generally set out just after the sun rises, so I’ll be here not long after that. I’ll ring the bell, just like I did now, so listen out for it and I’ll be happy to give you a ride in.”

      Erron had a thought that this might possibly complicate things. If David was going to be here shortly after sunrise, Erron could possibly be in the process of subjugating any fiends that he had planted the night before. He would need a system to be able to signal to David whether or not a ride was needed on Thursdays; otherwise, the shepherd might discover too much and risk blowing Erron’s secret.

      Or perhaps for now, to ensure that this extension of hospitality was not wasted, Erron would hold off on burying anything for resurrection that would rise on a Thursday. That meant that if he didn’t bury this dismembered corpse of the mountain troll today, then he couldn’t do it tomorrow, as it would resurrect on Thursday morning. How long would a body keep without deteriorating to the point where it couldn’t be used to forge fiends?

      Perhaps it would be best to excavate the wolf graves before the sun went down, just to make sure that he’d have a chance to turn this troll into a minion he could control. The orc was powerful, but the troll’s resurrected body would be magnitudes stronger.

      What traits would the resurrected mountain troll have? Was it possible that when the troll came back, it would be too powerful for Erron to control?

      He was paralyzed by indecision and overthinking. No, he would stay the course and resurrect the wolves tomorrow, and they would bury the troll in the morning. Whatever happened, he would make sure that the business with the resurrected troll was finalized soon after the sun rose. Maybe he could command the orc to wake him when the sun began to rise.

      “Thursdays sound great,” Erron said. “As I said earlier, I really appreciate you offering to help me out. I must admit that the people of the Southern Reach have been nothing but welcoming, even though Hope’s End has the reputation that it does.”

      A sheepish grin spread across the shepherd’s face before he shouted across the ravine to Erron again. “A lot of people are probably very happy that this responsibility fell to an outsider. Eventually, if no landholder came forward, then Baron Algrim would have appointed one of us to do it instead. And believe me, nobody from Harrow wants anything to do with this farm. Just prepare yourself to make the trek up to Daggerspine Keep if nobody from Harrow is willing to buy your produce.”

      “Do you think that’s a likely outcome?” Erron asked.

      “Lots of folk from Harrow won’t touch anything from this land. Some of them wouldn’t even buy things if they know they’ve come from the Wending Woods to the north.” Master Shepherd inclined his head toward the boundary of the forest to the north of Erron’s farmland. “Master Mason is one of the few that don’t give in to superstition in the south, but you’ll find many others that live their lives around myths and legends. You’d do well not to advertise where your crops came from; otherwise, you might need to start selling them further afield.”

      “You leave that to me.”

      “Aye, and so I shall. I’ll finish unloading, and then I’ll be off. I would like to get back before sunset.”

      “Because of the bandits that are said to live in the forest?”

      “That’s one reason. But like I said, the people of Harrow, myself included, are a superstitious bunch.”

      Erron nodded and raised a hand to the shepherd. “I’ll leave you to it and begin my own preparations for transporting it back to this side.”

      “Good luck with that,” David said as he dragged a rather stumpy leg from the back of the car and let it fall onto the ground.

      Erron kept a keen eye on the shepherd as he headed back toward the farmhouse. After the carcass had been unloaded, Erron sent a mental command to the orc to come to him. A few moments later, the orc arrived, ready for its next task. He commanded the fiend to follow him down one side of the ravine.

      The orc’s large frame made this much trickier than Erron anticipated it to be. But they got there eventually, and he commanded the orc to stay at the bottom of the ravine. Erron dragged the bits and pieces of the mountain troll’s carcass over to the side of the ravine and tumbled them in. This area was still a part of Erron’s land, so maybe they wouldn’t even need to take the troll’s carcass up the other side of the ravine.

      If they could find a soft space in the soil here, they could very well just bury it in the ravine and be done with it. That would also fix one problem that Erron had been thinking about in the back of his mind. The orc, the elf, and the gnome had all resurrected and started wandering around the property by themselves. This would be rather problematic if Erron began mass producing fiends. They could simply wander off wherever they wanted to on his property, and he would need to chase them down and assert his dominance before they would swear loyalty to him. Maybe burying the mountain troll down here and having it become stuck in the ravine was a good thing.

      Would it be better to have the troll resurrect in the morning tomorrow, along with the wolves? Leaving it any later would likely result in either too many questions raised by David when he came back, or it would risk making the body unusable if it started to break down. He figured it would be best to get it all done in a day, and he could work out the kinks from there.

      Erron commanded the orc to start excavating a section of dirt a little further down the ravine from their current location. The orc’s hands were so large and powerful that it didn’t even really need a shovel to move a huge amount of dirt. Once the orc was done excavating the grave, Erron then commanded the orc to place the pieces of the mountain troll inside. At first, the orc just dumped it all in a big pile, but would the ground be smart enough to put this creature back in the same form that it went in?

      With great effort, Erron rearranged the parts of the mountain troll into a rough estimation of how it looked when it was alive. He needed the orc’s help to move the bulky torso, as it was just too heavy for him to move himself. He placed the short stumpy legs at the bottom of the torso, the two enormous and heavily muscled arms to either side and placed the head at the top of the body. This wasn’t quite the same placement as the head on an actual mountain troll, because they mostly jutted out from between troll’s shoulder blades. But it was close enough that Erron hoped it would form properly.

      After he was done, he commanded the orc to fill in the grave again. While the orc did that, Erron returned to the farmhouse and rotated the leg of venison over the fire. The underside was cooking well, but now the other side needed to rotate in. Venison and bramble figs would keep him alive, but they didn’t fulfill him in the way that a good meal normally would. He’d been swept up into seeing the carpenter and the stonemason today while in Harrow, and he hadn’t actually had a chance to buy some of the supplies that he wanted. He would need to go back to the general store at some point soon, probably on Thursday with the shepherd, and in the meantime, he’d make a list of all of the things that he wanted to pick up.

      The orc eventually joined him back around the fire. It pointed to its stomach and spoke. “Me hungry.”

      Erron sliced off some of the cooked meat from the side of the deer leg and handed it over to the orc. It ate noisily and messily. Meat juice ran down its chin by the time it was finished, and it looked at Erron as though it wanted more.

      “Soon, big guy. Soon.”

      Dark came on quickly, and so too did the exhaustion of the day. While Erron waited for the meat to roast, he made more of that woven fiber into fibrous rope. He would need lots and lots of rope to turn his ideas into reality. While crafting, his Crafter’s Inspiration ability triggered, and he discovered a new crafting recipe for a sturdy rope, which was just what Erron needed. He could now use fibrous ropes and combine them to make incredibly sturdy ropes. There was one more job that Erron wanted done before he turned in, and it would take some work to achieve, especially if he wanted to craft some of the new sturdy rope to make it a reality.

      Before he headed back down into the crawl space to pass another night, Erron commanded the orc to take four strong yet slender trees and bash them into the earth like fence posts around the buried wolves. Erron brought a giant spool of sturdy rope that he just made and got to work weaving a makeshift fence around the grave. It wouldn’t be anywhere near as effective as a full timber fence, or even a wrought-iron fence, but hopefully, it would be enough to contain the wolves when they rose in the morning.

      By the time Erron was finished, the wicked scythe of one moon shone overhead in the darkness, and the other moon was not visible. Satisfied that he had done everything that he could do to prepare for the next day, Erron retired to the crawlspace and slept for the night.
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        Hope’s End Summary: Day 3

        Farming: +326 experience

        Foraging: +78 experience

        Diplomacy: +275 experience

        Commerce: +242 experience

        Survival: +189 experience

        Mining: +45 experience

        Cooking: +60 experience

        Crafting: +342 experience

        Fiend Forging: +182 experience

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Farming Level 2!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        •      Hoe Efficiency (Rank 1): Using your hoe to till the earth now uses less stamina.

        •      Watering Can Efficiency (Rank 1): Using your watering can to water crops now uses less stamina.

        •      Planting Efficiency (Rank 1): Planting seeds now uses less stamina.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Diplomacy Level 2!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        •      Mercantile Boost (Rank 1): You can sell items for 5% more, and buy items for 5% less.

        •      Beloved Local Farmer (Rank 1): Your legend begins to grow. Local townsfolk are more fond of you.

        •      Influential (Rank 1): You are slightly more influential to people in positions of power.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Survival Level 3!

        •      Skinning Efficiency (Rank 1): Pelts you skin from slain prey are now of a slightly higher quality.

        •      Butchering Efficiency (Rank 1): Meat you butcher from slaughtered prey now provide greater benefits when cooked.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Fiend Forging Level 2!

        •      Alpha (Rank 1): Some fiends may pledge their loyalty to you without first being dominated.

        •      Domination Cap Increased: You can now have a maximum of four fiends under your control at any given time.

      

      

      Erron didn’t stay long at the hill under the moonlight with the arcane core. He was keenly aware that when he arose in the morning, the wolves and the resurrected mountain troll would be waiting for him.

      He’d only completed two of the three objectives in his first quest to restore Hope’s End to its former glory. Erron still needed to make himself a dwelling to be able to pass the night in order to complete the first stage, which would hopefully also unlock the next level of objectives. Leveling up his Fiend Forging skill to level 2 hadn’t marked off the first objective in his other quest to learn more about the powers of Hope’s End. So the arcane core wanted him to level up his Fiend Forging skill further to be able to classify that as adequate power growth.

      When Erron awoke, he listened keenly for any clues of what could be happening above. The angry snarling of wolves spurred him into action. He triggered the runeswitch and headed topside. His loyal orc was waiting for him there. With his sword at his hip and shield strapped to his arm, he commanded the orc to follow him out into Hope’s End.

      The moment Erron stepped out of the farmhouse, he felt as though he was being watched. There was no doubt in his mind that one or all of the wolves had escaped the makeshift fence. That assumption was immediately confirmed when something leapt out of the brambles toward Erron.

      He raised his shield and mentally commanded the orc to hold back. It was important that Erron show his dominance to this fiend himself if he meant to demand its fealty. The beast slammed into Erron’s shield and knocked him backwards, but it didn’t knock him off his feet. Erron kept his feet and drew his sword.

      The risen fiend stalked in a circle around Erron in front of the farmhouse. It looked mostly like a wolf, but the face was just different enough for it to feel wrong. The jaws were wider, the teeth bigger, and the eyes were fully black. The fiend’s fur was thick around the head, feet, and tail, but the rest of the body was completely devoid of hair. The pattern was unmistakable: this must have been one of the three wolves that Erron had skinned for their pelts.

      Erron rose to his full height, thrust his chest out and spoke in the most commanding tone possible. “I am Erron Vangian, and you have risen by my will. Submit to me, and you will become one of my loyal fiends. Do you accept?”

      A message suddenly appeared that made Erron blink in confusion.

      
        
        This fiend’s fealty has already been sworn to another.

      

      

      A thousand thoughts raced through Erron’s head as he tried to figure out what that meant. Was it possible that all of this strange necromantic magic at Hope’s End was actually driven and controlled by someone else? Did they somehow manage to dominate this fiend before Erron had a chance? Maybe, but there could be another explanation.

      There had been seven wolves, and four of those had been in good shape. Three of them had been skinned for their pelts, that was true, which would explain why this one looked like some kind of fleshy nightmare.

      Wolves always lived in packs, and there was always an alpha at the head of the pack hierarchy. This pack would have had an alpha prior to them being killed, so was it possible that an alpha wolf was still exerting dominance even though they had all been raised again as fiends?

      The wolf monster lowered its head and snarled a challenge at Erron. Erron raised his shield and slapped his sword on the surface, which caused a loud metallic clang to ring out across Hope’s End.

      “You may be the one who picked the fight, but you better believe I’m going to finish it,” Erron said.

      With that, the fiend surged forward and snapped its terrifying jaws at Erron. He swung his shield and smashed the wolf monster across the nose. It yelped and jumped backwards, then shook its head. It came in for another attack, but Erron managed to block that one as well. Suddenly, the orc bellowed as another yelp came unexpectedly from right behind Erron.

      Erron kept his shield up to protect against the wolf in front of him, then glanced over his shoulder to see the orc holding another wolf creature by the neck. It struggled against the orc’s grip, but the big monster’s hand encircled the wolf monster’s throat entirely.

      “Me squish him?” the orc asked.

      “No, just hold it. You there, wolf monster, I’ll command my orc to let you go if you pledge your loyalty to me.”

      The same message appeared, saying that this fiend had already pledged loyalty to another.

      “Okay, maybe you can squeeze the beast a little bit. But don’t squeeze its head off,” Erron said.

      Another message appeared as the wolf monster’s yelps turned into hacking chokes.

      
        
        Level 1 Fleshwarg has offered you its fealty.

        Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

      

      

      Erron accepted the offer of fealty immediately and then mentally commanded the orc to let the creature go. It fell to the ground and coughed, but then trotted to Erron’s side and growled at the other fleshwarg who still bared its teeth at Erron. The hostile warg looked with confusion from the loyal warg to Erron, and back. It whimpered, then ran off into the brambles in the direction of the grave it had risen from.

      Erron, the orc, and his new loyal fiend all followed the trail left behind by the warg. The location of two of the risen wolves were known now, but there were still two others, and whatever had become of the three that had been torn into bits and pieces.

      When they reached the grave site, it was clear exactly what had happened. A mass of flesh, fur, and fangs writhed in the middle of the turned earth. Three warg heads emerged from the quivering mass, and they all stretched their impossible heads in the direction of Erron and his entourage of fiends. Legs and tails sprouted at bizarre angles from the lump of wolf flesh, but it was completely immobile.

      The orc must have dumped all of the body parts of the slain wolves into one gigantic heap, and when the necromantic magic worked overnight, it had simply fused the flesh where it had lain. There was no rhyme or reason for why this abomination took the form that it did, aside from the careless placement of parts by the orc.

      That was no criticism of the orc, of course. It barely had any intelligence at all. Erron hadn’t given it the command to bury these wolves in a certain way, so it didn’t. If there was fault here, it lay squarely with Erron. But this was a mistake that he’d learn from, and indeed already had pre-empted it when burying the dismembered mountain troll.

      Wolves generally pledged their allegiance to the strongest of the pack, and Erron had no doubt that this three-headed monstrosity before him was the other the messages mentioned. The loyalty of the wolves had belonged to the three-headed fleshwarg. If he killed this necromantic aberration, there was a good chance that the other wolves would then see him as the alpha.

      There were still three intact wolf monsters guarding the abomination, but the orc would make short work of them. If Erron could only have a maximum of four fiends pledged to him at any one time, then one of these wolf monsters would have to die anyway. He commanded the orc to kill one of the wargs, but capture the other two.

      The orc immediately ran into the grave site and rained down destruction. He grabbed one of the wolf monsters and tore it in half as the abomination gnashed and snarled but was ultimately impotent in its aggression. The orc and the loyal fleshwarg cornered and detained the other two while Erron set to killing the three-headed abomination.

      Its physiology was completely alien. It had more in common with nightmarish aberrations that bled over into their world from the other planes of reality than anything native to their world. Normally, Erron would put a creature like this out of its misery by stabbing it through the heart. But it was very likely that this creature had three hearts, three sets of lungs, and three heads driving its intelligence.

      Almost nothing could survive without a head, so Erron sliced each head off one by one. As terrifying as the three-headed fleshwarg was, it was cursed by the form it came back in. It could not defend itself at all. The heads fell, and eventually, the quivering mass of fused wolf flesh fell still.

      The other two level 1 fleshwargs then pledged their fealty to Erron, who accepted them eagerly. These beasts had some interesting different physical attributes than regular everyday wolves. In addition to the changes to sizes of jaws and the aggressive look of the creatures, they were also stockier, with more powerful muscles driving their legs and their jaws.

      Two of the fleshwargs had the same attributes: Savage and Loyal. The third fleshwarg, which was significantly smaller than the other two, had another trait: Timid.

      Erron wondered exactly what that meant. The word’s meaning was simple enough, but what did it mean for the monster? Would a higher level in his fiend forging skill shed some further light on exactly what those traits represented?

      “Are you lot hungry?” Erron asked. “We’ve got most of the carcass of a deer that we need to get rid of, so-” Erron just realized that he’d been relying on this orc for quite some time, but he’d never even thought about giving it a name. It would be much easier to give it commands and distinguish those commands from ones that he gave the other fiends if he gave it a name.

      “I think I’m going to call you Clobber,” Erron said to the orc, who just grunted in reply. “Anyway, like I was saying, who’s hungry? You lot should have something to eat before we go and tackle the risen mountain troll in the ravine.”

      The orc dragged the rest of the buck’s carcass out of the crumbling farmhouse and the three fleshwargs set upon it at once. As they ate their fill, Erron saw a strange message appear.

      
        
        Satiated: Raw Game

        This fiend has had their fill of their preferred type of food. They are more likely to obey commands and excel at tasks for the duration of this buff.

        Duration: 2 hours

      

      

      This was then followed by another message.

      
        
        Note: Different fiends have different food preferences. Higher levels of your Fiend Forging skill will reveal further information about your fiends, including their food preferences.

      

      

      While this buff appeared on the fleshwargs, it did not appear on the orc, who also ate some of the raw flesh from the buck. Because the orc had come from a half-orc named Granok, maybe its dietary preferences would be more in line with other non-monstrous races. Once the farmhouse had a real kitchen, and enough supplies to stock it, Erron would be able to experiment a little bit.

      Either way, the orc had still followed his instructions closely, even without the satiated buff. It was good that the fleshwargs had a little bit of a boost now that they were on their way to track down the mountain troll.

      Erron wanted to be quick about this, because he didn’t want Flint Mason showing up while he was down in the ravine with his fiends. While Mason had made it very clear that he was not superstitious, he had insinuated that he would change his tune if he saw the undead walking through the streets of Harrow. Well, if he saw a giant undead monster walking through the ravine, that might shake his foundations too.

      No, Erron needed to do this quietly. He’d also need to figure out a way that he could keep the existence of his fiends a secret, but that would be a problem for another day.

      Erron heard the mountain troll as they headed toward the ravine before he laid eyes on it. It was bellowing loud enough that if anyone had been passing by along the road, they probably would have been able to hear it. As the ravine and by extension the road became visible, Erron’s heart sank. There was a horse and cart tied to the sign at the front of the farm.

      Was that Flint Mason’s horse and cart? Or did it belong to someone else who heard the resurrected mountain troll in the ravine? Erron knew exactly what it meant that the horse and cart was still there, but the person who rode in on it was not, but he desperately hoped that it was just some wanderer or merchant, and not Flint Mason himself.

      They reached the edge of the ravine, and Erron’s worst fears were realized. The body of Flint Mason lay torn in half at the bottom of the ravine. Nearby, an enormous fiend paced back and forth as it tried to find a way out of the ravine.

      The resurrected troll was covered in russet skin and darker raised sections of skin that looked like spikes. It moved in a quadrupedal fashion, and had darker bands of color across its arms. Its stumpy back legs seemed to only exist to provide balance to the massive forearms that ended in boulder-sized fists.

      Just as Erron had surmised, the head was atop the shoulders because of the position it had been buried in, instead of jutting forward like a normal mountain troll’s head. This, combined with what happened with the three-headed fleshwarg, had made one thing very clear. The positioning of a body when it went into the ground was of utmost importance to influence the form that the resurrected fiend would take.

      It had been an absolutely stupid decision to bury the mountain troll down here in the ravine, Erron now realized. He figured it was the right thing to do when he had done it, but he hadn’t thought it through. And now one of the main tradeskill professionals from Harrow was lying torn to pieces on his property. How was he going to explain this to Anton Verj and Baron Algrim? The steward knew that Mason was coming out to Hope’s End today. If Flint went missing, all eyes in Harrow would turn on Erron.

      Regardless of how he planned to deal with this issue, the mountain troll needed to be subjugated. As Erron thought this, a message appeared from the arcane core.

      

      
        
        Warning: this fiend is extremely powerful.

        Your level 2 Fiend Forging skill is too weak to assert dominance over this foe.

        Defeating a fiend will unlock further intelligence about that particular fiend type, which may allow you to forge more fiends in future that are easier to dominate and control.

      

      

      Erron wasn’t one to back down from a challenge, but at the same time, he didn’t want to waste his current valuable resources on a foregone conclusion. If there was no way that this resurrected mountain troll would pledge its fealty to him, then the only option was to destroy it. If he tried to damage it enough to keep it alive just to try and dominate it, then he might lose his orc or the three resurrected fleshwargs in the fight. He needed all of them.

      Erron and his fiends found a safe place to descend the side of the ravine, and then he commanded his pack of wargs and his orc to take down the mountain troll. The two larger wargs rushed into combat without any thought for their own safety. It was lucky that they were fast. The wargs were easily able to dodge out of the way of the lumbering troll’s slow-moving fists as they slammed into the floor of the ravine.

      The small, timid warg stayed well out of harm’s way, but when Erron sent it a direct command to join the fray, it did so. Whether it was the satiated buff that made it more likely to listen to Erron’s commands, he wasn’t sure, but he was happy to see all of his wargs acting together as a pack. They nipped and snapped at the mountain troll’s back legs, tearing strips of flesh away as they did so. The wounds healed over quickly thanks to the troll’s incredible healing factor, but the fleshwargs were making some headway.

      The troll bellowed in frustration as it unleashed an extremely powerful spinning attack where it extended both of its arms and swung them in a circle around itself. The troll had to regain its balance after it stopped spinning, and Erron saw this as a ripe opportunity to attack. He commanded all his fiends to attack the troll at once, and Erron himself ran into the fray as well with his sword in one hand and shield in the other.

      His orc slammed into the mountain troll’s chest and knocked it off balance as it tried to regain its footing. This gave his fleshwargs a chance to leap on the fallen body of the troll and savage it. Erron saw an icon appear hovering over the mountain troll, and the icon said that the troll was bleeding and losing a percentage of health every three seconds. The icon had a 3X multiplier displayed on it.

      Was that what the savage trait meant on his fleshwargs? Did their attacks have a chance to inflict a debuff like bleeding? That was a very important trait that required more investigation. Were there other types of attack or traits that could impart other attack bonuses like this?

      Soon the mountain troll’s cries turned from angry and defiant to weak and strained. Its healing factor couldn’t keep up with the beast being bled out.

      Even though the message from the arcane core had been clear that this troll was too powerful to tame, Erron decided that he was going to give it a shot anyway. He stepped forward and raised his sword toward the fallen troll.

      “If you don’t swear your fealty to me, my fiends will tear you apart,” Erron said.

      The mountain troll bellowed in defiance, and another message appeared.

      
        
        Level 5 primal troll is too powerful for you to tame at this time.

        Would you like to destroy this fiend?

      

      

      Erron sighed but confirmed that he did indeed want this fiend destroyed. Erron sent a command to his current pack of fiends to kill the mountain troll.

      “Me pull him apart now?” the orc asked.
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      Once the primal troll was dead, Erron handed his sword over to the orc and commanded it to dismember the monster once again. There was nothing to be done from here except follow through with the plan he had told Shepherd and Mason about in the first place. The fiend’s body could still nourish the ground and help his crops grow if he mashed it down to blood and bone. Erron commanded the orc to crush the body with large stones once it had hauled the corpse back up to the farmland.

      There was still the problem of the horse and cart that waited on the other side of the ravine. Erron needed to figure out what to do with these that wouldn’t also direct suspicion upon himself. The last thing he needed was for someone from Harrow or Daggerspine Keep coming to snoop around the farmstead where they might stick their nose where it didn’t belong. Especially when Erron still didn’t have a handle on how this power worked himself. He didn’t want to be responsible for the deaths of any other innocent townsfolk.

      Erron felt some responsibility for Flint Mason’s death. Even though Erron hadn’t killed the stonemason himself, he was still partially responsible for what had happened. He had tried to warn Flint not to attack, but Flint was just trying to help. The whole situation was just out of Erron’s control, but that’s not how the people of Harrow would see it if they found out what had happened.

      If Erron took the horse and cart back into Harrow and reported that Flint was missing, the suspicion would undoubtedly fall on Erron immediately. However, if he could take the horse and cart somewhere, and remain unseen while doing so, then when he caught a lift into Harrow on Thursday with David Shepherd, he could just report to the steward that Flint had never arrived.

      Yes, that would be the best way to play it. In the meantime, Erron had to think about this from a practical perspective. He now had another humanoid body to bury at Hope’s End to raise as a fiend. He would still only be able to control four fiends at once, but the timid fleshwarg was one that he would need to dispose of soon enough anyway. What use was a beast that was too afraid to follow commands?

      The three wargs scrambled back up the side of the ravine with Erron. He went back to the farmhouse and retrieved a few lengths of rope, which he would need to use to drag the remains of the troll back up the side of the ravine. He commanded the orc to go back up while he tied loops of rope around different bits and pieces of the troll down at the bottom.

      After about half an hour of effort, they’d successfully dragged the entirety of the corpse of the primal troll up and over the lip of the ravine. Next up, they began doing the same with the two halves of Flint Mason’s body.

      However, before he allowed the orc to haul Flint’s body up, he took the stonemason’s shoes off his feet. Luckily, the dead man looked to have about the same size feet as Erron, which would allow Erron to leave some very conspicuous footprints behind. He would put those shoes on once he reached his destination.

      Flint had been torn in half neatly across the midsection, but there was some blood on both his sullied yellow shirt and dark gray trousers. Erron undressed the dead man and decided to take those clothes with him as well. He might be able to stage the horse, cart and clothes in a way that would not lead suspicion back to him.

      Erron commanded the orc to take all of the pieces of the troll and Flint Mason back to the farmhouse. He made sure to command the fleshwargs not to eat any of the bodies and commanded the orc not to bury Flint while he was away. Clobber was to focus on crushing the body of the troll and continue with its mission of chopping down trees in preparation for the bridge to be built.

      Then it was time to move the horse and cart on from where it was. Erron did contemplate keeping the horse for himself, but he’d need to use it if he wanted to deflect attention away from himself.

      The road that led immediately north from Hope’s End followed the side of the forest before heading eastward. That was the area where Anton said the bandits called The Jackals were active, and it would be easy to blame this tragedy on loathsome hidden bandits in the forest. Erron wasn’t even the one who pointed the finger. He was just going to tell Anton that the stonemason never showed up, and they could draw their own conclusions from there. But if he could leave enough breadcrumbs pointing in a preferable direction, he might even be able to make a little bit of coin out of this.

      There was no doubt in Erron’s mind that if the death of the stonemason was laid at the feet of The Jackals, there would be a bounty placed on the heads of those bandits. Erron would be able to deal with that, and claim that bounty after he killed them.

      If there was one thing that he had experience in over everything else, it was clearing bandits out of fortified hideouts. With the orc and his fleshwargs at his command, Erron had no doubt that he would be able to take on these bandits and win. If he managed to get a few crowns out of the process as well, then all the better. It would also ingratiate him with Baron Algrim further, and hopefully divert any suspicion away from Erron.

      Erron followed the northbound road along the edge of the forest and kept a keen eye for potential ambushes. The lands to the west of the forest were plains that rose into rolling hills, but it did not appear as though anyone was responsible for that land. It certainly wasn’t being farmed or used as pastures for livestock. It was almost like nobody wanted to be this close to Hope’s End. Thanks to the skill Erron got for hitting level 2 in his Survival skill—Hunter’s Eyes—the arcane core highlighted and labeled a number of obvious prey animals as he rolled along in the front seat of the cart.

      Erron inwardly cursed himself when he realized that he hadn’t actually done many of the things that he intended to while he was in Harrow. He meant to buy himself a decent bow so he could hunt, and he also meant to buy himself a decent set of metal cookware. He sighed and decided that he would need to write down a list of things that needed to be done next time he went into town.

      Riding along the edge of the forest made it abundantly clear that there absolutely were bandits or some other miscreants making a home for themselves not too far from his own northern border. To the untrained eye, the signs that Erron saw would likely be overlooked. But there was more than one occasion where Erron marked a subtle trail of disturbed leaf litter that appeared to head further into the forest. These trails were often accompanied by a marking on a tree a little further in under the canopy. A nick from a sword or a dagger, subtle enough for an ignorant everyman to look over, but to be completely obvious to anyone who was looking for the signs. Bandits and highwaymen usually used subtle markings like this to signify places where it was easy to escape back to a safe place, or a potentially secluded and lucrative ambush spot.

      Erron was on edge and intensely aware of his surroundings as he continued on. At one point Erron thought he heard a voice from further along the road, and he decided at that moment it would be best to take the cart off road and into the darkened forest, rather than risk being discovered. The horse didn’t want to obey Erron as he forced it off the road, and the cart jumped around over uneven ground as Erron spurred the horse on further in under the darkened canopy.

      It was a good thing Erron moved the cart off the road when he did, because a few minutes after he stopped the horse and cart in the forest, the sound of an old man singing to himself floated by on the mid-morning breeze. Erron calmed the horse to make sure it didn’t make any noise as he watched this newcomer trundle by along the road.

      The old man sitting in the front of the cart had a kindly look about him and sang to himself in a cheery melody that couldn’t stop a smile from forming on Erron’s face. The old man’s cart was covered by a thick patched leather sheet, which would keep his wares dry if it rained. Other goods were kept in bulging sacks and bags that hung from the side of the car. Two burly-looking dappled horses hauled the heavy cart and the old man along the road.

      When Erron had first heard someone along this strip of road, he had expected to run into the bandits themselves. It was pure luck that it hadn’t been The Jackals, but instead what appeared to be a kindly old merchant. Erron cursed inwardly when he realized that because of this secretive activity, he wouldn’t be able to greet the old man when he passed by Hope’s End. The old merchant undoubtedly had a plethora of interesting and exotic things in that cart, as all traveling merchants seemed to.

      Erron sighed with relief as the old man’s song faded into the distance. He was out of view and out of earshot now, so Erron could continue doing what must be done. Erron turned back toward the horse and went to unbuckle the bridle, but found himself face to face with a trio of dirty-looking bandits.

      “Well, well, well, what have we here?” the center bandit asked. He wore a quiver on his back and held the bow in one hand. He was distinctly cleaner and more well-presented than the other two, which meant he was probably the leader.

      “Somebody’s wandered in where they don’t belong,” another bald-headed bandit said as he cracked his knuckles in an open show of aggression.

      The other bandit stayed silent, but both of his hands lay idly on the pommels of the daggers strapped to his hips. That message was loud and clear even without a single word being spoken. Step wrong, and I’ll perforate you.

      Erron looked for any sign of the dagger sigil on the clothes of these bandits but found none. They dressed in a strange, haphazard fashion, without any unifying design or colors. The more organized and robust a bandit troop was, the more inclination they had toward choosing a sigil or specific color to identify themselves. These Jackals reminded Erron of the mangy, aggressive types of hounds that could only be found in the dry expanse beyond the Wildlands to the south. The bigger the pack, the more dangerous they were.

      These three were seasoned killers. Erron hadn’t even realized they were there, so he had no chance to get the drop on them. That was the only reason he’d been able to triumph against the assassins sent by the Crimson Dagger.

      This time, he’d left his rear flank unguarded and opened himself to attack, but he had been distracted by the old man. He stopped chiding himself quickly, because he’d always had his crew to watch his back in the past. That was definitely something he missed now that he’d gone it alone. Was there any way that he could make a fiend that could serve the same function?

      “Hello, gentlemen. I’m sorry if I’ve trespassed in your woods, but I mean you no offense. I have nothing of value on me except this horse and cart, and you’re welcome to it, if you’ll let me peacefully pass by,” Erron said.

      The leader, the one holding the bow, took a step forward toward Erron. “We’ll take it from you kindly. But we’ll be the judge on whether you’ve got nothing else of value on you. Kog, Wendell, search this fool!”

      Erron spread his arms and let the bandits search him. Their faces lit up when they heard the clink of crowns and bones in one of Erron’s pockets. He’d left the majority of his meager wealth back at Hope’s End in the crawlspace but had taken enough with him just in case there was need for some spending coin. Erron decided to play up the helpless farmer narrative a little, in the hopes that these bandits would make a mistake that he could capitalize on. He still had a sword strapped to his belt, after all. He’d never leave the farm without it.

      “That’s all the money I have in the world,” Erron pleaded, playing up the desperate farmer act even further, to lull them into a false sense of security. “If you take that, I’ll be destitute. Take my horse and my cart but leave me my crowns and bones!”

      “These woods belong to The Jackals,” said Kog, the big muscly bruiser.

      “We’ve just got to make sure you learn your lesson,” sneered Wendell. He was close enough now that he would be able to draw a dagger and end Erron’s life if he chose to.

      The leader had a strange look on his face while the other two bandits searched Erron. “You know, there’s something that I don’t understand. We watched you head north with your horse and cart with nothing in the back except for some bloody rags, and you drove it off the road the moment someone came the other direction. What’s your game?”

      Here we go, Erron thought to himself. He started planning in his head about which of these he would cut down first, and how he might best be able to survive a fight that was one against three. His fur-lined clothes hid his chainmail, but one strike from these bandits would reveal to them that Erron definitely was more than he appeared to be.

      “Those bloody clothes are mine,” Erron said. “They’re soiled from a deer I slaughtered this morning. And the reason I left the road was because I thought that the person approaching from the other direction might have been one of you! The people of Harrow are terrified of The Jackals, and I didn’t mean to encroach on your land. I only meant to pass by.”

      The leader sneered at him and twitched his mouth to the side. “I reckon that sounds like a load of horse shit. It seems to me like you’ve got yourself in trouble, and you didn’t want to be found out. So you wandered into our woods, maybe looking to leave the evidence here, so people would think we did whatever it is that you’ve done. Have I got that right?”

      The leader inclined his head, which was the signal for Kog to disarm Erron. The bandit pulled Erron’s sword from its scabbard and threw it to the ground behind the group of bandits.

      A cold feeling crept over Erron. The likelihood of him surviving this encounter just dropped dramatically. If only he’d commanded his fleshwargs to shadow him in the forest and protect him, maybe this would have worked out okay, but as it stood, it looked like this was going to be the end of the road.

      Unless…

      Erron sent a mental command to his pack of fleshwargs through the arcane core for them to come to his defense. He commanded his fiends to destroy anything and anyone that meant to do Erron harm.

      Erron had no weapon except for his own body, but his will to survive was stronger than ever. He hadn’t come this far just to come this far. He’d slain bandit kings, and he’d survived. He’d driven undead wights back into their barrows, and he’d survived. He’d fought unholy aberrations from the cosmic realm, and he’d survived. He’d been imprisoned by High King Hecton’s guards, and he’d escaped from their dungeons and survived.

      Erron Vangian was not going to die at the hands of a trio of dirty bandits that called themselves The Jackals.

      While the three bandits seemed to think they’d won this fight already, Erron used their lax attitude to turn the fight in his favor. He needed to take the big one out first, so he struck out with his right hand and slammed his outstretched fingers into Kog’s thick throat. Erron felt something crunch under his fingers as the big man immediately fell to his knees and gasped for breath. Then Wendell drew his daggers, but Erron immediately rolled to the other side of the big man, right toward his sword. He reached for his sword once again, then grabbed it.

      Kog couldn’t move, so Erron blocked both the potential shots from the leader’s bow, and stopped Wendell from being able to get close to him. He could have killed Kog right away, but Erron felt like there was value in keeping him alive for the moment. It was clear that these bandits didn’t want to hurt their own; otherwise, they would have already killed Kog and removed the obstacle he presented from the battleground.

      “How do you think this is going to end?” the leader asked.

      “With you three dead, giving me three more corpses to play with.” Erron narrowed his eyes at the leader, who had no idea how to respond to that. “You picked a fight with the wrong man.”

      Erron thought that he saw a flash of uncertainty or panic in the bandit trio’s leader’s eyes, but it disappeared again quickly.

      “And you have no idea who you were dealing with. I am Jahira the Jackal! And these are my loyal dogs. You’re not leaving this forest alive, but if you lay down your sword, I’ll grant you a swift death.”

      Just beyond Jahira and Wendell, Erron saw something that made his heart beat faster. Pink and gray blurs wove between the thick tree trunks of the forest, kicking up leaf litter as they rushed toward the fight. His own trio of fleshwargs had heard his command and were coming to his aid.

      Jahira monologued a little longer, as self-assured miscreants were inclined to do, but Erron just waited as the seconds ticked by. His wargs, even the timid one, leapt onto the two bandits’ backs and tore them apart. Erron stabbed Kog through his back, aiming for his heart to end things quickly. The hacking coughs turned into a panicked yelp as the blade entered, and a second later, Kog pitched forward into the leaf litter, dead.

      Jahira tried to crawl away from the two wargs that savaged his back. He raised a hand at Erron, as though he expected the man who he’d just tried to kill to save him. Erron called his dogs off, and for a moment, the bandit leader thought he’d gotten another chance.

      Erron stood above Jahira as he feebly tried to crawl forward. “I don’t think you intended to give me an easy death for a second. But I’m not like you.” With that, Erron stabbed Jahira through the back and ended the Jackal’s life.

      This would not be the end of the issues with the bandits. If Jahira had been their leader, then someone would step up to take his place. If they had a stronghold here in the forest, then maybe Erron had a regular source of new raw materials to use for his fiend forging. If these truly were the type of people who preyed upon the innocent, then he was doing this land a service.

      Despite the fact that the magic that ran through his land was a dark necromantic type of magic, Erron would use its powers for good, and not evil.
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      Erron considered taking the head of the Jackal with him. It went against every fiber of his being to leave the head of a bandit clan leader behind after slaying him. More often than not, you could kill bandits and present their heads to the local Baron or Lord and expect to receive some kind of reward for services rendered, but this would raise questions. Questions that Erron had absolutely no intention of answering.

      He left the body of Jahira the Jackal behind, but after returning to Hope’s End, he commanded the orc to head back and grab the bodies of Kog and Wendell. Erron hadn’t encountered any other people on the road as he walked back to Hope’s End, but he stayed close to the edge of the forest just in case he needed to disappear. His trio of loyal fiends stayed out of sight as they followed along under the cover of the forest, just in case. This served a dual purpose: First, they remained hidden from view, and second, if there were more bandits waiting in the wings, the fiends would be able to take care of them.

      Thankfully, Erron returned to Hope’s End without delay or interruption. During the march back, he decided that at the very least he would replace one of his wargs with a risen human. He hadn’t brought another human back from the dead yet and was curious as to what form they might take. Everything else he brought back seemed to rise as a callback to an earlier time in history, and there were various legends about savage and untamed protohumans that still lived in the wild and uncivilized lands beyond the borders of the Five Kingdoms.

      Erron also had another idea that he wanted to explore further. Based on what happened with the three-headed warg-blob aberration and the form that the primal troll took, it was obvious that however a creature was buried would define the shape and function it took when it was resurrected.

      His Fiend Forging ability was only level 2, and the only way he knew that he would be able to raise this further was by making more fiends. He didn’t quite know how the arcane core calculated and added the experience he accumulated each night, but Erron felt as though commanding his fiends might also contribute toward his Fiend Forging ability.

      The number of fiends he could control at any one time was defined by something called a domination cap. At this time, Erron could control four loyal fiends. He currently had the orc, and three fleshwargs under his command. He was now in possession of three complete and mostly intact human corpses. Flint Mason had been torn in half, but there were no pieces missing. If he buried all three of those at Hope’s End overnight, there would be seven total risen fiends on his farm, but only four of those would be loyal.

      He had intended to use the fleshwargs as night sentries for his farm. Erron was human and would need a good night’s sleep every night for the rest of his life. Therefore, he would need someone to guard him and his land while he slept. While his powers were still growing, he would need to make a difficult yet important decision about which fiends he kept and which he discarded.

      These hairless wargs had saved his life against the bandits today, but they would likely freeze by the time winter came because their pelts had been removed. Was it worth killing these three wargs now, so he could raise three loyal workers tomorrow?

      Erron shook his head. He wouldn’t be able to do it tonight, no matter how much he wanted to. If David Shepherd was coming by his farm tomorrow to take him into Harrow, he couldn’t risk another situation like the one that happened today. He would not have another Flint Mason on his conscience, and two missing villagers would raise far more questions than one.

      The corpses would keep for a day. They would have to.

      When Erron returned to the farm, it was around midday, so he cut the last of the venison into strips and cooked them over the fire. Venison wasn’t bad, but there was certainly more that could be done to diversify his diet. If he was going to destroy the fleshwargs in a few days’ time, then maybe Erron could use them to his advantage while he had them.

      While Erron waited for the orc to drag the corpses back to Hope’s End, he set out to the north of his farmland, weaving in between bramble patches and other overgrown areas of his land that would need to be cleared at some point. Eventually, he came to the northern edge of his property which backed onto the forest.

      Even though Erron didn’t have his own bow and arrow just yet, it didn’t mean that he was without the means of hunting prey. Wild wolves were very good at hunting prey animals, especially in packs. They kept themselves alive by hunting prey animals, and while he had a pack of fleshwargs at his command, Erron would secure some more meat for the coming days.

      The wargs stalked through the forest silently as Erron tried to remain as quiet as possible as well. His Hunter’s Eyes ability highlighted a number of smaller prey animals that lived in the trees, like squirrels and game birds that he would not be able to take down without a bow and arrow. That was fine because he was sure he would find something else before returning. He did move more quietly now too, although he was nowhere near as quiet a predator as the wargs.

      Eventually, Erron and the wargs came across a pair of brush turkeys, which were not as meaty or satisfying as their plumper cousins which they cooked for celebrations in the Northern Kingdoms. But just because they weren’t as plump or tasty as the alternatives, that didn’t mean that they wouldn’t keep Erron’s and his fiends’ bellies full.

      He commanded the wargs to attack the two turkeys, but to avoid completely destroying them. The wargs tried their best, but the brush turkeys were quick and wary. One of the wargs crunched down on one of the turkeys’ wings, which stopped it from flying away. The warg kept hold of that turkey until Erron could come and finish it off. Erron took its head off with a slash of his sword and gave that head as a reward to the warg that had caught it.

      It wasn’t long before the other pair of wargs took the other turkey down, and Erron did the same. This time, though, both wargs had to fight over the head, so Erron removed the turkeys slender, feather-covered neck, and threw it to the other warg. He didn’t want any of them to miss out.

      While he was in the forest, Erron kept an eye out for any interesting flora and used the arcane core to figure out the properties of the different things he found. There were many different herbs, mushrooms, flowers, and types of bark that could be used in potions and poultices.

      Each of these reagents had an interesting and varied set of properties, such as raising resistances to certain elements of magic, to increasing strength and vitality, or even boosting one’s own mental acuity. Erron found some of that lavender that Hazel had mentioned, and he was particularly interested in the process of refining it into lavender oil, which would help guard against those evil dreams that haunted his sleeping hours.

      By the time they were done in the forest, Erron’s pack was completely full of interesting reagents, and they managed to take down a total of five brush turkeys. The wargs enjoyed the crunchy severed heads of the birds as though they were the tastiest treats in the world.

      The orc had killed these wargs the first time, and Erron was gearing up to do the same to them again, so it was only right that they enjoyed themselves and what would be their last few days in this world. He couldn’t just let them free. If someone captured one and tried to figure out where it came from, that could raise all manner of problems.

      Once Erron was back at Hope’s End, he prepped two of the brush turkeys for roasting, which was a rather messy process that required the emptying of the chest and abdominal cavity of organs, then plucking the feathers from the skin. This was a rather tedious process, but necessary if one wanted to experience the pleasure of roasted bird skin, which was always rather tasty. He noted that butchering the birds was significantly easier than he remembered it being, which was probably due to his increased Survival skill.

      Clobber continued on with his chores, and Erron gave him some words of appreciation as he brought another fallen tree over to the growing pile. The axe that Clobber had been using had broken already, so the big orc was now just pushing the trees over until they snapped. It made for splintered ends, but at least the trees had been torn down and their branches removed. The smaller branches that the orc tore from the trunks were all stacked in a haphazard pile of kindling that Erron would be able to use to get his fire going again once it went out.

      Once the turkeys were skewered on a wooden roasting branch, Erron filled up his watering can and saw to watering his pumpkins. He would need to get the rest of the vegetables planted soon if he wanted to be able to harvest them before winter hooked its icy claws into Hope’s End. To that end, Erron tilled another vegetable patch near the pumpkins, and this time, he put some of the pulverized remains of the primal troll into the soil and mixed it around.

      Erron placed his hand onto the soil that was mixed with the blood and bone mixture, and the arcane core displayed some information which confirmed that the quality of this soil had increased with the addition of the fertilizer.

      Erron tilled the fertilized soil and sowed the lettuce seeds in parallel lines. Back in The Exiles, they had grown lettuce in clumps in half barrels filled with soil. The lettuce itself grew in clusters, which the kitchen hands would slice off and use as they needed it. However, that wouldn’t quite work for what Erron had planned. He would need to be able to harvest these lettuces to be able to sell them at Harrow, so when he sowed the seeds, he placed each a little way apart from the next. He wouldn’t need to worry about not having enough room for the lettuces to grow, because Hope’s End was absolutely massive. He had room to spread out.

      While Erron tended to his farm, he sent the fleshwargs out on a mission. They had been excellent at hunting the brush turkeys, but Erron wanted to know whether it was possible for them to do this on their own, without his direction. If he could send them to hunt by themselves and bring their prey back to the farmhouse, then Erron would be able to ensure he always had a decent meat supply. It might mean forgoing some of the survival skill experience himself but what if giving his fiends missions actually leveled up his fiend forging skill instead?

      He would have to have a look at the breakdown of how those skills were calculated when he went to sleep later that night.

      By the time the sun was on the horizon, Erron had tilled two new vegetable patches. One of them was sowed with lettuce seeds, and he planted a good amount of cabbage in the other. He checked the soil quality again with the arcane core, and it once again confirmed that it was of a higher quality than the soil he had planted the pumpkins in. The arcane core seemed to rate the soil quality on a scale of one to five stars. The pumpkin patch had a quality of two stars, and the other patches had a quality of three stars. Erron would need to figure out how he could increase the quality of his soil to its maximum amount. If the soil was good, then the crops would grow even better.

      As he watered the third and last patch of vegetables, Erron decided that the more crops he planted, the more watering he would need to do. But he might not need to do it himself, if he could raise a fiend to do it for him. In fact, if he had enough loyal fiends working his farm, Erron might not need to do a lot of work himself at all.

      The fleshwargs returned sporadically as Erron finished his chores for the day. They brought back a number of different forest creatures, from squirrels, to rabbits, to another couple of brush turkeys. Erron allowed his fleshwargs to eat whatever they brought back, because Erron had enough to keep himself going for at least a couple of days.

      This exercise was really just to make sure that the fleshwargs could follow his instructions autonomously while Erron was doing other chores. Something worrisome did happen when the wargs came back from the forest the very last time. The timid one had an arrow sticking out of its flank, but the arrow was strange. It was almost like it was a half-sized arrow, far too small to be fired from any bow used by men or elves. What else lived in that forest aside from wildlife and the remaining members of The Jackals bandit clan?

      That would be something to investigate later. Erron commanded his wargs to remain on the farm now for the rest of the night. He preemptively ordered them to stand watch outside the ruins of the farmhouse while he slept, so the orc could get some decent sleep as well.

      Some of the creatures the fleshwargs brought back were pretty mangled, but that was fine because they were going to end up as dog food anyway. The wargs crunched away on their food, while Erron and Clobber enjoyed roasted brush turkey for dinner. Erron carefully carved away the meat from the carcass, but Clobber grabbed the brush turkey in one hand and crunched the whole thing in its massive jaws, bones and all. Erron couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Are you enjoying that, big guy?” Erron asked.

      Clobber grinned a tusk-filled smile at Erron and nodded enthusiastically. “Me love crunch meat.”

      Erron put a hand on Clobber’s shoulder in camaraderie, and he was shocked to see an updated information panel appear for Clobber with some significant changes.

      
        
        Clobber

        Level 3 Orc

        Quality: Common

        Health Points: 32

        Mana: 0

        Strength: 9

        Intelligence: 4

        Constitution: 9

        Charisma: 1

        Dexterity: 5

        Wisdom: 1

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Heavy Lifting, Mighty Blow

        Attributes:

        Strong

      

      

      Clobber’s health points had increased from 26 to 32, and both his Strength and Constitution scores had increased from 8 to 9 each. Even his Intelligence rose from 3 to 4, which was a pleasant surprise. Under the attribute section, which previously showed two different attributes: Strong and Volatile, it now only showed one attribute. Strong. More importantly, the information panel now showed Clobber’s name. He wasn’t just a generic orc anymore. Clobber had his own identity, and he was no longer just a berserker orc.

      Erron hadn’t consciously tried to direct the orc’s growth, but if he had given him specific tasks that aligned to some of those skills, was it possible for the orc to focus leveling in a certain way? Over the last few days, Erron had used the orc as the powerhouse of everything he’d done at Hope’s End. He’d given it many jobs to do, and Clobber had done these just as they had been commanded.

      Had he used Clobber to fight in combat for him, would he have retained the volatile modifier that he’d been resurrected with? This required further experimentation. Perhaps it wasn’t just the act of burying and resurrecting a fiend that influenced the way that the fiend functioned. Perhaps it was also about Erron guiding the fiend down a path and a direction he wanted the fiend to grow in.

      Maybe this whole process wasn’t just about raising monsters from the dead, but training them once they’d risen to become something more.

      He thought about the three dead bodies waiting to be buried. What function would they serve? Did he want them to become farmers? Soldiers? Would the fiend that was resurrected from Flint Mason be imbued with any of his knowledge in the act of stoneworking? Much further experimentation was required.

      A strange whooping noise came from the forest to the north as Erron finished off his dinner. The wargs immediately went on alert, but Erron raised a hand to steady them.

      Erron had nothing but fruit and meat for the last few days, so he would need to pick up some vegetables to tide him over until he could start growing his own. Living only off game for a few days was okay, but for an extended period of time? No. He could do some serious damage to his body if he allowed that to continue for too long.

      The high-pitched whooping noise came again, but closer now. Erron commanded the fleshwargs to head north and find out whatever had made that noise. If the creature was hostile, he wanted the wargs to kill it and bring it back so Erron could see what it was.

      The fleshwargs obeyed him and headed off into the darkness to the north. After a while, an indecipherable panicked jabbering filled the air, followed by snarls and barks from the fleshwargs. Everything fell silent, and a few minutes later, the fleshwargs returned with a small green-skinned creature. It was dead, naturally, but it appeared to be a goblin of a variety Erron didn’t recognize. Its skin had bark-like patches on it, and vines had been braided with its lank green hair.

      “Great,” Erron said to himself. “Not only do I have bandits and a dead stonemason to worry about, but now there are forest goblins who know where I live.”

      Goblins were opportunistic scavengers in small numbers, but when they gathered in great tribes, they could cause all manner of mischief. Suddenly, the decision between killing some of his fleshwargs and raising some humans as more loyal fiends became a much more difficult proposition.

      The night was still young, and even though Erron was tired from the day’s work, he didn’t want to turn in and go to sleep just yet. He headed back down into the crawl space and brought out the cryptic notebook. He wanted to spend a little bit more time with this document from Mazurak Harkin to see if there was anything that he could glean from its pages before setting out to investigate the abandoned wizard’s tower in the coming days.

      The inside of the notebook was still gobbledygook, but the more Erron looked at it and the more he touched it with his right hand, extending the arcane core’s field of understanding over the notebook, small inferences could be made. The arcane core detected that there were a total of 47 different written characters in this strange, looping script. It was very likely that these characters consisted of letters and numbers that equated to the 26 letters of the common alphabet, and the 10 numerals that made up the numeric system used across the Five Kingdoms. Some of these other characters appeared at what looked like the end of sentences or paragraphs, so some of these characters were punctuation marks, like full stops, question marks, and possibly exclamation marks.

      Erron would need to procure a notebook of his own while he was in Harrow, but paper was very expensive and usually reserved for the scribes of the Baron or Lord. Still, it was necessary, and Erron would need to obtain it at some stage. But the most important things for Erron to purchase would be the proper set of metal cooking implements and some vegetables to keep him going. Now that Erron knew that he could send the fleshwargs out to do his hunting, the bow and arrow purchase was less important than it had been at the start of the day.

      Before turning in for the night and awaiting the inevitable descent of his daily terrifying nightmares, Erron packaged up everything that he meant to sell in Harrow the very next day. There were more bramble figs, a vast amount of rope, and the collected reagents from the forest. He kept some of these in reserve to use in his own potions and creations, just like he kept the plucked feathers and down from the brush turkeys to eventually make his own down-filled pillows and blankets.

      He left Clobber and the fleshwargs to watch over his farm while he descended into the crawlspace and let sleep take him over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The nightmare came swiftly and without remorse. Shadows crept up from the grass beneath Erron’s feet and crawled up his body until they entered everywhere they could find ingress. It felt like the shadows were searching for something as they raced through his mind and body, and Erron could only beg in his mind for the shadows to tell him what they wanted.

      “Tell me what you want, and if it’s in my power, then I shall do it! Anything to make these accursed nightmares stop!” Erron said, even with the shadows filling his mouth.

      And suddenly, he opened his eyes in his dreams, and once again, he was at the foot of the hill under the moonlight with the arcane core blazing at its zenith. Had the lavender he’d placed under his pillow actually helped chase the nightmare away earlier than normal?

      
        
        Hope’s End Summary: Day 4

        Farming: +657 experience

        Foraging: +145 experience

        Combat: +454 experience

        Survival: +256 experience

        Cooking: +176 experience

        Crafting: +58 experience

        Fiend Forging: +476 experience

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Farming Level 3!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        •      Harvesting Efficiency (Rank 1): Harvesting your crops now uses less stamina.

        •      Farming Basics: Recipes for Basic Fertilizer, Basic Retaining Soil, and Scarecrows have now been unlocked.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Combat Level 3!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        •      Toughness (Rank 1): Your armor ratings are now increased by 5%

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Fiend Forging Level 3!

        •      Item-Based Skill Training (Rank 1): You can now bury corpses with basic equipment, which will imbue those fiends with skills according to those items.

        •      Domination Cap Increased: You can now have a maximum of five fiends under your control at any given time.

      

      

      Before Erron dismissed the daily summary, he expanded the fiend forging section, which had a far higher experience value than he originally anticipated it would be. There had to be some reason why fiend forging was so much higher than he had expected.

      Erron grinned as he saw that the breakdown included a number of entries for giving his fiends an order, and for that order being successfully carried out. He also got more fiend forging experience for the couple of times when Clobber had leveled up as well. This was excellent news. It meant that Erron wouldn’t have to kill or destroy any of his fiends just yet. He could still utilize his fleshwargs and level up his Fiend Forging ability by setting them tasks that they then carried out.

      Yes, of course, the domination cap still existed, but that was increased by one overnight. Now Erron could have a grand total of five loyal fiends at once, instead of the limit of three that he originally started with. Clobber wasn’t going anywhere, and even though the timid fleshwarg was not useful in combat, it still increased the strength of the entire pack as a whole. If Erron only had two fleshwargs, then their presence wouldn’t be nearly as intimidating as a group of three. It would also reduce their tactical options in a fight. As it stood, Erron would be able to raise at least one of the human corpses into another loyal fiend and experiment further from there.

      Erron decided that he was going to do that to one of the bandits, rather than doing it to Flint Mason just yet. Depending on how his visit to Harrow went, and what had happened so far about Flint’s disappearance, then Erron might hold off further before taking any action with Flint’s body. If he had to plant it there at the bandit’s hideout to get the people of Harrow off his trail if things went bad, then he would do that. However it did raise one significant concern. If anyone came by Hope’s End while Erron was in Harrow today, there was a chance that they would find his body.

      So before Erron set out, he would need to bring Flint’s body down into the crawlspace and leave it there until he was ready to do something with it. Before Erron bid himself to wake, he had some questions for the arcane core. It pulsed pleasantly in front of him as Erron approached.

      “Good morning, Master Vangian.”

      “Do you have a name? I feel bad just calling you the arcane core.”

      The core pulse quickly a couple of times. “I am not a sentient being, so I do not require a name. However it has become apparent that you prefer to give things names. You called the orc Clobber, for example. Would you be more comfortable if you provided me with a name?”

      “I guess so, but I don’t want to give you a name. I want to call you whatever it is that you are called.”

      “I am not called anything. I was created as a forge of understanding. I have never been in need of a name before. I do not possess emotions, wants, or needs, but I would be comfortable with you choosing a name for me.”

      That was a tough one. The arcane core didn’t sound quite like a man or a woman, but rather neutrality itself. Coming up with a name for it was a difficult proposition. Erron mused over this for some time before making some combinations of the word arcane and core try to fit together. Eventually, he found something that might work.

      “How would you feel if I called you Arcoria?”

      “I would not feel anything, but I would have no objections.”

      “Very well. From now on, you shall be known as Arcoria. I have one question before I bid you wake me. These nightmares that plague my sleep every night, they are tied to the magic of this land, aren’t they?”

      “I believe so. However, I require further information to be able to confirm this. Earlier, you felt as though this shadowy entity was trying to understand you. I believe that is very likely its intent. If it means to do you harm, it possesses the power reserves to not only hurt you, but utterly destroy you. It is an extremely powerful entity, one that I have never before encountered, and one that does not exist in the information that was imparted to me by the mage council of Lutheron Lake. The power you use to raise fiends from the dead belongs to this same entity, channeled through the infusion of power that swells within you while you dream. I am concerned that prolonged use of this ability will not only grow your skill in fiend forging, but it will also grow the strength of this entity.”

      Erron nodded. It was a sobering thought, but it didn’t feel too far from the truth. Nothing ever gave power willingly if there wasn’t something for it to gain in return. It just became a matter of whether or not Erron could stand against it if the time came when he had to.

      “Do you think this entity is human?” Erron asked.

      “Unknown. More information is required. May I make a suggestion?”

      “Of course you can, Arcoria. Tell me.”

      “There exists a significant objection to dark magic in this area of the Five Kingdoms. You have four risen fiends under your control which were brought back by dark necromantic magic. If these beasts were to be discovered by the people of Harrow, you may suddenly find yourself a very unpopular person. You would do well to think hard about what your plans might be if the true nature of what you are doing here is uncovered.”

      Erron nodded slowly. “I would hope that I could keep this under wraps for as long as possible, but there is wisdom in your words. Perhaps I should start by deciding how to protect the existence of my fiends from those who might seek to destroy them. It doesn’t help that I’ve got someone coming very soon to help build a bridge, and that the other person who was meant to help build that bridge was killed by one of my own monsters.”

      “I would encourage extreme caution when approaching this situation. Are you sure that you could not build a bridge across the ravine yourself?”

      Erron shook his head. “I don’t have the knowledge of how to do that.”

      “Could you locate reference material on how to build structures like a bridge? When you wake, I will show you what I am capable of. I can assist you in the construction of different structures, similar to how I can show you the properties of different things. If there is enough time, perhaps we can construct the walls of your new shelter before you leave for Harrow this morning. All you will need to begin are some thin trees, such as those that Clobber has already harvested, along with some fibrous rope. Not the thicker one that you’ve recently made, but the thinner one to start with.”

      “Okay, well, you’d better wake me up so we can get started.”

      Arcoria pulsed pleasantly and then Erron’s eyes fluttered awake. He headed topside and was happy to see two of his fleshwargs sleeping soundly in the corner of the ruined farmhouse, with Clobber snoring nearby. The biggest fleshwarg stood near the door and thumped its tail against the floor when it saw Erron emerge.

      “Good morning to you too,” Erron said, and the warg’s tail thumped even harder.

      All of his fiends looked like they’d passed the night in relative peace, and the smell of fermented cave bear piss had all but dissipated. His fiends were all still alive, none had any new wounds or injuries, and they were all together. It was nice to pass through the night mostly uneventfully. The sun had barely peeked over the horizon to the east, so Erron had some time before David Shepherd would arrive to take him to Harrow.

      Erron dropped Flint Mason’s body down into the crawl space, where it would have to remain until he was ready to do something with it. The rest of his fiends had come back in a form that was very different from the one they went in as, but he didn’t want to risk anyone recognizing a risen Flint Mason if a human was to come back with similar features as he went in with.

      Erron had a cup of water from the well but skipped breakfast. If he was going into town today, it might be a good idea to pop into the inn and catch up on the latest gossip. Plus, a home-cooked meal in the company of others sounded like just the thing to raise his spirits.

      He made sure to take the rest of his crowns and bones with him this time, which should be more than enough for him to purchase what he needed while he was in Harrow.

      Eager to see exactly what Arcoria mentioned earlier about being able to help with construction, Erron went out into the farmland to figure out the best place for him to put his new farmhouse. His goal was to convert this crumbling ruin into a barn or a shed of some variety, so he could keep the crawlspace a secret if anyone else ever came out to the farm. There were many different structures that Erron would have to build here, but the farmhouse was the first that needed to be done.

      There was a clear section of land a little closer to the road where Erron decided he would start making his new shelter. The vegetable patches he planted so far were just behind this new location. Once this one was built, he would be able to wake in the morning to see the progress of his new crops.

      He gave Clobber the job of watering the plants for the day while Erron worked on this new construction project with Arcoria. The moment Erron started thinking about the construction project, a new interface appeared that had a number of different structures listed in it that the arcane core knew how to build.

      There was a plan here for a crude cabin, which needed a grand total of 160 pieces of wood and a huge amount of woven rope. When Erron selected this, he was stunned to see that a ghostly projection of the structure appeared in front of his eyes. His right palm pulsed with energy from Arcoria, and when Erron raised his hand the projection moved. Lifting his hand up made the structure move further away from him, bringing his hand back down brought the structure closer, and moving his hand laterally from left to right moved the projection in a circle around Erron.

      “Frozen Hells, this is incredible,” Erron said to himself. “Carpenters and stonemasons all over the Five Kingdoms would kill for magical abilities like this.”

      It suddenly dawned on Erron just how powerful this arcane core truly was. Not only did it increase one’s abilities of those who used it, but it also added an entirely new layer of information to the world which was not possible for anyone else to access. It was like having an unfair advantage over everybody else.

      Just what could this arcane core do? Were there any limitations to the extent of its abilities? Could it be trained to recognize fighting styles and identify what kind of technique a fighter had when facing off against them one-on-one? That would make it incredibly easy to figure out the best way of defeating an opponent, because every technique had its strengths and weaknesses.

      Erron felt like he was just scratching the surface, and there was so much more to learn. Before he had a chance to do anything else, he heard the sound of a bell clanging from toward the road. That was the sign that Master David Shepherd was approaching and would be ready to pick him up soon.

      Erron quickly headed back into the crumbling farmhouse and grabbed his laden pack. He slipped it onto both shoulders and gave his fiends some orders to carry out while he was gone for the day. He was taking pretty much all the rope he had into town to sell, so he would need lots of new raw materials to make more. Especially if he needed to use those in the construction of his new house.

      Clobber acknowledged the command and got to work. Erron commanded the fleshwargs to do some more hunting, and once they’d found enough meat, they were to start investigating the location of the woodland goblins who lived in the forest to the north. Erron was very clear when he told the fleshwargs not to engage with those goblins, but just to locate them, so he could gauge just how much of a threat they were.

      Master Shepherd waited for Erron on the other side of the ravine, just in front of the wooden sign to Hope’s End. He waved as Erron approached. Erron awkwardly clambered down one side of the ravine and up the other. There would have to be a better way to do this. Erron would have to come up with some kind of wooden bridge to cross the ravine just for himself until a more permanent structure could be built to accommodate heavy carts. Six weeks was a long time to wait, and would likely be even longer now with Flint Mason dead.

      By the time Erron climbed up the other side of the ravine, he was covered in dirt and sweat, and the weight of his pack was making him move very slowly.

      “Well, that looked awkward,” Master Shepherd said as Erron approached. “How about you put your pack in the back with my wool? Plenty of room in there.”

      Erron was grateful he wouldn’t have to carry it with him any longer. He shouldered it off and slipped it into the back of the cart. There was no way he’d be able to carry a pack like this from Hope’s End all the way into Harrow and back whenever he needed to sell something. He would need to purchase a horse and cart for his own use at some point soon, but that still required a bridge to be built first.

      “Thank you again for coming by, Master Shepherd. I really appreciate you doing me this favor. This certainly is a very unforgiving land.”

      “You picked the right spot to be tested, young Master. Have you had any troubles with The Jackals yet?”

      Erron shook his head, but his teeth clenched tight. “No, no trouble with bandits. Just a few curious wolves.”

      “I passed by a couple of the Harrow Town Guard riders on my journey here this morning. It looks like they found a horse and cart in the woods. It looks like a pretty messy scene. How was Flint when you saw him?”

      “I meant to ask you if something happened to Master Mason. He never arrived yesterday, so I assumed he must have hurt himself while fixing your stone wall.”

      Shepherd nodded slowly. “I had my fears the moment I saw the cart. There’s no mistaking the reinforced axle—it was definitely Flint’s. I have no doubt in my mind that Master Mason has met with an unfortunate end. So, he never arrived yesterday?”

      Erron shook his head. “I waited for him, but no. He never arrived.”

      “Those damned Jackals must have attacked him while he was on his way here. I just hope they took him back to their hideout for ransom. Flint is a good man, and he doesn’t deserve an end like that.”

      Erron said nothing further on the subject, and soon their talk turned to more pleasant business. The wool in the back of the car would go to Baron Algrim’s people and be turned into warm clothes for the winter. David had a lucrative contract with Baron Algrim to provide the townsguard with adequate wool to keep them warm, and he was hopeful that the quality of the wool produced by his sheep this year might also impress Lord Keleth Garthanon of Daggerspine Keep.

      A contract with the Lord of a great house would be a boon not only for Master David Shepherd, but also for Baron Algrim Garthanon and the Barony. Algrim would prove to his father that he was capable of supporting the cultivation of high-quality trade goods, cementing Algrim’s place as the lord of the Harrow Holdfast. Maybe that was an angle that Erron could play up if he came face to face with Lord Garthanon once again.

      With the stonemason gone, there would likely be a massive search conducted and local retribution rained down on the perceived perpetrators. Erron only hoped that he’d done enough to divert the attention from himself to the remaining bandits living in the forest. Perhaps if he spread the untruth that the bandits had tried to visit him at Hope’s End he could spread that suspicion even further.

      He and the shepherd rode into Harrow together, and this time, Erron let himself off the back of the cart the moment they arrived into town. He told the shepherd that he wanted to get some warm food in his belly, and that he hadn’t eaten well since arriving in Harrow. The shepherd bid him well. It would be a few hours before he planned on heading back, but he did want to get going around lunch time.

      Erron said that would be fine, and he would see the shepherd later. They agreed to meet up outside the Kit and Clover when they were both ready to go.
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      Erron’s first stop was also the Kit and Clover. He ducked into the inn, which smelled incredible. Freshly baked bread, sizzling bacon, and frying eggs made his mouth water the moment he entered the building. He asked for a table, and the pleasant-looking serving girl was more than happy to oblige. Erron chose a table close to the corner, where his back was against the wall.

      It was a force of habit to seek out a place to sit where one could ensure that they wouldn’t receive a knife in the back while enjoying a meal. Erron didn’t have any reason to think that anyone in Harrow meant him harm, but old habits die hard. And those old habits that you once relied on to keep you alive were the most difficult to break.

      Erron handed a palmful of bones to the serving girl and she said that the food wouldn’t be long. It was a pretty full house in the Kit and Clover that morning, and Erron used this opportunity to take stock of the people who were in his town.

      He recognized a few familiar faces from last time, even though he couldn’t remember exactly what their names were. There was one lady who wore her blush extremely thick, almost like she had the beginning stages of frostbite on her cheeks. Then there was the old man with muttonchops that she looked to be gossiping with. There were a trio of bleary-eyed young men who looked like they’d done some heavy drinking the night before, and one of them had a black eye. He’d seen the same group before right here too.

      Eventually, he would find out who these people were and likely be as familiar with them as he was with David Shepherd and Hazel Wormwood. There was one man who sat near the bar who had been here the last time Erron was in the Kit and Clover as well. He was probably the local town drunk, which was always a very important person to have in your pocket. If you kept their drinks flowing, then they’d keep the information flowing back to you.

      No one knows the business of a city like the drunkards. They are the ones who can tell you the names belonging to new faces, and are adept at needling out secrets from people who would prefer their tongues stay silent. This one fellow sitting at the bar had particularly rosy cheeks, and a large bulbous nose with a spider web of burst blood vessels running all over it like the dreaded red rot.

      Erron had no doubt that this fellow would absolutely know what was happening in Harrow unlike anyone else in the entire town. However, now wasn’t the right time to go and introduce himself to this person. Seeking out the company of a drunk at first light was more apt to raise further questions than anything else. That was one thing that Erron wanted to limit as much as possible. He didn’t want people wondering about him. He didn’t want to be on their minds at all. Not until he could control what was said and in what context.

      The food was delicious in the way that only small-town food could be. Everything was so fresh that it had probably just come in off the farm, which meant that someone somewhere around here had chickens and swine. This meant that Master Shepherd was not the only person who kept animals for Baron Algrim. It might be worth exploring whether there were any gaps in the supply for the holdfast, and Erron might be able to take on the raising of some animals of his own.

      Despite his happiness to pursue fiend forging for the moment, Erron had an inkling that it would not be the only thing that he could do to make a living here in Harrow. The fiends were simply a means to an end. They were hunters and laborers, and if things went well, possibly soldiers, but that was something that would come secondary to the business of growing crops and tending his land.

      The inn was abuzz with discussion about The Jackals and the disappearance of Flint the stonemason. As he ate, Erron considered whether it was wise for him to get involved with this conversation now. The only thing that he would be able to say about the matter was that Flint was due to come out to his property, but he had never shown up. Would it be best to raise this matter with Baron Algrim first, or would it be advantageous to drop some breadcrumbs here in amongst the people of Harrow that Flint had never made it to his farm?

      Gossip amongst the smallfolk was an incredibly powerful thing in some smallholdings. Leaving the right comment with the right person could change the way that everyone perceived you. If you could identify who was at the center of all the rumors and gossip in a small town, you could influence the narrative quite substantially. If Erron was going to be here in Harrow for quite some time, then this was going to be an important element to learn and discover.

      Those who spoke about Flint did so in hushed whispers, almost like they didn’t want to be overheard. It was almost like discussing a disappearance was taboo for some reason. These people were meant to be superstitious, but this not was not a matter of superstition. This was a matter of one of their fellow people going missing. Suddenly, someone at the bar at the front of the Kit and Clover went sprawling out onto the floor, having been knocked off their chair by a big man with his hand clenched into a fist.

      The man on the floor was scrawny and dirty, almost like he’d not bathed for quite some time. There was no smell that Erron could detect, which meant that the choice to look like he was a vagrant was a conscious one. This was very likely someone who was either used to living in filth or someone like Erron who preferred to play with people’s perceptions.

      The big man with his hands squeezed into fists lifted his arm up for another strike.

      “I’m telling you, Kariak, you better tell me everything you know about my brother’s disappearance. I know you used to run with The Jackals, and just because you defected to work for the townsguard now, doesn’t mean that you can’t help. Why would they do this? Why would they take my brother?”

      Kariak spat a wad of blood onto the floor and wiped his split lip. “I told you, Kevan! I don’t run with The Jackals anymore. I haven’t seen them for months. As for why they want your brother, they probably want him to help fix up the damn fort they’ve taken over in the woods. He’s a stonemason, right? Well, Fort Jackal has been falling apart ever since they took it over.”

      Flint’s brother shook with rage. He stooped down and went to punch Kariak again. Erron didn’t want to get himself involved in this any more than he had to, but he couldn’t watch an innocent man get murdered, and Erron had no doubt that was where this was headed if he didn’t step in.

      Erron stepped out of his booth and rushed across the inn. He grabbed Kevan’s arm and stopped it before he could pummel Kariak any further.

      “No more,” Erron said in his most commanding tone of voice.

      Kevan swung toward him, eyes wide and wild with fury. “Who do you think you are?”

      “I’m the guy who’s going to give you some news that you’re desperately going to want to hear. I just got into town, and we passed some of the townsguard on the way in.”

      The fight went out of Kevan and he slumped forward. “Did they find my brother? Did they find Flint?”

      “I don’t know about that, but they found his cart. I caught a ride into town with David Shepherd, who your brother saw just yesterday. The townsguard were with your brother’s cart in the forest. If you want more information, you’re not going to get it from Kariak. When the townsguard return, they’ll be reporting back to Baron Algrim. If you want to know what happened, you should talk to the townsguard commander, not beat Kariak into a pulp.”

      Kevan stop short of helping Kariak back to his feet. Kevan stormed out of the Kit and Clover on his way toward the townsguard barracks. Erron extended a hand toward Kariak and helped him back to his feet. Kariak dabbed the corner of his sleeve on his split lip and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Thank you, sir,” Kariak said.

      “I’m no knight, don’t call me Sir. My name is Erron, and I’m just a farmer.”

      “Well, Erron, it seems I’m in your debt. If you hadn’t stepped in, I don’t think I would have left here alive.”

      “Grief and fury can turn men into monsters. But there is something that you might do for me. Would you sit with me awhile? I’d like to ask you about your time with The Jackals.”

      Kariak’s eyes went wide then. “Like I told Kevan, I haven’t been with them for months. Things change so quickly that anything that I could tell you probably wouldn’t be worth the time it took in the telling.”

      “You don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine. But consider this instead. You might hold the secret to taking down The Jackals for good.” Erron leaned in and spoke quietly to Kariak then. “Before I became a farmer, I was really good at killing bandits. Just imagine how grateful the Baron will be if the information you pass to me results in the destruction of The Jackals and the safety of the holdfast.”

      Kariak nodded. “Okay, I’ll talk to you.”

      Together they sat and Erron interrogated Kariak so nicely that the ex-bandit didn’t even realize it was happening. Kariak had defected from The Jackals because of Jahira’s brutality when it came time to discipline members of the banditry for their mistakes. He would not remove parts of the bandits that were useful for fighting and stealing like hands or fingers, but Jahira had apparently taken an unnatural pleasure in the cutting of flesh and the spilling of blood. Kariak lifted his shirt and showed Erron where the bandit leader had carved a square out of his flesh for every task that was not done to his satisfaction. The left side of Kariak’s chest was patterned like a checkerboard.

      Kariak winced as he recalled the pain and terror that awaited him after every failure. He talked about how some of the new recruits would be taken by rot and disease, and how he didn’t want to end up like them. For if the rot set in, and a limb had to be taken, then you were no longer fit to serve The Jackals, and would be slaughtered. There were rumors that The Jackals actually ate those members that they killed, but Kariak would neither confirm nor deny this.

      That was an answer in and of itself.

      The longer the conversation went, the more comfortable Erron was with what he would need to do from here. If he wanted to build a troop of loyal fiend workers for Hope’s End, he had a readily accessible source of fresh bodies to bury.

      Kariak told Erron some very important information that Erron would not have received from any other source. He now had a bit of an idea of exactly how many bandits there were in the forest, and at the highest estimation, there could possibly be between two to three dozen bandits calling Fort Jackal home. This number apparently fluctuated depending on how good or bad things were going, but there were not usually less than two dozen bodies at any given time. But each of these bandits had jobs to do, and roughly half of their number would be out and about, at a minimum, at any given time.

      Bandits often laid their traps to be sprung in the night or early morning, and most bandits were fond of drinking and then sleeping it off afterwards. If Erron mounted a nighttime assault on Fort Jackal, he could possibly kill the majority of them in their sleep, then lie in wait for the others to return. He’d already killed three in the forest, so the numbers would be even less now.

      “You’ve told Baron Algrim all of this information as well, haven’t you?” Erron asked.

      Kariak nodded. “He didn’t seem prepared to do anything himself. He said he’d send a petition up to his father, Lord Garthanon, to send more of his soldiers down from the keep, but so far, that hasn’t happened.”

      Erron scoffed. This wouldn’t be the first time that a Baron used the plight of his people to try and influence his Liege Lord to bend to the Baron’s demands. Erron had no doubt that the townsguard of Harrow was led by a competent commander, and they could rout the bandits in the forest in a span of days if they so wished. Yes, there was always the chance that things could go badly, but if you let a bandit infestation fester, disaster was a guarantee.

      As Erron continued discussing these matters with Kariak, Anton Verj the steward appeared in the doorway of the Kit and Clover, and immediately settled his gaze on Erron. He headed over to the table with a harried look on his face.

      “Master Vangian, it’s good that you’ve come to town today. Baron Algrim has requested an audience with you, and I am to bring you to him without delay.”

      “Then I shall not keep him waiting. Is this to do with The Jackals, and the disappearance of the stonemason?”

      “It’s better if you come with me.”

      Erron thanked Kariak for all of the information, then left the inn with Anton.

      “Should I be worried?” Erron asked as he followed Anton through the streets of Harrow.

      “That depends. Are you worried about something?”

      That comment gave Erron pause. Something in the way that Anton spoke to him made it very clear that the steward did not entirely trust him. It was almost like Anton was waiting for Erron to slip up and reveal too much.

      Both Baron Algrim and his steward knew more about Hope’s End than they let on. But just how deep did their knowledge go? Did they know more than Erron? Arcoria had already revealed so much.

      When they arrived at the Baron’s Manor House, the servants and the guards all seemed to be on edge. Shouting came from deeper in the manor, and the booming voice belonged to none other than the Baron himself. Erron couldn’t quite make out what the Baron was shouting about, but he clearly was not happy.

      The Baron’s main receiving chamber was in a state of disarray. His table was covered in books, some of which were open and marked in places, as though he’d been researching something. The moment Anton rapped his knuckles on the door, the Baron looked up and glared at Erron.

      “What do you know about what’s going on in the forest?” Baron Algrim demanded. None of the courtesies of his previous visit were offered to him this time.

      Erron entered the room confidently. If he showed any sign of weakness, Erron had no doubt that the Baron would latch on to this and exploit it.

      “I know only of what I’ve heard. Master Shepherd was kind enough to give me a lift into town today, and he said that your townsguard found Flint Mason’s cart abandoned in the forest north of Hope’s End. Is that right?”

      “Do you think the shepherd is a liar?” Baron Algrim said testily.

      Erron shook his head. “He doesn’t seem the type to me, if I’m being honest. It’s just that I didn’t witness it myself, and I thought your own men would have probably provided you with an official report by now. I don’t know any more than what I’ve heard from others, because Flint never arrived at Hope’s End yesterday. We were meant to talk about the bridge work, but I never heard from him.”

      “You never heard from him,” the Baron said. “I’ve had reports counter to that. I’ve got someone who puts Flint Mason on your property yesterday. This witness says that he saw you two talking.”

      Erron racked his brain to figure out who could have possibly said such a thing. It was a lie, of course, because Erron had never actually talked to Flint yesterday. The stonemason was already dead by the time Erron found him at the bottom of the ravine. Someone, somewhere, was whispering lies into the Baron’s ear about Erron. But who?

      “With no disrespect meant to your witness, there’s no way that they could have seen me talking to Flint yesterday. I talked to him the day before, while I was at the shepherd’s property, when Flint was helping fix their fence. But I never saw him yesterday. Perhaps your witness got their days mixed up? Anyone who’s telling you that they saw us talking yesterday is whispering falsehoods into your ear.”

      A look passed between Baron Algrim and his steward. This gave Erron a bit more of an understanding of what was going on here. The information didn’t come to the Baron directly, but rather came through Anton instead.

      “Ah, so the source of this information was someone who passed it on to Anton, yes?” Erron asked. “I don’t know why it is that you don’t trust me, Master Verj. All I’ve done since arriving in the Southern Reach was to fulfill my duties as landholder of Hope’s End to Lord Keleth Garthanon. Yes, it’s true that Hope’s End is within the Harrow Holdfast, but I am beholden to Baron Algrim’s father, not to Baron Algrim himself. If there are dissidents and rumormongers whispering lies, then it is of no consequence to me. All I know is that without a bridge, I can’t deliver my crops to Harrow for sale, which means that I won’t be able to pay my seasonal tithe. Is it possible that someone has slain Flint purely to stop my bridge from being built? Someone who means to see me fail in my duties?”

      “Anything is possible,” Baron Algrim admitted as he let himself fall back into a chair behind the table, then shook his head. “Confound it all, who am I to trust, Anton? Your witness who brought this to you, would you trust them?”

      Some of the color had fled from Anton’s cheeks. Erron got the distinct impression that he expected this conversation to go much differently. And suddenly, Erron realized that the friendly, well-liked persona of Anton Verj was a meticulously crafted mask. There might not even be a source for this lie. It may have been completely fabricated by Anton himself.

      “They’ve given me no course to disbelieve any report they’ve made thus far,” Anton said in a beseeching voice. “That’s not to say that they’re not lying this time. If I’ve provided you with an incorrect report, then I apologize profusely. If Erron never saw Flint yesterday, then perhaps they were mistaken, or got their days mixed up, as Erron said.”

      “Erron, I want you to tell me in your own words, exactly what happened yesterday.”

      Erron shrugged. “Honestly, nothing much at all to report. I was on the farm all day, waiting for Flint to arrive and preparing all of this to bring to Harrow today.” Erron indicated the heavy pack which he still had strapped on his shoulders. “What did your townsguard discover in the forest?”

      An internal smile grew as Baron Algrim recounted what his townsguard had found. Erron’s plan to throw everyone off his trail had worked remarkably well. Aside from this interloper who had pointed the finger at Erron as having been involved somehow, the guards had reported matters exactly as Erron wanted them to. Based on the cart, and the horse which remained tied to it, as well as the body of Jahira the Jackal that was left behind at the scene, all signs pointed to an abduction gone wrong.

      “You didn’t find Flint’s body there with his horse and cart?” Erron asked.

      “There was no sign of him, except for some bloody clothes,” Baron Algrim confirmed.

      “If I may be so bold as to offer my own thoughts on this matter, it sounds like this abduction went very badly for Jahira the Jackal, but went very well for whoever was waiting to take his place as leader of The Jackals. I used to run with a mercenary group before I came here to the Southern Reach. We specialized in killing bandits and rescuing those taken by them. I believe one of The Jackals even defected to your townsguard, isn’t that right?”

      “It is,” Baron Algrim confirmed.

      “Kariak is his name. I believe he’s already raised some concerns with the commander of the townsguard, but no action has yet been taken. If you like, I could offer my own expertise in this matter. These bandits are in the forest, which backs onto the northern edge of my property, and I have no fences to keep them out. It’s in my best interests to move them on or destroy them as well.”

      “All reports from Torren, my commander of the townsguard, have said that the number of Jackals in the forest far outweigh any strength we could use against them.”

      “That is counter to what Kariak has just told me this morning. He estimates that roughly two to three dozen men make up The Jackals’ force in the forest, but you have many more townsguard than that. Yes, it’s true, they do know the forest, and there would likely be traps, but there are ways to thin out their numbers. They cannot survive without supplies, and you will always be able to lure a bandit out of hiding with the promise of gold. But if this Torren is telling you this is impossible, then it begs the question. Is he a coward? Or is he hiding something?”

      Baron Algrim cast a withering look toward Anton Verj. “Verify this information, Anton. If we can use Master Vangian’s expertise and put a stop to the Jackal menace for good, we should.”

      “Yes, Sir.”
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      The rest of the conversation with Baron Algrim was much more productive now that threats and accusations weren't flying between everybody. Anton Verj still looked uncomfortable that this level of conversation was happening with Erron present, but that was fine. If Anton was going to remain skeptical about Erron, at least Erron would be able to predict his actions.

      It wasn't Anton that Erron needed to keep on his good side. It was the Baron himself. If Erron remained true and faithful to the Baron and managed to show up the steward every now and then, then Erron would be able to count on influencing the Baron when he needed to.

      The issue of the missing stonemason did put a damper on the plans to build the bridge. Asher Tallrock would still be able to lay the timber foundations, but nobody else within Harrow had the knowledge of stoneworking like Flint Mason. Baron Algrim would now need to send a request to his father, Lord of the Southern Reach and warden of the South, to request one of his own stonemasons to attend Harrow to train a replacement.

      Erron provided Baron Algrim with an alternative regarding the bridge construction. If Flint kept any records or books on the techniques he used, Erron might be able to use these to learn similar techniques himself. At least that was what he told the Baron, but he planned to use those resources to raise more fiends who would likely know how to work with stone. If Erron buried a book with those foundational techniques with Flint Mason’s body, then he might have his very own stonemason that would remain loyal to him.

      The Baron said he would send some men around to Flint's home to look for any resources that Erron might be able to use. With their business concluded, Erron said that he would need to see to some other matters before meeting up with Master Shepherd and returning to the farm.

      Anton escorted him out of the Manor House, and Erron took pleasure in that the steward was almost vibrating with anger. This meeting clearly had not gone as though as Anton wanted it to. For some reason, the steward wanted the Baron to know that Erron was involved in Flint Mason’s disappearance somehow.

      “That witness of yours that said they saw me with Flint Mason. You would do well to remember that the people of Harrow see Hope’s End as an evil place. By extension, they probably also see me as a part of this evil now. But I assure you, Master Verj, that is not the case. You just wait until you taste the lettuce and cabbages that I’ll be bringing to Harrow in the next couple of weeks. I do hope you change your tune once you've seen the good I've done at Hope’s End already.”

      “That remains to be seen,” the steward said, and then he bid Erron an icy farewell.

      Finally free to pursue his own interests, Erron first headed toward Hazel’s apothecary to collect the gold for the wolf pelts he'd given her a few days ago. She was once again in the middle of brewing an important and particularly finicky potion, so she didn't have a lot of time to chat. But she did hand over twelve golden crowns, and passed the thanks on from Lucky the leatherworker for sending three extremely high quality pelts. If Erron sent more of this same level, there would be many more bones and crowns in it for him in the long run.

      Erron wanted to go through all of the various things he'd found in the forest with Hazel, but she asked him to come back in a little while. He said he'd leave his pack behind, so Hazel could have a look through it if she finished before he returned.

      “You're not worried I'm just going to pocket the good stuff and stiff you on the rest?” Hazel asked.

      “You are literally the reason I made it through the first night at Hope’s End, so I trust you, Hazel. There's some of that lavender stuff that you were looking for in there as well. You mentioned lavender oil as a sleep aid, and to banish bad dreams. That's something that I would be interested in obtaining for myself.”

      “I'm sure we can work something out,” Hazel said as she returned her attention to the bubbling cauldron.

      Erron headed out into Harrow and made a stop at the fletcher. There, he purchased himself a longbow for hunting, as well as three dozen arrows. It was very unlikely he would need that many before returning to Harrow the following Thursday, but it was always good to have more ammunition on hand than what you needed at any given moment.

      Then Erron headed over to the general store and talked to Brella, who was a voluptuous dwarven woman with long auburn hair, and a fine beard that was a shade lighter than the hair on her head. Her beard was braided down from her chin. The end of the braid was contained in an iron ring, with a single green gemstone set in the center.

      “Welcome to Bits and Pieces,” Brella said. “I don't believe I've seen your face in town before. Are you just stopping by on your way to somewhere else?”

      Erron smiled. “No, I think you'll be seeing quite a bit of me over the next little while. My name is Erron Vangian, and I'm the new landholder at Hope’s End. I've been told that I'll be able to purchase some cooking supplies from you. I'll need a couple of long roasting skewers, as well as some pots and pans. Oh, and some bowls, plates and cutlery. Can you show me where I might find those?”

      Brella beamed and stepped down from the platform behind the counter. She was of average dwarven height, just over four feet tall, and almost as wide, but her sales counter was built to serve the big folk. It was true that many people in the Southern Reach were of human, elven, or half-orcen descent. Most of the dwarven population of the Five Kingdoms lived in Castermont or Lladria.

      It was odd to see a dwarf so far south, but they were famed for their friendliness and hospitality. A dwarf loved nothing more than the warmth of a hearth and the fondness of good company. Brella showed Erron around the store, which would have been impossible to find anything in if Erron had been left to his own means. The shelves overflowed with goods, but were broken down into three general categories.

      Firstly, there was the housewares section. There were many different types of clay items for purchase, each of them adorned with traditional dwarven patterns, which were mostly angular straight lines, but they were not unpleasant to look at. Brella was particularly proud of these items because she had made most of them herself. She had a kiln in the back of the store where she fired her own clay work.

      “They say that every dwarf needs a creative outlet, and working with clay just so happens to be mine,” she said with a warm smile.

      With his limited funds, Erron decided to purchase only a few of these items. He bought a stack of three clay bowls, and three clay plates, along with a mismatched assortment of metal utensils. None of these knives, forks, or spoons were from a matching set, and had a significant discount compared to the freshly forged utensils for sale that came all in a matching set.

      The bones he saved from buying the mismatched utensils, he invested immediately into a decent set of metal cookware that he could use with the fire. The next section of Bits and Pieces was devoted to things one needed when living out of doors. The cast-iron cook pot with matching heavy lid would be right at home nestled in the coals of his fire, with a stew bubbling away inside. He also bought half a dozen metal roasting skewers but decided that he could make his own mounts for them out of the timber he had back on the farm.

      The third and largest section of Bits and Pieces was, in its most generous terms, a rubbish heap. The amount of junk crammed into the incredibly close shelves was staggering. Erron had no doubt that there would be some treasures hidden amongst the dross, but the amount of work one would need to put in to find said treasures might not be worth the effort. At the very least, he didn’t have time for it that day, but would return later.

      Erron paid for his homewares and cookware, then asked Brella to keep it behind the counter for him, as he planned on returning later to pick it up. She was more than happy to oblige. It was already marching toward midday, and Erron had a few more things to do before catching a lift back to Harrow.

      He touched base with Asher Tallrock about everything that was going on, and Asher was agreeable to get started on the timber foundations of the bridge while they were waiting. Asher had an idea for a bridge structure that might work in the interim until a more permanent structure could be established. If the supports were strengthened, then a timber bridge would support a single horse and cart. They would need lots more timber, but Erron assured Asher that this would not be a problem.

      Erron mentioned that he was starting to make his own crude cabin, as the farmhouse was in a state of disrepair. Asher gave him some tips on how best to work with logs to build a cabin, and even took a little bit of time to show Erron a couple of techniques for the construction of the walls. Some of them were more secure than others, but some could be done without specialist tools, whereas the more advanced notching techniques required more sophisticated tools than Erron had at his disposal.

      Arcoria confirmed that these techniques had been added into the construction information library and could now be used to construct a higher quality set of walls. Erron was no longer limited to crude cabin walls; he could now craft log cabin walls which would keep the weather and the cold out.

      Asher told Erron he would come out and inspect the cabin and see if there was anything he could do to improve it when the time came. Erron was thankful for the help, and left Asher be. Erron walked out of the carpenter’s store with a spring in his step. It looked like things would be able to continue without a stonemason, and they could revisit the second stage of bridge building once a new stonemason was available to help with the job.

      The most important part was that Erron could continue with the harvesting of his crops, planting of new ones, and experimenting further with his Fiend Forging ability. There was one more stop that he wanted to make before he went back to the apothecary, and that was to the blacksmith.

      The blacksmith was another dwarf, and Erron thought that Harrow truly was blessed to have a dwarven smith call the town home. Dwarven smiths were prized across the Five Kingdoms, and it was rare to find one that was willing to leave one of their family clans. The dwarves were an interesting bunch, with many of them preferring life under the mountain to an existence under the endless blue sky. Any dwarf who lived under stone was always skeptical that they might just float away if they ever left the safety of the mountain overhead.

      This was ridiculous, of course, but Erron couldn't quite come to terms with the fact that there were people out there who willingly lived underneath the ground for their entire lives.

      The dwarf who ran the Harrow forge was called Edric Stormhammer, which meant that he was from the Stormhammer clan that lived in Castermont. They were one of the few dwarven clans that preferred to live in villages on the side of the mountain, instead of inside the mountain. It was still odd that one had wandered so far south, but Erron supposed that he was a little out of the ordinary down here as well.

      There were a myriad of swords standing in racks around the room, interspersed with impeccably shaped plate armor. Edric's main focus was clearly on forging martial weapons and armor, but there was an assortment of finally made tools and farming implements in one corner of the store.

      Clobber had already destroyed one axe, so Erron definitely needed another. Especially if they were to make a brand new cabin, as well as sleeping quarters for the fiends that Erron had on the farm. Erron winced at the cost, but it would be well worth the investment. He also bought a brand new shovel to make digging graves for the corpses he meant to resurrect even easier, as well as a long-handled scythe for clearing brambles and overgrown grass. Erron was sure that he'd get a little bit more money from Hazel once he returned, but his funds were dwindling dangerously low.

      The decision of tools to buy was a strategic one. With the newly unlocked ability to imbue fiends with specific traits based on the items they were buried with, Erron figured that burying fiend with the scythe would make it proficient in that tool’s use. Likewise, one that he buried with the shovel would be a specialist in digging. He could make as many inferences as he wanted to, but ultimately, Erron would only be able to find out if it really worked that way by trying it out.

      Before leaving the blacksmith, Erron asked Edric Stormhammer if he would give him a discount for future work if Erron provided him with the raw materials.

      A shadow descended over Edric's face before he answered. “Finding someone who's willing to dig into the ground around Harrow is incredibly rare. You must not be from around here.”

      “I'm just someone who doesn't buy superstition most of the time.”

      “Well, I'll tell you what, I can work pretty much any metal you give me, and if you provide the materials, I can make you some more tools at a reduced cost. I'll also buy any raw material from you directly. If you find any gems, make sure you bring them back here. My wife loves gemstones. Have you been around to meet Brella yet?”

      “Brella’s your wife?”

      “Aye, Brella Stormhammer!”

      It suddenly made sense to Erron where Brella had gotten all of those well-made cooking implements. They were forged by Edric, but were sold in Brella’s store.

      “Did you make that gorgeous beard clasp she was wearing?”

      “That, I did. Not much call for beard clasps this far south, but I'd like to keep my hand in the game. Brella likes them dainty and feminine, but this is what a real beard clasp looks like.” Edric held up the twin tails off his thick black beard and showed off two gleaming rings etched with dwarven runes.

      “Very nice. Can I ask what the runes mean?”

      “Swift growth. Strong roots. Shine of a winter’s morning. It's a prayer to Dvarg, the dwarven stonesaint of beards!”

      Erron chuckled to himself. Of course the dwarves would have a beard saint. After leaving the blacksmith, Erron headed back to the apothecary, and Hazel was very excited to see him.

      “You found this lavender in the forest, didn't you? I can tell,” she said.

      “I certainly did. I haven't gone very far into the forest yet, but foraging around the northern boundary of my property revealed a lot of interesting things. To tell you the truth, I don't really know what a lot of it is for, but it looked interesting, and I figured you'd be able to tell me if any of it was useful.”

      This was a lie, of course. Arcoria had been able to tell Erron many different things about the reagents he gathered in the forest, but he didn't want to let on how much he knew. As they went through the contents of Erron's pack, Hazel explained the properties of the items one by one. Some of the effects were the same as what Arcoria knew about, but other times, Hazel had further insight than the information stored within the depths of knowledge of the core. Hazel not only knew the effects of the ingredients, but how they could be modified by different refining or cooking processes. Arcoria amended the entries for these items as they went.

      Hazel had prepared a small vial of lavender oil for Erron, just as she said she would. All he needed to do to stave off bad dreams was to place a couple of drops of this on his pillow, and he would pass the night in peace. Erron wasn't sure whether this oil was strong enough to withstand the dark forces lingering beneath the surface of Hope’s End, but he would give it a shot anyway.

      All up, the entire pack’s worth of ingredients came up to a total of fifteen crowns. This was by no means a fortune, but apparently, some of the ingredients Erron had found were fairly hard to get. A couple of the mushrooms that he'd found had interesting qualities that could be used to brew potions that resisted the magical influence of others. Hazel expressed her desire for more of these white, flat-topped mushrooms. These mental resistance potions were quite popular among the nobility, as the nobles were always worried the others would seek to influence their thoughts or their emotions.

      Erron had heard about mages that could do things like that, but as far as he understood, they were exceedingly rare. Then again, necromancers were also meant to be exceedingly rare, and he was currently using dark necromantic powers to bring monsters back to life.

      Instead of just taking the money and leaving, Erron bought himself a package of a dozen glass vials with cork stoppers. Some of the ingredients he'd found could be mixed with water to create a bitter healing potion. But the bramble figs that had run rampant across his farmland could be added to these potions as they brewed to improve the taste.

      Healing potions were wonderful things. Erron had never gone on a mission without having at least two or three with him. If you lost an arm in battle, a healing potion wasn't going to reattach it. But if you took a sword to the arm or leg, the healing potion would work very quickly and with great efficiency at sealing the wound. It didn't prevent scarring, but it kept your blood inside your body, which was a very important thing if you intended to remain alive.

      When Erron went to leave, Hazel bid him farewell and told him that if he kept bringing ingredients and reagents of this quality, she'd keep buying them. While he waited for his first set of crops to grow, it would be a good idea to start stockpiling some ingredients. Not only that, now that he knew some of these naturally occurring mushrooms, flowers, seeds, and other things he could find in the forest could be used to brew poisons as well as potions, he started to hatch a plan about how he was going to take care of the remaining Jackals in the forest.

      The sun beamed overhead as he collected his cooking gear from Brella's store, Bits and Pieces, and he found that David Shepherd was waiting for him at the Kit and Clover when Erron arrived. He loaded his gear into the back of David’s now empty wagon, and at that moment, Anton Verj arrived with a couple of stonemasonry books in hand.

      “I almost thought you weren’t going to show up,” Erron said.

      “Please take good care of these books,” Anton said, not rising to the barb. “We’ll need to pass this on to Flint’s most senior apprentice in the next week or so.”

      “I’ll be back this time next week,” Erron said.

      “That’ll do,” Anton said, then turned on his heel and walked away.

      David Shepherd spurred his horse into motion, and then they were off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The fiends had continued on with their tasks while Erron was in Harrow. When he got home, he found a huge stack of brush turkeys that the wargs headhunted throughout the morning, and he found Clobber having a nap under the tree behind the farmhouse. Erron didn't begrudge the orc from having a rest, because the piles of trees and kindling were beginning to approach ludicrous size.

      Erron would have to figure out something else for the orc to do. The crops were already watered for the day, and they now had enough meat for at least the next three or four days, so it was finally time to get started on the construction of Erron's brand new log cabin. but before Erron got started on that, he wanted to start brewing some health potions. They would take a few hours to brew and reduced down to the thick red juice that would restore his vitality so he needed to get it on now.

      The coals were still hot in the fire pit, so Erron put the large iron pot into the middle and sent Clobber to get a bucket full of water from the well. While the orc did that, Erron sliced up some bramble figs and set them to sizzle in the pot. Then he took out a couple of red and white mushrooms with healing properties from his pack and sliced those up as well. He tossed those into the cook pot, just as Clobber returned with the water. Once the water was added, the simmering liquid took on some of the red coloring from both the bramble figs and the mushrooms.

      When it came to potions, color was a very important aspect. Erron wasn't sure why it was, but healing potions always tended to be red, mana rejuvenation potions always tended to be blue, and potions that restore stamina were usually green. You could generally infer the effect of an ingredient based on the color of it, but it was always wise to seek advice from someone who knew. There were some red-capped mushrooms that wouldn't heal you. They'd kill you slowly and painfully instead.

      Luckily for Erron, the arcane core would display whatever properties an item had when he touched it, so long as the information existed within its records. If no information appeared, Erron would simply leave the item be. It would be worth the risk.

      Erron left the potion to brew and returned to the spot he'd selected that morning to make his cabin. He hadn't actually gotten around to laying a single log as Master Shepherd’s bell had rung out before he had a chance to do anything. But now the afternoon was his, his crops were all taken care of, and he had more than enough meat to last him for the next few days. Now it was time to put a real roof over his head.

      Arcoria made quick work of the planning and construction. The moment Erron thought about making this new log cabin, the construction interface appeared once again. A message appeared asking Erron if he would like to continue where he left off earlier, and Erron confirmed that he did. There was another option within the menu now aside from the crude log cabin. Now it was simply titled log cabin, thanks to the techniques that Erron had learned from Asher Tallrock.

      When Erron looked into the difference between these two cabins, it came down to the different ways that the logs would interlock with each other. The crude cabin used nothing but woven rope to hold the logs together, but the regular log cabin used a simple but efficient interlocking notch design that would ensure that the cabin remained watertight and insulated against the elements. That was going to be a big deal when winter rolled around.

      Using the ghostly construction interface, Erron was able to give Clobber instructions on how and where each log needed to be placed. To do this properly, Erron needed a saw horse that would let him carve pieces of timber out of each log so that they could interlock with one another, so he had the orc make one by staking trees into the ground. The brand new axe Erron purchased from Edric Stormhammer made the process of carving notches and preparing the logs a breeze.

      That's not to say that making this cabin was easy. The process itself was simple to follow, but it still required Erron to flex muscles that he hadn't used properly in quite some time. Carving the notch into each end of the cabin logs was not a job that he could let Clobber do. The orc’s brute strength was a boon, but that strength lacked any kind of finesse.

      Even giving Clobber the mission to cut logs to a certain length ended in some of them being cut too short, and some of them being cut too long. Leaving them long wasn't a problem, because Erron could simply do the finishing work once the cabin was constructed, but shorter ones became a problem. Erron told Clobber to put those ones to the side, and they might be able to use them for something down the track. If all else failed, they'd make good firewood.

      After a few hours of hard work, they had four walls standing, and for now, a simple dirt floor in the center. Once Erron figured out how to saw these logs into timber planks, he would be able to lay some nice flooring down inside his cabin. For now, he would simply craft masses of woven fiber and turn them into a large woven rug that covered the floor.

      There were other ways to make log cabins where the door and the windows ended up as more of an integrated design, but for this simple cabin, all Erron needed to do was chop a hole where he wanted the door to go and fasten the door across it. Erron cut a hole in roughly the center of the wall that faced the road. Putting a door onto the cabin was something that he could do later on. He had Clobber to stand watch outside for now, and the orc monster would stop any threats much better than the door ever could.

      While Erron was prepping some more logs for the roof, his fleshwargs returned. Well, at least two of them did.

      “What happened to the runt?” Erron asked. The timid fleshwarg was noticeably missing.

      The two remaining hounds just whined in response. Erron wondered whether Arcoria could show him how many current fiends he had, and Arcoria dutifully displayed this.

      
        
        Current loyal fiends: 3

      

      

      Erron could fill in the gaps of what happened pretty easily. He told the wargs to head into the forest to try and track the woodland goblins, and it was likely that the small, fearful warg had fallen in battle. That was really a blessing in disguise, Erron thought, as he was planning on slaughtering that fiend tonight anyway.

      He doubted that he would receive enough fiend forging experience overnight to raise his domination cap, so he would likely be stuck with a maximum of five fiends for at least the next couple of days. This gave him two extra loyalty slots to raise more fiends without worrying about any of his others becoming disloyal.

      Erron and Clobber continued putting together the cabin, this time erecting a triangular frame for the roof supported by the four walls. Erron used a similar yet slightly different interlocking notch technique to secure the roof logs to the walls, and the center support. He also added one extra support beam in the middle of the cabin to make sure the whole thing didn't collapse in on itself.

      There would have been no way Erron could have ever done this himself without Arcoria’s instructions on where to place the logs, and which sections of the logs to remove. It was like he had become an expert almost overnight. He once again marveled at the power the core gave him, and figured there was one more thing he needed to do tonight before calling it a day.

      Erron could either bury both of the bandits, or he could bury one of the bandits and Flint Mason. Quarried stone would certainly come in handy with the continued upgrades of the farm, and if he raised Flint as a fiend now, then there would be no body to discover if anyone from Harrow came looking.

      No matter how much anyone suspected Erron of being involved with Flint's disappearance, if they never found a body, then there was nothing to worry about. It just meant that Erron needed to do some fairly unpleasant things to Flint's body before he buried it. An idea had been brewing in the back of Erron’s mind of how he could create an efficient yet powerful fiend, and tonight might just be the night to try it out. It could also let him eliminate all three of the dead bodies on his farm in one fell swoop.

      Butchering was bloody business at the best of times, and Erron had killed enough bad guys across the Five Kingdoms that he had a pretty good idea of how most of the races’ bodies went together. It was an unfortunate truth that his own kin, the race of men, were one of the more prominent peoples that made-up the banditry population across the Five Kingdoms, so Erron had killed a lot of men.

      It was true that High King Hecton was a human, but many of the Lords and Ladies that were in control of the provinces and baronies across the Five Kingdoms were made up of all the races that could be found across the land. The elves had dominion of the forests, the dwarves had their mountains, the gnomes had their prairies, the halflings and the half-orcs never stayed in one place, and humans took anywhere that wasn’t already owned. Sometimes they even took places that were already owned.

      Elves reminded Erron of birds. They were as light as a feather with delicate bones, and much lower muscle mass than any of the other races aside from the gnomes. Dwarves were incredibly tough to kill. Their skin was tougher than any of the other races, their muscles thicker, and their bones stronger. Some of them even joked that their bones were made of iron, and Erron didn't think that was too far from the truth.

      Humans, on the other hand, were fairly easy to deal with. They still came in all kinds of shapes and sizes, but for the most part, you could lop off the arms and legs and the whole body became a lot more manageable. But this time, Erron had other ideas that he wanted to explore. He wasn’t quite sure where the ideas came from, or whether it was a good thing that he'd started thinking like this.

      He dredged up the body of Flint Mason from his crawl space and retrieved the body of Kog, the big burly bandit he’d slain the day before. Erron had two free fiend slots under his domination cap, but even though he was going to use parts of two different bodies in the construction of one fiend, he was pretty sure that the resulting fiend would still only count as one. Then he would bury Wendell alone, and see what the difference would be.

      All of the knowledge, the skills, and the memories of a person were stored in their brain. It was obvious to anyone who had to care for someone with a traumatic head wound. Any damage to the brain, and there were always losses in memory or function to the person on the receiving end.

      The first thing Erron did was decapitate the big bandit. He didn't have any need for his head anymore, and Erron wouldn't use it just yet either. If at all. At some point soon, some of the people from Harrow would eventually come and visit his farm. So he needed a cover story for when they finally arrived. There was no masking the fact that Erron had monsters on his farm, so no matter what, whatever story he came up with needed to fit that fact.

      Most everyone who mattered knew that he'd been a mercenary in his previous life, but he'd never really gone into detail with anyone about what kind of mercenary he was. Baron Algrim knew that he was a member of The Exiles, as did Tilda Lenton from Daggerspine Keep, but that was the extent of it. Nobody knew exactly what he did, or how he did it. His cover story would be a simple one. He was The Exiles’ monster wrangler, and since they had phased out their use of monsters, Erron had no reason to stay around.

      To Erron, it felt like a bit of a flimsy cover story, but really, who was going to tell the people of Harrow any different? The fact that Erron actually had monsters on his farm that were loyal to him would only add credence to his story. These were not the rampaging undead that had threatened Harrow generations ago.

      Erron went over elements of his cover story in his head while he got to butchering Kog and Flint Mason. It was a gruesome and bloody affair, and this was one aspect of the process that he would have to keep a secret no matter what. No matter how good his cover story, the people of Harrow would not look fondly on one of their own who butchered corpses and reshaped them for his own ends.

      Erron commanded Clobber to dig two graves nearby. One of them needed to be longer than normal, and the other one was regular bandit-sized. Once the graves were ready, Erron began assembling the dismembered pieces of Flint and Kog in one of the graves. This time, it wasn't as simple as just throwing in the bits and pieces and hoping for the best. Erron had a plan, and it required finesse.

      He discarded the lower half of Flint Mason’s body. The stonemason’s legs were much smaller and less muscular than the bandit’s legs and hips, and this form would need a strong base if it was to hold up the weight Erron intended it to carry. The bandit’s legs were still attached to its torso, so Erron dragged the whole body, minus the head, into the grave.

      Once in there, Erron dragged Flint Mason's torso and positioned it so that it sat directly on top of the bandit’s body. Flint's head was still attached, but his head was too identifiable. Erron cut the beard off as closely and carefully as he could, then sliced off Flint’s nose. He chopped the nose off the bandit’s face and placed it where Flint’s had been. Then Erron sat back to admire his handiwork.

      If the process worked like he thought it would, he hoped that the resulting fiend would have two pairs of arms, instead of just the normal single pair that a human normally had. The fiend would rise without a beard, and with the bandit’s broad nose in the middle of its face.

      Before Erron filled in the grave with dirt, he needed to decide what kind of function he wanted this fiend to serve. If he added in the stonemasonry technique book he'd received from Anton, then this creature might be born with skills in how to shape stone. But that might not be as valuable to Erron in the short term as a fiend who was extremely efficient with a scythe. More than anything else, Erron needed the land cleared, and a four-armed fiend would do a hell of a job getting that done quickly.

      Erron placed the scythe into the grave, positioning the bandit’s hands on each of the scythe handles. The bottom arms were strong and muscular, but the top pair of arms were used in life for more skilled and meticulous work. The top pair could pick berries and harvest resources while the bottom pair cleared the land.

      Once Erron was satisfied, he dumped soil into the grave, then got to burying Wendell. He placed the shovel into Wendell’s grave, hoping that it would imbue his fiend with advanced skills in digging.

      Once he filled in the second grave, Erron took his dinner. Roasted brush turkey again, but it was still tastier than bramble figs. He’d had enough mixture for six healing potions, which were all listed as being of common quality, and would heal a moderate amount over time.

      He gave the wargs a command to limit the movements of anything that crawled out of these plots of dirt in the morning. He would likely need to dominate both of these creatures before they would pledge their loyalty to him.

      Now Erron had everything he would need to make this farm thrive. After dinner was done, he moved some of his belongings out of the crawl space and into the new cabin. The woven mat would be much nicer to sleep on than the bare dirt of the crawl space, and soon enough, he'd have this whole place feeling like home. He dabbed a couple of drops of lavender oil on his traveling pillow before lying down to sleep.

      The oil did not entirely keep the nightmares at bay. Erron was aware that the darkness was trying to get in once again, but this time, he stood in the midst of a vast field full of purple lavender, which moved gently in the breeze of his dreamscape.

      The shadows that had descended upon him every night so far surrounded the field. Shadowy tendrils reached out and tried to grab at Erron, but a fine purple mist hung in the air that seemed to burn the liquid shadows. Eventually, the shadows gave up, and the scene shifted to the moonlit hill with Arcoria sitting at the top. The core pulsed pleasantly as it waited for Erron to arrive.

      
        
        Hope’s End Summary: Day 5

        Alchemy: +75 experience

        Construction: +275 experience

        Farming: +142 experience

        Diplomacy: +370 experience

        Commerce: +323 experience

        Survival: +78 experience

        Cooking: +120 experience

        Crafting: +140 experience

        Fiend Forging: +324 experience

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Construction Level 2!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        • Basic Construction Techniques: You’ve unlocked basic construction techniques to held in your construction projects.

        • Measurement Overlay: Your arcane core can now overlay the measurements of current construction projects when processing raw materials.

      

      

      The construction techniques were indeed quite basic, but they were a welcome addition. There were a number of different joint types that Erron could use to make wooden joints now, and his core’s new ability to overlay measurements would make sure that wooden timber were cut into the right size and shape for the project he was working on.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Commerce Level 2!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Valuer (Rank 1): A rough estimate of value is now displayed for most common items.

        Barter (Rank 1): Negotiating for a better price works more often

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Diplomacy Level 3!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Beloved Local Farmer (Rank 2): Your legend begins to grow. Local townsfolk are more fond of you.

        Influential (Rank 2): You are slightly more influential to people in positions of power.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Cooking Level 2!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Basic Recipes: You’ve unlocked some basic recipes! Cooking new things may lead to new discoveries.

        Effect Boost (Rank 1): The effects of your cooked items are now 5% stronger.

      

      

      All of these effects were welcome, and lots of the recipes Erron unlocked only needed a few ingredients to make. A lot of them required eggs and flour, and often with one or two other ingredients mixed in. He'd have to purchase some eggs and flour next time he went into Harrow. He would eventually have to build his own chicken coop so he had a steady source of eggs that he could use every day. Eggs were very good for you when you spent the majority of your time doing physical labor.

      
        
        Quest complete: Small Beginnings

        • Seeds acquired and first crop sown

        • 10 local professionals met

        • Shelter constructed and used to pass the night

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You’re turning into a real farmer now. New quest added:

      

      

      
        
        Mastering The Season

        • Pay your tithe of 200 crowns to Tilda Lenton by the end of the season

        • Reserve 10% of your produce for Baron Algrim Garthanon of Harrow

        • Build a chicken coop and populate it

        • Build a barracks to house your fiends

        • Harvest and sell seven different crops

        • Raise and train ten different fiends

      

      

      Erron whistled when he got to the end of the list of his next quest. There was lots of work to be done, but now Erron had the means with which to do it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The next week passed in a blur of work and sweat. Now that Erron had everything he needed to be self-sufficient on his farm, he got to work. The two fiends that crawled out of the dirt of Hope’s End the very next day were everything Erron hoped they would be. He had Clobber fight each of the fiends in turn while the wargs kept the other one busy. Eventually, both pledged their loyalty to Erron.

      The four-armed fiend was called a level 3 Scyther Revenant, and any similarity it had to Flint Mason was gone. It was tall and looked quite ungainly with its two torsos stacked on top of each other, but the face was more ghoulish than human. The nose was turned up and the ears were pointed. Even with the beard, nobody would have been able to recognize Flint anyway.

      The second fiend was very similar to the first, except it only had two arms and a regular-sized torso. It still shared the same ghoulish features, with the turned up nose and pointed ears. But this one was called a level 3 Shoveler Revenant, and really knew how to use that shovel.

      To begin with, Erron was not sure that the four arms of the tall revenant were actually better than two fiends with a pair of arms each, but this was all a learning experience. The scyther revenant had a job to do, and it set to that task with enthusiasm. It was only a few days before a huge swathe of land was cleared of brambles and tall grass. Erron got the revenant to break those brambles down into fiber, which he would eventually turn into more rope and other woven goods. Two pairs of hands made short work of this.

      The shoveler revenant was put to work digging rocks out of the ground, and preparing more plots of land across the farm to be readied for planting.

      It was only a few days until the crops began to sprout from the dirt. The pumpkin vines sprouted into dual-leafed seedlings, and grew with surprising speed. The lettuce grew like wildfire in the soil that was fertilized with the blood and bone mixture. Erron thought that he might even have enough mature lettuces to deliver to Harrow the very next week. The cabbages grew into three-leafed sprouts, and started to grow tiny little buds in the center by the end of the week.

      The days passed pleasantly enough, and Erron fell into a rhythm. Mornings were for watering, planting, and tending his crops. His latest mission needed him to plant at least seven different kinds of crops and harvest them by the end of the season, so Erron got to work on that. He had no shortage of different types of crops to plant—the cache of seeds he'd been given had ten different varieties inside.

      Along with the harrowberries and the sourtongue squash, there were also yams, potatoes, garlic, beets, and radishes. Erron had the shoveler revenant prepare tilled earth for all of these. He used whatever leftover bones and meat he had from the fleshwargs’ hunts as more blood and bone fertilizer. Clobber graciously pulverized the leftover meat and bones into a fine paste that could be mixed in with the soil to enrich it.

      Erron's afternoons were spent exploring the forest, while also doing some reconnaissance work. He'd located Fort Jackal without much trouble, Erron thought his Fiend Forging ability should have leveled up again by now. Progression was not happening as quickly as Erron would have liked it, and it seemed as though each successive level took a magnitude more experience to level up again. However, the more fiends Erron had, the more he would be able to level up his Fiend Forging ability through giving them missions.

      On his first foray toward Fort Jackal, Erron confirmed one of his biggest fears. He saw the butchered body of a humanoid, which had had all of its flesh removed in a deliberate and abominable way. Only the head remained, and it was bloated and decaying. Erron had no confirmed that The Jackals were eating people, so he would have to put a stop to them. There were no two ways about it.

      That day, Erron and the wargs shadowed a trio of Jackals as they headed toward the road. They were armed with bows and bear traps, and from their talk, it was obvious they meant to spring a trap on whoever was unlucky enough to pass by this road next.

      Erron and the wargs made short work of the bandits. They remained silent as they hunted the Jackals, and by the time first blood was spilled, Erron's own trap had been sprung. The wargs took out the other two bandits and it was all over in a matter of moments.

      Erron pulled the bodies of the bandits away from the road to where they couldn't be seen, then sent his orc to bring them back to Hope’s End. He also took the bear traps back to the farm with him. They’d come in handy as deterrents. The Crimson Dagger hadn’t tried to kill Erron again yet, but he figured it was only a matter of time.

      As the week dragged on, the first real fight broke out between Erron’s fiends. Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater—which was what Erron named the four-armed revenant and his friend the shoveler revenant—started a three-way fight over the carcass of a brush turkey. It was a stupid fight, but it only happened because Handsy and Dirt Eater weren’t as loyal as Clobber just yet. The fight was settled without too much bloodshed, which was a relief because Erron thought the old berserker orc was coming out again.

      Despite Handsy having a whole extra pair of arms compared to Clobber, the orc was still the strength powerhouse of Erron’s fiend menagerie. Throughout the week, Clobber rose to level 5, which increased his strength, constitution, and health scores. He didn't gain any new abilities or anything like that yet, but Erron had now come to rely on Clobber following orders without question. The stronger the orc grew, the more loyal he became.

      During the week, Erron’s Fiend Forging ability leveled up again to level 4, which brought another increase to his domination cap. It also gave him a brand new ability, which made it much easier for Erron to organize his fiends into different groups. Instead of mentally commanding each individual fiend to undertake a specific task, Erron could add any number of fiends to a single group, which allowed him to send a mental command to that group instead. Then all fiends within that group would follow that directive.

      He tested this out by putting Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater into a land clearing group, with a mission specifically to clear as much land as possible, while adding the two fleshwargs into another group. Erron commanded that secondary group to go into the forest to hunt for more game. Arcoria managed these groups and provided a summary panel in Erron’s view to see how their tasks were progressing.

      
        
        Group One

        Fiends:

        • Clobber (Level 5 Loyal Orc)

        • Handsy (Level 3 Scyther Revenant)

        • Dirt Eater (Level 3 Shoveler Revenant)

      

        

      
        Task: Clear the land of brambles, rocks, and fallen trees.

        Duration: Ongoing

        Progress: 19% of total land cleared

        Group Cohesion: Low

      

        

      
        Note: One or more fiends within this group do not play well with others. Until the unruly fiend/s are brought into line, progress toward this goal will move slowly.

      

      

      The note at the bottom of this group didn’t give Erron much faith that Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater could work together well just yet. Perhaps they would be better suited to doing their own thing until Erron could tame both Handsy and Dirt Eater a little better.

      
        
        Group Two

        Fiends:

        • Level 3 Fleshwarg (Alpha)

        • Level 3 Fleshwarg

        Task: Hunt for game

        Duration: Return to Hope’s End before dusk

        Progress: Ongoing

        Group Cohesion: High

      

      

      The information provided by these snippets from the arcane core gave Erron valuable insight into what worked and what didn't. The two hounds had been working together for a week now, and one of the two had recently been promoted to alpha within the pack hierarchy. Erron wasn't quite sure how that worked when there were only two wargs in the pack, but he would be able to expand their numbers in future. The pack of two worked efficiently and effectively in their hunt.

      In opposition to the two wargs, the orc and the revenants didn't get along, let alone work as a cohesive team. Erron watched them closely while they worked, but it went just about as well as he thought it would. The revenants seemed to be a little scatterbrained, and they would move from bramble patch to bramble patch, sometimes even getting in the way of Clobber as he focused on one particular section of land and meticulously cleared it. Erron could tell that the orc didn't like the slipshod way the revenants worked, and the revenants couldn't keep their focus on one area long enough to make any progress with the actual task at hand.

      It would be important in future to make sure that he broke in the fiends before adding them into a work group. Erron experimented with the kind of tasks that he could give the fiends as well, and there were definitely some limitations.

      When Erron tried to command his wargs to build a fence structure, Arcoria returned a message saying that these types of fiends were incapable of performing those actions. This was actually a bit of a relief to Erron. If he ever tried to set a task for a fiend who could not do it, it was likely that a similar message would appear.

      Another warning message appeared when Erron attempted to send Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater off to hunt the game that the wargs had been hunting previously. The warning that came back was not that the orc and the revenants were incapable of following these instructions, it was that they were not suited to these actions. Arcoria was clever enough to tell Erron why they weren't suited. It explicitly stated that the orc was too loud, and the revenants were still too unpredictable to be trusted with a hunting exercise.

      When faced with the proposition of spending a week entirely on his own, Erron had initially been apprehensive about the idea. But as the days stretched on, and Erron found the limitations of both the arcane core and the necromantic magic lingering beneath Hope’s End, each day seemed to pass more quickly than the last.

      Two days before he was due to go back into Harrow, disaster struck. Erron heard a cacophony of evil cawing, as well as the flapping of dreaded wings. When he went to investigate, Erron found that a murder of crows had taken up residence in his vegetable patch and were tearing it to shreds.

      They were particularly fond of the cabbage sprouts, and they had devoured almost half of what Erron was growing. Erron had no doubt that once they had finished with the cabbages, they would move on to something else. Erron knew that farmers used something called scarecrows to keep pests away from their crops, and this was something that he hadn't put together yet. Normally, the farmers would stuff a shirt with hay and prop it up on a stick in the middle of the field, but maybe there was a better way. What if he could make a couple of fiends that would do the same job?

      Erron was awash in woven fiber, which would do well for a hay substitute, and had already used that to make some rudimentary clothing for himself and his fiends. The wargs had been particularly useful in keeping a steady stream of meat coming in from the forest, and Erron didn't want to risk having to train an entirely new pack by the time winter came. So he'd used some of the fiber to clothe the wargs and provide them with some extra warmth. The next wargs he resurrected would keep their pelts on.

      Erron then used some of this extra fabric to make a couple of human-sized sets of roughly woven clothes. When it came time to put together the next fiends, Erron decided that it was time for some experimentation. While Handsy and Dirt Eater were physically very good at what Erron wanted them to do, the fact that their minds came from the brains of a belligerent bandit might have something to do with their eagerness to fight and not follow orders. But there was one set of fiends who were very good at following orders: his two wargs.

      Erron accompanied his duo of wargs into the forest to track down another couple of wolves. What he was about to do would have terrified the people of Harrow. It was verging into a realm of magic from which there is no return. But Erron had already stepped into the river of dark magic flowing under his feet, and he felt like he was being swept away by it. It was almost like there was an undertow that captured him and drove him forward to experiment more and more. Even though the nightmares had stopped, the compulsion continued.

      Erron left Clobber and Handsy to their duties while he and the two hounds headed into the forest. It wasn't long before they stumbled onto a hunting trail that was frequented by forest wolves. Erron wasn't as quiet as he would have liked, now that he was wearing his chainmail armor, as well as his sword and shield, but he wanted to be prepared just in case they stumbled across something dangerous and unexpected like another wandering trio of Jackals.

      He spotted many different prey animals as they continued on, his Hunter’s Eyes ability marking them plainly for Erron to see. The mission he gave his two wargs was a simple one: Find wolves.

      Hopefully, by slaughtering and using the head of a wolf, the scarecrows he made would be more apt to obey him. Erron did wonder whether using the heads of wolves would result in a better and more loyal fiend, but it was very unlikely that he'd be able to use the same strategy when making fiends to work the farm and construct buildings. They might be more loyal, but there was no way that a wolf would be able to follow complex instructions and build structures.

      Soon enough, one of Erron's wargs stopped in its tracks and growled low in its throat. A pair of gray and black blurs passed between some trees in the distance. They'd found another wolf. Erron commanded his two wargs to give pursuit and they immediately sprang into action. Erron followed as closely as he could, but the wargs were much faster than he was.

      After a few moments of pursuit, Erron heard the growls and snarls of an aggressive wolf ringing out through the forest. By the time he caught up with his monsters, they had these new wolves caught in a pincer movement. The wolves looked back and forward between the two wargs with their tail between their legs.

      That was when Erron saw the injury on the bigger of the two wolves’ necks. The blood had dried in its gray fur, and half of its left ear was missing. This wolf was a male and had probably lost a fight with the alpha of its pack. The lone wolf had been expelled and shamed, and one of the younger wolves had followed it into exile.

      Erron wouldn't let it live in shame for much longer. Erron commanded his wargs to take these two down, and they ended their lives quickly.

      When they got back to the farm, Erron butchered the wolves. He removed the heads and set the rest of the bodies aside. He had a loyal fiend cap of six, so he would eventually have two spare wolf bodies. He’d take the wolf pelts into Harrow with him next time he was there.

      Next, Erron chose which two of the bandits he wanted to use as a base for his new scarecrow monster. He chose the two tallest and lankiest bandits he had, then lopped their heads off. The rot hadn't set in just yet, so Erron threw the heads to his wargs as a chew toy. They took possession of a head each, and set to crunching faces with their powerful jaws.

      Erron stripped the bandits of their clothes, then dressed them in the woven fiber clothes he'd made. Scarecrows, in his experience, often had long threads of cloth dangling from the wrists, which hung down over the hands. He mimicked this when he made the scarecrow's shirts, so that long dangling woven threads hung from the end of the sleeves.

      Once the scarecrows were dressed, Erron took the bodies to a freshly dug grave and placed them inside. He positioned a wolf’s head on top of each of the bandits’ shoulders, then slipped woven hoods over the monsters’ faces. The protruding wolfish snouts gave the scarecrows a bestial quality, which would hopefully work at scaring the crows away. The hood had two jagged eye holes carved into it, which lined up with the position of each wolf’s eyes.

      Once he was done, Erron covered the future scarecrows with dirt and left them for the morning. The very next day, Erron found the two new scarecrows wandering around Hope's End, and they immediately tried to attack him. The two wargs came to Erron's defense, and all Erron needed to do to win over the scarecrows was prove that he wasn't scared of them. The scarecrows, which the system called lycans, lay on the ground and exposed their bellies to Erron in a gesture of supplication, just like a wolf would.

      Erron accepted their loyalty, which prompted two new panels of information to appear.

      
        
        Level 1 Lycan is now yours to command.

        Quality: Common

        Health Points: 18

        Mana: 0

        Strength: 5

        Intelligence: 1

        Constitution: 5

        Charisma: 1

        Dexterity: 8

        Wisdom: 1

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Terrifying Howl, Unsettling Presence

        Attributes:

        •Territorial

      

      

      Erron focused on the two abilities the lycan had to figure out what they were.

      
        
        Terrifying Howl

        Activated Ability

        The lycan howls and strikes terror into the hearts and minds of nearby creatures.

      

      

      

      
        
        Unsettling Presence

        Passive Ability

        The mere presence of the lycan is enough to unnerve some weaker-willed creatures.

      

      

      Erron nodded in appreciation at these two abilities. He couldn't think of anything that would be more suited to the intent of how he wanted to use this fiend.

      The attribute: Territorial didn’t provide any further information about what it meant, though.

      That was okay for now, but Erron hoped that, at some stage, these attributes would come with a little further information about exactly what they meant. Maybe it was something that would come with time after leveling up his Fiend Forging ability.

      Erron would have to wait and see. He set his new lycan monsters to guard his crops from pests. When Erron went to give this task to his new monsters, a strange new ghostly overlay appeared in his view, along with a message from the arcane core.

      
        
        Please select a patrol area for your level 1 Lycan to defend.

      

      

      Erron selected the entire range of crops and set the scarecrow to patrol it. Erron did an experiment to see just how large an area he could set for this monster to patrol, and this function certainly did have its limitations. Erron could set this fiend to patrol his current crops and keep the pests away from them, but that was about the extent of its current ability. If he wanted to expand and grow even more crops and have them protected from pests, Erron would need more of these scarecrows.

      Erron set the patrol location for the second lycan to cover the sections of farmland with crops that the first lycan couldn’t cover. There was a little overlap in the middle of the patrol route, but that was fine.

      The very last day before his next trip into Harrow, Erron focused on building a rudimentary bridge that would allow him to cross the ravine on foot. It didn't need to hold up the weight of a horse and cart just yet. It only needed to hold Erron and his pack.

      Clobber did most of the heavy lifting, and by the end of the week, Handsy and Dirt Eater had started to chill out quite a bit. The revenants became much better at following orders, and Handsy’s dual sets of arms came in very handy for holding logs into place while Erron fixed them together with woven rope.

      Building the full-sized bridge across the ravine would take quite some time due to just how wide it was, but Erron found a much narrower section of the ravine a little bit further to the north that his bridge would work well on. Once the footbridge was done, Erron started getting everything together for his next trip into Harrow.

      He had quite a few lettuces to sell this time, and even though they'd only been growing a week, they were of a nice size, with thick green leaves. He had no doubt he’d be able to sell them for a pretty penny, along with the wolf pelt and other gathered reagents from the forest. Erron was running low on lavender oil already, and he had a whole bunch of foraged lavender to take with him to Hazel.

      By the end of the week, a number of Erron’s skills had leveled up also.

      Alchemy rose to level 2.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Alchemy Level 2!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        • Potion Seller (Rank 1): Your potions are now worth 5% more when sold.

        • Improved Distillation (Rank 1): Negative effects of your ingredients have a higher chance of being negated when crafting potions.

      

      

      Crafting also rose to level 3.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Crafting Level 3!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        • Furniture Maker (Rank 1): You have unlocked crafting recipes to make rudimentary furniture.

        • Tools (Rank 1): You have unlocked crafting recipes for basic farming tools.

      

      

      Furniture Maker opened up a whole range of new crafting recipes that used wood, stone and clay. There was a whole host of furniture which Erron could now make. The problem was that he’d need a way to cut his logs into timber planks, a way to process and shape stone, and a way to prepare clay.

      He also unlocked a range of basic farming tools to make, but many of these needed specialized pieces of smithed iron in order to work. However, one of these tools in particular was of interest to Erron. There was a handsaw that could be used for cutting smaller bits of wood, but there was also a large double-handed saw which was a strange contraption that Erron had never seen before.

      There was a serrated saw blade in the center of the tool, which was held in place in a wooden frame with bowed sides. There were handles at either end of the saw, and Erron suddenly realized that this particular tool would completely revolutionize work here at Hope’s End.

      The handles on either side of the saw were designed to be held by two different people, and working in a back and forth motion, they could use the saw to cut trees into lumber. This was exactly what Erron needed. If he could make this work, then he wouldn't need to rely on any external timber mills to process the trees that Clobber cut down. With the right application of monsters, Erron could do this himself.

      He would have to make a trip in to Edric Stormhammer to talk crowns and bones. With everything prepared for his next trip into Harrow, Erron headed into his cabin, which now had its own door, and went to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, the nightmares were much more intense than they had been for the last week. Erron only had a couple of drops of lavender oil left, and these were clearly not enough to keep the dark force at bay this time.

      Erron stood in the field of purple flowers as the dark walls crashed in on him. They broke through the defenses of the lavender oil and swarmed up his legs and into him. Erron was almost grateful that it happened so quickly. When he had been choked by these shadows in the past, they’d quickly let him go. The choking shadows was normally the end of the nightmare, but not that night.

      The next time Erron opened his eyes, he expected to be at the foot of the moonlit hill, bathed in the light of the moon and the glow of the arcane core. But that was not where he woke up this time. This time, he was in a cavern somewhere. The stone ceiling above him was barely touched by the light of the fires burning around the circumference of the room. The flames jumped in stone sconces, which were made in a fashion that Erron didn't recognize.

      They weren't elven, because the elves didn't leave the light of the sun and moon if they could help it, and nor were they fashioned in the style of the dwarves, who tended more toward straight lines and bold angles. No, these torch pits were roughly hewn from the stone itself.

      At the very center of the cavern, there was a dark bubbling pit, and the substance within looked exactly like the liquid shadows that had choked Erron in his nightmares. Suddenly, the surface began to ripple, and a strange form rose from the center. It was almost like the shadows came from within this rising figure, dripped off her sides, and wanted to return the moment they were cast off.

      As the shadows retreated, Erron found himself both confused and entranced by the figure that stood in the center of the bubbling pool. He had almost expected some kind of foul dark sorcerer with a fleshless skull face with puncturing bone spikes protruding from every place they could. That was what necromancers looked like, if you believed the stories. Necromancers weren't beautiful young women with bone-white skin and raven-black hair, but the woman that stood before Erron certainly was. She wore a long flowing robe that appeared to be made of the shadows themselves, which clung to the curves of her body.

      “Come here, boy,” she commanded.

      Erron wanted to resist her with every fiber of his being, but instead, he found himself walking toward the edge of the shadowy pool.

      “What is this?” Erron managed to say, but the words were an effort. “Where have you brought me?”

      The woman didn't answer Erron's question, but a knowing smile spread across her face. “That's not what we are here to discuss. Are you enjoying my power, young one?”

      “So you're the one who's bringing things back to life as monsters?” Erron asked.

      “No,” she said simply, and let the word hang before continuing on. “You are the one who brings them back. The one who buries them, the one who they pledged their loyalty to; they are the ones responsible. You've buried and risen quite a few fiends since you arrived here, using my power for your own gains. And yet, over the past score of days, you have refused my curiosity.”

      “Well, I'm not the biggest fan of nightmares, and if you are those disgusting shadows that forced their way inside my dreams and twisted them into nightmares, then yes, I would like that to cease as soon as possible.”

      The woman said nothing but continued to smile that damned smile.

      “If that's a no on the whole invading my dreams and turning them into nightmares thing, then I'm going to continue blocking you out as often as I can. Now look, I didn't seek to use your power or whatever this is deliberately. I was attacked on my first night at Hope’s End, and I just wanted to bury the evidence. I didn't intend to bring those three back as monsters. That was all you.”

      “I detected promise in you. A master is nothing without an apprentice to teach, and the others who sought to take control did not possess the same spark as you.”

      Erron thought back to what everyone had said about Hope’s End and the previous landholders. None of them had made it more than a night by themselves, and now Erron knew exactly what had happened to them. This entity that seemed to feel like it owned Hope’s End probably had a hand in their deaths.

      “I am nobody,” Erron said. “All I wanted was the chance to live my own life for my own reasons. If you're looking for someone to shape into your image and pursue some agenda, then I'm not your man. I've got no interest in power that comes with a slave’s collar.”

      The woman in black gave a single amused snort. “And that's exactly why you're perfect. However, if we are going to continue with this arrangement, I want to know that you have what it takes to control this power. You have started down the path, but you need training. You need direction, and I need to see whether you are worthy of it. So I have a test for you, and I believe the glowing device in your hand will be able to display it to you when you awaken. It speaks the language of magic, and that is a language I am quite familiar with. If you wish to continue your training, do as I ask. Then we can proceed.”

      Erron shook his head in amusement. “Before I do anything of the sort, I need to know who you are and where this power comes from. This magic is necromancy, which means that you are probably someone who's found a way to circumvent the cycle of life and death, am I correct?”

      Erron had a suspicion that this power might have its origins in a powerful lich or lingering spirit that was tied to this place somehow. Whoever or whatever was responsible for this had found a way to step outside the normal cycle that affected every living thing.

      The woman continued glaring at Erron with that amused look on her face. “I did not have to circumvent the cycle of life and death, because I was never bound by it.”

      That made Erron’s blood run cold. There were all manner of ancient evils in this world, and some of them were unholy aberrations or abominations from a different plane of reality. If this power came from one of those alien and unknowable entities, then their machinations and plots would transcend anything that the human mind could comprehend.

      If he was dealing with one of those entities, then Erron would be wise to flee this land as soon as possible. Though they were not often given to taking human form, they often worked through vessels or proxies.

      Erron had never been the kind to back away from a fight, even when he was outmatched. It had worked out okay for him so far. Whatever this entity was, it hadn’t told him its name, and it hadn’t been able to escape Hope’s End for whatever reason. Its influence remained tied geographically to the farm.

      If she truly meant to take Erron on as her apprentice, then maybe it was in his best interest to learn as much as he could from her while he had the chance, while also trying to figure out a way to take control of this power for himself. Part of the cycle of master and apprentice was the passing of power from one generation to the next.

      “So what do you say?” she asked. “Will you do the task I set for you?”

      “Once you tell me what you want me to do, then I'll decide whether or not it's something that I will pursue.”

      She made an amused noise. “Your powers will grow, as well as mine. Do what I ask, and I can bring you untold power and riches.”

      Erron shrugged. “I left any desire for power or riches behind when I came here with nothing. Those things mean nothing to me now. If what you ask me to do is against my interests, and those of the people of Harrow, then I will refuse.”

      “You already care for these people that much?”

      “I'm a man of the Southern Reach now. We look after our own.” Erron was surprised at how much he felt the truth of these words as he said them.

      “Ah, but you were not always from the south, were you? You had a life in the Northern Kingdoms that you left behind.”

      “It wasn't much of a life. Not really. All I did was kill bandits, collect crowns, and take jobs from those who didn't want to get their hands dirty. There was honor in it, this is true, but my life was not truly my own. If becoming your apprentice means that I forfeit the right to the control of my own life, then I will end this arrangement in an instant.”

      “I'm not talking about your time with The Exiles. Yes, I can see your dreams. But I'm talking about the life before, the one that you've been convinced so thoroughly to ignore. Perhaps it was not just convincing, maybe it was something more, as there is some great blockage there. There are powerful mages that can alter memory, or lock some memories away. Who were you before they trained you to kill?”

      “It does not matter. I was a young boy who lost his family. That much, I can remember. The flames destroyed my home and took my family, and everything else is smoke and ash.”

      “That much is certain. There is a dark cloud in your memory, but when you dream your deepest dreams, I can see something lingering there, burning with green fire.”

      At the mention of green fire, a jolt of discomfort rolled through Erron. On those nights where his nightmares were their most savage, they were all tinged with green flame. Those nightmares where his skin bubbled and his hair burnt away came rarely these days, but they had stayed with him since he was a young boy. Even when he slept in The Exiles’ barracks, sometimes he would scream bloody murder in his sleep until every soul was awake.

      The very thought of these memories made Erron's palms sweat, and caused a flash of heat to rise from within him. He knew that there was something that he kept a secret down in the depths of his past, and he didn't like that this woman in black knew about it. He didn't talk about those memories encased in green flame to everybody, not even Fendral, the person he trusted most in this world. It felt wrong that the woman in black knew about them at all.

      A light began to pulse from the palm of Erron's right hand. A message appeared in front of his eyes.

      
        
        You appear to be in distress. Would you like me to attempt to wake you? You will miss out on the day's summary, but rest assured that your experience will continue to accumulate.

      

      

      Arcoria was obviously worried about Erron, but he could handle this. He wouldn't flinch at the revelation of the woman in black’s knowledge. She hadn't given Erron her name, and there would have to be a reason for that. But that was something that he could worry about later.

      “My dark clouds are my own,” Erron said. “You're going to release me now, and as soon as I wake, I will judge the task you set for me on its own merits. If it runs counter to my own interests, it will not be done.”

      The woman in black grinned, revealing bone-white teeth that were black at the gums. “I daresay you will be happy with the results. As I said, I am in need of a new apprentice.”

      With that, the shadows erupted from the pool of the woman in black and raced up Erron's body once again. The next thing he knew, he was standing at the bottom of the hill under the moonlight, with Arcoria hovering in the center, emitting a pale, pulsing light.

      The daily summary appeared, but there wasn't much change there. Erron had taken it pretty easy the day before, but it wouldn't be long before he hit the next level in farming, and he was keen to see what that new skill level would bring.

      Erron trudged up the hill to speak to Arcoria.

      “How much of that did you see?” Erron asked.

      “I saw nothing, but it felt like you were stuck in a nightmare. I can tell when you are dreaming, as I'm keeping track of your health and vitality at every moment, but whatever just happened felt different. Your body reacted like it was being physically attacked, even though you were safe in your bed.”

      “Thanks for keeping watch over me. I'm pretty sure that the nightmare I just had something to do with the necromantic magic seeping up from the ground under our feet. Tell me, Arcoria, is there any way that someone with no talent for magic might learn how to resist the magical influence of others?”

      “If there is, it is outside of my understanding. There are charms and enchantments that can be placed on clothing and jewelry, but I would not know where to begin.”

      “Nor would I,” Erron confirmed. “Anyway, the threat is over for now. You can wake me, and then we'll head into town.”

      “Do you want to tell me what happened? Perhaps if you share this information with me, I can make some sense of it,” Arcoria asked.

      Erron considered this and eventually decided that he would share this information with Arcoria. The core was bound to his flesh now, so any risk there was of the core being taken, and his secrets being uncovered, was no risk at all. They would have to remove a part of his own body if they meant to steal his secrets, and Erron would die before he let that happen. So he explained to Arcoria what happened, and the core initially said nothing at all. Then, with some hesitation, it spoke.

      “When you wake, you should retrieve the cryptic notebook and turn to the twenty-fifth page. I believe there is something on that page that you will want to see.”

      Erron nodded. “I'll do that right away. You can wake me up now, Arcoria.”

      When Erron woke, there was a new notification awaiting him. It was displayed in a similar manner to the normal notifications from the arcane core, but this was in an inverse set of colors. The words that appeared were white on a black background, which was the inverse of how they normally appeared.

      
        
        New Quest: Forging For Beginners

        Forge 3 specialist fiends:

        • A soldier who can inflict bleed effects on enemies

        • A worker capable of splitting stones without the need for tools

        • A work animal strong enough to pull a wooden cart

        Reward: A Treatise on Monster Forms - This book will provide an in-depth education into the variety of forms a monster may take, and what those forms are capable of.

      

      

      Unlike some of the other missions the core had set for Erron, this one had no option to accept or reject. The moment this mission appeared, it inserted itself into Erron's quest log and stayed there.

      The woman in black wasn't wrong when she said that Erron would be happy at the quest and reward. Each of these three different types of monsters would be incredibly useful. The more Hope’s End grew, the more likely it would become that Erron needed his own soldiers to command, not just workers. This new soldier could be tested when he finally went to destroy the remaining members of The Jackals. He would need lots of quarried stone to build the kinds of fortified structures he needed to progress, so the worker capable of splitting stones was something he needed to make anyway.

      Erron chided himself when he realized that he could have just made a fiend that served the same purpose as a horse. Why had he spent this long trying to figure out how he was going to buy a damn horse from the Harrow stables, when he could just make one of his own? Erron had some ideas of materials and forms that he could use to make his very own horse amalgam that might even throw some of the locals off the scent of what was happening in Hope’s End.

      Frozen Hells, now that he had a way of working wood, he could even make himself a crude cart and carry his own produce into Harrow. Speaking of going into Harrow, David Shepherd would be along soon enough to pick Erron up on the way into town, and he had plenty of gear that he wanted to take in for sale this time around.

      He gave Handsy a few woven fiber sacks and commanded the fiend to harvest the lettuces that were mature enough to sell. Erron showed the four-armed fiend roughly how big a lettuce needed to be for it to be harvested, and Handsy set off on his mission.

      Erron had another couple of bags full of produce he’d foraged from the forest, which were mostly full of different types of mushrooms, and some more lavender. He’d sell some of it to Hazel, but he wanted some more lavender oil for himself too.

      He commanded Clobber to take these bags over to the other side of the ravine. They'd already tested out the makeshift wooden bridge, and it had been able to take Clobber’s weight, even while holding a couple of weighted bags.

      His lycan scarecrows stalked around the vegetable patches and made sure that no birds or vermin dared take a nibble of Erron's crops. Somehow when the lycans stood still, it was even more terrifying than when they patrolled around the vegetable patches. Erron quickly gave them both the mental command for them stand in a pose with its arms outstretched and cease moving the moment they detected someone else on the farm that wasn't Erron or his loyal fiends.

      Erron headed down into the crawlspace to review the cryptic notebook, just as Arcoria had suggested. When he turned to the twenty-fifth page, he stared at it with slack-jawed shock. The majority of the page was covered in the strange script Mazurak Harkin used, but in the bottom right-hand corner was a hastily sketched image of a pool covered in viscous black liquid, with the unmistakable form of a beautiful young woman standing in the center.

      There was no denying that Mazurak Harkin, the crazy old wizard that went missing two hundred years ago, the previous landholder of Hope’s End who made the hidden crawl space, had been visited by the same nightmares as Erron. He still couldn't read what was written on this page, but now it was even more important for him to find a way into Mazurak’s tower. Hopefully, he would find some information there that would help him discover the true nature of the woman in black.
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      Not long after Erron returned to the surface, the distinctive ding, ding, ding of David Shepherd's bell announced his arrival. Erron made his way to the bridge, and headed over to meet the shepherd.

      “Good morning, Farmer Erron!”

      “And a very good morning to you, Master Shepherd. How is that wife of yours?”

      David grinned. “She's a little annoyed that I haven't got around to fixing the roof yet, but I told her that it hadn't rained in weeks, and this time of year is usually pretty dry. The moment the clouds decide to gather, it's probably going to be cold enough to turn to snow anyway. How are you doing? The farm looks a damn sight better than it did last time I was here. Did you build yourself a bridge?”

      “Just a footbridge, but it’s better than clambering up and down the ravine. It's definitely not a permanent fixture just yet. Asher is going to help me make something a little bit more permanent in the future, but this will do for now. And yes, I've been putting in quite a bit of hard work over the past week, and I believe the product we're going to haul into Harrow will speak for itself about how things are progressing.”

      Erron held open a sack of fresh lettuces, which were plump and thick, with healthy dark green leaves. David’s eyebrows raised in surprise.

      “Those only took a week to grow?” he asked.

      “A week and a bit. They'll certainly get bigger, but I want to make sure that the Baron knows that I'm making progress, and I want to show him what he can expect going forward.”

      “I have to say, Master Erron, I honestly didn't expect that you'd start to turn things around so quickly. How have you managed to do this as well as put up a brand new cabin? It just doesn't seem like there's enough hours in the day.”

      Erron grinned. “I must admit that I do have a secret weapon. You see, I didn't come to Hope’s End alone. I used to work for a mercenary outfit up in the Northern Kingdoms, and I was their primary monster rancher. Slavery is punishable by death across the Five Kingdoms, so we came up with an alternative. Training a monster to do menial tasks is actually fairly simple as long as you show them who's boss. It's like training a dog; you just have to assert your dominance, show them that you are the alpha, and they eventually fall into line.”

      The disbelief crept into Master Shepherd's face the longer Erron kept talking. “You're telling me that you had monsters help you do this? Monsters who listen to you, that don't want to try and eat your face?”

      “I mean, you do need to have a certain knack for training them, but yes.” Erron kept loading his stuff into the back of David’s cart, which was once again full of shorn sheep’s wool.

      “I don't believe you. There's no way that you are a monster rancher.” The tone of David's voice made him sound more amused and impressed than dismissive, so Erron decided to prove what he said.

      Erron sent a mental command to Clobber to come closer to the other side of the ravine, and at the same time called out to Clobber verbally so that David would think that it was a spoken command and not a mental command that bid the monster to come.

      Clobber was now dressed in clothing made of the same woven fiber as the sacks Erron had just loaded into the back of David’s cart. The clothes weren’t the most stylish, but they were functional. Erron had even made the big orc monster a bucket-style hat, which kept the sun out of his beady little eyes.

      David visibly tensed up when he saw the orc walking over to the other side of the ravine.

      “That's okay, Clobber. You don't need to come any further. Can you just wave to our friend David over here? Do you want to maybe say hello?”

      Clobber dutifully raised an arm and waved.

      “Hullo, David,” the big orc said in its deep gravelly voice.

      “Well I’ll be damned,” David said, then waved back. “Well met, Clobber!”

      The big orc just grunted in response, then turned back to the farm and went back to his duties.

      “Well I'll be damned,” David repeated. “That was one of those massive green-skinned monsters from down South, wasn't it? They're not like the civilized orc tribes that live in the Northern Kingdoms, are they?”

      “Clobber was exiled from his tribe for questioning leadership and thinking too much. But after we had an in-depth discussion, and by discussion, I mean he tried to kill me, he agreed to come and do the grunt work for me here on the farm. He might look scary, but he's actually a big marshmallow.”

      “A marshmallow named Clobber… I'm still trying to come to terms with the fact that you got it to wear a hat.”

      Erron grinned. “Him. Not it, him. I figured from a distance if he was wearing a hat, he might just look like a big muscly guy. I've heard all of these superstitions about Hope's End, and I don't want to scare anyone.”

      After Erron jumped into the front of the cart, they headed into Harrow and engaged in some pleasant small talk. Apparently, one of David’s rams had become a little too randy and mounted at least half the sheep in his flock. At least he would have a pretty good harvest of lamb at the beginning of spring.

      Lamb was a particular favorite of the Baron, and David was always eager to please the Lord of his Holdfast. Erron tried to pump David for some information about other things the Baron might have a fondness for, but there wasn't a lot that Erron could work with. He'd already heard that the Baron was quite fond of the company of ladies and enjoyed expensive whiskey, but as far as vices went, those were not all that salacious.

      Most people in positions of power who had become accustomed to the comforts their positions allowed them usually had at least one or two skeletons in their closets that could be exploited with the right leverage. Erron had no doubt that there would be some darkness lingering in the Baron’s shadow, but it was not currently an urgent task to uncover it.

      There was not a lot of actionable information about the activity of The Jackals either. David was under the impression that they were keeping a low profile after the death of Jahira. No one could be certain whether the inactivity was a result of a leadership struggle, or heightened interest from the townsguard, but David thought that it sounded like The Jackals were running scared for some reason.

      Erron had to stifle a grin at that. If The Jackals were scared, then it was probably him they were scared of. Him and his monsters. Erron would clean them out in no time at all, but he kept pumping David for information to make it seem as though he was wary of the bandits. Erron made it sound as though he was concerned about the safety of his farm, and what he would need to do in order to protect it from a night time ambush.

      David asked Erron why he didn't just find another few orcs and train them up to watch over his farm to protect it from attack, but Erron explained that it wasn't quite that simple. It took a long time to find the right monster, and a long time to train them. He didn't let David know that he already had five monsters under his command, because that would probably raise too many questions. Instead, he just said there were two monsters helping out on the farm, and neither of them were well-suited to fighting. To Erron's surprise, David seemed to believe this.

      When they arrived in Harrow, they both went directly to the Baron’s Manor. David had his wool to hand over, and Erron had a portion of the lettuce that he'd harvested. However, it wasn't the Baron that received them. It was Anton, the steward. He first thanked David for the quality of his produce, then set his sights on the sacks of lettuce that Erron had brought to town.

      “I'm sure the Baron will be happy with the quality,” Erron said. “Give him half of what I've brought into town today, not the twenty-five percent he’s asked for, in a gesture of good faith. I want the Baron to know that thanks to the support that he has provided in the cache of seeds he gave to me when I arrived, things are going very well indeed.”

      When Anton inspected the sack of lettuces, he actually seemed somewhat impressed. Erron had readied himself for a snide comment or a backhanded compliment, however, none had come. He had no doubt that the steward still had his doubts about Erron, but this might be the first step on a road to recovery of their relationship. Even, Erron thought, this might possibly blossom into a friendship. Everyone else in Harrow seemed to get along well with Anton, so perhaps Erron would eventually be able to do the same.

      “I'm sorry that the Baron is not here to receive you himself,” Anton said. “He was most interested in hearing from you both, but alas, he has been called to Daggerspine Keep on official business. Master Shepherd, how is everything with you? No more mountain troll incursions?”

      “None so far, thank the gods. Is there any pressing news from Harrow?”

      “Pressing?” Anton said with amusement. “No, I think not. We did have a little bit of excitement there with the bandits, but they seem to have either gone dormant or have sought greener pastures. The Southern Reach is not somewhere you come to prey on the overly wealthy, after all.”

      Erron knew that was a load of manure. The Jackals were still very much holed up in their fort in the forest, but soon enough, they would be gone. Gone and repurposed into willing farmhands to help Erron in his tasks.

      “No trouble with the bandits?” Anton asked, with the question directed at Erron.

      Erron shook his head. “It's been mighty quiet the last week or so, which has been a bit of a blessing. I've managed to put up a new cabin so I can pass the night with a roof over my head, and we've got all of those seeds that the Baron gifted me growing. We're on track for a decent harvest before winter, but there is something that I would like to ask you.”

      “Of course,” Anton said.

      “Would the Baron be interested in purchasing my produce directly?”

      “Based on the quality, I don't see why not. I am authorized to use a discretionary amount to procure goods in the stead of Baron Algrim while he is away. Is the lettuce all you've brought with you this time?”

      “It's all that is ready for harvesting at the moment. We'll certainly have more in the coming weeks, and I get the feeling that your townsguard would probably appreciate some fresh produce. If I know I can sell them to one buyer, I would be happy to negotiate for a more favorable rate of exchange. If we were to enter into this kind of arrangement, is it possible to redirect a certain percentage of the sale price directly to the Daggerspine Keep deeds office to go toward my seasonal tithe?”

      “Well, of course. We do that for all of our primary producers, even if you don't sell the goods directly to the Baron. You don't have to return to Daggerspine Keep to pay your tithe. You can do it through us at any time, and we will ensure that it's paid in your name.”

      “And you provide receipts for these transactions, yes?”

      Anton scoffed. “Of course, we do. We are running a Holdfast, not a Lladrian pleasure house.”

      “Very good. As I said, the first bag is a gift. But the second bag, I wish to sell.”

      Anton and Erron came to an amicable agreement, which took far less effort than Erron had assumed that it would. The steward paid six crowns for the second bag of lettuce, and Erron took four of these. The other two he arranged to have added to his tithe payments.

      Four crowns wouldn't buy him much, but it would buy him enough vegetables to see him through for the next week. If Erron had enough money left over, he figured he might treat himself to a warm lunch at the Kit and Clover before heading back to Hope’s End.

      The hand-drawn sign that stood in front of the inn proudly proclaimed that they had rich mutton and mushroom pies in a short crust pastry available today, and the very sight of that sign made Erron’s mouth water.

      “Say, does the Baron have a standing bounty for bandits operating within his borders?” Erron asked.

      “Please do not kick the hornet’s nest, Master Vangian. You may be tempted by the prospect of earning easy money from killing some bandits, but The Jackals are peaceful at the moment. They're keeping to themselves and leaving the rest of us alone,” Anton said.

      “I'm not talking about kicking anyone. I'm asking just in case they come onto my property, and I have to deal with them. I just want to know whether or not I should keep the heads to bring back to Harrow to collect on the bounties, or anything like that. I figure if I'm doing the Baron a favor, and he's willing to pay for that favor, I don't want to do anything to jeopardize getting paid.”

      Anton sighed. “Yes, the Baron does have a standing offer. But it's only from the current bandit bounty list.”

      “Are The Jackals on that list?” Erron asked.

      “Yes, they are. Every Jackal head brought back to Harrow is worth twenty crowns.”

      Twenty crowns for a bandit head was the absolute bottom of the barrel rate. Back when he was doing mercenary work, Erron wouldn't have touched a twenty-crown bounty unless he had no other option. Fifty crowns per head was the minimum that he was willing to put himself at risk for, and even then it was only if he knew he'd be able to bag at least five or more heads from the same bandit clan.

      “Is there a bonus if I bring you the head of the leader?” Erron asked.

      “If by some miracle you manage to execute the leader of The Jackals, and the group disbands, then the spoils of your triumph would belong to you and you alone, under the law.”

      “So anything that these guys have stolen from people along the road, or taken from the people of Harrow, that would belong to me?” Erron asked.

      “That is correct.”

      “Frozen Hells, maybe David and I should form a posse with a bunch of combat-ready townsfolk and rout The Jackals from their den once and for all,” Erron said and shot a look toward David. “Think of how much the leather and steel from their gear and their weapons would be worth alone? It's definitely worth thinking about.”

      David laughed. “I'm too old to go traipsing about in the forest looking for a fight, Erron. If I didn’t die in the fighting, my wife would kill me when I got back. You can count me out of that, but who knows? There might be some merit in that idea. Split a few ways, you might actually find some young men here in Harrow who would be willing to follow you on such a crazy quest.”

      Erron wanted to say that it wasn't the townsfolk of Harrow that he would have at his back if he decided to go and wipe the bandits out; it would be his monsters. If the defected bandit Kariak was right in his estimation of how many bandits were still there at Fort Jackal, then it could work out to be quite profitable to wipe the whole bandit troop off the face of the earth. At twenty crowns per head, and at least two to three dozen Jackals, that was a lot of money. That would pay this season’s tithe, and the tithe for winter as well.

      With their business with Anton concluded, Erron then made his usual rounds while he was in Harrow. He stopped in to sell things to Hazel Wormwood at her apothecary, going into Brella’s general store to see if there was anything new and interesting on the shelves, and then he stopped in to see Edric Stormhammer, the dwarven smith, to see how much a straight saw blade would set him back.

      “No luck finding any iron?” Edric asked. “It'll be a lot cheaper if you have the materials yourself.”

      “No, I don't have a lot of time for mining myself at the moment, so let's just come up with a figure that assumes that I don't have the materials,” Erron said.

      “You'd be looking at somewhere between ten and twenty crowns, depending on the length of the saw blade.”

      All things considered, that wasn't as bad as Erron had thought it might be. One dead Jackal and he’d have enough for the saw blade he needed. Even though Erron had run missions for The Exiles, he'd never really been involved in any of the discussions about the procurement of equipment or the day-to-day running of The Exiles outfit himself.

      Once Erron had the saw blade, he could figure all the rest of the construction out himself. He could put it together and teach his fiends how to use it. Handsy and Dirt Eater had the dexterity to use it, and Clobber had the sheer brute strength to make it work.

      Erron showed Edric roughly how long he needed the saw blade to be, and explained to the blacksmith what he intended to use the blade for. Erron had made eight crowns from selling ingredients and reagents to Hazel, so he paid a deposit of five crowns to Edric to get the work started.

      “Oh, we'll have a saw ready for you that'll cut through trees like a hot knife through butter,” Edric said with pride.

      Erron tried to stop in to see Asher the carpenter while he was here, but there was no one at his house, and it looked like there hadn't been anyone there for at least a few days. Anton hadn't mentioned anything about Asher’s whereabouts, and the steward had known Asher was meant to work with Erron on the bridge. Maybe Anton assumed that because Flint was gone, the bridge project was dead? Erron would need to find Asher and figure out what to do from here.

      Erron stopped in at the Kit and Clover for a warm pie before heading back to Hope’s End. He handed six bones over the counter to the serving girl, then slipped into his favorite booth that let him sit with his back to the wall.

      After Erron had taken a few bites out of the pie, which was very tasty, with warm buttery pastry, someone slipped into the booth opposite him. Erron didn't recognize the man, but he was dressed in a deliberate and familiar way that made Erron think he was somehow associated with the Crimson Dagger.

      “You lot wouldn't try something in broad daylight, would you?” Erron asked.

      The man smoothed his hair back over his forehead and grinned at Erron. He had piercing blue eyes that shimmered with both intelligence and malice.

      “There's a crossbow pointed at your belly under the table, and the tip of the bolt that’s just waiting to be let loose is covered in a poison that will liquefy your innards. You're going to follow me, now. My boss wants a little chat.”

      Erron lifted the pie to his lips and took another bite. He chewed slowly and deliberately, watching the man's expression. Erron said nothing and made no motion to leave the table.

      A dark look descended over the man's face. “Do you think I'm playing with you?” he asked.

      “No, I don't,” Erron said between chews. “But I paid good money for this pie, and I'm going to finish it. You can sit there and watch me, or you can wait out the front and I'll join you there in a few minutes.”

      The man sneered at Erron but stayed right where he was.
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      After Erron was done eating, both he and his uninvited guest left the Kit and Clover together. When they reached the streets of Harrow, it became plainly obvious that the man hadn't been alone. Another pair of goons—one tall and skinny, and the other decidedly average—leaned lazily against the side of a nearby building. The man motioned for them to cross the street and join him.

      Erron was glad that he had worn his chainmail under his clothes today. Why was it always three against one? Why didn't Erron ever get the chance to have a nice fair one-on-one fight, like honorable folks? Erron had no doubt that all of these men would have some hidden dagger symbol on their clothes somewhere, marking them as members of the Crimson Dagger. Erron couldn't imagine that those in charge of the organization would be impressed that he'd killed three of their members already. They would want their revenge, he was sure of it.

      Erron walked next to the man with the blue eyes, and the other two goons fell into step behind them. They were clearly positioning themselves to react if Erron tried to run for it. One of the men wore a pair of hand axes strapped to his hips, and the other was a lanky man with a dagger in a scabbard strapped to his leg. The second man would be a great body template to use for another loyal scarecrow. Erron didn't like thinking about people in those terms, but he had a feeling that someone's blood would be shed before this day was through. He intended to make sure that blood was not his own.

      They led Erron through the streets, and eventually, they came to a warehouse that Erron had passed by a few times before, but he had not remarked on much at all. It was near the stables, and held all manner of wheeled carts that belonged to the Baron. Did the Baron have something to do with the Crimson Dagger? In their first discussion, the Baron indicated that he knew about the Crimson Dagger’s existence, and that could have easily been smoke and mirrors to make Erron think the Baron wasn't involved in this.

      However, this theory was proven incorrect when one of the goons handed a golden crown to one of the townsguard, who conveniently left his post. Erron tried to commit the townsguard’s face to his memories, as that was an issue that they would need to deal with eventually. Once he survived this, Erron would have to report this back to the Baron. A townsguard that could be turned with bones and crowns was not a townsguard that could be trusted.

      Another man dressed in a similar fashion to the other Crimson Dagger men approached with a stocky horse in tow. The blue-eyed goon motioned to a nearby cart with an enclosed back.

      “Get in the cart,” the blue-eyed man said.

      The situation was rapidly deteriorating into something that Erron couldn't control. Now there were four of these able-bodied Crimson Dagger men working to get Erron to go with them. The odds were slowly but surely turning against Erron, and there was not much else he could do. Sometimes you just needed to go with the flow until the right opportunity presented itself to turn the tides.

      “Where are you taking me?” Erron asked.

      “Like I said, our boss just wants to have a little chat with you. But the problem is simple. We can't have you figuring out where our stronghold is; otherwise, we'd have to kill you. But believe us when we say that if we wanted you dead, you'd be dead already. Now get in the cart. I don't want to have to ask you again.”

      Erron did as he was asked, but he bristled at the indignity. The blue-eyed man climbed into the back, along with the other two goons from in town. The new arrival hooked the horse up to the cart using an assortment of straps and buckles, then slid into the driver's seat.

      “Are we good?” the horseman asked.

      “Yes. As soon as the farmer puts this on,” the blue-eyed man said and handed a black hood over to Erron.

      Erron picked the hood up and immediately wanted to throw it back into his face. But that would only make the situation worse, and if Erron tried to fight back here, he would be slaughtered. If it was true that they didn't want him dead, then there was likely something else that they wanted to use him for. It seemed like everyone in Harrow had some interest in Hope’s End, and Erron felt like he was being pulled in multiple different directions. He would do what he was asked, but he would not go with these people without backup.

      Erron sent a mental command to his wargs to run as quickly as they could to Harrow, and locate the horse and cart that he was trapped in. The wargs knew his scent, and they would be able to locate him without any issues. They just needed to get here before Erron got too far away for them to pick up the trail. He quickly added an addendum to his command—the wargs were to keep to the shadows and stay out of sight. Under no circumstances were they to enter the township of Harrow. The pandemonium would make things spiral out of control.

      With the command sent, Erron slipped the black hood over his head, and the cart juddered into motion. There was very little in the way of small talk as they left Harrow. Erron knew that they left the relatively smooth streets of the town when he got jostled about by the change in road surface.

      He had no frame of reference to figure out what direction they went in, but after a while, he figured it was either east or west from Harrow. The road south from Harrow sloped down and descended somewhat, and the road heading north would lead up the mountain to Daggerspine Keep. The cart continued on an even keel, not heading dramatically uphill or downhill. Heading directly east would put him back in the vicinity of Hope’s End, and heading west would travel in a parallel direction to the Daggerspine Mountains.

      They traveled in silence for some time, and all Erron could do was hope that his wargs caught up with them in time. He had been tempted to command Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater to follow as well, but they would be far too easily discovered. At least the wargs would be able to remain mostly hidden from view.

      If these folk were regular bandits, they would have been talking nonsense the whole way, but these ones didn't. They kept their mouths remarkably closed and didn't allow Erron to make any other assumptions about where they were headed or who they were going to see. He still didn't know whether the dagger was a person, a place, or an organization, but Erron had a feeling that he would know before the day was out.

      Eventually, the path got even rougher, and the strange calls of birds Erron didn't recognize rang out from around the cart. If they had turned south at any point in their journey, then it was possible they were heading toward the borders of the Wildlands at the very southern vestiges of the Southern Reach. There was nothing down there but giant beasts and savage orc tribes, and it was not somewhere Erron had any desire to be. However, it would make sense for a murderous organization to have a stronghold somewhere so inhospitable. Nobody would bother them in the Wildlands.

      The cart came to a stop and one of the people let out a sigh of relief.

      “Finally. My ass is hurting something severe,” said one of the goons.

      “Why don't you bring a little pillow with you next time, Princess?” the blue-eyed man replied. Erron managed to recognize his voice, even while still wearing the hood.

      “I might just do that,” the other man replied with a chuckle.

      They never took the hood off Erron's head as they roughly hoisted him to his feet and pushed him out of the cart. He kept an ear open for any sounds that might reveal something about where he was, but none came. He sent a mental command to the fleshwarg alpha to howl, and sure enough, a howl rose from somewhere in the distance at his back.

      “Did you hear that?” one of the goons asked.

      “More wolves?” another replied.

      “That one sounded different. I told you this wasn't a good idea to do in broad daylight! We could have waited and taken him from the farm!”

      “The place is cursed. The others never came back from that farm, did they?”

      “You reckon he killed them?”

      “Do you really think that little bastard could have killed Granok? There's no way.”

      Erron grinned under his hood. Yes, let them underestimate him. They would learn their lesson in time. Erron could have commanded his wargs to attack right then and tear the whole group apart, but that would achieve nothing. These idiots were about to deliver Erron to their leader. He would finally see who had been behind the blades that tried to kill him on his first night at Hope's End. He commanded his wargs to follow and remain alert, but to stay out of sight.

      A door creaked open somewhere in front of them, and Erron felt the texture of the ground change from rough dirt and gravel to smooth wood, which creaked under his steps. There was a distinct smell of leather, smoke, and wood, which was quite pleasant. The fragrance was masculine, and it was just that - a fragrance. A tannery smelled much worse than this, so whatever the smell was, it was deliberate.

      Another door creaked open. Two sets of feet shadowed Erron’s steps, so two of the goons had remained in the first room. The smell was more intense here and the air was warmer, which was soon explained by the sound of wood crackling in a hearth.

      Suddenly, Erron's hood was ungently torn away. The force of it pulled him backward and he stumbled a step back. The blue-eyed goon grinned at Erron. This one was going to be trouble, Erron just knew it.

      Erron regained his composure and looked forward with his head held high. The two lackeys held his shoulders in place, which Erron did not like one bit. He struggled out of their grips and got his hands free. The other man was the tall gangly one with the dagger strapped to his leg, and Erron made a snap decision. Erron whirled wildly and knocked the blue-eyed man backwards. He turned his attention to the other and knocked him away too, while at the same time lifting the dagger and slipping it into his sleeve.

      Now free, Erron took a step forward toward the man in charge.

      Erron didn't recognize the man's face, and there would be no hiding the scar that ran from his eyebrow and down onto his cheek. It was an ugly, ragged thing, and the eye of the pupil that sat in the center had been split by whatever blade or claw made that scar.

      “I take it you're the reason I'm here. The name's Erron Vangian, I’m nothing but a farmer, and I have lots of work to do.”

      The scarred man smiled. “I know who you are. What I don't know, or at least can’t prove, is what you did with my men. But I am forgetting my manners, I suppose. My name is Lanzo Kardula, and you're not meant to be alive.”

      “I'm sorry to be such a disappointment.”

      Lanzo actually laughed. “Indeed.”

      Erron looked down at his feet and his breath caught in his throat. The wood was stained with the maroon of blood long since dried, which made this a place of routine executions. This situation was much more dangerous than Erron initially realized.

      “Is that why you've brought me out here now? To slaughter me?” Erron asked, trying to remain composed despite his palms beginning to sweat.

      He sent a mental command to his wargs to come closer and remain vigilant. If Erron commanded them to attack, they needed to be ready.

      “We're past that now. If I felt like killing you would do any good, I’d have already done it. It seems like there's much for you and me to discuss. Tell me, have you used the Night Matron’s power yet?”

      Erron couldn't keep his eyes from going wide. He'd never heard the power referred to in that way before, but now that the words were out in the open, that was exactly what the dark figure had resembled. A shadowy mother of monsters, whose power was there for the taking. The Night Matron.

      “I don't know what you're talking about.” Erron decided to play the fool for a while longer.

      From the smarmy look on Lanzo’s face, Erron got the distinct impression that this guy was used to knowing more than whoever he was talking to. That level of pompous condescension was easy to exploit. All you needed to do was act like they were doing you a favor by running their mouth and they would keep running it for as long as you let them.

      “You think you're playing coy, but you haven't been very careful. We know what you've been doing at Hope's End, so there's no need for us to play this little game.”

      “What exactly do you think I've been doing aside from scrambling to survive after your men tried to kill me?”

      “Those interesting companions you have working the farm. It's a shame what happened to the stonemason, but it was a clever move dumping his body in the forest. Everybody loves to hate bandits.”

      The self-satisfied look on Lanzo’s face was intolerable. The room went very quiet as Erron mulled over his next words before he spoke.

      “It seems you have me at a disadvantage. Tell me plainly - what do you want from me?”

      “Right now? All I wanted to do was meet you. I needed to see the man that killed three of my best assassins with my own eyes. I needed to judge just how much of a threat you are.”

      “And? What do you see?”

      “A scared young man who is so far out of his depth that one wrong move will send him down beneath the blackened waves to drown.”

      Those words had a bite the Erron hadn't expected them to. It was true that there was much to learn, but with the power of the arcane core and the support and tutelage of the Night Matron, things would change. Erron would regain control of this situation.

      “I have faced down bigger threats than you,” Erron said. There was an unspoken challenge in those words, and Erron almost hoped that Lanzo would try something. His two wargs waiting outside could turn the tide in Erron's favor if needed.

      “Indeed. A bigger threat than me resides right beneath the land where you lay your head each night. There is one thing we must discuss before I allow you to leave. You've now seen my face, and the very fact that I'm entertaining the idea of letting you go means I am putting my trust in you. I hope this courtesy will be returned. The powers you are courting could bring doom and ruin to the Southern Reach just as it did two centuries ago. Whatever you do, you must resist the Night Matron’s charms. She will deceive you with promises of power, but more than anything else, she wants to escape the prison she is bound inside.”

      Suddenly, it all started to make a strange kind of sense. If the Crimson Dagger were terrified of the Night Matron and what she might convince someone to do in her name, it was no wonder they had murdered the previous landholders of Hope’s End in cold blood. The Crimson Dagger had tried to murder Erron once, but that didn't mean that they were the bad guys.

      There was history here, and Erron would be smart to learn from those who had already lived it. The last thing he wanted to become was a conduit for some unknowable dark power to break free, because then his life would still not belong to him. The entire reason he'd left The Exiles and used a spell scroll to come to the Southern Reach would have been for nothing.

      “Clearly, you know more than I do, so why not help fill in the gaps in my knowledge? Your organization obviously has resources, so why not help me? If this power is as perilous as you say, then would it not be better for it to be controlled by us? Not by some evil entity that has been locked away for centuries?”

      “If she was so easily controlled, the Crimson Dagger would have already done it. We will continue to observe with interest, but if we feel as though events are leading down a path that we cannot abide, then we will not hesitate to put an end to this.”

      “So that's a no on the whole helping me thing?”

      “You are correct. The purpose of this meeting was so that you could understand the intricacies of the situation you find yourself at the center of. Tread carefully, Erron Vangian. We know where you come from, and exactly who you’ve betrayed to get here. We will not hesitate to finish what has already begun, and now we know just what you are capable of.”

      The anger rose in Erron and swelled in his chest. He'd come to the Southern Reach for a chance at a new life. One where he was not beholden to anyone but himself. And yet at every stage, there was someone telling him what to do. This was not how it was supposed to be, and this was not how it was supposed to go. There was much work to be done now, and Erron was thankful that Lanzo and the Crimson Dagger had made such a fundamental error in revealing their hand this early.

      Now that Erron knew they were watching, and that they had an understanding of how the power under Hope’s End worked, Erron now knew to be much more careful in how he moved forward.

      They slipped the hood back over Erron's head before escorting him out of the blood-soaked building. Erron sent a mental command to his wargs to pretend to fight, and a snarling rose somewhere nearby. It was close enough to let Erron know they were in striking distance if they needed to, but far enough away so that the dagger goons didn't see them as an immediate threat.

      “Did you hear that?” one of the goons asked. “I swear that's the same bloody animal that was following us before. It’s not a wolf, I swear. It sounds like something much worse. You sure it's not hunting us?”

      “You're being daft,” the blue-eyed goon said with a derisive tone. “There are lots of wild animals down here, and it's only natural that they're going to make some noise. You're too bloody jumpy.”

      The other dagger grumbled as they led Erron back into the cart and pushed him unceremoniously up the stairs and into the back. Soon they were underway. Erron commanded his wargs to keep following the cart, just in case these people tried something on the way back to Harrow.

      As they trundled along, Erron had an idea of how he might be able to kill two birds with one stone. He needed a horse, a cart, and more fiends ready to do his bidding. There were three able-bodied assassins in this cart, a horse ripe for the taking, and if he managed to commandeer this whole thing, Erron would have himself a cart too.

      If the Crimson Dagger wanted to play at showing their strength, then Erron could do the same.

      Erron mentally rearranged the groups of fiends so that both of his wargs, as well as Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater were all in the same grouping. Then he sent a mental command to his fiends on the farm, aside from the scarecrow lycans, to meet his hounds on the road and ready themselves for battle. Once they were in position, Erron would spring the trap and seize the resources he so desperately needed.

      One way or the other, the Crimson Dagger would give him what he needed.
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      Anticipation built as the carriage rumbled along unseen roads. It was the same building excitement tempered with dread that Erron felt whenever he was about to strike a bounty target, or had finally found a mark he'd been hunting for weeks. It was the promise of bloodshed to come, and the exaltation that only came with the thrill of battle.

      Erron continued tracking the movements of his wargs by commanding them to make noise as they traveled along. This served another purpose as well. It unnerved the Crimson Dagger soldiers when it became undeniable that they were actually being followed by some unseen beasts. Erron also gave the wargs an amended command for when they met up with Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater: bark three times in quick succession to mark the arrival of the other fiends.

      The two fiends from the farm would have a long way to travel, but the fact that they could move toward the wargs gave Erron some insight into how this grouping function worked. If multiple different fiends were added into the same group, somehow those fiends knew the location of the other monsters in their group. It would have been impossible for them to coordinate their movements if the fiends weren't able to tell where the others in their group were.

      Anticipation built as the seconds stretched out into minutes. Erron still had the stolen dagger concealed in his sleeve, and both his sword and shield were in this cart somewhere. The Crimson Dagger soldiers would not have left his weapons and armor behind in Harrow, lest they be discovered by one of the townsguard. They'd paid good money for the townsguard to turn the other cheek, and the Crimson Dagger seemed to be a careful and professional outfit.

      Two of the soldiers were in the back of the cart with Erron, and the other two rode in the front of the cart. When the time came, Erron would have his fiends launch an attack at the two men sitting at the front of the cart, and Erron would take out the other two. If Clobber and Handsy could take care of the two men sitting at the front, his two hounds could even the odds in the back as Erron finished the others off.

      A pattern of three small yips came from one of Erron's wargs nearby. Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater had arrived. Erron felt the sharp blade of the dagger against his forearm and readied himself to reach for it. Erron finally gave the command to his fiends to attack, and the screams started almost instantly.

      “What the hell is that? Is that a gods-damned orc?” one of the drivers asked, but the other driver didn't even get a chance to respond.

      There was a surprised scream abruptly cut short, followed by a sickening crunch. Erron hoped that his fiends hadn't caused too much damage to the corpses. There was a certain irony in using the men that had tried to kill him as the raw materials to raise new monsters to protect his land against their very own organization.

      “You stay right where you are,” the blue-eyed man grumbled, but Erron would do nothing of the sort.

      In one smooth motion, Erron reached up to the hood with the arm that concealed the knife, grabbed the handle with his other hand and drew the dagger free, while simultaneously pulling the hood away.

      The blue-eyed bandit wasn't even looking at Erron. He was so confident in his authority that he turned his back on his captive, which was a cardinal sin. Maybe Erron had given these Crimson Dagger soldiers more credit than they warranted.

      Erron buried the dagger into the blue-eyed man's throat all the way to the hilt, then ripped the blade forward, severing arteries and the man's windpipe. He choked and gurgled as he died, but Erron shifted his focus onto the other man in the back of the cart. The other fellow grabbed both axes from his belt and brandished them at Erron as a warning.

      “Don't you even bloody think about it. You even try it, I'll gut you where you stand,” the axe-wielding assassin said, but his voice wavered as he said it.

      A savage snarling from the other side of the axe-wielding man made his eyes dart sideways. Two ferocious wargs popped their heads into the back of the cart, their massive drooling mouths just waiting for the hatchet man to make a wrong move.

      In a last-ditch attempt to save his life, the axe wielder swung one of his weapons at Erron, and flailed the other at the two wargs, who were waiting to tear him apart. Erron clambered backwards out of the reach of his assailant and let his wargs do what they did best. The alpha warg crushed the Crimson Dagger’s throat in its powerful jaws and shook its head so hard that it decapitated him with a wet tearing sound.

      Erron stepped out of the car and into a bloodbath. Clobber and Handsy were covered in thick crimson lifeblood. The tall, lanky scarecrow-looking guy was dead. One of his arms had been torn from its socket, and the other elbow bent in the complete wrong direction. His chest was caved in, ribs sticking through the skin like a crushed bird’s nest.

      The driver was intact, but his head had been twisted around so it faced the opposite way it should. Clobber, Handsy and Dirt Eater all looked very proud of their work.

      “Excellent job, all of you,” Erron said.

      “My helping good,” Clobber said with a tusk-filled smile.

      “Yes, you've done a fantastic job, Clobber. And you too, Handsy and Dirt Eater. My loyal hounds, thank you for finding me and following me. Without you, none of this would have been possible. These men made threats against our home, and their organization tried to kill me not even two weeks ago. They think they can make demands of me, demands of us, but they're wrong. They will soon understand the true power that we hold in our hands. They will be reshaped by it, and join us.”

      The fiends loaded the broken bodies of the Crimson Dagger men into the back of the cart, and then Erron commanded both Clobber and Handsy to climb into the back of the cart as well. The horse grumbled at the extra weight, but it was a strong animal and still dutifully followed Erron's orders.

      Erron sat in the driver’s seat on their way back to Hope’s End, and he commanded his loyal hounds to retrace their steps back to the farm. This whole country was unfamiliar to Erron, but he now knew for certain that they had brought him west from Harrow, as the Daggerspine Mountains were on the left-hand side of the cart as they continued on. Erron would need to find a map of the Southern Reach at some point so he could try to figure out where the Crimson Dagger’s stronghold was.

      The blue-eyed man had called it a stronghold; however, the place where Erron was taken seemed to be little more than a wooden shack. Still, the fact that the blue-eyed man had said they were heading in the direction of the Crimson Dagger’s stronghold meant that it would be here somewhere in the foothills of the Daggerspine Mountains. Erron hoped that the disappearance of another four of the men would be enough of a message for them to finally get the picture. Erron did not want to be disturbed, and their presence was not welcome.

      It was certainly possible that Lanzo had the cart tailed by another unseen Crimson Dagger scout, in which case there was every chance that they might retaliate while Erron was still on the road. Erron spurred the horse along at a brisk pace so they could get back to Hope’s End while it was still light out.

      Erron kept a close eye on his surroundings as they continued on, with the two wargs also acting as sentries as they moved. If anyone made any attempt on the cart, they were in for a rude surprise when Clobber, Handsy and Dirt Eater revealed themselves. After a while, Erron spied the familiar-looking walls of the Harrow holdfast in the distance. Erron didn't want the trouble of explaining how he had come into the possession of one of the townsguard’s horses and carts, so he headed down a side road that he was fairly sure would lead back to Hope’s End.

      After a couple of dead ends and wrong turns, Erron finally began to recognize the lay of the land, which was a good thing because the sun had almost reached the horizon. Erron wanted to be back at Hope’s End before sunset. It was always easier to spring a trap on the highway at night. You could use a torch to drive away the darkness, but all that really did was announce your location to anyone who was looking for an easy target.

      Eventually, they came to the southernmost end of the ravine, and Erron thought this was the best time to leave the road. He unhooked the horse’s harness from the cart and led it by the reins as Handsy, Clobber and Dirt Eater took turns pulling the cart. Each of them held one side and slowly navigated over the rough terrain between the end of the ravine and the farm, rotating duties every now and then.

      “Just be careful until we get back to the farm. I know this is a little uncomfortable, but it's much better than trying to get the cart across the ravine.”

      Clobber just grunted in response.

      Erron wondered if perhaps he could clear a direct path down to the southern road from the farmhouse to use until a permanent bridge could be built. Most of the work Erron had done at Hope’s End so far was focused on the area surrounding the original crumbling farmhouse. Hardly any of the space down here at the southern edge of the farm had been cleared at all.

      The bodies in the back of the cart would keep for a couple of days. Erron could decide what he wanted to do with them eventually. Before he raised any more fiends, he had some more work to do. His initial attempt at creating an enclosure that fiends would resurrect inside hadn't worked like he hoped it would, but he hadn't abandoned the idea completely. As Hope’s End grew and became more connected to the village of Harrow, it was going to be more important than ever to make sure that the work he did using the Night Matron’s dark power was concealed.

      After all of the wargs’ excellent work so far today, Erron gave them permission to rest around the fire and chew on some bones while he and the other fiends started the arduous task of building a barn. It might have been smarter for Erron to rest after everything that happened earlier in the day, but the risk of the Crimson Dagger retaliating that night and finding evidence of their own men being killed was too great. He needed to raise a structure that night, just in case they came around looking for revenge swiftly.

      Erron had plenty of construction materials to use to build the brand-new barn, however, it did require a large number of resources. Erron used the arcane core’s interface to plan out where he was going to build the barn, which was fairly close to his new cabin, but with enough space between the two for him to expand the cabin into a full-fledged farmhouse.

      The amount of wood required to build a barn the size Erron needed was immense. Erron focused on the pile of wood that Clobber had been chopping over the past week and a half, and the arcane core’s interface showed that they just had enough materials to be able to build the structure. But he only had enough to build the walls and ceiling. There would only be a dirt floor to start with, and a crude wooden roof, but it was better than not having anything at all.

      He envisioned that one side of the barn would be used as a stable for the fiends he intended to raise using horses as the template, and the other half would be used to store carts and other farm equipment to keep them out of the elements. All of the inside work would have to come once Erron had harvested more wood from the forest.

      Erron worked with his fiends to build the structure before heading into bed. He was particularly impressed with Handsy and Dirt Eater’s improvements at following orders and performing his duties with precision. All things considered, Handsy and Dirt Eater were becoming just as important a part of the farm as Clobber. Erron placed a hand on the four-armed fiend’s back and praised him for a job well done, then did the same for the smaller two-armed revenant. When Erron touched the fiends, information windows appeared that showed that Handsy and Dirt Eater had leveled up. It also prompted Erron to choose an attribute to imbue each of the fiends with, but Erron focused on Handsy first.

      
        
        Handsy

        Level 4 Scyther Revenant

        Quality: Uncommon

        Health Points: 38

        Mana: 10

        Strength: 6

        Intelligence: 5

        Constitution: 5

        Charisma: 2

        Dexterity: 5

        Wisdom: 3

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Reaper’s Harvest, Flurry of Strikes, Disarm

        Attributes:

        • Ambidextrous

        • Cunning

      

      

      
        
        Handsy has reached Level 4!

        Please choose from one of the following attributes:

        Delicate Touch—Your Revenant will never damage harvested fruits and vegetables, but their rate of harvest will be slower.

        Rate of harvest: -33%

        Frenzied Harvest—Your Revenant will harvest at a significantly faster rate, but at a cost to the quality of the harvest

        Rate of harvest: +33%

      

      

      Both of these attributes had their downsides. Yes, it would be good to have the revenant work faster, but if it was at the expense of the quality of the harvest, then that would not suit Erron’s needs. He needed a good relationship with the Baron going forward, and delivering a lower quality crop might sour things.

      A slower harvest now would not have a significant impact on Erron because he didn't have a lot to harvest at the moment anyway. When Erron grew the farm to a significant size, rate of harvest would be a significant consideration, but it was not at this exact moment. Quality was paramount, so Erron chose Delicate Touch as Handsy’s new attribute.

      The panel showing all of the information about Handsy updated in front of Erron’s eyes to include this brand new attribute. Erron then focused on the three different abilities that Handsy knew, as the revenant had only known one of these at the time of its initial resurrection.

      Flurry of Strikes was the ability Handsy was resurrected with, and the ability was a pummeling attack of eight quick strikes, two from each of the monster’s arms. There was a note there about it interrupting spell casting as well, which was a nice thing to have. It generally took some time for magic users to make the arcane gestures needed to fire off their spells, so it was good to have the capability of interrupting those in one of his fiends.

      Reaper’s Harvest and Disarm were two new abilities that Erron did not even know Handsy had. Erron sent a message to his arcane core to see whether there was any way it could provide him with a notification of some kind whenever anything happened with his fiends. If they leveled up, gained new abilities or attributes, or were waiting for him to make decisions about things like choosing new attributes, Erron wanted to know about it immediately. The arcane core in his right hand pulsed, which meant that Erron’s request had been received. He had no doubt he would discuss this further with Arcoria after he went to bed.

      Reaper’s Harvest required Handsy to be holding a two-handed weapon, but it wasn’t just limited to the scythe. It made the revenant spin in a circle, slamming whatever weapon it wielded into every target within melee range. This ability used three mana per second, and Handsy only had a small mana pool of 15 to fuel this. So the monster would only be able to keep up that attack for five seconds before all of its mana was depleted.

      Disarm was as simple as it sounded. Handsy could attempt to disarm an opponent that was using martial weapons, knocking the weapon out of the hands of an attacker. It didn't say anything about ranged weapons like bows or crossbows, or about shields, so it was likely that this ability could only be used on martial weapons.

      When Erron checked Dirt Eater’s attributes, they were similar, but different.

      
        
        Dirt Eater

        Level 4 Shoveler Revenant

        Quality: Uncommon

        Health Points: 36

        Mana: 9

        Strength: 5

        Intelligence: 5

        Constitution: 5

        Charisma: 2

        Dexterity: 6

        Wisdom: 3

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Excavate, Stunning Strike, Disarm

        Attributes:

        • Cunning

      

      

      
        
        Dirt Eater has reached Level 4!

        Please choose from one of the following attributes:

        Ditch Digger—Your Revenant gains proficiency with digging and excavation implements, and can undertake these duties faster.

        Excavation rate: +33%

        All Rounder—Your Revenant gains proficiency in all tool usage, and can undertake these duties faster.

        Jobs requiring tools take 5% less time to complete.

      

      

      Dirt Eater had the same amount of skills as Handsy, but they were different. Excavate was a utility ability and he used it whenever Erron commanded him to dig a grave. Stunning Strike made it so that Dirt Eater could use a tool or a weapon to stun an enemy for a few seconds, and Disarm was the same as Handsy.

      The two different skill options were interesting, and Erron wasn’t sure which would be the best to take at first. Ditch Digger would let Dirt Eater do exactly what he was made for, but All Rounder gave him more utility. Erron could make him a master of one skill, or a jack of all trades. Given that he would soon have many more fiends to experiment with, Erron settled on Ditch Digger, and Dirt Eater was promoted to the primary excavation specialist of Hope’s End.

      It was good to get a handle on exactly what Handsy and Dirt Eater could do, but it also triggered Erron to review Clobber and his wargs to see whether they had any similar attribute selection choices waiting as well.

      To his surprise, there were notifications waiting on all of his fiends aside from the scarecrow for new abilities and attributes. Clobber’s Intelligence and Wisdom had actually risen by one point apiece, and he had a choice between two new attributes as well.

      
        
        Strong Man—Raise your Orc’s base Strength score by 2. This attribute cannot raise the Orc’s total Strength over a base score of 20.

        Problem Solver—Raise your Orc’s base Intelligence score by 2. This attribute cannot raise the Orc’s total Intelligence over a base score of 20.

      

      

      Erron chose to add Strong Man to the list of the orc’s attributes. The orc’s intelligence and wisdom had risen during the level-up process, which meant that there were certainly ways to level up those attributes outside of choosing an attribute. Erron decided that he would rather focus on Clobber’s strengths rather than make up for his shortfalls. He used Clobber as a physical powerhouse, not a brainiac to solve problems.

      Both of his wargs had also grown to level 4. The only stats that rose on their summary were dexterity and constitution, which pretty much fit with how Erron was using them. They also had a new attribute to choose, and both wargs had access to the same options.

      
        
        Keen Smell—Your warg’s sense of smell becomes even better, allowing them to home in on specific scents.

        Pack Tactics—Increases the group cohesion of each warg within a pack. This effect stacks multiple times when held by multiple wargs.

      

      

      Erron selected Pack Tactics as the new attribute for both wargs and hoped that his Fiend Forging ability would level up again soon. He wanted to expand his fiend roster and really get things moving as soon as he could.

      Once all of this leveling up was done, Erron ordered both Clobber and Handsy to wheel the cart inside the barn, while Erron led the horse inside. They pulled the cart with the bodies of the Crimson Dagger men still inside into the barn and left it there for the night. Erron tasked the wargs with looking after the barn and being on the alert for anyone who might enter their land while Erron slept.

      Erron gave his scarecrow lycans a mental command to seek and destroy anyone who came onto his land at night unannounced, but then Erron thought about that for a second and was not sure it was the right choice. The primal troll had slaughtered an innocent person from Harrow, which had caused all manner of problems for Erron.

      It also set him on a course to destroy an entire bandit settlement just to cover up events that, while he might not have consciously set in motion, he was responsible for them all the same. Giving his lycans an overt seek and destroy command could have the complete opposite effect than what Erron intended. What if someone from Harrow came onto his land to seek his audience for something before Erron awoke? What if Hazel came to visit? He did not want the deaths of any more innocent people on his conscience.

      Instead, Erron simply commanded his fiends to howl if they detected someone else on his property while he slept. They would wake him from sleep, and Erron would decide what to do.

      Muscles aching, mind racing at all the things he had to do, Erron retreated into his cabin, sprinkled some fresh lavender oil on his pillow, and curled up on his bedroll.
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      Whether it was the lavender oil that stopped the nightmares from coming or the Night Matron simply let Erron pass the night in peace, he couldn't be sure. It felt like only moments after he put his head down on his pillow, he was standing at the bottom of the moonlit hill with the arcane core pulsing gently at the top.

      The daily summary displayed.

      
        
        Hope’s End Summary: Day 13

        Combat: +256 experience

        Construction: +475 experience

        Farming: +329 experience

        Diplomacy: +527 experience

        Commerce: +654 experience

        Survival: +78 experience

        Cooking: +120 experience

        Fiend Forging: +496 experience

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Fiend Forging Level 5!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Attribute Insight: You can now see more details about what an attribute means.

        Domination Cap Increased: You can now have a maximum of seven fiends under your control at any given time.

      

      

      Finally! Erron would finally be able to see what those in-built attributes meant whenever he resurrected a new fiend. No more guess work.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Construction Level 3!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Stonework Construction: You have gained knowledge of basic stonework techniques and how to craft mortar.

        Animal Housing: You have gained the knowledge of how to build animal shelters and associated welfare items.

      

      

      Erron quickly looked through the list of animal housing structures he could now build, and he was pleased to see an extensive variety available to him. There were the normal basic options like chicken coops and animal barns for cows and pigs, but it even extended into different types of fencing that could be used for different kinds of animals, as well as patterns for different kinds of feed troughs and water troughs to keep the animals healthy.

      Erron even found a pattern to build a home for his wargs, which he decided to put together as soon as he was able to cut logs into timber planks. He could scale the house up or down to accommodate however many wargs there were in the pack. Many of these housing options used both timber planks and elements of stonework construction.

      The stonework construction unlocks would be incredibly useful. If Erron could supply the raw materials for many of these projects, there was nothing that he wouldn't be able to build for himself. The problem was that most of these projects needed either raw stone or bricks, as well as crushed and kilned limestone, which was needed to make mortar. Stonework needed to be bound in place with high quality mortar; otherwise, it would fall apart.

      Once Erron figured out how to make a fiend that could cut stone, just like the Night Matron wanted, he'd be able to find a source of limestone and start quarrying it for himself.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Commerce Level 3!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Money Tracker: Arcoria can now keep track of how much money you have and how much money you owe. You can also set custom monetary goals.

        Barter (Rank 2): Negotiating for a better price works even more often.

      

      

      Erron hadn't even thought about the possibility of Arcoria tracking money for him, but he realized just how much of a help that would be. Before approaching the top of the hill, he sent a mental command for Arcoria to track a couple of expenses he intended to incur soon. He added the saw blade, and a general savings goal of fifty crowns. All of these appeared in a tidy little information panel which tracked the current balances.

      One line of this new panel tracked how much he had paid toward this season's tithe, another showed a line with the full cost amount of the saw blade he planned on purchasing from Edric Stormhammer, the savings goal was displayed beneath that, and the contents of his current coin purse were displayed on the second last row. Underneath all of this was a running tally of how much Erron owed, and how much he would need to make to break even.

      
        
        Fall Tithe: - 196 crowns

        Saw Blade: - 15 crowns

        Savings: - 50 crowns

        Current balance: 3 crowns, 6 bones

        Total owing: 257 crowns, 4 bones.

      

      

      Erron immediately removed the savings goal because seeing it all laid out like that right in front of his eyes was too depressing. Erron needed to figure out a way to make some more money quickly, and he couldn't just rely on the proceeds from his crops. No matter what he grew, it took a while for it to become profitable. Even harvesting those lettuces as early as he did was a bad financial decision. He would have been able to sell them for a much higher price had he let them mature a little more. He had been so eager to show the Baron he was making progress that he'd actually slowed himself down.

      Maybe the time had come to go and kill some bandits, just to pay for some things. Even if the pay rate was less than half what he’d normally accept, he’d still get quite a bit if he slaughtered them en masse. Erron trudged up the hill to talk to the core.

      “Good evening, Master Vangian,” Arcoria said, pulsing pleasantly with the rhythm of her words. “That was quite some excitement you had yesterday. Did the bridge between myself and your monsters work well?”

      “It did. As you know, I am not a magic user in the traditional sense. I have no talent for it at all, but I would like to understand a little bit about how your power works. You see, based on some of the events of the last week or so, I need to be able to understand the limitations of what you can and can't do. For example, how is it that you can send commands to my fiends over such long distances?”

      “To be completely honest, I do not entirely understand what went into my creation. Based on what I can do, I can make the assumption that part of my construction involved conduits that support transmission magic. As I travel around this land with you, I gain valuable knowledge about this geography. You and I are now close enough that I no longer need to be directly calibrated to absorb information about the local area. Through your own experiences, and through the eyes of your fiends, I have begun to create a detailed map of this region. I’m marking any interesting places that we may have discovered. This will be available to you when you wake up in the morning.”

      “Wait, does that mean that I could send my fiends out as scouts looking for specific things, and that information will flow from my monsters back into this map that you're creating?”

      “Yes, that's precisely what it means. I am unsure of the exact magical function that allows me to do this, but when you create a new fiend and you touch them so I can display the information about that fiend to you, it creates a link between you, me, and the fiend. Part of me travels with the fiend, but that part is not a conscious aspect. It is merely a communications link that allows information to flow between all of us. I think it is because the mages that created me intended for me to be used by many different magic users from the council of Lutheron Lake at the same time, sharing information between all.”

      “That's good to know. This opens up many different possibilities. Is there anywhere in particular that you have located through the fiend’s eyes that you think that I should be aware of?”

      “Now that you have unlocked extra construction techniques and patterns, finding a source of limestone appears to be rather important. When your wargs were tracking The Jackals in the forest, they did come across an area where the bandits seemed to be quarrying stone. I do not know exactly what kind of stone this is, but there was a structure at that location that looked like a kiln. The crushed remnants of stone appeared around that kiln, almost as though it was being processed into a fine powder. This technique is very similar to the one needed to make mortar. I think this would be a good place to investigate.”

      “Yes, absolutely. I'm going to make that a high priority when I wake. Is there anywhere else?”

      “There is, of course, the tower in the forest, which I believe is a very important place to investigate as soon as possible. The mage who made the crawlspace and wrote the cryptic notebook clearly knew much more about what was happening at Hope’s End than you do. That cryptic notebook needs to be deciphered, and there was something that Lanzo Kardula said that made me think that Mazurak Harkin might have something to do with this Night Matron being sealed away.”

      “Oh?”

      “Lanzo specifically said that the Night Matron had been sealed away for centuries. If Mazurak disappeared approximately two and a half centuries ago, it is very much a possibility that he had something to do with her being sealed away. Whether he used the Night Matron’s power or not, I cannot be sure, but based on the sketch in the cryptic notebook of her standing in the center of the pool of shadows, I would say that it is a fair inference that he at least had some kind of encounter with her.”

      “Noted. Do you have any ideas about how I can make some money quickly?”

      “I have a couple of ideas, but I'm not sure that accumulating wealth at speed is the most optimal way of operating at this very moment. I do not mean to give commands, Master Vangian, but we still have two and a half months before the end of the season, which gives us plenty of time to raise enough crowns to cover your seasonal tithe. The only expense that we really need to focus on at the moment is the saw blade from Edric Stormhammer. Once we have that, we can train our current fiends how to cut lumber, which will open up the options of what you can do on the farm. It would only take about a day of harvesting reagents from the forest to sell enough to Hazel to pay for the saw blade.”

      “I have already paid a deposit for the blade, so I should make that a priority. I don’t imagine Master Stormhammer would be impressed if I stiffed him on the order at this point.”

      “I believe that would be wise.”

      “Having enough food to feed all of my fiends is also going to be a problem soon enough. I really need to make sure that we have enough vegetables and renewable protein to feed my expanding roster. Maybe some chickens would be a wise investment. Eggs would be a reliable and self-sustaining resource.”

      “In the interim, perhaps you may be able to forage bird eggs from the forest. I believe your four-armed revenant would be well suited to climbing trees for this task. The new attribute you have just imbued him with - Delicate Touch - would mean that he would treat those eggs gently.”

      “I think a few days in the forest would be a good idea from here on out, but I do have one more fiend to raise now that I’ve leveled up again, so I'm going to try to fulfill one of the Night Matron's objectives with it.”

      “Very well. Would you like me to wake you now?”

      Erron nodded, then he opened his eyes for another day. He first went to check the barn and found his two wargs waiting patiently at the front of the door. They wagged their tails as Erron approached, and he reached down and scratched both of their necks.

      “Good boys. Well done watching over the farm last night.”

      Inside the barn, the cart had not been disturbed during the night. The horse was still hitched to one of the support posts in the middle of the barn. Erron unraveled the horse’s reins and led it outside.

      The mass of woven fiber had a texture almost like hay, so Erron led the horse over to a pile of woven fiber and hitched the horse to the side of the ruined farmhouse. He let the horse eat while he retrieved a bucket of water from the well, and the horse was very appreciative of this refreshing drink. It plunged its face into the water and drank deep. When it came up for air, it let out a pleased whinny. Erron gave the horse a reassuring pat on the neck then left it there to eat its fill. He didn't care how much the horse ate, because the farm was still over seventy percent brambles.

      There were three different kinds of fiends that the Night Matron wanted him to forge as part of her test. The first fiend she wanted had to be able to inflict a bleed effect on an enemy. The Night Matron had been quite vague on the mechanics of exactly what she expected, but there were plenty of ways to make an enemy bleed. One of the simplest ways Erron could achieve this was by using the brambles from his own farm. If he added a whole host of bramble thorns to a fiend’s skin, it would likely shred anything it attacked, causing massive blood loss.

      Perhaps Erron didn’t even need to harvest the thorns. What if he could use vines themselves as part of the Fiend Forging process? What if he completely replaced one of the bandit’s hands with a mess of bramble vines covered in thorns? That would act like a cat-o-nine-tails, which was a terrifying torture device designed for tearing flesh and inflicting as much pain as possible.

      The second type of fiend the Night Matron wanted was one that was capable of splitting stones without using any external tools. The only way Erron knew how to split stones was with an axe or a pickaxe, but there was always the possibility that Erron could simply use one of those tools in the resurrection of the fiend, and have the tool integrated with the fiend’s body.

      There was no way to know whether this would meet the requirement of the Night Matron’s request of being able to do it without tools, but if the tool was a part of the fiend’s body, then it wasn't really a tool at all, was it?

      The last fiend was one that Erron already intended to raise. The last part of this quest required Erron to resurrect a fiend that could be used as a beast of burden, and that was exactly what he planned on using the horse for. That was partially why Erron let the horse eat its fill, because its life would soon be coming to an end.

      Erron’s harrowberry bushes were coming along well, and some of the more mature ones even had little sprigs of red berries growing on them. Erron wasn't sure whether these were going to end up like raspberries, strawberries, or blueberries, but the bushes did resemble blueberry bushes quite a bit. Maybe they were a similar related kind of berry, but grew red instead of blue? Or maybe blueberries just started off their life as red and matured into a blue color, Erron couldn't be sure. He'd never grown anything like this before, but he was happy to see they were coming along well.

      He checked on the rest of his crops and found that they were all doing well. He gave his scarecrow a little pat on the back to say that he was doing a good job. The crows that had plagued his fields were a thing of the past. But if Erron wanted to expand, he would need another few scarecrows to make sure that the crows didn't come back. These fiends only had a limited area of influence.

      Erron watered his crops before retrieving his horse. He decided to hang a few woven baskets over the horse’s hindquarters, which would let him bring much more valuable resources back from the forest. He made sure to bring some woven cloth with him just in case he did find some bird nests to raid. Erron decided to leave Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater at the farm for the day while his two wargs came with him into the forest.

      Now that Erron had unlocked all of these new stoneworking recipes, he wanted to lay the groundwork for making a road out of Hope’s End. Yes, it would be going quite a way out of the way, and it would take a large investment of time to make happen, but it was something that he and his monsters could do by themselves without any external assistance. The last few days had shown Erron the importance of being able to take care of himself without relying on anyone else.

      So he tasked Handsy with cutting a path through the brambles from Erron's new cabin all the way to the southern end of the ravine. He commanded the four-armed revenant to bring all of the raw materials back to the old crumbling farmhouse, and when there was a good amount of brambles waiting to be used, Handsy should start stripping them down into dried fiber.

      Handsy set to his task with enthusiasm, and at that moment Erron realized that he could be getting his scarecrows to help out with some of this stuff as well. Erron received Fiend Forging experience whenever one of his fiends followed an instruction or undertook a commanded task, so having the scarecrows just standing around waiting to scare a crow away was not the most effective use of that fiend.

      Before he left, Erron showed the scarecrows how to tear the bramble vines into strips of fiber, and he watched as the scarecrows did this. It was slow going, and some of the fiber couldn't actually be used, but there were so many brambles on the property that it didn't even really matter. It would be months before they ran out of brambles, so Erron allowed the fiends to keep doing it. Eventually, they would learn or acquire a new attribute.

      Erron had Clobber continue with his task of chopping down trees and hauling them back to the farmhouse. It might be boring and monotonous work, but the orc seemed to enjoy it. He was also very good at it. If there was one thing that Erron was going to need above all else, it was wood.

      There were lots of improvements he wanted to make to the farm, and all of them seemed to require wood cut into timber. If he managed to stockpile enough trees before Edric Stormhammer finished making his saw blade for him, then he could get right down to the business of chopping wood into timber.

      Erron, on horseback, crossed the threshold of the forest. The coolness of the shadowy canopy drove the heat of the day away. Even though it was fall and they were approaching winter, the sun still had a bite to it when it hung high in the sky.

      Erron opened the map Arcoria had been putting together for him, and the location of the bandit’s quarry was marked easily for him to see. There was also a path marked from where the wargs had approached previously through the dense underbrush of the forest, but this might not be the most optimal path on horseback.

      They moved slowly through the forest in the direction of the bandit’s quarry, but Erron was in no hurry to reach his destination right away. He found a small sprig of lavender growing as they moved through the forest, and he wanted to test something out. He hopped off his horse and picked the sprig of lavender. He beckoned his wargs over to him and invited them to smell the fragrant purple flower.

      “Do you see this? This is called lavender. I want you to smell this, and I want you to try and find me some more of it. Do you think you can do that?”

      The wargs couldn't reply, but they both put their noses to the ground and started sniffing, which Erron took as a good sign that they would indeed be able to sniff out some more. If this worked, he could use the dogs as foraging assistance, and hopefully train them to be able to smell different kinds of flowers, mushrooms, and other smelly ingredients they could find in the forest.

      The alpha warg took off and ran away from Erron. It stopped and looked back at him for a second to check to see whether Erron was following. Erron led his horse in the direction of the warg, and the hound moved again. It periodically stopped and turned to see whether it was still being followed. Eventually, they came to a magnificent bushel of lavender with mature, robust flowers. Erron took his dagger - the one he'd stolen from the Crimson Dagger soldiers - and cut his fill of the good lavender bushels free.

      He loaded them into the sacks hanging from the side of the horse, then stepped back up into the saddle. Hazel would be very happy with their harvest. They continued further into the forest, harvesting more interesting reagents as they went, and eventually, they came to the outskirts of Fort Jackal.
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      The crumbling stone structure of Fort Jackal had seen better days. The thick walls that ensconced the fort were not real walls at all. Erron could see at least three breaches on the southern and western walls, so if someone was inclined, they could just walk straight into the fort unannounced.

      The one benefit to the fort’s location was that it was built on the highest piece of ground in the forest. If The Jackals still had archers or sentries on the walls, they would be able to see an incoming force as they approached in the daytime. It would be impossible to see anything under the cover of night, but anyone approaching under cover of darkness would have to contend with the monsters that roamed the forests after the sun went down. Erron was very careful to stay in the cover of the shadows as he moved.

      Erron had had no idea why this place had been built so deep into the forest, but whatever purpose it once held had been forgotten. Now it was a hive of wretched banditry. There was a noticeable stink on the wind that spoke of their filthy nature. He dismounted from his horse a safe distance from the fort and led it by the reins as he circled around the fort with his wargs in tow.

      This excursion was not to wage war on The Jackals or take Fort Jackal over. It was merely to locate the quarry and see what resources Erron might be able to claim if he did indeed take over the Fort. At the moment, there was no clear strategic advantage to killing all of the bandits, because all he would have was a surplus of bodies. His domination cap was not high enough to effectively turn them all into fiends that he could control. It would likely be a huge waste.

      However, if The Jackals had access to a strategic resource like limestone that would be needed for construction, then there might be value in clearing out the bandits now instead of later. At least Erron would be able to claim the gold bounty on all of the bandits he killed, but the thought of losing all of those precious corpses for fiend experimentation gave him pause.

      Erron shook his head in frustration at himself. Had he not come to the Southern Reach to become a farmer? Why did he feel the pull of this dark magic so strongly? It was beginning to feel like something else was exerting pressure on Erron to explore the dark magic of Hope’s End over everything else.

      The gold was just as valuable as the bodies, maybe even more so. If Erron could make enough to pay off his seasonal tithe, then he would have the rest of the season to focus on learning more about this Fiend Forging ability and stocking up for winter. The Night Matron hadn't given him a time limit in which to complete the quest she set for him, and if she truly had been at Hope's End for centuries, a few weeks longer hopefully wouldn't cause too many problems.

      The beginnings of a conversation drifted on the air as Erron circled around the fort. The accents were harsh and uncultured, as one would expect from a group of bandits who called themselves The Jackals.

      “You know I've had just about enough of hauling duty,” one gruff voice said.

      “Look, everyone has to help out. Matrick says that everyone's out for us after what happened with Jahira. The townsguard came sniffing around and everything! If we don't repair those gods-damned walls before the Baron sends townsguard after us for real, then we're all bloody going to die.”

      “Everyone knows that it wasn't us that did that to the villager. I mean, everyone here at the fort knows it wasn't us anyway.”

      “Well, it doesn't really matter what we think, does it? A dead body shows up right outside our front door, of course the idiots in town are going to think that we're responsible.”

      “I thought Jahira said that we were all good to stay here. Didn't he say that someone in town told him that we'd have no trouble?”

      “Things change, Keston. With Jahira gone, who knows if the deal’s still any good?”

      Keston grunted then heaved as he lifted something heavy. “They can’t just leave this place untended.”

      The quarry came into view and Erron’s eyes went wide as an excited grin split his face. The Jackals didn't just have a quarry here at the fort, they had a full-fledged mine!

      There was a wide clear area at the mouth of the mine, with a whole bunch of different equipment laid out and ready to use. Erron saw a couple of things that he immediately wanted to take for himself. There were half a dozen pickaxes, shovels, and handcarts. There was also a rundown minecart on rails that led down into the opening of the mine. They had a forge out here for smelting raw metals into ingots, and there was a small shack off to the side that The Jackals could use when they needed a rest.

      Erron eyed the stack of iron ingots that sat to the side of the smelter greedily. The very appearance of these iron ingots changed everything. This was not just a quarry where stone could be gathered. No, there were real veins of iron running through the ground beneath Fort Jackal. Iron was a precious resource that was necessary to make many different things that kept the Five Kingdoms running.

      Maybe this mine was the whole reason the Fort was built here in the first place. But why then had The Jackals being allowed to continue their residence here? Surely the Baron would need to secure this resource for the good of his holdfast. Edric Stormhammer seemed desperate for iron, so why had this been left to The Jackals?

      One of the bandits said that Jahira had a deal with someone in Harrow. But who could influence the townsguard and the Baron to leave them alone? A single name floated into Erron's mind as everything grew very quiet at the weight of the realization.

      Anton Verj, the Baron’s steward.

      Who else had that level of influence over the Baron? Anton said that he pretty much ran the holdfast while the Baron was out hunting and whoring. Was it possible that the steward had some kind of deal with Jahira, and had been whispering into the Baron’s ears to disregard the threat of the bandits?

      It was impossible to know for sure, but now Erron knew without the shadow of a doubt that there was someone within the Baron’s circle of influence acting against the best interests of Harrow.

      The wargs by Erron's side appeared to be standing on alert. It was almost like they were ready to leap into the fray and tear these two bandits apart. Was there some unseen predator nearby that they were reacting to?

      Erron sent them a reassuring mental command to stay by his side. They were quite far away from the quarry, and Erron did not want to creep any closer. Not with his horse in tow. Even now, he felt like he was too close and that the bandits might turn and notice him at any second.

      It was then that another pair of Jackals appeared in a massive crack in the fort wall above. They each brought a handcart down with them.

      “Ahoy, Keston and Gixo, it's feeding time!” one of the newcomers said as they followed the path from the wall as it wound down toward the mine entrance.

      “Is it that time already?” Gixo said.

      “Well, Undario didn't plan on killing the travelers yet, but these three idiots decided to try to play the hero, didn't they?”

      “Don't they always try to play the bloody hero?” Keston asked as he loaded another stone block into the bucket of his own handcart.

      “They don't if they know what's good for them,” the newcomer replied with a grin.

      “But they never know what's good for them, do they?”

      The bandits all laughed, and the more he listened, the more Erron’s blood boiled. When the two hand carts filled with bodies arrived at the bottom of the path, Erron got a clearer view of who had been killed.

      In one cart, there were two young men, both of them younger than Erron himself by years. Truth be told, they looked more like boys playing at being men. The other cart held a single body, and it was a man of extended years. He had a well-kept gray beard, with long gray hair that had thinned to wisps on top. His lifeless eyes stared up at the forest’s canopy. They were all wearing riding leathers, so they'd probably been a part of a group that was heading either toward or away from Harrow on horseback.

      But there was something that one of the bandits said that made Erron realize that he was going to have to do something about this problem right now. It wasn't the smart choice, but it was the right choice.

      If there were more people from a group of travelers stuck there in the fort and at the mercy of The Jackals, who supposedly ate people, Erron needed to do something about it. Technically, he would still be paid once he handed in the bandit heads to the Baron, but that was not why Erron had to do something. There were people that needed his help, and he was in a position to be able to give that help. It was as simple as that.

      Fendral had drilled it into him many times over many years that if a good man chooses to do nothing in the face of evil, then he is not a good man. He is contributing to the evil in the world.

      Erron currently had his monsters split into two different groups, with two monsters—the lycan scarecrows - not being assigned to a group at all. The two wargs were in one group, while Clobber, Handsy and Dirt Eater were in the other. If he really was going to assault Fort Jackal right now, then Erron would need backup. Erron decided to continue watching what was happening at the mine for the moment, because one of the bandits had made a strange comment about feeding time.

      There certainly were rumors about The Jackals being cannibals, but if that were the case, then why were they bringing these dead bodies from the fort down to the entrance of the mines? There was something else at play here that Erron didn't understand, and heading into this without understanding the entire situation would probably get him killed.

      The two bandits carrying corpse-filled carts brought them to the entrance of the mine. They stopped there and unloaded the bodies. Each of them had their throats slit, which was an effective and dramatic way of killing a dissident in front of others that you wanted to terrify. All three of these people had been killed in the exact same manner, which said two things to Erron.

      Firstly, there were enough Jackals in the fort to overpower three grown or almost grown men, without having to kill them. If this had been a scuffle where one side was fighting for their life, then at least one of these bodies would have had a sword thrust through the chest, or some other serious wound.

      But no, the only marks on them were the ragged red slits across the throats.

      Secondly, the method of execution all but confirmed that there were still people alive and trapped inside the Jackal's stronghold. What was the point in killing someone in a way that would cause fear, if there was no one to keep afraid?

      With the presence of others pretty much confirmed, Erron moved both Clobber and Handsy into the same fiend grouping as his two wargs. He commanded all of the fiends within the group to come to him. The two wargs were already there, so they stayed put. But a feeling of affirmation pulsed back through the arcane core, which confirmed that the other three fiends were on their way too.

      The beginning of a plan was forming in Erron's mind. The other bandit that had come down from the fort hadn't said a word so far, and he wore a mask that covered his face from the nose down. The clothes he wore also looked to be around the same size as the clothes Erron wore. If he played this right, Erron might be able to impersonate this bandit and convince the rest of The Jackals to come out of hiding. Once that happened, Erron could spring a trap using his fiends and take the whole lot of them down.

      While Erron plotted, the two newcomer bandits picked up the corpses they just unloaded from the cart and dragged them across to the mine's entrance. They left the bodies there, then the unmasked bandit pulled a small bell out of his pocket and rang it.

      At that sound, both Keston and Gixo backed away from the entrance of the mine, as though something was going to burst forth.

      A few seconds after the bell was rung, a deep guttural roar came from within the mine. That was followed by the clanking of chains and the scrambling footsteps of something furious and hungry. Suddenly, a great slate-colored monster erupted from within the mine entrance and descended on the bodies.

      This thing was so large that its shoulders took up the entire width of the opening, which could accommodate two men walking abreast with the mine cart between them.

      This was not a creature that Erron had ever seen before. The gray skin looked like thick leather, the kind you would see on the great grazing tusknose beasts that roamed the Wildlands to the south. The creature had no eyes, and the majority of its face was one giant mouth. Two holes, one on either side of the head, appeared to be ears. A strange quad-nostriled nose, which was integrated into the flat surface of the front of the face where the forehead might be, acted as in place of its eyes.

      It seized the old man in its massive clawed hands and lifted him to its mouth. Every single tooth in this thing’s jaws were the size and shape of great daggers. It was cause for amazement that this thing didn't eviscerate itself while it ate. Somehow the great mess of sharp teeth interlocked together perfectly. Flesh tore, bones cracked, and in the space of a few moments, the old man with the gray beard was nothing more than a memory in the minds of those who loved him.

      The appearance of this bizarre subterranean monster suddenly shed some light on why this place had been given to The Jackals. If something this dangerous existed so close to Harrow, then someone needed to make sure that it didn't escape. This thing had been so close to his farm and Erron hadn’t even known. He felt a strange familiarity, even though he’d never seen anything like this before.

      Was that part of the reason why someone from Harrow let the bandits stay here? That would make a little more sense. If these people were expendable, then what was the harm if they lost one or two bandits in the process of keeping this secret?

      Suddenly, this whole situation had become a lot more dangerous. If The Jackals were keeping this monster in check, then Erron couldn't just destroy them all. Someone would have to do the duty that had fallen to them, or maybe someone just needed to put this monster out of its misery once and for all.

      What kind of traits and attributes would this monster have if Erron used it in his Fiend Forging? Would this be another situation like the primal troll, where Erron would completely lose control of the fiend because of how powerful it was?

      Worrying about the monster was something that he could do later. He had already received confirmation the Jackal scalps would be paid for by the Baron, so that was really all the justification that Erron needed to be here. Plus, he could also say that he feared for the safety of a group of travelers when he saw the bandits tailing them, to lend credence to his story.

      If someone from the Baron’s house knew about this monster and needed someone to take care of it, then Erron himself could potentially put himself forward as a monster wrangler to handle that duty. Then it could either be studied or slain.

      The monster started eating the second body, and two of the bandits had to avert their eyes from the scene in disgust. Unfortunately for Erron, their gazes landed directly on him. He'd become so enamored with the events unfolding before him, Erron had allowed himself to become far too visible. Erron hoped his horse wouldn't bolt as he drew his sword and ran toward the bandits.
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      The bandits were not ready for combat, and Erron used this to his advantage. One of them still held a pickaxe, but that was no duelist’s weapon. The bandit swung the pointy end of the pickaxe in wild arcs, but Erron danced out of their reach before slashing with his own sword.

      This bandit was clearly not trained in how to fight a practiced swordsman, and Erron opened his belly, spilling his guts on the ground within the opening gambit. The other bandit, the one they called Keston, tried to run back to the fort, no doubt to alert everyone of Erron's presence. Erron couldn't allow that, so he commanded his two wargs to chase down and kill Keston before he reached the top of the path.

      Keston screamed as the wargs took him down, then Erron turned his attention toward the two newcomers. He didn't know either of their names but started thinking about them in his head as masked and maskless. Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater still hadn't arrived, but that was fine. If the rest of the bandits had such poor training in how to actually fight an armed opponent, Erron felt a lot better about running into this fight headfirst.

      The masked bandit drew a pair of daggers and held them in a backhanded grip. The other bandit pulled his sword out of its scabbard and looked nervously at Erron. He licked his lips, as though he was trying to come up with a plan to make it out of this alive but coming up short.

      “Hey, you don't have to do this,” the maskless bandit said. “This doesn't have to go any further. You can just turn around and walk away, and we’ll forget you if we ever saw you, okay?”

      Erron pointed his sword at the last body, which the gray monster had just bitten in half. “Did you have a hand in killing those three?”

      The bandit swallowed nervously. He looked to his masked friend, but the other bandit remained silent.

      “Well, even if you didn't kill those three, you were certainly more than happy to joke about their deaths, weren't you? What was that you said about them trying to be heroes?”

      The maskless bandit stole a glance over his shoulder, in the direction of the path that led back to the fort. Erron’s two wargs blocked the way, cutting off his only avenue of retreat. There was no way out of this for the bandit except through blade or gnashing teeth.

      “Yeah, that's what I thought. You see, the thing about heroes is that sometimes they win,” Erron said, then rushed forward and buried his sword deep into the maskless bandit’s chest while catching the bandit’s incoming sword arm with his spare hand.

      The bandit used his last few moments of life to cough up a wad of blood, which choked away his last words. Erron pulled his sword out of the bandit’s chest, and while it was still dripping crimson, he pointed it at the bandit with the mask.

      “There's roughly about a ninety percent chance that I'm going to kill you by the end of this conversation,” Erron said as he swung the blood-drenched sword for effect. “It's very likely that these are your last few moments in this world, and my wargs will be chewing on your bones for supper. But there's a small chance, if you tell me exactly what I need to know, that you might walk out of here alive.”

      The masked bandit lowered his daggers and nodded once. “What do you need to know?”

      “First, I need your guarantee that if I decide to let you go, you're going to report directly to the townsguard in Harrow. You are going to say that you have defected from The Jackals, and you want to pay your reparations directly to the holdfast. They may take your head, but I'll definitely take your head if you don't do what I say. A slim chance is better than none, right?”

      The bandit nodded.

      “How many of their company are still alive in the fort?” Erron asked and indicated the remaining corpse at the feet of the gray-skinned monster.

      “There are five left, three of them quite the lookers. Undario kills the men first, you see. Then he keeps the women. If you’re quick, you might stop something really bad from happening.”

      Erron grimaced. Cannibals, thieves, murderers, and rapists. There was no recovery from rot like this, no matter how deeply the wound was scraped clean. The only thing left to do was cut off the infection and hope things healed without a scar.

      “What's the deal with the eyeless monster in the mine?” Erron asked.

      The masked bandit shrugged. “No idea. But it's the whole reason they let us stay here. It can't be killed, not by blade or by fire, but if it's fed regularly, then it's pretty easy to control. The whole job here is to keep it fed and keep it quiet. After a big feed like that, I daresay it'll sleep for a few days. But every time it wakes up, that's when the trouble starts.”

      “Is there any way for me to get into the fort undetected?”

      The masked bandit laughed. “The boys will be so distracted by their latest capture that you could probably waltz in the front doors and take them by surprise. Hell, you had two monstrous dogs and a horse with you, and we didn't even see you coming.”

      “I'm quite well-respected in Harrow, so if you help me rescue those trapped inside the fort, I might be able to put in a good word and beg leniency for you. Can I trust you to help with this task?”

      The bandit pulled his mask down, revealing an extremely young face. He was barely a man, still in his awkward teenage years. The sparse growth of facial hair made it clear that he hadn't even reached the end of puberty yet.

      “I only joined up with them because I didn't have any other choice. I had nowhere to go, and they said they'd keep me fed. But the things they made me do, I guess they'll stay with me forever. If you follow me, I know a quick way to get back to the bedchambers. That's where you'll find the ones who are still alive.”

      At that moment, Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater arrived on the scene. The bandit's eyes went wide as he brandished his daggers once again at the arrival of the monsters.

      Erron assured him that his monsters wouldn't attack without his command, and the bandit could breathe easy for now. But the moment the bandit chose to betray Erron, then he would have his orc squash the bandit’s head.

      “Who in the Frozen Hells are you?” the bandit asked.

      “In a previous life, I made my money by killing bandits and training monsters to do my bidding. Now I'm just a simple farmer, but my previous skills appear to be still relevant. I'm a good ally to have, an enemy that you do not want. Now, are there any sentries we need to worry about?”

      “There are always men posted on the wall, but I daresay even they will be distracted by the haul we just acquired. It was significant.”

      “We need to take them out immediately, and then our assault begins in earnest. They know you, so use your familiarity to get close. Kill the sentries and open a pathway for my monsters and me. If you do this, I will whisper a pledge for lenience into the Baron’s ear.”

      The bandit nodded. “My name is Torgen, by the way.”

      “Well then, Torgen, let's get this unpleasant business over with.”

      Before they left the mine, Erron equipped Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater with whatever weapons he could find. Clobber wielded two longswords, which looked so small in his massive hands that they could have been daggers. Erron gave Handsy two pickaxes to take into battle. The four-armed revenant held one in a two-handed grip with his bottom pair of arms, and held the other pickaxe with the top pair. Attacking with both of those weapons at once would tear a regular person into pieces. Dirt Eater had a trusty shovel, which appeared to be his weapon of choice.

      As a group, they headed back up the path toward the split in the wall. There were only two sentries posted atop the balustrades and both of them had their eyes focused inwards at the activity within the open space in the center of the fort. Half a dozen bandits were currently going through the contents of three wagons.

      Erron could tell what two of these wagons were for based on the heraldry hanging from the side. One of them belonged to a traveling performer, possibly a bard or a minstrel, judging by the woven lutes hanging from the side of the cart. It may have also been a traveling tradesman, trained in the art of maintaining and servicing musical instruments.

      Another cart had similar pennants hanging from the side, but these were adorned with images of potions and elixirs. The images were adorned with gaudy inscriptions that promised various positive effects of the potions one could buy from this alchemist, and Erron thought that there might be something in here that would interest Hazel. That was, of course, only if the alchemist wasn't still alive. If the alchemist lived, their trade goods would be returned to them.

      The last of the wagons didn’t have any specific heraldry hanging from the sides, and it was much larger than the other two wagons. This meant that it was probably a communal space. All manner of instruments and colorful costumes were arranged outside the bard’s wagon, and the half a dozen bandits had only just begun rifling through the contents of the other two wagons. Six horses were also tied to nearby hitching posts, clearly also belonging to the travelers.

      Erron was putting a lot of trust in Torgen to do what needed to be done. But in his experience, it was the young bandits that had no vested interest in maintaining the status quo of bandit outfits that were most easily turned. When you really got down to it, there wasn't much incentive for someone to stay loyal to an organization that was only interested in bones and crowns. If coin was the only thing that the bandit outfit could offer, then all it took was someone who could offer more money to sway the allegiance. If life was hard and unforgiving, then loyalty was almost guaranteed to be fleeting.

      The young bandit Torgen was now on a path to redemption. He walked the first steps along that path well when he sank his daggers into the backs of the two sentries before they even saw him coming. Erron had been primed and ready to react if Torgen betrayed him and announced his presence, but he was pleasantly surprised that the young bandit kept his word. Not only did he kill the two sentries quickly and efficiently, but he did it quietly too. They died without crying out at all.

      Erron waited with his fiends just outside the split in the wall. Torgen came back down and gave Erron a quick nod to confirm that the coast was now clear. Three bandits dead by the mine site, two bandits dead atop the wall, and another six about to die. That was eleven in total so far, which, according to the ex-bandit Kariak who had already defected to the townsguard, was almost half their entire number.

      Erron gave the order to his fiends to attack. The mood within the courtyard changed in an instant. At one moment, the bandits were reveling in a successful take, and the next moment limbs were being liberated from torsos, and cold iron pickaxes were sinking into skulls. Handsy ended the lives of the last two bandits by spinning in a circle, collecting the bodies with his whirling pickaxes as he spun. Blood and gore flew as bits and pieces of the bandits rained down across the open space at the center of the fort. The entire melee lasted a fleeting few minutes, and the silence that followed was more deafening than the muted sounds of the slaughter.

      Torgen looked absolutely terrified at the violent brutality he just witnessed. if there was anything left within Torgen that tempted him to betray Erron, that temptation was gone now.

      “Take me to where they're keeping the rest of the travelers,” Erron said, and at the sound of his voice, Torgen visibly paled.

      The young bandit led Erron and his monsters to enter the fort through a set of wide double doors that led into a receiving hall. The inside of the fort was piled high with things The Jackals had stolen from the travelers they'd murdered. There was nobody waiting in the receiving hall, but Erron heard the sounds of bandits coming from either side of the hallways leading away.

      “If you go to the right, you'll end up in the kitchens. There’s plenty of meat and supplies. Their marks had just stocked up in Harrow, so some of The Jackals are probably still stocking the larder and preparing a feast. But if you want to save the women, follow me,” Torgen said as he headed toward an open passageway that headed left.

      Erron and his fiends followed. Torgen knew exactly where everybody was going to be, and even stopped Erron from walking into trouble on more than one occasion. Torgen even killed a couple of his bandit friends without prompting from Erron. One moment they were breathing, the next there was a dagger buried in their chest up to the hilt.

      They systematically cleared every room along the hall until they came to a barracks room. The fact that they brought the women here meant that there was only one thing Undario and The Jackals intended to do with them. A scream arose from close by. The voice belonged to a woman, and she was terrified. Erron burst into the room with his four monsters in tow and sent a mental command to all of them to destroy the bandits and save the travelers.

      Torgen stood by Erron’s side as the monsters did their work. “That’s Undario with the long black hair.”

      The new leader of The Jackals stalked toward the terrified women. One fierce-looking middle-aged woman with unkempt gray hair blocked the bandit from approaching the four younger women who cowered behind her.

      Undario let out a grim, humorless laugh and went to say something, but Handsy buried both pickaxes in the back of the bandit leader's shoulders and ripped him apart. The other half dozen bandits fared little better as Clobber, Dirt Eater, and the two wargs ended their lives. This time, the bandits did manage to scream and yell before they slipped from this mortal coil, and Erron heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps pounding stone, heading in their direction.

      Another trio of Jackals stormed into the barracks, and their eyes went wide as they saw the killing floor. They went to run, but Handsy and the two wargs gave chase. These bandits were so sure of their safety, they didn't even wear weapons inside the fort. They were absolutely no match for Erron's monsters.

      “Find the rest of the bandits and kill them. Every last one, except for Torgen. Remove their heads once you’ve killed them and bring them all into a pile outside the wagons. I’ll see to the travelers,” Erron said.

      His monsters acknowledged his command and set off into the fort to clear out the rest of the bandits. Erron approached the women then.

      “You have nothing to fear from me. My name is Erron Vangian, and though it may not look like it, I'm mostly just a farmer. My friends that took care of the bandits will clear out the rest. You have nothing more to fear.”

      The woman with the gray hair stood and nodded in thanks to Erron, and then he began the grisly task of removing the bandits’ heads from their shoulders. One of the young women who had hair the color of flame rose and rushed over to the body of Undario. She spat into the bandit leader’s face and screamed at him.

      “That’s for killing Daddy!” She drew back and spat again. “That’s for Davard and Shep! You vile scum!”

      Erron held out the handle of his sword to the red-headed woman. “Do you want to do the honors?”

      She took the sword with a fierce grin, then set about the grisly task.

      By the time Erron’s monsters were done clearing Fort Jackal out, he counted twenty-nine bandit heads. He filled three sacks with their severed heads and hung them from the hindquarters of his horse. All of these heads were worth twenty crowns apiece, and that would be enough to pay off this season’s tithe, as well as next winter’s.

      But as Erron watched these heartbroken women repack their wagons with all of their belongings that had been gone through by the bandits, Erron knew that he couldn't keep all of the money for himself. He decided then that he would split the bounty with both the travelers and with Torgen.

      Truly, it was not bones and crowns that Erron needed. It was time and space, and tasks to give his fiends. As long as he had enough money to pay this season’s tithe, Erron was confident he'd be able to earn enough by the end of the season to make it through winter without a fuss. Besides, if Anton and the Baron truly needed someone to manage the massive gray-skinned monster that lived in the mines beneath the fort, then what better person than a professional monster wrangler?

      Erron was confident that both Torgen and the survivors would vouch for his story as a monster wrangler. They'd seen him control his fiends to great effect, and if he played things right, Erron might even be able to argue for a weekly stipend from the Baron as a payment for taking care of this monster that lived beneath the fort.

      Erron also had a sneaking suspicion that the dark magic under the earth that Hope’s End had something to do with that monster too. Erron himself couldn't detect magic like the arcane core could, but he sensed similarities between the monster in the mines and the fiends under his control. Was it possible that the chained monster was a leftover from centuries ago? Had Mazurak Harkin, the wizard whose tower was quite close to this very location, had something to do with the creature’s creation? Those were questions that Erron hoped he would get answers to next time he went back to Harrow.

      Erron and the surviving travelers decided to head back into Harrow together. The survivors wanted nothing more than to leave the fort and never return, but Erron didn't want to leave this place unclaimed. He left both Clobber and Handsy behind at the fort, with an explicit command to kill any bandits that arrived, but to not harm a hair on the heads of anyone else. Scaring them away was fine, but they were not to harm anyone but those dressed as bandits.

      The survivors were wary of Torgen, but that was to be expected. Erron didn't know what Torgen had done prior to his defection, but it was obvious that he was not innocent in these matters. But Erron had promised Torgen that he would vouch for him to the Baron.

      Together, they left Fort Jackal and headed toward town.
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      The sun set on their ride back to Harrow. Erron would have to return to Hope’s End under the cover of darkness, but he would not be alone. He commanded his two wargs to follow after him on the way to Harrow, but to remain unseen and undetected, just like they had when they had tailed the Crimson Dagger back to their hideout. The hounds disappeared from view, but Erron had no doubt that they were following after him just like he ordered.

      Erron led the survivors straight toward the Baron’s Manor House, but their appearance caused enough of a stir in town for the townsguard to intercept them just as they walked through the town gates. Erron deferred to the leader of the survivors, the gray-haired lady, who turned out to be the alchemist as well.

      Her name was Elva Spence, and sadly, her husband—Clark Spence—was the older man with the gray beard that was murdered by the bandits. This traveling troupe had formed around Clark and Elva, who had become de facto parents or grandparents to everyone that followed them.

      Based on the reactions of the townsguard and the people of Harrow when they heard that Clark and the two young men - Davard and Shep - had been killed by The Jackals, it was clear that they were well-loved here as well. Men and women openly wept in the street, vowing to seek vengeance against The Jackals for what they'd done. The mood turned from somber to celebratory when Erron announced just what was in the three bloody sacks hanging from the hindquarters of his horse.

      The townsguard then formed an honor guard around Erron, Elva, and the rest of the survivors. As the procession passed by the Kit and Clover, a portly man wearing a heavily stained apron with a big brown bushy beard rushed over to Elva’s cart.

      “Elva my dear, tell me it isn’t true!” the bearded man said. He stank of stale beer, but Erron couldn’t recall ever seeing him behind the bar.

      Elva burst into tears, and Erron was a little surprised to see that the big man was tearing up too.

      “Kit, I wish I could. Clarke’s gone, and so are the boys,” Elva said.

      Color rose on the Kit’s cheeks as he very nearly started vibrating with anger. Erron put it together then. This must be Kit, the owner of the Kit and Clover. There was an image of a baby fox—otherwise known as a kit—on the inn’s sign, and Erron had never even thought that it might be the name of the person who owned the place as well.

      “We'll have our revenge on them. I'll put out a bounty and-” Kit began, but Erron cut him off.

      “There's no need,” Erron said, then he motioned to the bloody sacks hanging from the back of his horse. “Justice has been served. The Baron already had a bounty out on these bandits, and I intend to collect.”

      Kit stood a little straighter. “I don't believe we've met yet, but I've seen you around town. I know who you are, Erron Vangian. Let it be known that from this day forward you eat at the Kit and Clover for free. Anyone tries to charge you for a meal, and I'll have them flogged.”

      Erron raised a hand at those words. “There's no need for that. Honestly. The Southern Reach is safer now, and that's all the reward I need. Besides, the bounty is more than sufficient. But I'm going to share those crowns with Elva and her girls, because they're going to need more help than I moving forward from this.”

      Kit’s eyes went wide, and he took a step back. He looked Erron up and down, as though trying to get the measure of the farmer.

      “You're turning down hard-won bounty crowns?” Kit asked.

      “No, I'm not turning them down, I'm just giving most of it to the people who need it the most.”

      “That settles it. I'll hold off on the flogging, just as you've asked, but anytime you want, you come into the Kit and Clover and you eat for free.”

      “I'll tell you what,” Erron said. He didn't feel like this was the right time for wheeling and dealing to cement the future of his farm, but if he could use this situation to his advantage, he would. “Instead of that, how about I catch up with you later on in the week to talk about what my farm can do for your fine establishment. We should have a bumper crop of pumpkins by the end of the season, and lots of fresh fruit and vegetables ready for harvest in the coming weeks.”

      Kit nodded in appreciation. “We do love our pumpkin soup in the colder months. You just tell my serving girls to come and get me next time you're in, then we'll talk.”

      The townsguard ushered them on, urging them to proceed to the Baron’s Manor House with haste. Baron Algrim, the Baron of the Harrow Holdfast, waited on the front stairs of the Manor House for Erron and the survivors to arrive. He opened his arms wide in greeting. A sword hung from his hip, and dark circles hung under his eyes.

      “Master Vangian, it seems I have you to thank for liberating our honored guests from the clutches of The Jackals,” Baron Algrim said as Erron brought his horse to a stop.

      “I have twenty-nine Jackal heads that I'd like to collect the bounties on, and I want it to be known in the presence of all that this young man, who goes by the name Torgen, defected from The Jackals. He was instrumental in leading me into the fort to take advantage of their weaknesses. I made no promises on behalf of the Baron or the Holdfast, but I did promise that I would tell the truth of the matter. If Elva and her girls have other testimonies to give over Torgen’s behavior prior to my arrival, then I will leave it in the judgment of the Baron to mete out an appropriate punishment. I also want it to be known that whatever the final value of this bounty is, all I want is to pay for my seasonal tithe to Lord Keleth Garthanon, Lord and Warden of the Southern Reach. Whatever is left over, I want Elva and her girls to have it to help rebuild.”

      A gasp went through the gathered crowd at this proclamation.

      Erron continued. “The bones and crowns will not be able to restore what was lost. We can never replace the loved ones that have been so cruelly taken from us, but I hope this helps ease the journey as they continue on down the never-ending road.”

      “This is not just a generous and magnanimous act, Master Erron Vangian,” the Baron said. “Your actions have proven that you are the true and worthy landholder of Hope’s End. I will see to it that your tithe to my father is paid in full, as you have requested, and I will make it known of the good you have done for the Southern Reach.”

      While the Baron was talking, Erron tried to appear to be watching him intently, but his gaze drifted over the Baron’s shoulder and settled on the reddening face of his steward, Anton Verj. Given that The Jackals were tolerated while they occupied the crumbling fort by someone in Harrow, and that the Baron saw their extermination as a service to the realm, Erron figured that the Baron himself had not been aware of the arrangement that had been in place.

      If the Baron had not been aware, then this arrangement would have had to have been put in place by someone who could speak with the Baron’s authority. The only person who possessed that was the steward.

      “There is one further thing I would like to discuss with you, Baron Algrim, but I believe that this conversation would be best held in private,” Erron said.

      “Are the tidings good, or ill?” the Baron replied.

      “Neither one nor the other, but they are still tidings that must be discussed.” Erron tried to gauge Anton’s reaction as inconspicuously as possible. The steward’s eyes darted back and forth, and he chewed on his bottom lip as though he was suddenly nervous about something.

      “Very well then. Elva, you come with us so we can arrange your share of the bounty.”

      “With pleasure, my Lord,” Elva replied.

      “Until I've had time to think about what to do with this Torgen character, I want him taken to the holding cells,” the Baron said.

      Torgen's eyes went wide and his mouth gaped. He went to say something but closed his mouth and thought better of it. Erron was thankful for that. He'd made the choice to run with a bandit crew, which never ended well. There's no such thing as a rich bandit or an old bandit, and people argued that there was no such thing as a smart bandit either. Torgen just might have what it takes to smarten up and pay his penance like Kariak was doing.

      Erron and Elva followed the Baron into his sitting room. Anton entered the room behind them as well, and Erron didn't protest. If Erron asked Anton to leave the room, then the steward would know that Erron was suspicious of him. If Erron continued to talk in confidence with the steward present, then Anton would likely have no idea that Erron suspected him of some involvement.

      The Baron slumped into his reading chair behind his large hardwood desk with a sigh. He suddenly looked twenty years older than when Erron had first met him. “Very well, then, what are these tidings you speak of?”

      “Two things have greatly concerned me,” Erron began. “Do you know of anyone who would be actively working against your interests?”

      The Baron offered a humorless laugh in response. “I am the eldest son of the Warden of the South. I am the only thing that stands between my five legitimate brothers and sisters and the position of Warden of the South once my father passes. Not only that, but there is the talk of legitimizing some of the bastards my father has sired over the years, because some of his natural born children have failed to meet his lofty expectations. My brother, Braddock, he was always sickly. There’s talk of him being on his deathbed, and my father has run out of trueborn sons and daughters.” Baron Algrim drew a dagger and spun it around on his fingers. “Once one of the bastards is legitimized, then every single one of them will think they have some kind of claim to a seat in my father's name. Not counting Daggerspine Keep, which is the home of the Warden of the South, there are six holdfasts across the Southern Reach held by true born children of my father, Lord Keleth Garthanon. I could name two dozen people who I know of that are actively working against my interests.”

      It suddenly became apparent why the Baron looked so damned tired, and why he hadn't been in Harrow the last time Erron had come to town. The steward said that the Baron was seeing to urgent business in Daggerspine Keep, which could have been where he learned about the plans to legitimize one of his father's bastards. That always threw a stone in the mill of any line of succession. Especially when the Lord had multiple bastards who suddenly had what appeared to be legitimate claims to the line of succession, so long as the bastard had a good argument.

      “Do you know of any of those people who might be working against your interests who reside within the walls of this manor?” Erron asked.

      This caught the Baron by surprise. He quirked a skeptical eyebrow at Erron. “Within these walls? No. I trust every man and woman who serves me. What have you heard?”

      “It's more than just what I've heard, it's what I've seen. Are you aware that there is a massive monster living in the mine beneath Fort Jackal? A monster that supposedly cannot be killed, and needs to feed every few days, otherwise, it grows too violent?”

      Erron closely watched for Anton's reaction, and he was relieved to see the color flee from Anton’s cheeks. Erron's suspicions had been correct. The steward did have something to do with this.

      “I've heard nothing of the sort. Anton, do you know anything about this?”

      The steward cleared his throat and Erron was very curious to see how he was going to talk his way out of this one.

      “As a matter of fact, I know exactly what Master Vangian is referring to. Sometimes my responsibilities to the Southern Reach require me to make decisions in the heat of the moment, and this was one where my judgment may have erred.”

      “Anton, what have you done?” The Baron’s voice suddenly grew very cold.

      “During your journey east for your brother Elric’s wedding, I was approached by Jahira Dunkan. At that time, I did not know that he was the leader of a bandit crew, because he told me that he was simply a man who had fallen on difficult times. He approached me for work, and I told him that as per your own wishes, we could only enter into formal work arrangements with someone who is a member of the Adventurer’s Guild. Jahira and his people said that they had an application with the Adventurer’s Guild pending, and I believed them. This was very naive of me, and I will learn from this experience.”

      “I'll ask you again, for the last time, and you will answer me plainly. What have you done, Anton?” The Baron’s voice was dangerous now, almost like the growl of a wild animal.

      “There is an ancient evil that slumbers in the depths of the mine beneath the fort. The beast can sleep for dozens of years before waking, but when it wakes, it must be fed. As long as it continues to be fed, it will eventually go back to sleep for another few dozen years. The beast has been chained and restrained inside the mine since the days of your forebear. In the days before your last steward died, he revealed the existence of this creature and the mine to me. I could not risk giving this job to someone from the Adventurer’s Guild, because they have requirements to report the jobs they do back to the Guild. I also could not pay these people anything for their services because the holdfast was not officially engaging them. Jahira said he was a hunter, but he said nothing about hunting people or taking their valuables. I simply said that they may take up residence within the fort, as long as they kept the awoken monster fed. I thought they were going to feed it the animals and monsters that they hunted from the forest, not good people who traveled through our lands such as Elva and her husband. If I had known how dangerous Jahira would be, I never would have made that deal.”

      The Baron looked at Anton as though he didn't recognize who the steward was. The Baron’s mind was not addled, and he was not under the influence of any curses or hexes; he was simply seeing Anton in a new light for the very first time.

      “And you did not think to mention any of this to me at the first report of bandits in the old fort preying on our people?” the Baron asked.

      “I am not perfect. I had hoped that with further discussion and clarification of terms, I could negotiate with Jahira and The Jackals.”

      Erron laughed at that, and bright red bloomed on Anton's cheeks.

      “This is no laughing matter, farmer.”

      “And I am no mere farmer. Before I came here to start a new life, I was very good at killing bandits. Back in my days with The Exiles, I wouldn't have taken a bounty of twenty crowns per head, as that was barely even worth my time. You do not negotiate with bandits. That is a fool’s errand, or the play of a naïve child.”

      “Do you mean to tell me that you single-handedly took down over two dozen bandits?” Anton asked, and the look on the baron's face said that he shared the steward’s skepticism.

      “No, of course not. I was not just The Exiles’ bandit killer, I was their monster wrangler.” Erron tried to sound confident in his lie, and was quite pleased at the raised eyebrows that this comment brought on. “Do you really think I could have done everything that I've done so far on the farm without any extra help? I have two of my loyal monsters still waiting at the fort just in case any bandits return. They'll make quick work of any stragglers, let me assure you.”

      “Explain what you mean,” the Baron commanded with narrowed eyes.

      Erron shrugged. “I was taught ancient and secret techniques of how to bend a monster to my own will. They follow my orders, do my bidding, and there isn't much that can stand against the might of a savage orc when it catches the scent of blood.”

      “Yes, this might just explain why you of all people are not affected by the influence under the earth at Hope’s End. They say that there is a curse upon the land, and that curse takes the form of monsters who claw their way out of the ground after they’ve been buried there. If you have already trained to dominate monsters to your own will, then this magic may not have the same effect on you as it would someone else. Tell me, have you seen anything strange at your farm?” Baron Algrim asked.

      Erron shook his head. “No, nothing strange. But I have been having some strange nightmares. Hazel Wormwood the apothecary managed to give me a strange concoction of herbal oil, made from lavender I think, which seems to keep the nightmares at bay.”

      Elva spoke up for the first time. “All of this business seems too complex for me to try and sort out, but all I can tell you is what I've seen. If Erron hadn't brought his loyal monsters into the fort to slaughter The Jackals, then me and my girls… Well, let's just say that I'm very grateful Erron and his entourage of monsters arrived in time. Even though they looked beastly, they do follow Erron's commands. Everything I've seen makes me feel like Erron's telling the truth.”

      “Truth or no, we now have a bigger problem.” Erron said. “If The Jackals were keeping this immortal monster fed, then someone is going to need to pick up that slack. Would you want to send some of your townsguard to secure the fort and the resources within the mine? Whoever told you that the mine was depleted was incorrect. The Jackals had newly smelted bars of iron ore that were just lying around for the taking.”

      The Baron rubbed his temples with his thumb and forefinger. “The townsguard are stretched thin as it is. The mountain trolls are coming down from the mountains, my brother Braddock is about to die and leave a power vacuum, my father is on the cusp of disowning one of my brothers and legitimizing not one but two of his bastards, and now there is a monster that can't be killed living in a mine that I thought no longer contained anything of value.” The Baron slammed his fist down onto the table, sending a stack of books tumbling. He then shot a withering look at Anton. “Do you have any idea how much I've spent on resources that we could have taken out of the ground ourselves?”

      “Yes, I have a good idea, my Lord. The sum is not insignificant. I have seen the books.”

      “Then why in the name of the gods were we not exploring this instead of allowing a bandit group to take up residence and feed travelers to this thrice damned beast?”

      Anton straightened and took a deep breath. “I did what I thought was in the best interests of the holdfast and for yourself, my Lord. I was clearly in the wrong, and I will accept any punishment you decide to lay upon me.”

      The Baron groaned and waved away the comment. “I do not want to turn you into another one of my problems, Anton. But it's clear that your judgment is lacking. You are to remain in your everyday duties as normal, but matters of running the holdfast and the management of its resources must be brought to me, do you understand?”

      Anton nodded curtly. “I do, my Lord. Thank you for-”

      The Baron held up a hand to silence the steward, then spoke directly to Erron. “You say you were a monster wrangler in your past. Do you think you could kill this supposedly immortal beast for me?”

      “I've never faced a monster such as the one chained inside the mine, but I have no doubt that I can slay it for you, my Lord.”

      The Baron nodded. “Good. I have also made the decision that I will not only pay the bounty for each slain bandit, but I will also contribute from my own personal reserves a sum of one hundred crowns toward your fall tithe to my father.”

      “Th-thank you, my Lord,” Erron said, shocked at the Baron’s generosity. “There is no need, truly. I -”

      “Have I not made my decision clear?” the Baron asked, annoyed.

      “You have made yourself clear, my Lord. I apologize,” Erron said.

      “Apologies are not necessary. You might have grown to be a man in the Northern Kingdoms, but the Southern Reach is where men are truly forged. You have exactly the mettle that our holdfast needs, Erron Vangian. Those who take care of my people are taken care of in turn.”

      Erron bowed his head forward in thanks and gratitude.

      “Elva, I am deeply saddened by the loss you have suffered, and I wish you to know that you and your traveling companions will forever be welcome here in Harrow. I will personally see to it that your wagons are repaired, and any missing stock is replaced. As Erron said before, I cannot replace the ones you love, but believe me, I would if I could.”

      “Thank you, my Lord.”

      The conversation concluded and Erron left the Baron’s Manor house relieved and comforted at the outcome. The Baron asked Anton to remain, and a pair of townsguard escorted Erron and Elva back out into Harrow. Part of Erron really wanted to know what was being discussed between the Baron and his steward, but Erron had a feeling that it wasn't good news for Anton Verj.
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      Erron stopped in at the Kit and Clover for a hot meal before heading back to Hope’s End. While Erron was halfway through a lovely cut of roast lamb, the burly owner Kit walked over to Erron's table with two massive flagons of beer.

      Kit set the beer down roughly and grinned at Erron. It was a little hard to see his smile under the unruly brown beard, but it was the eyes that were the giveaway. The eyes crinkled at the sides in the way that only a smile could make them.

      “Couldn't stay away, could you? What do you think of the food?” Kit asked.

      Erron swallowed his mouthful of roast lamb and mashed potatoes. “I've eaten at a lot of inns across the Five Kingdoms, but I have to admit that this is way up there in terms of food quality. There are certain things you judge an inn on when you've stayed in hundreds of them, but your food is exquisite. Like a home-cooked meal in the company of friends.”

      The smile never left Kit’s eyes as he raised his flagon to his lips and took a long drink of golden ale. He made a satisfied sound after his last swallow, and when the flagon returned to the table, it was half empty.

      “You don't say? Now that is lofty praise from a well-traveled man such as yourself. But you've piqued my curiosity here, Master Vangian. Now I want to know the other things that you rate an inn on.”

      Erron laughed at this. It was something that he and his old crew, Sellis, Jenath and Agatha, did whenever they stayed somewhere new. It had become a bit of a game to them, finding a table in the corner, and rating the inn on a scale out of ten on a number of different criteria.

      “Well, there's two obvious ones, which I'm sure you can guess.”

      “That would be food and drink, am I right?” Kit asked.

      “That's right. But sometimes you can forgive poor food and watery ale if some of the other aspects are standouts. Another one we rate on is amenities. How nice are the beds, what are the washrooms like, and do they have hotstones in the baths?”

      “What is a hotstone?” Kit asked, a confused look on his face. “If there's something that we could be doing better, then we need to figure that out.”

      Erron laughed. “You don't have hotstones or coldstones down here in the Southern Reach?”

      “I don't even know what they are, lad.”

      “It's when a mage inscribes certain runes on the outside of a stone and imbues it with elemental power. They have them all over the place in Lladria. A coldstone makes it so that you can keep meat and vegetables fresher for longer, almost like you have a block of ice on hand at any time. A hotstone placed under a bathtub will heat the water so that you always have a warm bath. No need for any complex pipes or heating water over fire.”

      Kit’s eyes went wide. “Just one coldstone would make life so much easier. How could I go about getting one of these?”

      Erron shrugged. “Don't you folks have a mage council or something down here in the Southern Reach? They usually provision enchanted goods.”

      Kit shook his head. “Not that I know of. There are the Scalebane Scryers with their dragon altar in Daggerspine Keep, and some say they have strange abilities, but we have no mage council. Unless Lord Garthanon keeps a coterie of magic users a closely guarded secret, I’m not sure.”

      “Let’s take a step back. I’ve not heard of that group before. What are they about?”

      Kit shrugged. “The Scryers? Oh, they’re a strange bunch. Mostly harmless, but they actually think that one day dragons are going to come back to the world and it's their sacred duty to stop it from happening. If you ever go by the altar when it's burning, you'll get a strange smell stuck in your nose that won't go away for a week. They have these powerful herbs that are supposed to weaken dragons, though I have no idea what they expect to do with them now.”

      Dragons were once real, Erron knew, according to the stories, but none had been seen for hundreds of years. Not since the Order of the Dragonslayers waged their campaign of death and destruction on any dragons that dared to make the Five Kingdoms their home. This era was known as The Quelling, for it truly was the last time the fires of the dragons touched the Five Kingdoms.

      The dragonslayers wore the scales and the bones of the dragons they killed as armor, and no one dared stand in their way. It was said that the dragonslayers destroyed every last clutch of eggs on the entire continent, and it was common knowledge that High King Hecton was a direct descendant of one of the most famous dragonslayers in the history of the Five Kingdoms.

      His name was Varethar the Valiant, and he led more dragon-slaying parties than any other commander during The Quelling. The skull of the last dragon—an enormous beast called Kaonix the Cataclysm—was still proudly on display atop a spire at the High King’s fortress in Taldross.

      “And these scryers use magic?” Erron asked.

      “I'm afraid I wouldn't even be able to tell you what magic is, young Master Vangian. You'd probably have a better idea of what magic looks like than I do, but there’s something very unnatural about what they do. Now before I take up too much of your time, let's talk business. Just what kind of crops do you have coming in the next few weeks?”

      Erron and Kit spent the next hour or so going over their budding business arrangement. There was always a need for hardy root vegetables like potatoes and yams, as well as carrots and cabbage. Once you pickled the cabbage, it lasted forever. Kit also liked to be well stocked with herbs and seasonings for the meals he cooked, but he already had a standing arrangement with Hazel Wormwood in that regard.

      They both sang Hazel's praises, and Erron got the distinct impression that Kit was a little sweet on Hazel. The smile lines near his eyes got extra crinkly whenever he talked about her, and the tone of his voice had a longing that could not be denied.

      Erron mentioned the standing arrangement he had with the Baron when it came to supplying fresh produce, and Kit acknowledged this without concern. Kit assured Erron that he would not seek to undermine any arrangement in place with the Baron, but if there was surplus stock available, Kit would be more than happy to buy it straight from Erron.

      They both agreed that fresh vegetables that were locally grown tasted better than those that had to be transported in from neighboring holdfasts. It was Kit and his serving girls that had to deal with the complaints of floppy carrots and wilted lettuce.

      “So you don't have any concerns about where my crops are being grown?” Erron asked.

      Kit laughed nervously. “I'd be lying if I told you that I didn't have some apprehension about serving food grown at Hope's End, but I firmly believe that it's not a place that's evil. It's the people who lived there once upon a time that were evil, and if a place is inhabited by someone with a good heart like yourself, then maybe you're going to have a positive impact on it. People are always worried about how dark powers can corrupt, but no one ever thinks about the fact that a good person can have the exact same effect on a bad place. You might just be the person to turn things around, young Master.”

      There was wisdom in that, Erron thought. The magic Erron used might be necromancy, which was irrevocably aligned with the dark, and the Night Matron might have her own agenda, but as long as Erron stood by his own values, then he was still living a life that he could be proud of. Regardless of how much Erron wanted to break free from Fendral’s control, he could see the wisdom in the lessons he had been taught by his mentor.

      Erron took in the pleasant ambience of the Kit and Clover as people filtered in for dinner and drinks. Brella and Edric Stormhammer both came into the tap house with an unquenchable thirst. The moment they saw Erron sitting with Kit, the dwarves came over to the table.

      Brella sat next to Kit, and Edric slid into the booth next to Erron. Erron's instincts immediately kicked in and told him to move. There would be no quick way to get out from the table if someone pulled a knife, or a band of thugs stormed in through the front door.

      Erron had to quell that old part of himself. None of these people meant him harm, and in fact both Brella and Edric were likely on their way to becoming Erron's friends. The Baron had been quite clear about the Southern Reach in that everyone took care of each other. Erron was beginning to feel like a part of the Southern Reach finally, and maybe that part of him that was ready to respond to violence and bloodshed could take a back seat for once.

      “Well, well, well, if it ain't the hero!” Edric said as he slapped Erron on the shoulder.

      “Saving those ladies and killing those bandits? I think the drinks are on us tonight,” Brella said.

      Erron raised his hands in a defensive gesture. “No, I don't think so. I just did what anyone else would if they had the power to do it. Besides, I still owe you fifteen crowns for that saw blade, Edric. How's it coming along?”

      “I'll tell you what, you give me fifteen crowns, and I'll use it to buy a few rounds of drinks,” Edric said with a sly grin.

      The constitution of the dwarves was legendary, and Erron did not want to get himself into a situation where he was  going to have a drinking contest with a dwarf. Alcohol, poisons, spoiled food; most dwarves had stomachs of iron and could consume things that would injure or kill anyone else. Most dwarven ale tasted like solvent or oil, and they called all the hardest liquors and ales made by the other mortal races the soft stuff.

      “I'll have a few ales, but I can't keep up with you two. I need to get back to Hope’s End tonight, but I'll gladly stick around for some drinks with my new friends,” Erron conceded, then dug into his coin purse and handed over fifteen crowns.

      Edric and Brella exclaimed happily, and Kit waved over one of his serving girls to fetch the next round. They settled into comfortable conversation, and a few minutes later, Hazel the apothecary walked through the door. Kit immediately straightened up, his eyes flying open in panic as he desperately tried to straighten out his beard and brush the grime from his apron. He stood awkwardly as Hazel saw the merry table and headed toward it.

      “Well, this has been quite the merry meeting, but I'm afraid I must return to the kitchens and tend to the ovens,” Kit said awkwardly. Erron saw a red blush rising on Kit’s cheeks, which seemed to be darkening by shades the closer Hazel got to the table. “Well, hello there, Hazel. Please take my seat. I'll have the kitchen send out your usual, yes?”

      Hazel played with a fresh flower that had bloomed from one of the vines intertwined with her hair. “You're such a sweetheart, Kit. That would be lovely. Can I get an ale as well, please? Just put it on my tab and I'll sort you out before the night is through. You’re not staying?”

      “I, err, no. I’m afraid it’s frightfully busy, but I’ll send out your food. Would you like a slice of lemon in your ale?”

      Hazel grinned. “You know me too well. Yes please, Kit.”

      The way Hazel looked at Kit, and the playful way she spoke to him made Erron think that there might just be something flowing both ways here, though it seemed like Hazel was playing coy and Kit was terrified of actually making a move. Erron watched with interest as Kit awkwardly stepped around Brella to leave the booth, and kept his distance from Hazel as he walked away. But did Hazel lean in a little, almost like she was trying to get closer to Kit as he left? Or was Erron just imagining it?

      Playing matchmaker was not something that Erron did much of. Fraternizing in a romantic manner within your own mercenary group was often looked down upon. The moment feelings became involved, and the ties to one member of your group were stronger than the ties to other members, loyalties always ended up being questioned. It invariably caused division.

      Hazel demanded a telling of exactly what happened in the forest, and though Erron initially hesitated, both Brella and Edric egged him on to spill the beans. So Erron regaled them with the entire tale, embellishing it as he had with the Baron, telling them that he'd seen the troop of travelers heading away from Harrow and thought they were heading into danger. He didn't mention the massive gray-skinned monster that supposedly lived under the mines under the fort, though, because that was not general knowledge amongst the people of Harrow.

      If they thought there was any chance that a giant, normally hibernating monster, might wake up and break free and head into town to eat the townsfolk, it was very likely that a panic would ensue. From what the Baron said, the townsguard were already stretched thin enough.

      “You know, it's a pity that that mine went dry,” Edric said wistfully. “We used to have a steady stream of iron coming into Harrow from that mine, and before they sealed it up, there was even talk of a legendary vein of gold running through the earth. But no, they stoppered the mine up and let the whole thing fall apart.”

      The mention of the possibility of a vein of gold in the mine excited Erron. The gold, a precious metal valuable to almost every person in a position of power across the Five Kingdoms, would bring both riches and influence if Erron managed to secure a raw source of gold ore. The currency of the realm, crowns, were made of gold, whereas the bones were made of iron. Gold was also used by mages due to its incredible levels of magical synergy.

      Erron only had a very basic understanding of how magic worked in general, but he’d taken enough jobs to recover different precious metals because of their magical qualities. He knew more than most about just how valuable gold was.

      Magic users could imbue objects with magical effects, whether they be beneficial or harmful. Different types of objects held imbued magic effects more effectively than others. Gold was one of the most conductive metals that could be pulled from the ground, and not only could it be imbued with magical effects, but many objects could be plated in gold. This meant that almost any object could be imbued with a magical effect as long as that object was coated in enough gold.

      If Erron managed to find a vein of gold running through the mine, he would be able to use some of that raw material to commission monster-sized jewelry like golden wrist clasps or neck chokers that would be able to hold imbued magical effects. If Erron buried the bodies with imbued golden jewelry, there was a good chance that any fiend that rose would also have access to that magical effect, or a variation of it.

      While Brella and Edric enthused about how good it would be to find another productive mine in the local area, Erron's mind turned to the myriad of options he had and which ones he wanted to experiment most with his Fiend Forging ability.

      His horse was hitched to the post outside the Kit and Clover, and Erron had every intention of butchering the animal and burying it before he went to sleep. But the vibe here in the Kit and Clover was just too damned pleasant.

      One of the serving girls brought Hazel's meal, which looked very similar to the roast lamb and mashed potatoes meal that a lot of the other patrons had, but this one included a variety of sauteed mushrooms, along with what looked like pan-fried green beans in butter. The strong scent of garlic also rose, and it damn well made Erron's mouth water all over again.

      Soon enough, even more familiar faces found their way to the Kit and Clover. Kariak, the ex-Jackals bandit who was now a member of the townsguard came in for a post-work drink. Once Kariak had a flagon of ale, Erron waved him over. Kariak dragged a table over to sit flush with the table everyone else was sitting at.

      “You did what I could only dream about doing,” Kariak said as he raised his flagon of ale into the air. He raised his voice and called out to everyone gathered in the Kit and Clover. “Three cheers for Erron Vangian, this guy right here, for slaughtering the bandits holed up in the old fort! Hip hip hooray!”

      A chorus of cheers erupted across the inn, with almost every patron raising whatever drink they had into the air, then taking a long drink. Kariak called for two more rounds of cheers before Erron waved away the attention, which was starting to feel a little unbearable.

      Clearing out bandit outfits was a run-of-the-mill affair when he was working as a mercenary in the Northern Kingdoms, so why was it such a big deal to these people? Was the quality of their leadership so poor that they simply tolerated the presence of a group who was killing them and the traveling merchants who came to their towns?

      Regardless of the deal that Anton Verj had with The Jackals, the responsibility still fell to the Baron to ensure the safety of his people. The Jackals had been causing problems for a long time. Long enough for the Baron to have done something if he truly meant to do so.

      If the Baron had been so buzzed about the recent meeting in Daggerspine Keep, where his father Lord Keleth Garthanon was supposedly thinking about legitimizing one of his bastards, then it was likely there was some kind of legitimate threat to either the barons claim to the Harrow hold fast, or to the Baron’s health. Whatever the truth of the situation, it felt as though Harrow was sitting on the edge of a knife.

      But now that Erron was here, and now that he'd put down roots, Erron had a vested interest in making sure that this land and the people that lived here remained safe. If he had to use the dark powers of a necromancer called the Night Matron to do so, then he would. He just needed to make sure that the true nature of the source of his strength remained hidden. The Crimson Dagger and Baron Algrim knowing as much as they did was already bordering on too many people knowing too much.

      Erron idly thought about whether or not he would make for a better leader than Baron Algrim, but if there were dozens of illegitimate bastard children vying for the honor of being the next Baron of the Harrow Holdfast, that would just be putting a target on Erron’s own back.

      Eager for a change in conversation, Erron asked Hazel how the supplies he found in the forest were. Then Hazel gave Erron some tips about valuable herbs and reagents to look out for next time he was in the forest.

      “If the bandits are gone, that means that it's probably going to be safe to start harvesting rarer items from further in. Tell me, have you seen the abandoned wizard's tower?” Hazel asked.

      “I've only seen it from a distance,” Erron confirmed. “I can't remember where I heard it, but someone said that the tower was abandoned. There are traps or something left behind, though? Is that true?”

      Both Brella and Edric looked nervous. Dwarves were naturally a superstitious lot when it came to the use of magic. They preferred more practical ways of interacting with the everyday world. They were fantastic smiths and stonemasons, but they only had affinity for earth magic, which was very rarely flashy or destructive. It was mostly slow-moving, fortifying and restorative, which was quite similar to dwarves themselves as a people.

      Erron expected Hazel to start talking about the booby-trapped tower, but it was Kariak who piped up.

      “Jahira was obsessed with trying to find a way into that tower. It's really not that far from the fort if you plan on investigating. Jahira would send the expendable members, you know the new ones or the troublemakers, up there to try and find a way in, but more often than not, they'd fall victim to one of the defense mechanisms. Have you ever seen a door handle fry someone from the inside out? Their bones turn to ash before their skin has even started to crackle. It was the teeth that were the worst of it, though. The teeth blacken and explode one by one as the poor bastards close their fingers around the tower door handle.”

      Brella and Edric visibly shuddered. Hazel's eyes had gone wide, but Erron had leaned forward onto the table, listening intently.

      “You see, breaking into the tower would be pretty easy if it was just the tower itself that you needed to deal with,” Kariak said. “But the whole thing has been encased in some kind of death field. Anyone tries to break the magical ward that wraps the entire tower, then they die. It's as simple as that.”

      “Has anyone tested the tower to actually see what kind of magic ward is wrapping the tower up?" Erron asked.

      It was pretty common practice for the mage councils of Lladria and Taldross to send out what they called abjurers to investigate and document any magical defense that might be used on a structure or place of power. Abjuration magic was a very narrow field of magical study, and Erron only knew this because he’d once had to play babysitter to a very talkative abjurer tasked with closing a magical gate that had been opened to the Plane of Eternal Fire. A village burning to the ground will generally motivate one of the self-centered mage councils to actually do something for a change.

      “The Jackals didn't have any magic users, aside from the ones that managed to find magical artifacts and take them for themselves. But most of the time, The Jackals weren't even trained properly in how to use those items. A flaming sword is cool and all until you try to draw it from its scabbard but end up setting yourself on fire.” Kariak closed his eyes and laughed at that.

      “All I'm saying is that if we can figure out which school of magic the ward belongs to, we can figure out a way to neutralize or nullify it,” Erron said. “Or maybe we could brew a potion that could increase someone’s magical resistance so much that the field doesn’t affect them?”

      “Just remember that wards work both ways,” Hazel said quietly. “The ward might keep people out, but it could just as easily be used to keep something in that needed to be locked away forever. Lots of the herbs and reagents you can harvest from the forest around the tower are imbued with slight magical effects, so you can get some of the benefits without any of the risk. Stick to those and don’t go messing around with the tower, okay, Erron? Just trust me on this.”

      Erron nodded, and he let this talk of Mazurak’s tower fade. Instead, Erron tried to spark up some conversation between the townsfolk around his table so he could just sit and take in the ambience of this place. Brella and Edric oscillated between bickering like an old married couple and acting all lovey-dovey and sweet like they were still teenagers.

      Hazel kept stealing glances in the direction of the kitchen, but Kit was conspicuously out of sight. A little later in the night, Asher Tallrock came by and noticed the party that was forming at Erron's table. He stopped by and apologized for not getting out to Hope’s End, but with the disappearance of Flint Mason, all of the Baron’s men were scrambling to figure out how to fill the gap left by his absence.

      Erron felt a pang of guilt every time someone congratulated him for doing right by Flint's memory, for bringing vengeance down on the bandits that killed the stonemason. It was wrong to accept their praise and Erron knew it, so he simply thanked them for their kind words and promised himself he would do better.

      Even though what happened was not his intent, Erron still bore responsibility for it. The only thing that he could do now was get a better handle on this power to ensure that it never happened again.
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      The party petered out as the night continued on, but the dwarves turned out to live up to their reputation and drank so much that Erron thought they were going to drain the poor bar dry. Hazel gave Erron a small pouch full of dried green leaves just before she left.

      “What's this?” Erron asked, but his arcane core showed him exactly what they were. Something called Dried Acramanthus Leaves, which had a restorative effect, boosted poison resistance, and reduced the duration of any poisons currently in effect.

      “When you get back to the farm tonight, brew yourself a pot of tea using those leaves. It'll make sure that your hangover won't be too bad. I can't guarantee that you won't get one at all, considering how much the dwarves convinced you to drink, but it’ll put a little dent in it.”

      It was well past midnight by the time Erron stumbled out of the Kit and Clover. His horse waited patiently for him, and someone had brought a fresh bale of hay so that all of the horses there had something to eat. Erron glanced around furtively as he unhitched his horse, looking for anyone who might be seeking to do him harm. If there were some bandits from The Jackals still remaining out there, they might be out for his blood. And it was pretty much a guarantee that someone at some point from the Crimson Dagger would be coming to kill him as well. Now would be a very good time for them to strike.

      The only other people on the street were drunks and townsguard who had the dubious honor of the night's watch. In a sleepy little holdfast like this, the night’s watch might actually be preferable. Erron stepped up into his horse’s stirrups and swung himself into the saddle. This horse was well-tempered, responsive, and very handsome to boot. On more than one occasion, Erron had been tempted to give the horse a name, but that would make the inevitable slaughtering of the horse even more difficult.

      Erron knew then that he would not be able to raise animals just to slaughter them on the farm. It was one thing to kill an animal in the hunt, butcher it, then cook it for food. But it was another thing entirely to raise an animal from a baby with the sole intent of slaughtering it for food. Some men could stomach that, but there was something in Erron that deeply rejected it.

      The power of the Night Matron demanded Erron spill blood. This was something that he could not avoid if he wished to continue exploring the limits of this power. But there were lines that Erron would not cross. On his ride back to Hope’s End Erron vowed to himself that he would not kill any innocent folk just to use them in his experiments. The only ones that he would kill were ones that either meant to do him harm or ones that meant to do harm to Harrow and the Southern Reach.

      Erron smiled ruefully at himself. There would come a time when his loyalty to living a good, righteous life would be questioned if he continued on down this dark path. The mission the Night Matron had set for Erron so far was fine, but he had no doubt that she would begin to ask more of him if he managed to complete her first quest.

      The moon was almost full as Erron and the horse headed along the road back to Hope’s End. When they were clear of the town, Erron's two wargs made themselves known by trotting along next to the road. They gave three yips, just like Erron had commanded them to last time.

      “Thanks for waiting for me, guys. I hope you haven't been too bored waiting outside town for me. We'll get you home soon enough.”

      Erron's head started to swim as he bounced along on horseback. The longer he rode, the worse the sensation became. Suddenly, the up and down motion became too much, and Erron felt an uncontrollable urge coming on. His mouth watered, which was a telling warning sign, so Erron leaned over to one side of the saddle as the urge to vomit overcame him. He voided his stomach onto the dirt road beneath, and with shocking speed, one of his wargs came up and went to chow down on his leavings.

      Erron commanded his warg to not do this, and the mental image of his hound eating fresh vomit sent another wave of nausea through him that threatened to begin another evacuation. Thankfully, the warg listened to Erron's command and left the steaming pile of vomit alone.

      The sooner Erron could get back to the farm and brew Hazel's tea, the better. Soon enough, the familiar bend of the road came that took Erron to the southern end of the ravine. Handsy hadn’t been able to clear away the path to the farmhouse yet, so it was rough going, but eventually, they made it back to the farmhouse. Erron started another fire and boiled some water. His head was pounding by the time he got home and was in desperate need of some relief.

      It was then that Erron commanded both Clobber and Handsy to come back to the farmhouse and leave the fort alone for the night. If Erron was being watched, then it would be obvious that he was a bit worse for wear that night. More than any other night, Erron needed his fiends to watch his back while he slept. A wave of affirmation flowed back through the arcane core, confirming that his two powerhouse fiends were on their way back to the farmhouse.

      The wargs settled down into their regular positions beside Erron’s stump by the fire and chewed on some bones they’d been working on for a few days. Erron didn’t know where the thick bones came from, and part of him didn’t really want to know either. The wargs and the rest of Erron’s fiends had a standing order to not attack anyone unless otherwise ordered to, so his fiends wouldn’t be going wild and killing people of their own accord. But hunting large game? It was very possible the wargs had taken down something big, and they’d dragged the bones back to Hope’s End as chew toys.

      Erron dumped some of the dried green leaves into his kettle and stirred the mixture around with a spoon. A strange scent rose from the kettle as it started to boil. It smelled earthier than regular tea with a hint of acidity, citrus-like but not. It wasn't entirely unpleasant, but at the same time, Erron wouldn't have gone out of his way to drink the concoction if he didn't know what the effects would be.

      As the leaves steeped in the bubbling water, the tea took on a dark green tint. Erron poured some of the concoction into a clay mug, then blew on it to cool it down. While he waited for it to become drinkable, Erron thought about all of the things he needed to do here at Hope’s End.

      He had a barn, but no cows. He couldn't get cows just yet either. Firstly, he couldn't afford them, and secondly, because he didn't have a fenced-in paddock to keep them in. There was much Erron needed to do to get Hope’s End ready to house animals. A chicken coop would be easy enough, and setting up a chicken run with enough space for them to roam and graze would be much easier than fencing off a massive paddock for cows. Erron decided that on the morrow he would begin the process of putting up a chicken coop.

      He'd begin with the frame of the coop, and leave everything else for when he got his saw blade. He would need to go back to Harrow at some stage to pick it up from Edric Stormhammer.

      When the tea was ready to drink, Erron lifted the kettle in his right hand and a notification scroll appeared the moment his right hand touched the handle.

      
        
        Acramanthus Tea

        Ingredients: Dried Acramanthus Leaf, Fresh Water

        Effects:

        + 10 Poison Resistance

        - 100% chance to lessen the effects of hangovers

        - 25% chance to completely negate the effects of a heavy night of drinking

      

        

      
        This tea has a relaxing and calming effect on those that drink it and is particularly good in the preemptive treatment of hangovers. One cup of Acramanthus is enough to lessen most of the effects of a heavy night of drinking. Results may vary, depending on the strength of the tea and the constitution of the person drinking it.

      

        

      
        Do you wish to view the method of preparation?

      

      

      This new selection of information was very different to anything Erron had seen before. As his own powers grew, so too did the functions of the arcane core embedded in his right hand. It seemed as though the core could analyze a concoction and figure out how it had been made. Out of curiosity, Erron thought in the affirmative. He did want to view the method of preparation.

      The next information scroll that opened showed a detailed set of instructions about what Erron needed to do to brew his own acramanthus tea. The arcane core must have known the basic properties of the acramanthus plant, as another information scroll appeared when Erron looked at the ingredients list. It even showed an image of what the acramanthus plant looked like, and which parts of the plant had medicinal properties.

      The leaves needed to be dried before they could be brewed. Something about the drying process allowed the substance that blocks hangovers to be released when rehydrated in boiling water. Just putting dried leaves in cold water wouldn't work either, as heat had something to do with extracting this useful medicinal substance from the dried leaves as well.

      Erron had never really been one for brewing his own potions. That was what The Exiles’ alchemists were for. Erron knew how to use a poultice to stave off infection from a cut, he knew basic stitching techniques for wounds that would not close on their own, and he knew enough to read the instructions on the outside of potion bottles to see whether the solution within needed to be consumed or administered in a different way. But when it came to the brewing of potions, Erron was mostly clueless. Those low quality healing potions he'd made earlier were pretty much the extent of what he could do with his own talents.

      But if the arcane core could guide him to the right ingredients and the best method of preparation, then it might be just as much use to him when brewing potions as it was when he and his fiends were putting together structures. Using the arcane core, it was entirely possible that Erron could truly become a master of multiple different disciplines.

      He decided then that he would have to seek out reference material on different farming techniques. There was much to learn in that regard, such as the best time to sow the seeds, knowing how long it took a crop to reach maturity, and techniques he could use to increase yield. Having this information available at his fingertips would be an extremely valuable tool when planning future harvests.

      Eventually, both Clobber and Handsy returned to the farm, and Erron greeted them both warmly.

      “How goes everything at the fort?”

      “Um, my smash some more bad dips,” Clobber said.

      Erron smiled. Bad dips obviously meant bandits.

      “I really like these,” Handsy said as he brandished the pair of pickaxes.

      Erron was surprised to see the fiend still holding those, and even more surprised to hear the fiend speak. Handsy had been remarkably tight-tipped so far, but was obviously now feeling comfortable enough with Erron to open up.

      “You know they're not just used for killing,” Erron said. “Those tools are used for breaking stone. You guys have both had a big day, so how about you take turns at having a rest while I turn in for the night. Tomorrow, you can use those pickaxes to clear some of the rocks around the farm, okay, Handsy?”

      Handsy swung the pickaxes back and forth with a grin on his ghoulish face.

      Erron crawled into his bed roll far later than he intended to, and sleep took him quickly.

      It was only when he became aware that he was standing in a cave surrounded by bubbling shadows that he realized he had not used his lavender before going to sleep. The Night Matron stood in the center of the shadowy cave and looked down at Erron with her eyebrows furrowed in concern.

      “Hello there,” Erron said. “You didn't send your choking shadows to me tonight. That was nice. Not feeling like I'm about to be drowned definitely puts me in a better mood, just for future reference.”

      “What game are you playing?” the Night Matron asked.

      “I'm not playing any games,” Erron said. “I'm just trying to get this farm up and running as best as I can.”

      “You could have raised an army with the amount of the people that you killed yesterday. Almost three score, and yet you gave away their heads - an integral part of what would become their risen fiends—and for what? For gold and riches?”

      “Well, actually, I gave most of the gold away to people who needed it more than I do.”

      The Night Matron scoffed at this, clearly unimpressed. “Perhaps I misjudged you. If you are so simple minded, then maybe I am best off waiting for another who is more suited to my power.”

      Erron cleared his throat and looked at the Night Matron with an eyebrow raised. He ran a hand down his beard in thought. “No, I think you'll find that I’m perfect for the job. There's no better steward for your powers than me, and I'm going to tell you why. You see, there are people out there in this world who crave power. They will do anything to get the edge over others. They will lie, they will cheat, they will steal, and they will kill just for a tiny little scrap more power than they already have. I'm guessing that's why the previous people you have chosen to learn how to use your powers haven't worked out so well. Am I right?”

      Erron waited for the Night Matron to respond, but she remained surprisingly tight-lipped. Erron still didn't know whether he was talking to some kind of powerful necromancer, maybe even a lich, or maybe even some unknowable entity from beyond the stars who was taking human form. Perhaps she was something even stranger than whatever the Night Matron appeared to be.

      She was not human and was vastly more powerful than Erron. Calling her into question was not the smartest decision. Erron valued his life, and if he wanted to remain safe above all else, he wouldn't have questioned the Night Matron’s wisdom. But Erron was absolutely sick and tired of other people trying to tell him what to do.

      “Yes, that's what I thought,” Erron continued. “I don't know who you are or where you've come from, but I know that this malarkey with the fiends has been going on for a few hundred years. There are still people in Harrow that remember when these lands were covered in an undead scourge that killed thousands. Your handiwork, yes?”

      The Night Matron remained silent.

      “I thought so. The people remember that Hope’s End was at the center of those events. And now you want me to throw everything else aside and do what you tell me to do. Well, I'm telling you once and for all, that is not going to happen. If you have been waiting hundreds of years for someone else to come along and learn your lesson, and possibly even take up your mantle, then it's worth letting me take my time and do this on my own terms.”

      The Night Matron simply glowered at Erron, still not saying a word.

      “Anyway, before you leave me in peace to get a good night's sleep, I need to ask you something. There is a massive monster chained beneath the earth in the forest nearby. I felt something emanating from that beast that reminded me of your power, and I need to know if you're responsible for this. I need to be able to get down into that mine.”

      “I did not put that beast together,” the Night Matron said. “There were other apprentices before you, Erron Vangian, and the last of them progressed quite far. But just before he was about to unlock the secrets to true power, he rejected my magic. He siphoned every last a drop of my magic he could possess into creating four fiends of unimaginable power. The one you speak of is guarding an extremely powerful magical resource that my last apprentice sought to hide away from the world.”

      “Your last apprentice wouldn't happen to be called Mazurak Harkin, would he?”

      The Night Matron recoiled at the mention of his name, and when she writhed on her pedestal, shadows billowed out from around her. She made a hissing sound, baring sharp teeth that Erron hadn't noticed before.

      “I'm going to take that as a yes,” Erron said.

      “How do you know that name?” the Night Matron demanded.

      “He's just as much of a legend around here as your power is. Few people know your name, but poor Mazurak? Everybody knows him, and he has the dubious honor of being known as the crazy old wizard who disappeared. My question is whether it was your power that sent him crazy. Are you responsible for his downfall?”

      “Mazurak was responsible for his own downfall. He sought to dominate me like I was one of my fiends. I caution you to not think that you might do the same when your powers grow. I refused and showed him the true depths of my power, which sent him mad. He withdrew from me and chose to forsake a legacy that would outlive the Five Kingdoms. That is why he made the four Baleful Beasts and set them as guardians over nearby places of power.”

      Erron's eyes went wide at this. If the mine was a place of power and the beast guarding it had recently awoken, it couldn't just be a coincidence that it had begun to stir after Erron began using the power of the Night Matron. And if this beast had awoken, then the other three might also be awake. What if Mazurak Harkin had built a trigger into these Baleful Beasts to awaken when the Night Matron’s power was used once more?

      The beast in the mines was restrained there, but if there were three other beasts raised to defend other places of power, just where would they be? And would any of them come hunting for Erron?

      Erron's list of threats grew with every passing day, but so too did his list of allies. Maybe there was something in the cryptic notebook that would help. The only problem was that the cipher Erron needed to read the notebook was probably locked within Mazurak Harkins’ tower, locked behind a magical wall of death.

      “How much do you know about these four beasts that your apprentice forged in secret?” Erron asked.

      The Night Matron appeared apprehensive to say anything further, but Erron pressed further.

      “I have no intentions of going anywhere. I will learn how to use your powers, my lady, but I will not compromise who I am. Trust me, and prove that I can trust you. Tell me what you know.”

      The Night Matron sighed and the shadows that gathered around her pulsed. “One guards the mine, another guards the tomb of the apprentice that came before my Mazurak. Another beast dwells in the heart of a man, and the final beast remains beyond my sight.”

      “That's a little more cryptic than I was hoping for, but it'll have to do. Let me continue on with my work now.”

      The Night Matron waved a hand in Erron's direction and a wave of shadows enveloped him. The last thought that passed through Erron’s mind before everything went dark was that things didn’t usually end well for the Night Matron’s apprentices.
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      Once the shadows dissipated, Erron opened his eyes and was comforted at the sight that lay before him. Arcoria pulsed pleasantly at the top of the hill as the daily hopes and summary appeared in front of him.

      
        
        Hope’s End Summary: Day 14

        Alchemy: +82 experience

        Combat: +783 experience

        Foraging: +436 experience

        Farming: +250 experience

        Diplomacy: +1024 experience

        Commerce: +964 experience

        Survival: +78 experience

        Fiend Forging: +843 experience

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Combat Level 4!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Fiendish Fighting (Rank 1): You can now command your fiends with greater battlefield prowess, utilizing squad tactics. Note: many things impact a fiend's ability to follow battlefield instructions. Intelligence, wisdom, and loyalty, along with a fiend’s own sense of self-preservation, may impact their ability to follow your orders.

        Commanding Presence (Rank 1): You prefer to stay out of harm's way on the battlefield, letting your soldiers do most of your fighting for you. Your presence inspires your loyal fiends, increasing both their health regeneration and mana regeneration.

      

      

      Erron was a little surprised at the direction his combat levels progressed in. He had only ever thought that this particular skill would increase his own combat skills, not those of his fiends. Erron thought that only his Fiend Forging ability would directly impact the battlefield prowess of the monsters he commanded, but that appeared to not be the case. It was almost as though his actions and the way that he approached combat had influenced the direction of his skill progression.

      This opened up a whole new avenue of complexity. If the intent behind Erron's actions also influenced the way in which his skills developed, then it was even more important for him to be true to himself going forward. It also meant that he would need to ensure his actions were deliberate and focused going forward, lest they negatively impacted the growth of his skills.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Foraging Level 3!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Yield Boost (Rank 2): When foraging, you now receive a 10% higher yield on foraged items.

        Gatherer (Rank 2): You are now 20% more likely to spot useful items you can forage.

        Fiend Outfitter (Rank 1): You are now 10% more likely to spot items that you can equip on your fiends.

      

      

      This next level of notification doubled down on what Erron had just learned. The first time this foraging skill leveled up, he received the Yield Boost and the Gatherer effects at a Rank 1 level, and at that time, Erron hadn't actually looked out for items that he could equip on his fiends. But now that they had become integral to Erron's work, he was always on the lookout for something he could use to boost the power of his monsters or make them harder to kill.

      Erron wondered if he could influence the growth of this skill even further by focusing on finding monster parts he could use when forging new fiends. One thing that would be incredibly beneficial would be to see what effects something would have on a fiend if he used that item in the resurrection.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Diplomacy Level 4!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        Beloved Local Farmer (Rank 3): Your legend continues to grow. Local townsfolk are even more fond of you.

        Networker (Rank 1): You have become friendly with many of the local townsfolk, and they are now more likely to engage in services you are offering.

        The Job Board: You have now become friendly enough with Kit Barrington that you can now access his job board. This board contains various requests posted by the townsfolk of the Harrow holdfast. Completing jobs listed on the job board will make the townsfolk more friendly.

      

      

      Kit Barrington? Huh, so that was Kit’s last name.

      Given that Erron had received a large chunk of experience in both Commerce and Fiend Forging, he was a little surprised to see that he didn't level up in those two areas. One thing that he wanted more than anything was to increase his domination cap as much and as quickly as possible. He'd spent the last day commanding his fiends to do things, and while it had racked up a huge amount of experience, it hadn't been enough to put him up to the next level just yet.

      Erron dismissed the daily summary and headed up the hill to speak to Arcoria.

      “Good evening, or is it good morning? I'm never really sure,” Erron said.

      Arcoria made an amused noise. “It's neither, but either will do. You had quite the eventful day yesterday.”

      “I did. I wanted to ask you about that new thing that happened when I brewed the tea. Have you always been able to break down the contents of a recipe, and show the method of how it was made?”

      “Yes, but only in extremely limited situations. I already possessed the knowledge of the effects of dried acramanthus leaves, and the tea which they could be brewed into. The mages who forged me were just as fond of drinking and being rowdy as the dwarves you drank with at the inn last night. Figuring out the best way to avoid a hangover was one of the very first pieces of information they allowed me to study.”

      “How exactly did they teach you this technique?”

      “I do not learn like one of the mortal races. I do not need someone to explain something to me if the information is available for me to capture and review. For example, if there was a book that contained one hundred recipes for one hundred different kinds of tea, you would simply need to show me each page by placing your hand onto the parchment, and I would capture the knowledge contained within. I can recall that knowledge at any moment, which is exactly what I did when I showed you the ingredients of the tea and the method used to brew it. My mind works faster than any of the mortal races.”

      “That's both comforting and a little terrifying at the same time,” Erron said. “Tell me, is there any way you can show me all of the effects that I'm currently affected by? I've leveled up quite a bit in a number of different areas, but I've not yet taken the time to get an overall picture of how I'm going.”

      “Of course. Take this scroll and you'll be able to see a detailed summary of your progress.”

      A scroll materialized in front of Erron. He reached out and grabbed it, then opened it up. The information flowed out for him to review.

      

      
        
        Name: Erron Vangian

        Landholder of Hope’s End, Apprentice of the Night Matron.

      

      

      

      
        
        Domination Cap: 7

        Current Fiends:

        • Alpha Fleshwarg

        • Beta Fleshwarg

        • Clobber (Level 6 Loyal Orc)

        • Handsy (Level 5 Scyther Revenant)

        • Dirt Eater (Level 5 Shoveler Revenant)

        • Scarecrow 1 (Level 3 Lycan Omen)

        • Scarecrow 2 (Level 3 Lycan Omen)

      

      

      

      
        
        Skill Progress

      

      

      

      
        
        Alchemy (Level 1)

        Current effects: None

      

      

      

      
        
        Combat (Level 4)

        Current effects:

        • Sword and Shield Specialization (Rank 1)

        • Two-handed Weapons Specialization (Rank 1)

        • Dual-Wielding Specialization (Rank 1)

        • Toughness (Rank 1): Your armor ratings are now increased by 5%

        • Fiendish Fighting (Rank 1): You can now command your fiends with greater battlefield prowess, utilizing squad tactics. Note: many things impact a fiend's ability to follow battlefield instructions. Intelligence, wisdom, and loyalty, along with a fiend’s own sense of self-preservation may impact their ability to follow your orders.

        • Commanding Presence (Rank 1): You prefer to stay out of harm's way on the battlefield, letting your soldiers do most of your fighting for you. Your presence inspires your loyal fiends, increasing both their health regeneration and mana regeneration.

      

      

      
        
        Commerce (Level 3)

        Current effect:

        • Valuer (Rank 1): A rough estimate of value is now displayed for most common items.

        • Money Tracker: Arcoria can now keep track of how much money you have and how much money you owe. You can also set custom monetary goals.

        • Barter (Rank 2): Negotiating for a better price works even more often.

      

      

      
        
        Construction (Level 3)

        Current effects:

        • Basic Construction Techniques: You’ve unlocked basic construction techniques to help in your construction projects.

        • Measurement Overlay: Your arcane core can now overlay the measurements of current construction projects when processing raw materials.

        • Stonework Construction: You have gained knowledge of basic stonework techniques and how to craft mortar.

        • Animal Housing: You have gained the knowledge of how to build animals shelters and associated welfare items.

      

      

      
        
        Cooking (Level 2)

        Current effects:

        • Basic Recipes: You’ve unlocked some basic recipes! Cooking new things may lead to new discoveries.

        • Effect Boost (Rank 1): The effects of your cooked items are now 5% stronger.

      

      

      
        
        Crafting (Level 3)

        Current effects:

        • Crafter’s Inspiration (Rank 1): Rarely, crafting will give you a spark of inspiration which will unlock new crafting recipes

        • Furniture Maker (Rank 1): You have unlocked crafting recipes to make rudimentary furniture.

        • Tools (Rank 1): You have unlocked crafting recipes for basic farming tools.

      

      

      
        
        Diplomacy (Level 4)

        Current effects:

        • Mercantile Boost (Rank 1): You can sell items for 5% more, and buy items for 5% less.

        • Beloved Local Farmer (Rank 3): Your legend continues to grow. Local townsfolk are even more fond of you.

        • Influential (Rank 2): You are slightly more influential to people in positions of power.

        • Networker (Rank 1): you have become friendly with many of the local townsfolk, and they are now more likely to engage in services you are offering.

        • The Job Board: You have now become friendly enough with Kit Barrington that you can now access his job board. This board contains various requests posted by the townsfolk of the Harrow holdfast. Completing jobs listed on the job board will make the townsfolk more friendly.

      

      

      
        
        Fiend Forging (Level 5)

        Current effects:

        •Alpha (Rank 1): Some fiends may pledge their loyalty to you without first being dominated.

        •Item-Based Skill Training (Rank 1): You can now bury corpses with basic equipment, which will imbue those fiends with skills according to those items.

        •Group Mechanics (Rank 1): You may now arrange your fiends into a maximum of two different groups. Each group can now be commanded individually, and all fiends within that group will attempt to follow your commands. Commands will fail if your fiends are not able to follow your commands.

        •Attribute Insight: You can now see more details about what an attribute means.

        •Domination Cap Increased: You can now have a maximum of seven fiends under your control at any given time.

      

      

      
        
        Foraging (Level 3)

        Current effects:

        • Yield Boost (Rank 2): When foraging, you now receive a 10% higher yield on foraged items.

        • Gatherer (Rank 2): You are now 20% more likely to spot useful items you can forage.

        • Fiend Outfitter (Rank 1): You are now 10% more likely to spot items that you can equip on your fiends.

      

      

      
        
        Mining (Level 1)

        Current effects: None

      

      

      
        
        Survival (Level 3)

        Current effects:

        • Hunter’s Eyes (Rank 1): When you are hunting, you can detect the presence of prey animals more easily.

        • Ranger’s Step (Rank 1): You make less noise when hunting prey animals.

        • Skinning Efficiency (Rank 1): Pelts you skin from slain prey are now of a slightly higher quality.

        • Butchering Efficiency (Rank 1): Meat you butcher from slaughtered prey now provide greater benefits when cooked.

      

      

      
        
        Current Quests

      

        

      
        1. Mastering The Season

        • Pay your tithe of 200 crowns to Tilda Lenton by the end of the season (COMPLETE!)

        • Reserve 10% of your produce for Baron Algrim Garthanon of Harrow (Ongoing)

        • Build a chicken coop and populate it (Not complete)

        • Build a barracks to house your fiends (Not complete)

        • Harvest and sell seven different crops (1/7 crops sold)

        • Raise and train ten different fiends (7/10 fiends raised and trained)

      

      

      
        
        2. Forging For Beginners

        Forge 3 specialist fiends:

        • A soldier who can inflict bleed effects on enemies

        • A worker capable of splitting stones without the need for tools

        • A work animal strong enough to pull a wooden cart

      

        

      
        Reward: A Treatise on Monster Forms - This book will provide an in-depth education into the variety of forms in monster may take, and what those forms are capable of.

      

      

      Upon reviewing all the available information, Erron decided he would set out to do a few things as soon as possible after he awoke. He hadn't realized that two of the quest objectives across both current quests could be worked toward at the same time.

      Initially, he was confused about why the raise and train ten different fiends section only showed seven fiends and not ten. He had raised ten fiends in total since beginning to use the Night Matron’s power. There were the initial three fiends from the Crimson Dagger assassins - the orc who had become Clobber the Loyal Orc, the withered elf, and the grobble. Then there had been the three fleshwargs and the fleshwarg abomination, the primal troll, the scyther revenant, the shoveler revenant, and finally, the two lycan scarecrows. All up, Erron had raised eleven different fiends.

      That was when Erron realized that there was another operative word in that criteria: train.

      Just raising the fiends wasn't good enough. Erron had to raise them and then train them as well. That probably meant he only needed to level them up once, but still, that would take effort. It also required him to do it to four more fiends, even though he only had two more openings under his current domination cap of seven.

      The thought of simply training a couple of fields to fulfill the criteria, then murdering them, only to raise more fiends didn't sit right with Erron. No, if Erron was going to use the remains of someone to raise a fiend, he would train the monster and he would take care of them.

      Erron didn't like the idea of killing the horse, so he decided that he wouldn't do it. There had to be another way to make a work animal strong enough to pull a wooden cart rather than executing a poor innocent animal that just happened to be purchased by a murderous assassin organization.

      Handsy would not be happy if Erron took away his two iron pickaxes, so he decided not to do that either. Erron would instead get Handsy to quarry some stone, then he would use that stone to make some crude stone pickaxes, and bury one of the Crimson Dagger bandits with that crude tool. He hoped that would be enough to fulfill that particular criteria.

      Erron would then use another body of the Crimson Dagger soldiers and wrap the arms in the thorny brambles that were plentiful all over Hope’s End. If a fiend whipped something with those thorny brambles, they would absolutely cause the target to bleed. Once those two fiends had been raised, Erron would focus on turning them loyal, while also hunting for a larger wild animal in the forest to turn into a work animal that could pull a cart.

      Once progress was made on those quests and Erron had more loyal fiends under his command, he would try to figure out a way to kill the beast trapped in the mines. Over the next few days, Erron would get rid of much of the remains of The Jackals by delivering their decapitated bodies to the entrance of the mines. The baleful beast would feed, and while The Jackals hoped that it would return to its slumber, Erron didn't think there was any chance of that. Not while he was using the Night Matron’s power himself. He was convinced beyond any shadow of a doubt that he was responsible for the beast’s reawakening.

      “Arcoria, before I wake, there's something that I need you to look into. Search any knowledge you might have for something or someone known as the Night Matron. Also, if you have any knowledge of important or notable events including involving magic users in the southern reach, I would very much like to know about it.”

      “Very well. A cursory search of my knowledge banks is not returning any results just yet. I will commence a deeper and more thorough search on archived matter and report back to you as soon as I can. Might I suggest reaching out to your local librarian or mage council? They would likely be able to point you right toward the information that you are looking for.”

      “I'd very much prefer to keep these lines of inquiry private for now. Everyone around here is already so dubious about Hope’s End that I don't want to draw any unnecessary scrutiny or suspicion on my property or myself if I can help it.”

      “Then what about traveling merchants or minstrels? They are often more acquainted with the fantastical stories from the histories than what is written in books.”

      “That's definitely something to investigate. Thank you, Arcoria.”

      “It is my pleasure. Wait… I sense something. A threat. I’m waking you up now, Erron! Prepare for battle!”

      Erron was jolted awake and immediately reached for his sword and shield leaning against the nearby wall. A great howl rose in the midnight air from his lycan scarecrows as Arcoria’s warning was proven true. Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater were already in battle when Erron burst through the shack’s door. Half a dozen Crimson Dagger soldiers in heavy armor fought his fiends, and it looked like Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater were being overwhelmed. The soldiers had nets and used those to entangle the fiends, almost like they’d come here with a purpose.

      Another half a dozen Crimson Dagger men stood in a wide arc in front of his house holding burning torches. Erron’s two wargs remained out of sight, which was incredibly smart on their part. Erron moved both wargs and his lycan scarecrows into one fiend group, then placed Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater in another. Then he ordered the orc and the revenants to fight defensively, back-to-back, protecting themselves rather than attacking. Then he commanded his wargs and the scarecrows to circle around behind the Crimson Dagger men with the torches and take them all down from behind.

      Erron strode into battle, covering most of his body with his shield, sword arm outstretched and ready to strike. The Crimson Dagger men that surrounded Clobber and Handsy held their own swords, ready to strike through the large openings in the woven nets that bound Erron’s fiends. One of the soldiers noticed Erron approaching and turned to face him. The soldier's eyes went wide, clearly expecting this to be a simple monster execution exercise, but Erron gave him no quarter. He deflected the incoming sword strike with his shield, summoning strength from somewhere deep within.

      These were his fiends that the Crimson Dagger meant to kill. Loyal, hardworking monsters that Erron had trained all by himself. The Crimson Dagger soldier stumbled back from Erron's shield deflection, then Erron buried his sword into the soldier’s guts. The soldier recoiled as a gout of blood spurted from the wound, and two other soldiers rushed in to avenge their fallen friend. But Erron was exactly where he wanted to be, and that was close enough to Clobber to cut through his net.

      With a great swing of his longsword, Erron chopped through Clobber’s net, and immediately sent an attack command to his loyal orc fiend.
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      Clobber tore free of the net and grabbed the two closest Crimson Dagger soldiers, one in each of his massive green-skinned hands. He slammed the heads of the two soldiers together, which exploded together in a mess of pink brains and white bone. Erron’s two wargs leapt onto the Crimson Dagger soldiers wielding crossbows and one of the lycan scarecrows did the same. The scarecrow’s long spindly arms and legs looked spider-like as it lowered its sack-covered heads onto the soldier’s neck. It was then that Erron saw that one of the lycan scarecrows had been killed in the fight, so he’d lost a fiend.

      But there was no time to worry about that. Erron deflected an incoming blow from another one of the soldiers as he cut open the net holding Handsy and Dirt Eater in place. He gave another mental command to his revenants to go on the attack as well. Clobber cried out as he took a couple of crossbow bolts to the back, but the wargs made short work of the attackers.

      It was all over in a matter of moments, and as Handsy lifted the last living Crimson Dagger soldier using both pairs of hands, Erron gave his fiends a mental command to stop the bloodshed.

      “I’m going to leave you alive as long as you deliver a message back to Lanzo Kardula. I know he’s the one who sent you here, obviously looking for some kind of vengeance. You see, the thing is… This is my land now. You tell Lanzo if he wants to kill me, next time, he’s going to have to send an army. And make sure you thank him for delivering such a fine selection of raw parts. The next time he comes at me, he'll face the full fury of Hope’s End.”

      The young Crimson Dagger soldier nodded with such vigor that Erron almost thought he'd nod his own head off. “I'll tell him. I will, I swear. Please don't kill me, please don't turn me into a monster.”

      Erron grinned. He hadn't been sure just how much information Lanzo had shared with the soldiers he sent, but if this grunt knew enough about what was happening here at the farm to make a comment like that, then Erron was actually a little relieved. If this lone soldier returned to the Crimson Dagger and reported that all the others had fallen only to be raised again as monsters under Erron's control, it would make others more reluctant to strike out against Erron.

      “If I so much as see your face on my property again, or even in Harrow for that matter, I'm going to use you as fertilizer. You're not worthy of becoming one of my fiends. I'll have my monsters grind your bones to dust and mix you in with the soil. That's my promise to you if I ever see your face again.”

      The soldier nodded even harder until Erron commanded Handsy to release him. Handsy dropped the soldier to the ground, but he didn’t take care to be gentle. The soldier lifted himself up, dusted himself off, then retreated into the darkness. Erron followed him to make sure that he was on his way out of his land, and a wide grin cracked Erron's face as he saw that it was not only the bodies that the Crimson Dagger had brought him.

      They’d also brought half a dozen horses and two pristine wagons. The soldier made his way toward one of the horses that was hitched to one of the empty wagons, but Erron intervened.

      “Not that one. You leave the wagons here and you take one of the other horses. You can take one horse, but that's it. I'm taking the rest. As payment for the insult of waking me before the sun.”

      The soldier tensed up as though overcome with fear, but he abandoned the horse and cart as Erron instructed. He approached a different horse, stepped up into the saddle, then sped off into the night without ever meeting Erron’s gaze.

      Something tingled pleasantly in the back of Erron’s mind. That soldier was absolutely terrified of him, and somehow that felt good. Being respected was good, but being feared felt even better. Erron wiped the smile off his face at the realization of that thought. No, fear was the tool of the despot, of the warlord. That was not who Erron was.

      The horses left behind by the Crimson Dagger soldiers did not like Erron's monsters one bit. They nickered and jittered, like they wanted to bolt if Clobber or Handsy got too close. Instead, Erron commanded both Clobber and Handsy to go back to the shack and drag all of the bodies into the barn. Erron led the horses two at a time into the barn as well, making sure that he gave his monsters a wide berth. His wargs followed in the darkness, out of sight of the horses, but watching Erron’s back for sneak attacks.

      In one fell swoop, Erron now had more bodies than he knew what to do with, two brand new wagons that he could use to bring his wares into Harrow, and half a dozen horses.

      Had Lanzo Kardula misjudged how many soldiers he would need to throw at Erron that badly? Did the Crimson Dagger just waste a dozen of their own good men because they didn't realize how strong Erron had grown? Or had Lanzo sent these men under cover of darkness complete with horses and wagons out to Hope’s End for a reason? Was there some trick here that Erron couldn't see because he was blinded by his own victory?

      It was still a few hours before sunrise, and Erron didn't know if the resurrection process needed all night to work, or whether he could bury something and have it in the ground for a few hours and still rise again as a monster. He didn't want to waste any of the resources that had just fallen into his lap, so Erron decided to leave the fiend forging for the next day. He'd already received this day's summary, so any experience accumulation he achieved here on wouldn't be included until tomorrow's summary anyway.

      Erron secured the doors of his barn with a heavy rope and tied it in a complex knot that he hoped only he would be able to undo. He set the lycan scarecrow’s patrol route to always include the barn until sunrise, so at least if anything happened, Erron would be alerted through his fiends for him to take action.

      In the meantime, Erron saw to the wounds that his fiends had suffered at the hands of the Crimson Dagger. Handsy and Dirt Eater were mostly okay. They only had a couple of gashes where blades had sliced into their flesh, but Clobber got the worst of it.

      Clobber had seven wicked black crossbow bolts stuck in his back and the right side of his body. Erron had been saving the healing potions for a situation just like this. He wasn't sure whether they would work on one of his monsters, but he didn't see any reason why they wouldn't. If they shared a similar biology to the type of creature they were before they went into the ground, then the healing potion should have a very similar effect.

      It might have been different if this was a blessed healing potion, which used the power of divine magic to imbue healing properties instead of natural ingredients. Each type of magic had its opposite, and magic of divine origin always had advantage over the black magic of necromancy. Divine magic, otherwise known as white magic, always made the black magic of necromancy wither.

      In fact, if someone imbued even unfiltered river water with divine power, it became holy water. Throwing holy water at an undead creature reanimated using necromancy always turned it away.

      As Erron gave one of the healing potions to Clobber, and another to Handsy, Erron realized that this was a significant weakness that could be exploited if he allowed it. He would need to find a way to protect against white magic being used against his fiends before much longer. All it would take was one Radiant Priest to terrify and turn Erron’s fiends away in fear.

      Erron hated putting Clobber through so much pain, but there was only one way to get those crossbow bolts out again. The healing potion worked, and each of the wounds covered over soon after Erron pulled the bolts free. It was a slow and laborious process, but Erron was glad to see Clobber wince through the pain.

      “I know it hurts, but it’ll be over before you know it,” Erron said.

      Clobber closed his eyes with a grimace but nodded in agreement.

      Erron also looked the wargs and his scarecrows over, but none of them had suffered any serious wounds. Now that it was all finished with, Erron had some decisions to make. Did he focus on the quest from the Night Matron first? Or should he focus on Arcoria’s second farming level quest? Either way, he’d also need to figure out a way to kill the immortal beast secreted away under the fort. What had the Night Matron called it? A Baleful Beast? Perhaps the secret to killing it would be found in Mazurak Harkin’s tower.

      If he had forged the beast, then surely he would know a way to unmake it.

      But first, Erron had some business to attend to. It had become abundantly clear to him that the current state of Hope’s End was untenable. He'd been here for around two weeks and had mostly assumed that Hope’s End had enough of a reputation that most would stay away. But after two Crimson Dagger incursions in the same amount of weeks, Erron knew it was time to get serious about putting in some defenses. Erron would not go back to sleeping in Mazurak Harkin’s crawl space.

      Erron moved every single one of his current loyal fiends into one group and commanded them to follow him to the burial plot. The crude fence still stood around the section of dirt he buried his fiends for resurrection, but in its current state, it was mostly useless. Whenever a monster crawled out of the ground after being resurrected, it could simply start wandering wherever it wanted to across the farm. This was not good enough, and Erron commanded his fiends to start digging, with Dirt Eater taking the lead. He marked a rather large area with four wooden stakes and commanded his fiends to dig a deep pit within those four stakes.

      They worked at it for a few hours until Erron was happy with the depth. Erron looked down into the pit at his fiends, who were now trapped down there. There were no stairs or ramps that they would be able to get back out of, which was a good thing. If he buried a human-sized corpse at the bottom of this pit, there was no way they would be able to climb out of it themselves. When Erron awoke the very next day after the burial, he would be able to go straight over to the fiend pit, jump in, and dominate the newly risen monster.

      The sun started peeking over the horizon when Erron began lifting the fiends out of the pit. He pulled Handsy up first, and because the four-armed revenant was made using two different human torsos, he was quite tall. Handsy then in turn helped lift all the other fiends back up to farm level, and Erron then commanded both Clobber and Handsy to help him construct a fence around the fiend pit. Dirt Eater was breathing pretty hard, so it was time for him to have a rest.

      Once that was done, Erron made a reinforced rope out of woven fiber and attached it to the side of the fence. This meant that he would be able to lower it to climb down into the pit whenever he needed to, but lift it back out so his newly risen fiends wouldn't be able to climb out after they were resurrected.

      Eventually, Erron would also construct a roof to go over the fiend pit, but that could wait for now. While Erron had been working, he was trying to figure out the next two fiends he meant to raise. If he used the pickaxes he recovered from the mine site to raise another revenant capable of cutting stone, that would meet the Night Matron’s criteria. He could then infuse another revenant with the thorny brambles in place of hands, which would likely cause a bleed effect whenever it attacked an enemy.

      Erron had enough horses in the stable right now to pull the carts that he needed. Erron was working to his own schedule and he would complete the Night Matron’s quest when it was convenient for him. He could continue on with his business, but defense was more important right now than utility. Perhaps it wasn’t even the stonecutter and bleed fiends he would make first.

      Using the construction interface and the simple furniture templates that he had access to, Erron constructed a long table inside the barn. He also put together a number of sturdy woven ropes and slung them over the rafters, which would make it much easier for him to do the nasty business that was to come next.

      While Erron was busy in the barn with his butchering, he put his two hounds into one fiend group and sent them out to hunt. He put Clobber and Handsy into another group and sent them out to the forest to cut some more trees, then drag them back to Hope’s End. Erron was going to need all of the resources he could get if he was going to turn his farmhouse into a fortress.

      He'd seen Fendral and The Exiles slowly build their own compound from the ground up, and now Erron knew that he needed to do the same. While his fields were still close to the farmhouse, they were just a little bit too far away for him to integrate into the walls he meant to build. His new shack, the ruins of the crumbling farmhouse with the crawl space beneath, the barn, and the new fiend pit would all end up inside the walls that would be erected before the day was through.

      Once the walls were up, then Erron would focus on building watchtowers at each of the corners. As long as he had four fiends up in those watchtowers every night, at least he'd be able to see the Crimson Dagger coming from a mile away if they marched on him again.

      While Erron was in the barn, hoisting the bodies of the slain Crimson Dagger soldiers up to the rafters via ropes, he had an idea. It would be much more time effective if Clobber and Handsy both focused on just chopping trees down and getting them ready for transport rather than dragging them all the way back to Hope’s End themselves. Erron could easily go out with one of the wagons later and use the horses to bring back the cut timber.

      Erron sent the mental command out and the arcane core pulsed to acknowledge that the command was received. Erron was almost drowning in bodies of slain Crimson Dagger soldiers, but he would only be able to use so many of them before they started to turn bad. The three that he'd killed in his flight back to Hope’s End were almost at that stage already. Even though he wasn't sure whether the freshness of a body contributed to the overall quality of a fiend, Erron decided that he was going to use the fresher bodies first.

      The Crimson Dagger had also provided Erron with a huge number of resources to use in this Fiend Forging. He now had more than half a dozen crossbows, along with at least four dozen crossbow bolts. He had more short swords than he knew what to do with and almost every single one of the soldiers carried a dagger with a crimson handle. So Erron had at least a dozen of those now as well.

      While he decided which kinds of fiends he wanted to bury today, Erron oscillated between raising some fiends that matched the Night Matron’s quest, or ones that would be better suited to defend the fortress that would become Hope’s End.

      Ultimately, Erron decided that he was going to raise soldiers first. If he buried these men in their normal everyday human shape, then they would come back as revenants. But if he combined them in a similar way to Handsy, then he could have more four-armed revenants, which were even more powerful.

      Erron did note that the types of soldiers the Crimson Dagger sent at him were strangely homogeneous. The first trio of assassins that had tried to kill him were made-up of an elf, an orc, and a gnome.

      Yet every single one of the soldiers that they sent at him last night were human men. Given that Lanzo Kardula knew about the Night Matron and her dark powers of resurrection, Erron thought it was a clever decision to only send humans. If they had seen the size and strength of Clobber, then it was likely that the Crimson Dagger didn't want to hand another powerful monster to Erron.

      Erron had a sinking feeling that whatever awaited him in Mazurak Harkin’s tower would greatly test him. Not only would Erron need a team of powerful and loyal fiends willing to obey his every command, but Erron himself felt as though he would be tested by the end of this.

      Wizards that disappeared and left magical traps behind after they were gone always left them as tests. If someone had access to a level of power that could bend reality to their will, it would be incredibly easy for them to destroy whatever it was that they intended to keep hidden. But if a wizard locked something behind a barrier, then it was likely that it was their intention that only the right person would be able to get past it in the future.

      Mazurak Harkin had been one of the Night Matron’s apprentices, and now Erron had taken up that same mantle. Mazurak had turned away from the Night Matron’s powers for whatever reason, but Erron had begun to suspect. Whoever or whatever the Night Matron truly was, she was clearly more powerful than Erron could imagine. She had her own agenda and planned to use Erron as a pawn in whatever game she played at. It was very likely that she had tried to do the same to Mazurak Harkin, and yet he had been able to twist her own power to create the Baleful Beasts.

      Erron had a sneaking suspicion that if he managed to get inside that tower, he'd begin to unravel the secrets left behind by Mazurak. If the wizard had left behind resources for whichever apprentice came after him, then perhaps Erron could build on that knowledge and take control of the Night Matron’s power for himself.

      Erron selected two of the most intact bodies and checked them over for hidden wounds or imperfections. The two men he chose were taller than he was, with impressive physiques, and would be damned difficult to fight back against in a fair fight. He then selected two more torsos, decapitated the selected bodies, then loaded all of the bits and pieces into the back of a cart.

      Erron buried them in their clothes, but he made sure that each of the men were buried with a dagger strapped to one hip, a short sword strapped to the other, a crossbow in their hand, and a quiver of crossbow bolts strapped to their backs. Erron would change their equipped items once they were risen, but burying them with the items should be enough to imbue the risen fiends with the basic ability to use those items.

      There was a level-up feature that allowed Erron to imbue his fiends based on the items he buried with them. He wasn't sure whether burying them with all three weapons would give them extra abilities or bonuses with all three, or possibly only one of them would be randomly selected. Erron wasn't sure, but in the morning, he would find out.
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      After the bodies were buried in the brand-new fiend pit, Erron took the horse and wagon out to where Clobber and Handsy were chopping down trees at the forest's edge. They'd already amassed quite an impressive pile, with Clobber doing most of the hard work, and Handsy removing any of the branches from the tree trunks. The monsters loaded as many tree trunks as they could into the back of Erron's wagon, then they hauled them back to Erron's shack. The monsters unloaded the wood as Erron got started on marking out exactly where he wanted these walls to go.

      He used Handsy’s scythe to carve out the path he wanted the walls to take. He marked out a rectangular shape that encompassed his shack, the crumbling remains of the farmhouse, the barn, as well as the fiend pit. The area turned out to be much larger than Erron expected it to be, and he knew that they would not be able to finish this in a day. It was very likely that they would be on heightened alert for at least the next week. This was a big job, but as Erron's roster of fiends expanded, the job would become much more manageable.

      Over the course of the next few hours, Erron worked with his fiends to put up the beginnings of their brand new walls.

      It was hard work, and as they toiled away, it became bleedingly obvious that this would not be finished in a day. They would do as much as they could, but there was only so much that Erron and his monsters could do. Erron even reallocated his scarecrow to post digging duties, digging the holes that the other fiends would sink large tree trunks into.

      This construction would not hold up if Lanzo Kardula wanted to set Erron’s property on fire. However, if Lanzo wanted him dead, he could have simply set the dry brambles ablaze the night before. There would have been no escape from the conflagration, and all of his fiends would have died as well.

      The more Erron thought on the matter, it became clearer to him that Lanzo was sending him a message, but what exactly was the message? Whatever Lanzo had attempted to do, he had summarily failed. He had lost all of his resources, all of his men, and delivered to Erron everything he needed to take his operation to the next level. It was a decisive victory, one that bolstered Erron's spirit. This was exactly the kind of victory Erron needed. So why did he feel like a cog in a great set of gears?

      The next time his fiends returned to the forest to cut down more trees, Erron took a moment to water his crops for the day. They were all coming along quite nicely, with his fresh batch of lettuces looking almost ready to be harvested. As long as he took them from the ground before they went to seed, he'd be able to get a decent price for them. He decided to leave them for now and let them grow a little longer.

      The harrowberries were starting to mature, turning from the bright red they had been into darker, purple-hued berries covered in a thin skin. They looked a little bit like blueberries, but they were already much larger. Not quite the size of strawberries, but somewhere in between. Erron picked one of the more mature-looking ones and bit down into it. It was a combination of sweet and sour that initially made him pucker lips at the taste. Then the sweetness took over and really mellowed out that sour flavor.

      The taste of the berry was a little bit like Harrow itself. Stark, a little sour, but ultimately sweet and pleasant after you gave it a chance to settle in.

      These berries would probably taste delicious in a pie with a dollop of fresh whisked cream.

      The lycan scarecrow was doing an amazing job at keeping the majority of the crops free of crows, but Erron did notice that some of the leaves of the other crops had attracted small colonies of bugs which seemed to feast on the leaves. There had to be something that Erron could do about those as well. If there were bugs that were eating the leaves of his growing vegetables, it would only be a matter of time before they migrated onto the vegetables themselves.

      He would have to have a chat to Hazel Wormwood the apothecary to see if she had any ideas of what he could do about that. Erron knew there were things you could do to discourage bugs from eating your crops, but he was quite uneducated in these matters. He would have to keep a close eye on his vegetables until he could figure out a way to stop this from happening.

      They stopped for lunch and all of the monsters ate heartily. Both Clobber and Handsy were looking pretty tired. Even Clobber’s high constitution score couldn't save him from the fatigue of this back-breaking manual labor. Yet after a rest, a replenishment, and cool, fresh water from the well, they were all ready to get back into the job at hand.

      Just as Erron finished eating lunch, Clobber, Handsy and Dirt Eater shot to their feet in alarm. Erron turned to see what they were looking at and immediately sent the mental command to stand down. Edric Stormhammer, the dwarven blacksmith from Harrow, was sitting astride a large white ram right near Erron's shack.

      “Good afternoon, Master Vangian!” Edric called out.

      “Well met, Master Stormhammer. I wasn't expecting visitors today.”

      “Aye, well, I finished your saw blade and thought I may as well just come out and bring it to you. Save you having to wait for it, with all your work going on out here.”

      “That's mighty kind of you. But it's probably not a good idea to come out unannounced. You see, my friends here are on high alert after…” Erron paused.  Just how much did Erron want to tell Edric Stormhammer? “Some dramas we had in the night. A pair of bears from the forest tried to feast upon my crops. Quite an unpleasant night, if I’m being honest. Apologies for the black circles under my eyes.”

      The thought of bears made Erron wonder just what kind of properties a risen bear might have. It would certainly be more formidable than his wargs.

      “No need for apologies, my friend. Those look like some mighty scary friends you've got there,” Edric said nervously.

      “They're quite loyal, but I'd caution against coming out here uninvited or unannounced. As you can imagine, there are many people out there who are distrustful of Hope’s End and whoever is in control of it. I need to defend myself, and my friends here will defend me with their lives. Can’t be too careful, you know.”

      Erron sent a quick query off to the arcane core to see if there was a way he could provide a list of names and faces of people that he could add to a safe list or something like that. There were people in Harrow that he trusted now, and he wanted to make sure that none of them would come to harm by accident, like what had happened to Flint Mason. The arcane core pulsed in confirmation, and Erron figured he would talk to Arcoria about it later.

      “Well, they have nothing to fear from me,” Edric said. “Say, now that The Jackals have been cleared out of the fort, do you think there's any chance we might be able to go out there for a wee fossick at some point?”

      “Not just yet. There are some matters I'm working through with the Baron in regard to the fort and the mine, but as soon as those are resolved, you'll be the first to know.”

      “Well, if the Baron is all over it, then that sounds just fine by me. Now tell me, lad, have you got the right kind of frame to mount this saw blade in? Because I just so happened to have a spare one lying around, and I brought it with me if you'd like it. No extra charge, of course. I wasn't using it, and I probably would have ended up burning it in the fireplace during winter anyway.”

      “I was just going to cobble together something made out of sticks, but if you've got something that will work, then that's even better. Thank you, Edric.”

      “You’re quite welcome, young Master.”

      Erron was quite glad that he'd remembered to close the barn door. If Edric looked into there and saw the mountain of bodies, then way more uncomfortable questions would be raised. There were definite signs of a struggle out here by the farmhouse, but all that remained were scuffed dirt tracks and dark red stains. It absolutely looked like the place where a couple of bears had been slaughtered.

      Edric helped Erron put together the saw blade and the frame. Edric had even brought out some nuts and bolts that could be tightened or loosened depending on whether Erron needed to make any adjustments to the saw blade. The wooden frame that went around the outside consisted of a halo-like structure, bowed at the sides so it would go around whatever tree trunk was being cut. There were handles at both ends of the saw blade which his fiends would use to pull the blade back and forward, cutting large tree trunks into usable timber boards.

      They gave this a shot before Edric was on his way, just to make sure that this new saw blade contraption would do exactly what they needed it to do. Clobber and Handsy worked together and cut a massive tree trunk log into two. Each semicircular half of the trunk was then cut into boards. Erron used his construction overlay to show his monsters exactly where the boards needed to be cut, and this seemed to impress Edric.

      “Your monsters are a lot better at this than I thought they would be,” Edric said.

      “Clobber and Handsy have been with me for quite some time now, and they're very good at almost anything that I tell them to do."

      “Is this what you used to do back in the big city, then? Train monsters to follow orders?”

      “It was one of the things I did, yes.” Erron didn’t like questions being asked about his past, so he tried to keep the answers as brief as possible.

      “Did you ever train monsters for anybody else?” There was a hopeful note in Edric’s voice.

      “Did I train them and sell them, you mean?”

      “Aye. You see, I always need an extra pair of hands at the forge. Something to think about anyway, lad. If you're ever in the market to sell one of your monsters, I'd be willing to pay a King's price for one. Well, I might not pay as well as the King, but I've got a fair few crowns saved up.”

      “What kind of price are we talking about here?” Erron asked. He'd not considered selling one of his fiends at all, as he needed every single one of them for now. But it would certainly be worth exploring the option.

      “Ah, well, it depends on what kind of monster it is, what they can do, all of those kinds of things. But really, I just need a willing pair of hands that's going to listen to me and be good with carrying loads of ore, packing and unpacking carts, that kind of thing. I may not have any gray in my beard yet, but I am starting to get old for a dwarf. My back aches, and sometimes my knees pop when I have to move things these days.”

      “Whenever I train a monster, it usually becomes loyal to me. Selling them is not something that I've ever really done before, but it's something that I could certainly explore.”

      “I don't need anything as fancy as your four-armed friend there, a monster with two arms would do just fine. They just need to be able to carry things and follow my orders. For that, I'd probably be able to pay you about a hundred crowns. It's an investment in the future, isn't it?”

      Erron felt his eyes widen, but quickly stopped the surprise from becoming too obvious. One hundred crowns was half of what he owed the Warden of the South as tithe per season. He'd earned a handful of crowns for taking in an entire harvest of baby lettuces. Maybe selling crops was not the best way to make money. Maybe Erron needed to see about training fiends and selling them, as long as he could guarantee their loyalty.

      This was something that he would need to discuss with the Night Matron. Or maybe he would wait to see what he found inside Mazurak Harkin’s tower. Erron knew for sure that his fiends would follow his commands, but there was no guarantee that they would follow the commands of anyone else.

      “I can't make any guarantees, Edric. But leave that idea with me, and if I come across any more monsters that I can train, I'll see what I can do,” Erron said.

      “That would be mightily appreciated. Anyway, young Master, I must be on my way. The Baron has asked me to fast track a huge order of stronger armor for some reason, and he wants it as soon as possible. So I guess I'd better get to work.”

      Erron bid Edric farewell then got straight back to work. They worked through sunset as they cut down more trees and expanded the walls around Hope’s End. They had managed to complete the western facing wall and begin extending both the north and south walls along Erron's markings. At least now Erron's shack was protected from two sides. Now he would have his fiends remain as sentries throughout the night. He doubted that the Crimson Dagger would try to attack again so quickly, but even so, Erron still found it hard to get to sleep.

      The Night Matron pulled him down into a nightmare again, but this time, she refused to answer any questions he had. He asked her how long his fiends would remain loyal if he sent them on a mission with someone else, but she just glared at him. It was almost like she didn't want to answer the question, and this made Erron think that there was something to this idea. But the Night Matron didn’t want him to do this for some reason.

      If he could make a whole bunch of fiends, sell them to others and command them to be loyal, then it was very likely that Erron would continue accruing Fiend Forging experience from afar. If it worked like he thought it would, then he might be able to supercharge his Fiend Forging powers, which was likely not something that the Night Matron wanted him to do.

      He also discussed the situation with Arcoria after reviewing the day’s summary.

      
        
        Hope’s End Summary: Day 15

        Alchemy: +97 experience

        Foraging: +436 experience

        Farming: +450 experience

        Commerce: +120 experience

        Construction: +2592 experience

        Fiend Forging: +1456 experience

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Fiend Forging Level 6!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

      

        

      
        Decay Delay: Burying bodies in the beginning stages of decomposition now no longer inflicts penalties on the resulting risen fiends. However, if a body has completely decomposed or is catastrophically degraded, it may not be used.

        Fiend Focus: When burying your fiends, you may now choose one statistical attribute to raise at the point of burial.

        Long Distance Status Check: Your arcane core will now display further information about the actions your fiends take while they are further away from you.

        Domination Cap Increased: You can now have a maximum of eight fiends under your control at any given time.

      

      

      All three of those new augments to Erron's Fiend Forging abilities were very welcome. He had been worried about what was going to happen with the mass of bodies he had left in the barn. It was very likely that they were going to go bad before they could be used, but now it seemed as though Erron would have a little bit more time to be able to sort all of that out.

      The new Fiend Focus effect was also very welcome. If he'd had access to this when he buried Clobber, Handsy, and Dirt Eater, he would have been able to direct the statistics in a way that best suited the function he intended them to serve. It was a pity that this had come after he'd already buried the two other fiends from the day before, but now he had one extra slot to play with as well.

      The Long Distance Status Check ability would make it even easier for Erron to check up on his fiends if he placed them to work with someone like Edric Stormhammer.

      The amount of construction experience Erron got from the previous day was incredible. It was no wonder that this ability reached the very next level as well.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Construction Level 4!

        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

      

        

      
        Advanced Construction Techniques: You’ve unlocked advanced construction techniques to help in your construction projects.

        Construction Overlay Upgrade – Level, angles, load: Your arcane core will now display whether your building projects are level during construction, measure angles, and measure the load of load-bearing structures.

      

      

      The addition to the construction overlay was a welcome one. It would make sure that if Erron was building something, that whatever surface he made would end up level with the ground. It would make sure that the windowsills, door jambs, tables and other furniture construction projects were all balanced and level. Keeping angles perfect and measuring the load on load-bearing structures would make sure that Erron didn’t build structures in a way that they would collapse under their own weight.

      The Advanced Construction Techniques effect completely opened the possibilities of what Erron could do from here. The techniques contained within combined both wooden and stone construction techniques into one, included a number of different defensive structures, as well as blueprints for much larger structures that Erron could amend or change as he needed to.

      It would completely open up all of the possibilities of what he could do here at Hope’s End now.

      “So what do you think, Arcoria? Do you think I’d be able to trust my fiends to go and work with someone else?”

      “The fiend is loyal to you, and you give them an order, then that order should be followed.”

      “That sounds pretty good to me. My only concern is that if I was to send either Clobber or Handsy along to work with Edric Stormhammer, that would raise questions. Massive green-skinned orcs like this don't just go walking around the streets of the Southern Reach. Handsy looks too much like a real flesh-eating monster to trust in town either. It’s not that I don’t trust Handsy, it’s more that I don’t trust the townsfolk to not do something stupid. Now that I've got one extra domination slot left, I think I'm gonna raise a regular human-shaped revenant, dress it in basic human clothes, maybe even put a mask over its face to hide its monstrous nature and experiment that way.”

      “That sounds as good a strategy as any.”

      And with that, Erron willed himself awake and headed toward the fiend pit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The two four-armed revenants had already clawed their way from the dirt and were circling around each other wielding the weapons that Erron had buried them with. He wasn't close enough to be able to reach out and see a summary of each of the monsters just yet, but it was clear that they'd already tried to attack one another.

      They looked almost identical, but one of them had taken a sword or dagger slash to the face, which had caused a massive gash that ran down the side of the revenant’s cheek.

      The other revenant had a volley of crossbow bolts sticking out of its thigh. Red blood leaked through its clothes there, but aside from those injuries both of them, still appeared to be quite lively.

      Erron peered over the side of the pit fence with Handsy by his side. Handsy held two shields and two short swords. One shield in his top left hand and the other shield in his bottom right hand. He'd be able to cover both sides of his body with the shields if he needed to, while also being able to slash in both directions if it called for that. It was the optimal balance of attack and defense if Handsy was to use his spinning slash attack.

      Erron hoped that at least one of these revenants would simply offer its fealty to him.

      “You have risen from the dead at my will, fiends. Supplicate yourselves before me, and you will serve the glorious purpose I have for you.”

      One of the fiends snarled and aimed its crossbow right toward Erron, but the other one – the one with the gash on its cheek – looked nervous. After a moment of hesitation, it raised its crossbow at Erron as well.  It was a disappointing outcome, but not unexpected. Both Erron and Handsy jumped into the fiend pit between these two new fiends.

      Handsy acted as Erron’s shield by keeping one of the fiends busy while Erron fought the other. He focused on the nervous one with the gash on its cheek, as he figured it would be an easier convert. Erron almost regretted outfitting them with weapons when it became obvious that this new revenant knew exactly how to use them. Still, Erron was not defenseless. He’d spent his whole life training to fight with sword and shield.

      Erron lifted his shield to block an incoming sword swipe, and barely dodged out of the way of the dagger that swung around toward his ribs from the other side. The fiend had deliberately distracted him with a wild sword attack in the hopes it would be able to finish him off with a sneak attack. It almost worked too, but Erron was just too good.

      After dodging the dagger strike, Erron delivered a massive shield smash to the fiend, which knocked it off balance. Erron kicked the fiend right in its center mass and sent it tumbling backwards. He was right on top of it before it had a chance to get back to its feet, the tip of his sword pressed against its neck.

      “Yield and swear your loyalty to me, or I’ll kill you where you lie,” Erron demanded.

      
        
        Level 3 Combat Revenant has offered you its fealty.

        Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

      

      

      Erron accepted it happily, but there was no time to check its statistics at that moment. He had one more fiend to deal with. The two revenants that were loyal to Erron stood by his side while the last hostile revenant looked back and forward between Erron and the other two. It appeared to be weighing up its options, and there was no way out for it aside from pledging its loyalty to Erron.

      It grunted, then dropped its weapons. It lifted its hands with their palms held upwards, as though it was showing it didn’t have any other tricks up its sleeves. It knelt, then another message appeared.

      
        
        Level 3 Combat Revenant has offered you its fealty.

        Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

      

      

      Once again, Erron accepted the loyalty and immediately lowered his own weapons. Handsy did the same.

      “You've both made a wise choice. Welcome to Hope’s End. So, both of you are combat revenants, aren't you? Let's see what that means.”

      Erron extended his hand toward one of the new revenants and placed it on the monster’s shoulder. He chose the first one he’d dominated to start with, then would move on to the next. An information scroll appeared showing the monster’s statistics and attributes.

      
        
        Level 3 Combat Revenant

        Quality: Uncommon

        Health Points: 40

        Mana: 10

        Strength: 7

        Intelligence: 4

        Constitution: 6

        Charisma: 1

        Dexterity: 5

        Wisdom: 3

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Backstab, Aimed Shot

        Attributes:

        • Bred For Battle

        • Obedient

        • Steadfast

      

      

      Thanks to one of his most recent Fiend Forging level-ups, Erron could now see what all the attributes of a fiend meant. He focused on each of the three attributes in turn.

      
        
        Bred For Battle

        This fiend was buried with more than one type of weapon, which has imbued it with proficiency in the use of all weapons it was buried with.

        Proficiencies: Crossbows, Short Swords, Daggers.

      

      

      

      
        
        Obedient

        This fiend will follow orders.

        Fiends inherit traits from the bodies they are risen from.

      

      

      

      
        
        Steadfast

        Personality modifier: +1 Strength, +1 Constitution, -1 Charisma, -1 Intelligence

        Fiends inherit traits from the bodies they are risen from.

      

      

      Erron then focused on the two abilities this revenant had, which were different from the two abilities Handsy had started with. Backstab gave sneak attacks a +100% damage modifier, and Aimed Shot increased the fiend’s chance to hit a ranged target if it stopped moving while it aimed its shot.

      It didn't sound like the sword gave the fiend any special abilities or attributes, but it was still a part of the Bred for Battle attribute. No matter what, this fiend would have proficiency in fighting with the sword. Erron had seen that firsthand.

      It was interesting that both of the last two attributes stated that fiends inherited traits from the bodies they were risen from, as it made it sound as though both Obedient and Steadfast came from the original bodies.

      A message appeared when Erron went to dismiss the status information about the fiend.

      
        
        Would you like to give this fiend a name?

      

      

      Erron groaned at the question. He was terrible at coming up with names for things. He didn't want to get stuck on choosing the perfect name, so he tried to dismiss the prompt without choosing yes or no. Another message appeared in its place.

      
        
        If you do not wish to choose a name yourself, your Arcane Core’s name generator may assign one for you if you wish. Otherwise, duplicate fiends will simply be named numerically.

      

      

      It then gave the preview of how the fiends would be named, and Erron didn't like the idea of having a whole bunch of risen fiends named Combat Revenant 1 and Combat Revenant 2. That just seemed wrong.

      Erron accepted the Arcane Core’s offer to name the fields for him. The one with the Steadfast attribute and the gash on its cheek became known as Cadus, and the other combat revenant was named Tomas. Erron dismissed Cadus's information panel then stretched his hand toward Tomas. The second combat revenant’s information panel was similar but slightly different to the first. Tomas still had the same two abilities, but instead of Steadfast as an attribute, he had an attribute called Cunning.

      The Cunning attribute didn't affect the fiend’s base scores, but instead made him harder to detect by enemies, as well as increasing his critical hit chance and critical hit damage by 5% each.

      Cunning was an attribute that Handsy had as well, so it was pretty likely that any of the revenants that were raised at Hope’s End would have a good chance of resurrecting with the Cunning attribute. Erron wondered if this had something to do with their human heritage, or maybe because he’d used both bandit and assassin stock in the creation of these two. He'd have to work it all out eventually.

      Both of the new fiends had Obedient as an attribute, and Erron thought this probably came from them being soldiers in the Crimson Dagger’s forces. Did Lanzo Kardula know that he was sending the perfect tools to Erron? Maybe this incursion was not an attempt on Erron’s life, but rather the delivery of prime resources. What was Lanzo’s endgame here? Did he aim to hurt Erron, or help him?

      Erron climbed out of the fiend pit and the three revenants followed him back up the ladder. After all the excitement of the morning, Erron went and had a bite to eat. He idly wondered whether he'd be able to train a fiend to do his cooking so that whenever he woke up in the morning there would be fresh bread and sausages waiting for him. In fact, if he could imbue a fiend with the right skills, he'd be able to raise a monster to serve pretty much any function he needed. Who needed a butler or a steward when you could have a monster do it for you?

      There was a lot of work to be done today, and now Erron had a good number of extra hands to help him do it. He was now at eight total fiends, so he was at his current domination cap’s limit.

      Erron pulled Handsy to the side. “You know what we need to do here, so I need you to watch over the two new guys and make sure they do things right, got it?”

      Handsy nodded, and they got to work. It was quite heartening to see Handsy take to the role of teacher with such enthusiasm and verve. Cadus and Tomas were eager students, which no doubt had to do with their Obedient attributes.

      “You can take it a little easy today,” Erron said to Clobber and Dirt Eater. “We'll send the new guys out to cut down some trees this time. You two stay here and help me sink some of these fence posts, alright?”

      “Me good at making fence,” Clobber said with a grin, and Erron had to agree. He was good at this. Dirt Eater was just happy to be digging.

      Erron was pleased to see that Clobber’s wounds had closed up and healed over. Knowing that his powerhouse of an orc could take half a dozen crossbow bolts and still keep fighting was a good thing to know. When it came down to it, though, strategy could only get you so far in a battle. If the Crimson Dagger decided to send three dozen men to Hope’s End to kill him and his fiends, there wouldn't be a damn thing Erron could do to stop the slaughter. That was why it was so important to build these fortifications. He had to prepare for the worst eventuality.

      He and Clobber headed out to the woods every now and then to retrieve another wagon-load of lumber. Once they'd exhausted the new supply and more walls rose around Erron's property, they'd head back out for some more. Erron routinely checked in to make sure that Handsy’s two new assistants were still following orders, and they were.

      When Erron headed out just before he called the revenants in for lunch, he found that the revenants had been attacked by a pack of wolves. He loaded the bodies of three more timber wolves into the back of the wagon and brought them back to the farm as well.

      There was going to be much construction in Erron's future, and no hand would be wasted. However, he would also need money to really make this place shine. Experimenting with the idea of placing a fiend with another person as an obedient worker was definitely on Erron’s list of things to explore. Maybe he could do both.

      If it worked, Erron would be able to make his fiends available for a price to help out with whatever the people of Harrow needed. He just needed to make sure that his monsters wouldn't randomly go on a murderous rampage. That would not end well for anyone involved. The obedient traits of his new revenants would be necessary to that end.

      The next three days passed in a blur of toil and transformation. Erron ended up deciding to bury one of the Crimson Dagger men to raise as a regular two-armed revenant with the sole purpose of lending him out to Edric Stormhammer as a forge hand. Unfortunately, this meant that he needed to let one of his current fiends go.

      Despite all the good help that Dirt Eater had done on the farm so far, he just wasn’t as strong as Clobber, nor as combat-savvy as Handsy. So Erron made the hard decision to destroy Dirt Eater to make room for this next fiend.

      Erron buried the revenant with a small hammer he had taken from the forge outside the mine and this two-armed revenant was resurrected with basic blacksmithing knowledge. Erron also decided to focus the fiend’s statistics toward Wisdom in the hopes that it would make it better at following instructions. Just like the other revenants, this new fiend rose with the Obedient attribute. The arcane core had given this new revenant the name Pactor.

      Erron was still pretty in the dark about exactly how the core was naming these fiends, but it was better than what Erron could come up with. It also lent credence to his story about training monsters rather than anyone suspecting he was resurrecting them. These similar kinds of monsters all had similar-ish names, aside from Handsy, but Erron would be keeping him on the farm.

      By the time the walls were finished, all four of the buildings were encompassed inside the high wooden walls of Hope’s End. A great wooden door closed the outside world away from the inside of the compound. Not content with just raising walls, Erron had also used the newly created saw to cut enough timber to create a walkway that encircled his new compound from within the walls. There was one staircase at every side of the compound, giving easy access to his fiends.

      No matter which direction incoming attackers came from, they could now mount a decent defense from atop the walls. The walls themselves were still just made of wood, so they would be flammable if the enemy used fire, but any attack that came during the night would be seen and the alarm raised. Then, if the walls were set ablaze, they had been built far enough away from the buildings within the walls that it would take quite a lot for the internal buildings to catch fire.

      Once Erron took control of the mine beneath the fort and quarried enough stone to reinforce the outside of these walls, that would be a situation he wouldn't need to worry about at all. But this would do for now. You cannot build anything of meaning without laying the proper foundations.

      Despite working his fiends hard, Erron's Fiend Forging skill did not level up again over the course of those three days. The higher the level of the skill, the more experience was required to reach the next level. As a result, he was at the limit of his domination cap. He did not have any more space to forge any more monsters, and would not until he reached the next level.

      Erron wanted to expand his pack of wargs, and he also wanted to raise another lycan scarecrow so he could expand his fields of vegetables even further. The end of his current construction project happened at just the right time. All of his current crops bar his pumpkins and his yams were ready to be harvested. He gave his revenants woven baskets to harvest and store all of the vegetables he was going to take into Harrow.

      The harrowberries were going crazy. The bushes had erupted and doubled in size, and their branches were weighed down with purple berries. They had turned into a favorite of the revenants and Erron had to limit their intake so that he still had enough to take back to Harrow to sell.

      Even with the revenants picking at the berry bushes during their long days of labor, Erron had plenty to take back to Harrow. The sourtongue squash lived up to its name too. He tried to grill some of it over the fire, but the taste of it was so sour that Erron screwed up his face and had to spit it out. He tried to see if any of his fiends would eat it as well, but they all turned up their noses at it. Even his wargs, which would eat absolutely anything, didn't want a thing to do with the sourtongue squash.

      There had to be a use for it, though, so Erron bundled up all the striped green squash and slid it into the back of his wagon. The rest of the produce was also looking good, aside from some of the cabbage. Those insects that ate the leaves had started to work their way through one of the plots of cabbages, but most were salvageable.

      Erron headed into Harrow with a wagon full of vegetables, and Pactor, his two-armed revenant, sitting next to him in the front of the wagon. Pactor wore a basic leather outfit Erron had lifted from one of the dead Jackals, and he’d covered the revenant’s face with a bandana. The monster’s skin was gray, and would have looked human if his ears weren’t elongated and tapered into points. Erron left the other fiends to cut down more trees in the forest while he was in town. The construction must continue.

      Erron's first stop was to the Baron’s Manor, and it was none other than Anton Verj that received him. The steward’s eyes went wide as he saw the veritable bounty waiting in the back of Erron's cart.

      “My, my, my. What a beautiful harvest you have there. Please, follow me around to the side,” Anton said, but Erron saw him give Pactor a nervous glance.

      Erron followed Anton around the side of the manor and slowed his cart down to a stop. Anton whistled and summoned some of the Baron’s men to come and collect the harvest.

      “Just before you take all of these away, Kit over at the Kit and Clover has expressed interest in buying direct from me as well. Would the Baron be supportive of that arrangement? Or should I be speaking to him directly?”

      “There’s no need for that. I have demonstrated my loyalty to the Baron, and I now have his complete confidence in continuing with my regular duties,” Anton said.

      Erron was a little surprised at that, but the fact that half a dozen of the Baron’s men came at Anton’s command proved this statement to be true. Either the Baron was far more trusting than Erron had ever given him credit for, or the list of people he could trust was so small that he allowed Anton to continue on as steward.

      “Perhaps you are exactly what Hope’s End needed all along,” Anton said as he picked his way through Erron’s harvest. “You’re free to sell to whoever you wish, but I would highly encourage you to deliver your ten percent to the Baron first. Oh! I do love harrowberry pie. You simply must try it if you haven’t done so already.”

      “I’d be happy to,” Erron said with the beginnings of a smile.

      It felt like Anton was actually warming up to him a little. Or perhaps the steward was just putting that on to lull Erron into a false sense of security.

      “The Baron takes one-fifth of my harvest, but how much would he be willing to buy?” Erron asked.

      “Oh, we’ll take all this off your hands. A small harvest of this quality is worth about sixty crowns, I’d say.”

      Erron mulled this figure over for a moment and it sounded fair. He’d buy some more seeds from Brella before heading back to the farm, and there were still the yams and pumpkins to be harvested. Those would take most of the rest of the season to grow, though.

      “That sounds fair,” Erron said. “Do you think any of this will make it to Kit?”

      “He can buy it from us, of course.”

      “With how much of a mark-up?”

      Anton sighed. “A modest one. You do understand how the nobility works, don’t you?”

      “I do. But I also remember what the Baron said about the Southern Reach taking care of their own. I am free to sell to whomever I wish, right?”

      “Of course you are. The Baron is not requisitioning your harvest from you.”

      “Well, that’s good, then.”

      Erron took the steward’s crowns, then headed straight over to the Kit and Clover where he told Kit what had happened.

      Kit shrugged. “I don’t mind that the Baron and his men get taken care of first, Erron. Without the townsguard, Harrow wouldn’t be here. I would really like to get my hands on some harrowberries, though.”

      “The Baron has plenty, but I’m not sure how much Anton will charge you for them.”

      A knowing grin crept over Kit’s face. “Don’t you worry about that, my boy. I’ll just offer to bake the Baron and his men as many harrowberry pies as they want, and I’ll get a lower price.”

      “If you ever want to buy direct, I should have my own storefront set up at my place in the next week or so.” Erron hadn’t actually thought of that until he’d said it, but it would be a great way to sell directly. He would just need to make sure that there was no question of the Baron receiving his entitled cut.

      “Well, that sounds good. I might have to send one of my kitchen hands out, as I’m usually pretty busy here. Do you take orders?”

      Erron shrugged. “I hadn’t really thought about it, to be honest, but I guess I could.”

      “Let’s just start with some of the harrowberries in a couple of weeks, yes? Full cold will be coming by then, and the folks staying here will want something hot and sweet to fill their bellies with.”

      “It’s a deal. I’ll be back in a couple of weeks.”

      Erron left Kit behind to his duties and made for Edric Stormhammer’s forge.
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      Erron knocked on the forge door as he walked in. Pactor was in tow, and Erron had already given him a complex list of commands to follow that he hoped would keep the fiend in line. Pactor already had the Obedient trait just like the rest that were risen from the Crimson Dagger soldiers, but Erron had baked in a contingency plan.

      “Hoy there, Edric.”

      “Well hello, Master Vangian!”

      “Please, call me Erron. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

      Edric’s eyes crinkled up at the sides and his beard split in a wide grin. “Aye, that we are lad. Who’s this you’ve brought with you?”

      “You wanted a loyal monster to help you out around the forge, right?”

      “I didn’t expect you to bring one so quickly! It’s mighty appreciated o’course, but I’m not sure we agreed on a price.”

      “We didn’t, but that’s okay. Like I said, I’ve never really trained a monster and had it work under someone else, but I’m confident that Pactor here will be a great help.”

      “What, err, what exactly is he?”

      The monster’s gray skin, pointed ears and all-too-human eyes made it seem both familiar and monstrous. At least this one only had two arms and not the four arms of all his other revenants.

      “They call these monsters revenants down in the Wildlands. That’s where I find them, then bring them back to my farm to train. They can do pretty much anything a human can do, and this one is very obedient.”

      “And there’s no chance it’ll try to eat me?”

      “No. But I’ve built a contingency into its training.” Erron pulled a small scrap of paper from his pocket and handed it over to Edric. “If things go wrong, say the phrase contained within. Pactor will immediately cease any action. Then you restrain him, and you send someone for me.”

      Edric took the piece of paper, opened it, and read the phrase contained within.

      It was a nonsense string of words that meant nothing – grapple tongue purple clouds – a sentence that nobody would ever utter as a mistake.

      The commands Erron had given Pactor were simple:

      
        	Follow the instructions given by Edric Stormhammer to the best of your ability

        	Through your action or inaction, you must not harm another living creature

        	If the code phrase is spoken, you must cease all action and wait for further commands from me

      

      These commands appeared in the command log Erron could open through the arcane core’s interface.

      “Now I’m not ready to sell Pactor just yet,” Erron said. “Consider this a trial. I’m happy to leave my monster here for a couple of days, and I’ll come back to check on how things are working out. I don’t want any of your money up front, but we can discuss what you think his assistance is worth when we meet again.”

      “That’s quite some trust you’re extending to me. Let me give you a deposit at least – a down payment to start with.”

      “I won’t insult you by refusing your crowns, Edric.”

      “Smart lad.”

      Edric handed over a purse filled with twenty golden crowns, which was a fair sum indeed.

      “Go on, Pactor. Remember my orders. You must do whatever Edric tells you to do.”

      Pactor groaned in response, and Erron didn’t like how zombie-like it sounded. These revenants were nothing like the undead zombie scourge that passed their infection on through bites and scratches, but the gurgling groan sounded far too similar.

      The revenant’s wisdom and intelligence score were higher than that of Clobber, so it was simple enough for him to follow most commands. But as Edric walked Pactor through some of the simpler tasks, he did need to be shown a few times and corrected. A trained monster would never be a replacement for a person. At least not the ones that Erron would sell or rent out.

      Already his mind was overflowing with potential applications. He could easily rent these monsters out as bodyguards for a high price, and he would be able to build in a command for them to return after a certain amount of days had passed. While he could command his fiends over great distances, Erron could track their activities and give them commands no matter how far away they were.

      “Do you have somewhere for him to sleep?” Erron asked.

      “Aye, we've got a spare room that we mostly use as a storage closet, but there's a bed we can clear off. Are you sure that this is safe?”

      Erron shrugged. “Like I said, this is the first time that I have ever done anything like this. I'm not exactly sure what's going to happen, but just remember the control phrase. Keep that piece of paper on you at all times just in case you need to use it. This is not an eventuality I want to come to pass, but you look like you're familiar with the business end of a hammer and axe. Do you get my meaning?”

      “Aye, I do.”

      “Good then. I'll leave you with your new helper, and I need to see your dear wife about some supplies.”

      “Oh, could you bring these over to her? Newly forged and ready for sale.” Edric handed Erron a tray full of dual-pronged forks with twisted handles.

      Erron took the box of utensils and left Edric and Pactor to their work. He kept the information window for Pactor open while he went into Brella’s general store and was happy to see that his fiend’s current activities did display a live feed of exactly what it was doing.

      The feed was so detailed that it showed every command Pactor followed:

      
        	Walk to the shelf. (Success)

        	Collect 6 iron ingots. (Success)

        	Place each ingot into the melting pot. (Success)

        	Wait for the ingots to melt. (Waiting…)

      

      This would give Erron great insight into exactly what his themes were used for when they were following the commands of others. The fact that it also reported on whether or not that particular job was successfully carried out, or whether it was in progress was far beyond anything Erron expected to be able to see.

      He opened up the information panel about Clobber while he walked around the corner toward the general store and saw a new section labeled detailed activity breakdown. Erron focused on this and saw a similar detailed breakdown of exactly what Clobber was doing back on the farm. Erron dismissed this with a smile when he realized that Clobber was taking a rest after spending the last few hours helping the other revenants chop down more trees from the forest.

      Then Erron opened up the activity breakdown of the alpha warg and chuckled to himself when he saw things like smell butt, search for master, and mark territory in the activity list. Regardless of how fearsome the two wargs looked, in their hearts, they were just scary-looking dogs.

      Erron brought the tray of freshly forged forks into the general store and called out for Brella.

      “I'll be there in a minute,” Brella yelled from somewhere in the back.

      “It's just Erron. I've got a box of cutlery from your husband, and I just left it on the counter here. Don't rush whatever you’re doing, I'll just do a bit of shopping until you're ready.”

      “Okay, dear!”

      And so Erron did. Brella had a whole selection of seeds to purchase, including some more exotic seeds for fruit trees and the like. Erron didn't know much about the cultivation of fruit trees or orchards, but he got the feeling that if he buried one of these seeds before winter came, the cold would probably kill the sapling before it had a chance to grow. Still, while he had a little bit of money, it would probably be a good idea to stock up on supplies for when the snow cleared at the end of winter.

      He had to get through the end of fall first, though. Only just over two weeks had passed since Erron arrived in the Southern Reach, so he still had plenty of time left in the season to let his crops mature. He decided to buy a whole host of potato seeds to complement his yam harvest that would be coming in the next few weeks. Potatoes were one of those wondrous vegetables that inherently made everything they were cooked with better.

      You could boil them, you could bake them, you could fry them in lard, you could mash them, and they were so packed with energy that you could technically live on potatoes through the winter and come out the other side. You might be a little malnourished, but at least you’d be alive.

      One of the things that Fendral harped on about when Erron was in The Exiles was the importance of a balanced diet. A lot of the bandit outfits and pirate crews that tried to evade the law paid a hefty price because of it, and it wasn't just because of their crimes. If they didn't have the right kinds of food, and the variety of food that their bodies needed, then weakness and sickness took hold.

      You cannot take care of yourself without taking care of your diet first. Erron had always turned his nose up at vegetables like broccoli and cauliflower when he was not yet a man. However, he followed his mentor’s lead and noticed a marked improvement in the responsiveness of his body and clarity of mind after following a balanced diet, filled with vegetables.

      While Erron browsed the seeds on offer he found an interesting-looking book sitting nearby. It was called Autumn Crops, and How To Grow Them. He grabbed this book and opened the front page. There was a contents list with all manner of fall vegetables, which were called autumn in this book for some reason, and each vegetable had a couple of pages dedicated to each crop. It provided techniques on how to grow them properly, including when to sow, when to harvest, as well as tips and tricks that boosted the yield of crops.

      Erron used the table of contents to find where the potatoes section was and then opened that page. He extended the arcane core’s field around that page and he felt it pulse in return as it absorbed the knowledge there. It wasn't an instant thing. The core still needed a few moments to absorb the information from each page, so this would not be as simple as just allowing the core to scan the entire book in an instant and take the information with him.

      Erron didn't want to steal from Brella, and while technically this wasn't really stealing, it was close enough that he felt bad about it. Besides, a book like this wouldn't be any more than a couple of crowns, and he'd already taken a decent sum from Edric as down payment for Pactor’s services. So really, Erron would just be returning this money to the pockets of the Stormhammers, and he would get a useful book at the same time.

      After Erron slipped this book into his pack, he decided to check the nearby bookshelves to see if there were any other reference books that might prove beneficial. He found a couple of interesting volumes, which he also slipped into his pack to purchase. One of the books was a basic how-to manual if you were learning to be a blacksmith.

      While Erron held no illusions that he himself would be a talented blacksmith, it would be good to know the basics of the craft just in case. And then he would be able to use that book when raising another fiend to imbue it with the knowledge of basic blacksmithing techniques.

      The last book Erron found was a surprise. It was an old field guide to plants, fungi, and other naturally occurring resources. The book showed what the different ingredients and reagents looked like, with beautifully detailed drawings, along with their medicinal properties. This field guide was small enough to carry around in your pack, but dense enough that it contained information about hundreds of different plant species.

      Once Erron spent some time with these books and stored their information in the arcane core, he would be able to draw on that knowledge whenever he wished. Suddenly going back into the forest to forage was something that Erron looked forward to doing.

      Brella came out of the back with a smile on her face. “Hello there, Erron! What brings you into Harrow on this fine day?”

      “Business with your husband.”

      “Oh, yes. You’ll be needing plenty of iron and steel if you’re going to do things right, of course.”

      “Actually, it wasn't about that at all. Your husband was looking for an extra pair of hands in the forge, and I'm lending him one of my farm helpers to see if it works out.”

      “You have helpers out on your farm?”

      “I'll let Edric explain. Say, do you have any other resource tomes similar to these?” Erron put the books from his pack onto the counter in front of Brella. “I'm particularly interested in ones that provide factual information about Harrow, including any history books you might have. This is a bit embarrassing to admit, but I have a fondness for learning the history of a place, especially a place that I happen to live in.”

      “Well, we don’t get much call for books like that. Not many folks really give a damn about what happened before, only what’s happening now. I thought I did have some old books in the stacks about Harrow and the Southern Reach, but I have no idea where I put them. Are you in a rush? Would you like me to have a look for you?”

      “I’m not in a rush, and that would be wonderful. I won’t be coming back into town for a few days, maybe even a week or more, and I’d really like to get my hands on some of this information as soon as I can.”

      “Well, let me finish this up, and I'll get right onto it. Feel free to have a look around yourself in case you find something that you like. Some days I don't even remember what I have on the shelves,” Brella said with a nervous laugh.

      Erron started looking through the stacks while Brella finished up, and she joined in his search soon after. The whole place was in disarray. Brella’s piles of books made The Exiles’ archives look like a gods-damned perfectly curated library by comparison. Some of the books were stacked with the spines facing in, some were stacked horizontally, and if a book happened to be placed roughly where it should go in the alphabetical order or things, it was pure coincidence rather than an intentional placement.

      Brella looked abashed at the state of things. “There’s not much call for books around here, you know. Lots of people bring them in and I give them a few bones. I honestly don’t even know half the stuff I have in here.”

      “You could be sitting on a gold mine without even knowing it,” Erron said.

      Brella scoffed. “Oh, I doubt it. Anton the steward comes in regularly and looks through things. He’s a clever one, you know. Always has his nose buried in a book. If there’s something specific you’re looking for, you’d do well to talk to him. He’d know better than I would, if I’m being honest. Ah!”

      She’d found a book that appeared to be quite interesting. It was called In the Shadow of the Dragon. It was not an ancient book by any means, but the subject matter within talked about time before time, when dragons still ruled the skies. Before The Quelling, before the madness and fall of Kaonix the Cataclysm, when dragons still ruled the skies of the Five Kingdoms.

      It was ancient history, yes, but Erron didn’t know how far back he’d need to look if he was going to uncover the source of the magic under Hope’s End. He didn’t think he’d find the answers within this book alone, but he might find a clue, and that was a step in the right direction. A little further in the direction he wished to go than the day before.

      He found another couple of volumes that looked a little dry, but they pertained to the lineage of House Garthanon, the Warden of the South. It included information about the borders between baronies, locations of the six holdfasts, and little tidbits of information about the different parts of the Southern Reach.

      The most important book in Erron’s life was still the cryptic notebook left behind by Mazurak Harkin, but that was the next mystery Erron would crack. After this trip to Harrow, it was off to the tower, and he wouldn’t be returning without the cipher.

      Erron paid for the seeds and the book, then checked in with Edric to make sure everything was going well.

      The dwarf beamed a grin so wide, Erron thought the top of his head might just fall right off.

      “Oh, lad! Pactor is doing such a great job already. I can’t even begin to figure out how to thank you for doing this.”

      “Just pay me what you think he’s worth, and I’ll be happy with that. But don’t pay me too much. We are friends after all.”

      “Aye,” Edric said, eyes crinkling with his smile. “That we are.”
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      Erron commanded his fiends to start readying a new field for planting while he trotted back to Hope’s End. Clobber, Handsy, Cadus, and Tomas all threw themselves into this new task, and by the time Erron reached his farmstead, the new lot was ready for planting. He handed the potato seeds to Handsy and instructed him on how to best plant them. Cadus and Tomas were to follow after Handsy, first Cadus would fill in the earth with enriched soil, then Tomas would come along with a watering can and water the newly planted crop.

      The potato-growing page Erron had scanned from the autumn crops book was invaluable. Through the insights gleaned from the book, he’d commanded his fiends to dig trenches about three feet apart, and about eight inches deep. When he’d returned, the field was prepared to those specifications. Then, he’d told Handsy to plant each of the potato seeds – which weren’t really seeds at all; they were just tiny little potatoes – every twelve inches or so.

      This would give the root system of the potato plant enough room to spread out without being choked by other nearby growing potato plants. These were root vegetables, and they grew almost completely underground. The plant that grew above the ground could be used to judge how healthy the potato plant was, but to harvest the root vegetables, you needed to dig them up.

      Erron relished this time with his fiends, as he was not looking forward to what came next. Going to Mazurak Harkin’s tower was something he needed to do, but he had no doubt that it would change everything. He watched Handsy work with the other two revenants, looked on as his two wargs were play fighting, and smiled at Clobber as he picked a long, stringy green booger from his nose.

      Erron didn’t want to lose this. Not just the farm, but this moment, and the way things were now. If Mazurak did cover his tower in some kind of magical death field, then Erron might not even return. However, if he somehow managed to figure out the secrets of the tower, then things would never be the same.

      Couldn’t he just keep things the way they were for a little while longer?

      Not with the Baleful Beast awakened within the mine. Not with the threat of three other terrifying and destructive beasts out there, created by the wizard all those years ago. If Erron’s coming to Hope’s End had caused the Night Matron to stir, which in turn brought the Baleful Beasts out of their slumber, then it was impossible for Erron to not take action. He could be responsible for all of this, despite not intending any of it.

      He suddenly wished for the simplicity of his old life. Fendral would give his squad a mission, he would do that mission, then he’d get paid. Life was simple.

      But it was also empty.

      This problem was Erron’s and Erron’s alone.

      He set his fiends up with commands to keep them going while he went into the forest alone. Most of it was just stockpiling more resources, but that was fine. He had a need for them, and they would be used once he returned from the tower. Clobber and the revenants would keep working, but Erron commanded his wargs to follow him into the forest. At the very least, he would have them guard him while he was inside the tower. Pactor was still working away with Edric, but the last entry on the detailed command breakdown was take a break and it had been going for half an hour now. It was nice to see that Edric was giving Pactor a break and not working him to the bone.

      Edric and Brella were good people. In fact, all of Harrow was filled with good people. This made it even more important that Erron take control of what was happening here, rather than be pushed back and forth on the tides of a conflict set in motion hundreds of years before his birth.

      Erron mounted his horse, which was much more accustomed to the presence of his fiends now, and headed off into the forest. He made a stop by the old fort and was glad to see a team of townsguard posted there. They looked harried, but the Baron had clearly sent them out here to keep the beast fed. That was good. If the beast’s belly remained full, it would stay in the mine.

      They asked Erron his business, but he politely said he was just passing through. They warned him about going too close to the old wizard’s tower or he’d be reduced to bones by old magic, but Erron reassured them that he wasn’t going anywhere near the tower, and would be just fine. Erron didn’t want anyone to know where he was going.

      When he finally came to the tower, Erron stared up at it from below and was a little underwhelmed by how simple it looked. It was tall, yes, with the parapet at the top poking out from above the canopy of the forest, but it was just like any other building otherwise. There was no magical sheen or luster, but Erron didn’t need to use his arcane core to know something was amiss here. The bottom of the tower was surrounded by skeletons of the people who’d tried to find a way inside.

      Erron held his right hand aloft and tried to use the arcane core’s sense magic ability, and the core quickly displayed that there was a heavy presence of abjuration magic contained within the walls of the tower.

      This fit with what Erron knew about the tower. The Jackals and the townsguard all spoke of a magical death field surrounding the tower, and abjuration magic was usually infused in something to protect it. It was very likely that the walls of the tower were the infused item, but the runic magic necessary to use abjuration magic could very well be inside the walls.

      So what was Erron supposed to do here? Could he sprout wings and fly to the top of the tower? Was he supposed to be able to banish the death magic through the power of the Night Matron? He trotted around to the front of the tower to the simple door that blocked his entrance. Again, it didn’t look magical in the slightest.

      Erron dismounted from his horse, tied it to a nearby tree, and commanded his wargs to look after it. Erron approached the door to the tower to see if there were any clues he could find. Unfortunately, there were none. But as Erron drew closer, he thought he could feel the crackling of energy in the air before him. He withdrew a step to ensure he didn’t come into contact with the magical death field, but a sudden laugh from behind sent a shiver up his spine.

      “You are the one?” an old, crotchety voice said from behind Erron.

      Erron’s wargs growled and his horse whinnied. Erron turned to see who had managed to creep up on him and came almost face to face with the ghostly apparition of an old wizard.

      He was clearly a wizard, because he had a long flowing beard and had a pointy hat. It was like an unspoken rule that wizards had to dress this way. They were very fond of their pointy hats. The rest of his old, gnarled body was covered in a shimmering blue robe, which was translucent like the rest of him. He stooped over, but only in the way that old folks always tended to do when the weight of years pressed down on them.

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” Erron said.

      “Oh, yes you do. Don’t play dumb with me, I can smell her stink all over you. And those beasts you’ve brought with you? I’d recognize a fiend anywhere,” the wizard said.

      “You’re Mazurak Harkin,” Erron said.

      “And you are the Night Matron’s new apprentice, are you not?”

      “I guess I am.”

      “You needn’t guess that, my boy. The stink of her corruption covers you toe to snout!”

      Erron lifted a hand to his nose and sniffed. He couldn’t smell a damn thing. That seemed to amuse Mazurak as a ghostly smile spread across his face.

      “You are clearly not a wizard, nor even a magus in training. How in the world did you come to attract the attention of the Night Matron? And how did you open my rune lock without using magic? Yes, I know you’ve touched my notes I left behind. There is something strange about you, boy…”

      Erron shrugged, and he didn’t want to reveal the existence of the arcane core if he didn’t have to. So he said nothing of that, but he did speak about the Night Matron. “I don’t know why the Night Matron reached out to me. I came here about two weeks ago, and by using her power, I’ve managed to turn the land into a productive farm. I can use this power for good, Mazurak, I’m sure of it.”

      That tickled the wizard’s fancy. He laughed and waved the comment away. “No you can’t, my boy. Not while she has control of it. You think you can, just as I thought I could, but it’s just not possible. She’s too powerful. But I suppose now that you’re here, you should come inside.” The wave of his hand had not only dismissed Erron’s comment, but it had caused the magical death field enveloping the tower to dissipate. “Come, you’ve much to learn.”

      The door swung open by itself, and the ghost of Mazurak Harkin walked across the threshold. Erron refreshed his command for the wargs to protect his horse as he followed Mazurak inside.

      He had no preconceived notion of what the inside of this place would look like, but he didn’t expect it to be so ordinary. The bottom floor was a kitchen, obviously not used for hundreds of years, but a kitchen nonetheless. An ancient stone washbasin sat next to a stone bench. An open cupboard still had unbroken clay cups, bowls, and plates stacked up in neat rows. Dust covered everything, but the whole place was as neat as a pin.

      Erron saw the runes carved into the walls that surrounded the bottom floor. With a wave of his hand, Mazurak’s ghost reactivated these. Erron’s eyes went wide as the runes shimmered, and his fight or flight response kicked in.

      “Calm yourself, boy. There are many who covet my secrets, and you were followed today. You might not have seen them, but I assure you that three others followed you here. I don’t know whether they saw you come inside, but they will no doubt know where you went when they come across your horse. Let’s hope they try the door and succumb.”

      It could be Crimson Dagger following him, or maybe even some of the townsguard from the fort. There was no way to know for sure, but Erron knew without a doubt that he would need to see this through now. There was no going back.

      “If you ever decide to pursue the mastery of the magical arts of other schools, not just the Night Matron’s necromancy, you’d do well to learn this lesson. Reinforcing the inside walls of a structure with a defensive field will vastly improve the longevity of the structure and let it stand up to attack.”

      “I want to learn, but I have no aptitude for magic myself,” Erron said.

      Mazurak scoffed. “Magic is a spectrum, my dear boy. Some people like sorcerers and elementalists have innate talents, the lucky buggers, whereas others like the magi and the wizards must study to unlock the secrets. Some have to study harder than others too. I too had no talent, but I had desire and a will to learn. If you’re her new apprentice, then you must be able to learn. To channel her power, you must have talent. It sounds as though you may not be aware of your own strength. Here, let me take a look at you.”

      The ghost of Mazurak turned on Erron and scrutinized him while Erron stood under a trio of hanging pots and pans. Mazurak’s eyes glistened with insight under heavy eyebrows.

      “You don’t know…” Mazurak said with a sharp intake of breath. “Oh my dear boy, someone has done something unforgivable to you. When did they lock your memories away from you?”

      “I-” Erron began, but stopped himself. The moment Mazurak said the words, Erron knew the truth of it. The dreams, the nightmares that had plagued him as he grew – they weren’t just nightmares. They were memories. Memories of a night that had changed his fate. A night filled with green fire.

      “Oh, child. This seal is beyond my skill to break, but there are ways. Come, we must ascend,” Mazurak said.

      “What do you know of green fire?” Erron asked, and that took Mazurak by surprise.

      “Green fire? Truly? Perhaps that is why she chose you. Come, follow me, and you will soon understand.”

      Erron followed Mazurak up the stairs, which looped around the outside arc of the cylindrical tower. Rooms opened off this rising hallway as they ascended, but their doors were closed. Erron did ask about the rooms, but Mazurak claimed that they were of limited importance compared with what they had to discuss at the top of the spire.

      When they reached the top of the tower, Erron began to agree. This room had windows that encircled every wall of the tower. He could see the township of Harrow off to the west, the flat land of Hope’s End to the south, the winding Windamere River to the east, and the Daggerspine Mountains to the north. This would be the perfect place for a wizard to survey his domain.

      The center of the room was made up of an altar of some kind, with a strange metal contraption sitting on top of it. There was a cloudy crystal sitting inside the metallic cradle there, and the cradle was also connected to the roof with thin strings of metal. Erron had never seen metalwork like that before. It was flexible yet as thin as spider silk.

      “What is this?” Erron asked.

      “This is why she killed me. I never completed it, but with your help, we can. Once you understand what’s really happening here, you’ll see why stopping her is so important.”

      “Then tell me, and tell me plain.”

      “How much do you know of The Quelling?”

      “That was the war between the dragons and the dragonslayers, right? I know that the dragonslayers won and that High King Hecton can trace his own lineage all the way back to one of the famous dragonslayers from that time. But aside from that, I have much to learn.”

      “Do you know how the dragonslayers won the war?”

      “I assume it’s because they killed all the dragons.”

      Mazurak laughed. “That is what they would have you believe. It’s what the histories were written to say. But it is a truth widely known that history is not written by the losing side of war.”

      “So the High King’s version of history isn’t correct?”

      “In broad strokes, it is. They won by besting the dragons, but the thing about dragons is that they are notoriously difficult to kill. Once they reach a certain age and potency. Do you know what a lich is, Erron?”

      He did, and he hoped to never meet one. “A powerful wizard who has transcended the barriers between life and death.”

      “Yes, and every lich must have a phylactery that is a closely guarded secret. For if the phylactery is destroyed, then the lich dies too. However if their phylactery is preserved, then no matter what damage is done to a lich, their spirit lives on. It returns and waits until the conditions are right for the lich to live again. Well, once a dragon reaches a certain age, they form a crystal in the center of their hearts, and as long as this crystal survives, so too does the dragon’s immortal spirit.”

      Erron started to put the pieces together.

      “The Night Matron is a dragon?” Erron asked.

      “You are a clever one. She is not just a dragon, but one of the six great clutchmothers. The Queens of Dragonkind. Her true name is Vyrmior, Lady of Shadow, the Blackflame, the Mother of Monsters. Those are the most important of her names, the ones that matter to you and our plight. Dragons love their titles, and Vyrmior has collected quite a few. She, along with one other of the great clutchmothers, were the only ones to survive The Quelling with their heart crystals intact.”

      “Vyrmior is the Night Matron’s true name?”

      “Yes, but you must never speak that name to her. The longer you can pretend that you are oblivious to her true nature, the longer you will have to move against her. And move against her, you shall. She will begin by giving you simple, seemingly innocuous tests. But these will soon take a dark turn as she assesses whether or not you are willing to do evil in her name. You must know the nature of the magic you use, yes?”

      “It is necromancy. Of that, I am sure.”

      “It is and it isn't. I'm sorry that doesn't make a lot of sense. But you must know that dragons are beings of immense magical power. Necromancy in the hands of a human will simply cause the dead to walk again. Yes, hexes and curses also are part of the school of necromancy, but that’s another matter entirely. Dragon necromancy is not the same. Every clutch of dragons is infused with life energy, which taints and changes the other schools of magic. This is why when you bury a man in the ground at Hope’s End, he comes back as a revenant, not as a simple undead zombie. Vyrmior cannot just bring something back from the dead. The nature of her power does not allow it. When she brings something back, it is changed and forged into something new, yet also ancient. From a time when dragons ruled this world.”

      Erron nodded at this. “I had wondered what caused the change, and every time things came back, they would be in some kind of primal or ancient form. That makes sense. But what does Vyrmior want? What does she hope to achieve by taking me on as an apprentice?”

      “That is where things become difficult. If she is confident that you are willing to do anything she asks, she will ask you to do things that are outright evil. I don't sense evil lingering in your heart, though it does live in the heart of every man and woman of human lineage. That is why I had to lock myself away in this tower and wait for myself to die. I knew that if she continued to offer me power, eventually, I would take it, no matter the costs. But her end game is simple. She does not wish to remain trapped inside the temple beneath Hope’s End. She wants to rise again in a new body and spread her black wings across this world, burning the Five Kingdoms in black flame.”

      Erron swallowed nervously at that. The mention of the temple beneath Hope’s End reminded Erron of the story about the undead rushing out from the ravine on his property a hundred years ago. Was there a hidden entrance to that temple, blocked off by debris?

      “How exactly would she do that if she's trapped in some temple beneath my farm?”

      “That's simple, my dear boy. Once she has infiltrated your mind and your body, she will simply take control. Make no mistake that the more you use her powers, the tighter her grip will become. It will eventually become so strong that you will not be able to fight back against her as she simply enters you and takes control. But fear not, you are not yet corrupted by her influence. Not like I was. You see, I became hers, and it was not until it was too late that I discovered her true nature. Given that she has awoken, then my beasts should have also awoken after their long slumber. Is she aware of them?”

      “Yes. She calls them Baleful Beasts. she told me that you created them after you tried to dominate her like she was a fiend.”

      Mazurak laughed at this. “She would see it that way, wouldn't she? No, my dear boy, I created the beasts as my last act of defiance. Each of them guards something that she needs to rise and become whole once again. Now please grab one of those cushions and take a seat. We have much to discuss.”
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      Erron and Mazurak talked well into the night, and the wizard had activated some internal light runes that cast the top chamber in a dull yellow glow. Erron kept a close eye on all of his fiends to make sure that none of them had gone to alert status or engaged in any kind of combat, and he was happy to see that his wargs waiting outside the tower were still there.

      He did notice that one of them was hungry, and the other was bored, so he gave them permission to go hunting in the area around the tower, but to stay close in case they were needed.

      Pactor had been commanded to go to sleep by Edric Stormhammer, and the revenant had followed that command. Its current status showed that it was asleep.

      Mazurak's plan was simple, but it filled Erron with fear. As they continued talking, it was obvious that the wizard had put a contingency plan in place for if another apprentice was to rise again at some point, but even he was shocked that it had taken two hundred and fifty years. The wizard was doubly shocked when Erron told him that not much had changed between the wizard's death two and a half centuries ago and now.

      It was always the same, according to Mazurak. Those who had power wanted to keep it and those who had none wanted to take it. For those who had power had the means to keep it, and they kept those who didn't have power under their thumb so that they would never be in a position to threaten them.

      Mazurak waxed poetic about a time when he thought that the use of magic would help the people of the Five Kingdoms and free them from the fetters of the nobility. But just like everything else, the nobility found a way to limit the use of magic through laws and punishments so that only those magic users that were loyal to the nobility could learn how to properly utilize their magical abilities.

      Mazurak made a comment about the other surviving clutchmother and that both he and Erron might need to seek her out before this was all through. The heart crystals of four of the great clutchmothers were destroyed in The Quelling. Of the two surviving heart crystals, one was locked deep beneath the surface in an ancient temple beneath Hope’s End, and the other had become the jewel at the center of the crown of High King Hecton.

      At this revelation, Erron balked at the quest that lay before him. He had left the capital of Taldross and never meant to return, but if he needed to somehow get his hands on the crown of the High King in order to fight back against Vyrmior, then perhaps Erron should have just stayed with The Exiles and lived out his fate as a simple mercenary.

      The moment that Erron even entertained that thought, he remembered something else that Mazurak had said. His memories had been locked away, and the night of green fire that he dreamt about almost every night as a child was not just real, but it was a part of his past that someone had deliberately locked away from him. If Erron needed to face down the High King and an immortal dragon’s soul to figure out the truth of who he really was, then he would. Nothing would stand between him and the truth.

      A question floated into his mind. Fendral had been with him for as long as Erron could remember. He trusted Fendral like a father, and Erron dismissed the idea out of hand that Fendral would ever do something like this to him. But what if Fendral had done this to him? What if his own adopted father had not rescued him like he said, but taken him from a loving family?

      Erron worked his hands, balling them into fists to channel his anger and frustration. With each breath and release of the tension in his hands, his own anger faded.

      Mazurak barely noticed the rollercoaster of emotions Erron was going through.

      In order for a dragon whose essence had been splintered to regain their corporeal form, it needed four things. First, it needed its own heart crystal. The crystal would act as the catalyst to forge the other three elements together. Secondly, the dragon needed a spirit focus powerful enough to channel the required amount of magic into their heart crystal. Thirdly, a source of pure magic was needed to infuse the heart crystal through the spirit focus to power the dragon’s resurrection.

      Last, but not least, the dragon needed a willing sacrifice to act as the dragon’s new body. If the sacrifice does not have the same magical attunement as the dragon’s soul, then sacrifice will not work.

      “This is why she takes time to prepare her apprentice, my boy,” Mazurak had said before continuing on.

      However, a body can only contain a single soul, and if a dragon and a human's soul vied for dominance over the same body, there was no way a human soul could stand against the dragon’s soul.

      Mazurak sighed as he explained this to Erron. “I did not see her plan until it was too late. I had already become too attuned to her brand of shadow magic, and I was not smart enough to see that the spirit focus and the heart crystal would use my own body as a funnel to allow her back into this world. But, you see, I trained in the art of magic for many years before I took up residence at Hope’s End, and the moment I became aware of what she intended, I tried to reverse the process. Unfortunately, her spirit has lost none of its potency. The source of magic that I intended to use to reverse the process and take her power for my own was simply not strong enough.”

      “So you have all of the components that we need to do it properly this time?”

      “That is the entire reason why I forged the Baleful Beasts. Each of them is guarding one of the pieces we require.”

      “She said that one of the beasts was not guarding a location, but was guarding a person instead. Is that true? What purpose do they serve?”

      “Yes, that is true. There is a family who lives far to the south of here in the Wild Lands who are the last custodians of an ancient and powerful well of wild magic. It is said to be the most pure and untapped river of magic that still exists on this continent. If you truly mean to do this, then you will not only have to defeat each of my beasts in combat to take ownership of their piece, but you will have to stand against a family whose sole purpose in this world is to stop someone like you from taking control of the wild magic well.”

      “I'm sure I'll be able to explain the situation to them,” Erron said.

      Another laugh from Mazurak. “You can certainly try, my boy. You can certainly try.”

      There were some things that Erron did not understand, and he needed answers.

      “How did you come to be this way?” Erron asked, and motioned at Mazurak’s ghostly form.

      “Ah, now that is a complicated matter. Once you have killed the duergon, which is what I named the beast that guards the mine, we will talk about that. You are not ready for that story yet, as it will lead you down a path you are not ready to walk.”

      Erron bristled at that. This wizard wanted him to siphon the power away from an immortal dragon, but didn’t want to tell him how he’d managed to haunt his own tower for two and a half centuries? That just didn’t seem fair.

      “I see the fire in your eyes, my boy. Trust me on this, hmm?” Mazurak sighed, defeated. “Oh, I can see that there is no denying you. I suppose I have all the time in the world, but you are still living. You do not. Very well. Once you have killed the duergon and retrieved the central mounting frame for Vyrmior’s heart crystal, your next task will be to storm the tomb of a powerful lich to retrieve the outer channeling frame for the spirit focus.”

      “You broke it in two and hid it separately? Smart.”

      Mazurak puffed up with pride at that. “Flattery will get you nowhere, young man.”

      Erron grinned. Mazurak’s voice had a playful tone to it, so Erron knew it wasn’t a true rebuke.

      “The process used to implant a soul into a new body is actually quite simple, though it is considered a forbidden art. In my time, almost all books containing information about the practice were hunted down and held in the Taldross archives, which were controlled by the royal family. The process for removing a soul from a body and placing it into a crystal just like the one in the center of the spirit siphon there is the same, but the steps are reversed. When faced with starvation, I sucked my soul out of my body and into that crystal. It took me a few decades to become this ephemeral form, and by that time, my body was nothing but bones. It’s on the second floor, by the way. I don’t recommend going in there.”

      The way Mazurak spoke about ripping the soul from someone’s body like it was an alchemical recipe terrified Erron a little. He was glad to hear that the technique was a lost art. But not quite lost if Mazurak was still around.

      “Now it's very important to note that I was not the Night Matron’s first apprentice. It took years for her influence to become dangerous, and as a scholar of the magical arts myself, I was innately drawn to legends from the local area. One of those spoke about an ancient lich who was entombed far to the south. Have you seen the large crumbling arches that mark the location of the lich's barrow?”

      Erron nodded. It was one of the very first things he noticed when he came down from Daggerspine Keep toward Harrow.

      “Yes, well, you can easily see those arches standing up like ribs if you look to the southeast when the sun is up. But your fiends are not strong enough to withstand the challenges that await you in that tomb.”

      “Is that challenge another one of your beasts?”

      “She is one of the challenges, yes. Unfortunately, when my body perished, so too did my ability to maintain any control over them. I cannot now command them to stop with their eternal tasks, so they must be destroyed.”

      “They say the duergon is immortal. The bandits tried to injure numerous times, but it just healed through their injury. How am I going to kill it?”

      Mazurak chuckled. “Oh yes. The physical regeneration capabilities of the duergon are second to none. Attacking it through normal means such as sword strikes or arrow shots will all but ensure your own death. No, the only weakness that duergon has is poisons. Poisons that slow the mind, or inhibit the ability of the body to continue functioning.”

      “What if I had something that could put it to sleep forever?”

      “Forever? It would eventually wake up.”

      “This substance will put almost anything to sleep, but eat enough of it and that sleep will turn so deep that the victim will die. Their breath will stop, their heart will cease to beat, and their mind will slowly die. Would that do?”

      Mazurak's eyes widened. “Well, yes. I do believe that would work.”

      “There's a flower that grows all throughout the forest called lavender. When the oil is extracted, it can be used as a potent sleeping poison. I put a couple of drops of it on my pillow whenever I want to ward off the Night Matron’s nightmares.”

      “You have a way to block the nightmares?”

      “I do. I learned the trick from a local apothecary. She has said the substance helped small children who woke in the night from nightmares.”

      “How wondrous. Oh, how she must hate that,” Mazurak said with a chuckle. “Yes, I think that will work. But you will need a lot of it, and a mechanism in which to deliver it to the duergon.”

      Erron thought about the pile of bodies he still had in his barn. He could easily extract a whole load of lavender oil and sew it into one of those bodies. The Baleful Beast wouldn't even taste it before it realized something was wrong.

      “Then I have a way forward. Do you have a mortar and pestle here that I could use? And something I can capture oil in?”

      “Why, yes, on the floor directly below this one, I have some old apothecary supplies that you are certainly welcome to use. Do you truly mean to do this now?”

      “There's no time like the present, right? And besides, if I was followed here like you said, then I probably don't have a lot of time to put things in motion.”

      “See? I knew there was wisdom in you,” Mazurak said.

      Not only did the floor below the top contain everything Erron needed to extract all the lavender oil he needed, there was also an old oil lamp that he could take with him. Erron didn't have any lavender on him, but it was so prevalent in this area that it wouldn't take him long to harvest enough.

      He commanded his wargs to start seeking out the smell of lavender for him, so he'd be able to get out of the tower and return as quickly as possible. He had no doubt that anyone who had been watching the tower would have noticed the internal light when the runes activated. If the attention had been drawn to the tower, then whoever had been following Erron before could be lying in wait for him.

      His wargs had very good senses of smell however, and neither of them detected anyone lying in wait. That's not to say that a trap could not be sprung; it just meant that whoever was waiting for Erron was no amateur. Given the power and the fury of his wargs when they were angered, Erron liked his chances if he had to stand up to someone in the forest.

      To Erron’s surprise, he managed to find far more lavender than he needed and remained undisturbed for the entire trip out of the tower. This meant that it was fairly likely that it had been the townsguard that followed him out to the tower. They would not want to be out in the forest after dark. This was doubly a good thing because Erron did not want to be responsible for the deaths of any of the townsfolk, especially not any of the townsguard. They were just trying to protect their people.

      Erron returned to the tower, arduously extracted all of the lavender oil that he needed, and secretly wished that he had Handsy or Clobber here to do this for him. They would have made short work of this job and taken to it with aplomb. While Erron worked, he appreciated the burn in his muscles at the repeated motion of grinding down the lavender buds.

      That was how you knew that you were working for something. Giving orders to someone else to follow was all well and good, but there was nothing quite like the satisfaction of getting something done yourself.

      While Erron was doing this, he decided that he didn't want to have to go all the way back to the farm, retrieve one of the bandit corpses, then come all the way back here. He didn't like the idea of sacrificing his horse, but it would be the quickest and easiest way of completing his objective here. He had half a dozen more back at the farm.

      Mazurak watched Erron work, and while this was going on, Erron fished for as much information as he could get from the ghostly wizard. He didn't like the idea of having to slay this beast and then descend into the depths of the mine to retrieve the central mounting frame of the spirit siphon tonight, but Mazurak assured him that would not be necessary.

      The mounting frame was not hidden within the mine. It was hidden within the body of the duergon. Its flesh would continue to heal while it lived, making it impossible to retrieve the central frame of the spirit siphon, which was why killing the duergon was so important. While it lived, any wound would just heal again.

      “Once it's dead, you'll just be able to open up its chest and take the central frame out yourself. It's quite small, so you wouldn't need a horse or cart to carry it back. You could carry it in your pack easily.”

      That comment had given Erron exactly the push he needed to do something he didn't really want to do. The horse that waited outside the tower would make the perfect vessel to deliver the lavender oil to the duergon. Erron decided that he would ride the horse back to the mine, kill it swiftly and mercifully, then implant some rags soaked with lavender oil into the dead horse. Mazurak had plenty of discarded robes here, and being a ghost, he wouldn’t need them again. Once the horse was prepared, he would make a loud racket to draw the duergon’s attention, and it would dine on its last meal.

      Erron descended the tower and rejoined both his horse and his wargs. His pack was heavy and stunk of pure lavender oil, but the smell of it had a calming effect on everyone it touched. The horse seemed more placid than usual as they headed back to the fort and to the mine below.
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      Just as Erron promised himself, he made the killing quick. It was both fortunate and unsurprising that the Harrow townsguard left the entrance of the mine completely undefended at night. Based on the ruckus Erron could hear coming from the fort itself, some townsguard were spending the night here, but none of them wanted to be outside the crumbling walls of the fort.

      Erron was glad that no one was there to see him sever the horse’s spine with a powerful overhead blow. The poor thing didn't die on the first strike, so Erron needed to pull his blade out of one of the horse’s vertebrae, then bring it down again. The second stroke severed the head and the horse fell, twitching with bursts of nerve pulses in its last moments.

      Erron cut a gash in the horse's belly and stuffed it full of the wizard’s old rags that were soaked in lavender oil. The overpowering floral scent was almost too much, but Erron got the job done in the end. His hands came out warm and bloody, and he washed them off in a water trough by the forge.

      While he was there, Erron found another forge hammer and took a thin sheet of discarded metal. He and the wargs dragged the horse’s body over to the mouth of the mine, and then when they had retreated far enough away, Erron smashed the hammer down onto the thin sheet of metal.

      The sudden sound in the darkness of night was as terrifying as a thunder clap. The sound echoed out and Erron heard an immediate response. There was a rumbling from within the mine, as well as raised voices from the fort above. The townsguard didn't want to be down here themselves after dark, but they also wanted to make sure that nobody else was stupid enough to be here either. Erron saw the heads of burning torches heading out through the main fort gate on their way down to his location.

      But at the very same time, the Baleful Beast – the duergon - crawled out of the mouth of the mine and into the light of the moon. It had no eyes, but its keen sense of smell immediately homed in on the corpse of the horse. Erron had positioned the body so that the bloody stumps faced toward the mine, which would hopefully make the duergon catch the scent of fresh blood before it detected any hint of lavender oil.

      The monster rushed forward and snatched the horse in both of its massive pallid hands. It opened its mouth, which split its featureless face like a needle-toothed beast from a nightmare. It ate the horse in two massive bites. Erron hadn't expected the thing's jaws to distend like a snake’s jaws, but they did. They clamped down on the middle of the body, and for a second, Erron held his breath, thinking that the corpse would split open and reveal the lavender-soaked rags within.

      But the skin held, and the beast sucked down the rest of the corpse with a jerky gulping motion. The horseshoes on the bottom of its hooves were the last thing Erron saw. The duergon stopped and sniffed the air, clearly smelling something else of interest. It bent down and sniffed at the ground until it found the severed head of the horse. It picked that up and threw it back into its mouth like it was a child with a sweet roll at the harvest festival.

      Erron stood back and waited for the lavender oil to kick in. The duergon’s normally slender form was distended with the bulk of the horse, and Erron suddenly realized that he had no idea about the monster’s digestive process. Would it be minutes before it started feeling the effects of the poison sewn within the horse, or would it take hours?

      A ring of townsguard soldiers had formed on the ridge above the mine’s entrance. None of them said a word, but all watched on with fascination. Erron thought he recognized Kariak in the crowd above – the Jackal who had defected. It made sense he would be here. Nobody would know the fort better than he did.

      The duergon slithered back down into the mine, dragging those heavy chains back down with it. Erron swallowed nervously at the thought of following it back down into the mine, but it had to be done.

      Just as Erron built up the courage to head down into the mine, one of the gathered townsguard broke out of the gathering and headed down to Erron. The two wargs by his side growled warily, but Erron sent a command to calm them.

      “What in the Frozen Hells do you think you’re doing here?” the townsguard officer said.

      “Stand back. Baron Algrim Garthanon and I have spoken in detail about the beast here, and as a monster wrangler myself, he’s asked me to try to take care of it.”

      “You can’t kill it. Believe me, we’ve tried!”

      “It’s hard to kill, but it sleeps. There are substances out there that can put even a beast like that into a sleep that it will never wake from. I’m not asking for any of your men to accompany me down into the mine to finish the job, but if anyone did decide to join me, the Baron would surely show his appreciation.”

      The townsguard officer looked up at his gathered soldiers. “How about it, lads? Should we go down there and help, or should we let this little bastard go down and get eaten?”

      A chorus of laughter rose from the ring of townsguard on the ridge above.

      “I guess it’s on me, then,” Erron said. “I’ll ring out using the metal and hammer when I need a hand to haul the carcass out. But I’ll report honestly to the Baron about how helpful you’ve all been.”

      The officer gave Erron a wolfish smile. “I don’t think we’ll need to worry about that.”

      Erron waved away the comment and headed toward the entrance to the mine. At the same time, he sent a mental command to all Clobber and all his four-armed revenants to join him. Erron waited at the entrance for his fiends to arrive, just in case the townsguard mistook them for real monsters. But when they all showed up, Erron held up his hand.

      “You might know me as a farmer from Hope’s End, but I’m also a monster wrangler. These are my good friends, and they’re going to help take down the-” Erron almost said duergon, but he didn’t want anyone to know he knew any of the details about this beast. “-the monster. So worry not, go about your business, and we’ll be done shortly.”

      Erron had managed to convince himself so surely of his victory that he sounded a little bit like Fendral giving one of his famous speeches before running into battle. Despite sounding like his mentor, he entered the mine with trepidation.

      With his fiends in tow, at least he had backup. Erron commanded Clobber to go ahead of him, and the mine tunnels accommodated his size without a problem. The duergon dwelled deeper in the tunnels, and it was absolutely massive. There were little side passages that headed deeper into the earth in other directions, but Erron needed to stay on task.

      Erron did, however, command his revenants to outfit themselves with pick-axes they found along the way as they descended. These would come in handy not only as weapons if they needed them, but also to pin the duergon in place when Erron needed to carve the spirit siphon casing from the dead monster’s chest.

      It might not die right away, and Erron didn’t want it waking up and able to fight back. The further they headed into the mine, the stranger things became. At first, the walls were all quarried stone, from where miners of generations past delved deep into the earth. But as they descended, strange black growths appeared sporadically. They were small to start with, barely larger than a finger or a toe, growing from the surface of the stone. But the deeper they went, the larger the growths became. They were fleshy, leathery things that sprouted hair-like appendages that reached for Erron and his fiends as they passed.

      Was this because of the duergon? Or was there something else at play here? The way the filaments reached for Erron and his fiends reminded him of the coalescing shadows that reached out to him in his nightmares featuring the Night Matron.

      As far as Erron knew, the Night Matron’s influence was confined to Hope’s End. But it had been hundreds of years since the Night Matron’s last apprentice, and Erron did not think she had remained idle. He made sure to avoid these growths wherever he saw them. Did they share any of the Night Matron’s awareness? Could she peer past the confines of her prison and into this world in any other way except for dreams?

      Erron would have to be careful.

      The massive chains the duergon dragged behind it kept the path downward clear of these black growths, and some of them had also been torn from the walls. Black smudges were left in their wake.

      Suddenly, a shriek came from further on in the mine, followed by an ominous rumbling. Then there was a crash, like something being flung into a stone wall. The duergon sounded as though it was going into a frenzy, which was bad news for Erron and his fiends.

      What if the poison didn’t work? The huge monster should be slowing down by now, surely. Instead, it felt as though the opposite was happening. The Duergon sounded like it was amping up. But why?

      Soon the truth became evident. The growths became larger and more pronounced as they continued on. They reached a massive chamber that contained anchors for the chains that held the duergon in place, and this room was absolutely infested with growths. The black masses on the walls and the ceiling were big enough to be people. In fact, the more Erron looked at the shape of these larger growths, the more he realized that they did indeed look like they were people. They had been cocooned in standing postures, with their arms crossed over their chests.

      The duergon rampaged blindly. Erron hadn't made a sound since they’d arrived and it probably wouldn't be long before the blind monster smelled them, but for now, they remained hidden. Erron watched the people-sized growths stuck on the walls and ceiling as they moved and pulsed with movement inside. It almost looked like a pregnant woman's stomach as the child within kicked and squirmed.

      No one had come down into this mine for years, then there was only one way that these bodies could have arrived here. The duergon itself must have brought them down here, and through some unknown process, cocooned them.

      Suddenly, all of this started to make sense. They were under the earth, which was the domain of the Night Matron. When Erron buried bodies, they were changed into something else, and it looked like these bodies were being cocooned for a similar process. But without an apprentice to shape the Night Matron’s will, who knows what would emerge from those cocoons when the time came?

      The massive monster in the center of the room slumped down onto the ground, and weakly tried to get back to its feet. It used its massive clawed hands to try to pull itself up again, but they shook unsteadily. The monster knew something was wrong, and Erron had a sinking feeling that things were going to go bad.

      Suddenly, the monster lurched forward, opening its mouth wide. The sounds it made as it retched made Erron’s stomach churn as well. The duergon’s neck muscles and stomach heaved. First, the horse’s hooves appeared as the monster regurgitated its body. The horse’s flesh was already quite broken down, and the lavender-soaked rags poked through the beast’s ribs. Erron was happy to see that at least some of the poison would have been digested by the duergon, but it hadn't taken a full dose.

      Had the duergon ingested enough to short circuit its regenerative capabilities? Erron hoped so. But it meant that whatever came next was not going to come as easily as Erron had wanted it to. He also needed to act quickly in case whatever was in those cocoons decided to tear their way free.

      How much did the Night Matron know about what was hidden within the duergon’s body? How much did she know about what Mazurak's plan truly was? Erron himself didn't really know, he just had vague ideas of what it all meant.

      Clearly, Mazurak meant to capture Vyrmior’s heart crystal and extract her power in some way, but what was the end game? Where did the dead apprentice intend for that power to go?

      The power to create new forms of life would be enough to bring the Five Kingdoms to war if anyone ever found out about this.

      Erron sent silent mental commands to all of his fiends. He instructed them to move around the large open stone chamber and place themselves in a circle around the duergon. Its rampaging was at an end now, and much of the fight seemed to be going out of it. As Erron and the fiends fanned out around the room, wet tearing sounds rang out from all around. Erron turned just in time to see a thick clawed hand rip its way out of the cocoon on the wall nearby. Something white and pallid slid out of the cocoon, then rose to its feet.

      Erron gritted his teeth and sent a flurry of commands to his fiends then. He tasked his wargs with keeping an eye on his back, to make sure that none of these emerging creatures could attack Erron while he was distracted. Clobber was the only one that had a chance of going toe to toe with the duergon, and even then, it was only because the monster had been weakened. Erron commanded Clobber to engage the duergon and had his trio of revenants focus on taking down any of the cocooned monsters as soon as they emerged.

      When the new monsters joined the fight, they did so with the sound of tearing flesh and a gush of dark liquid as they evacuated their cocoons. This was very different to how Erron's fiends emerged from the soil each morning. Maybe this wasn't the Night Matron after all. Maybe it was someone or something else that Erron didn't know about.

      If these monsters came from the bodies of the bandits that the duergon consumed, they did not emerge as revenants like humans would if they were buried under Hope’s End. They came out withered and misshapen, with elongated limbs and needle-like teeth that filled their wide mouths. Like the duergon, they also didn't have eyes.

      Maybe through the power that Mazurak used in creating the duergon, he had imparted some of the Night Matron’s power upon it? These gangly, withered, eyeless things were too similar to the duergon for this to be coincidence. Perhaps this was some strange and unknowable method of reproduction.

      Erron shared the attention of the massive beast with Clobber. It swiped its massive arms at both Erron and Clobber, which they both desperately tried to avoid. Clobber was slower than Erron, and much heavier. It was harder for him to get out of the way in time, and after a few attempts, the duergon finally managed to lay Clobber out on the ground.

      The duergon scrunched its hand into a fist and tried to bring it down right where Clobber was, but Erron sent his monster a mental command to roll out of the way. The big orc only just managed to get out of the way in time as the duergon’s savage fist came crashing down.

      Erron fended off blows with his shield, while lashing out with his sword. Each slash he made in the big monster’s skin started closing up soon after his steel left flesh. The healing factor didn't kick in right away, so the duergon was definitely affected in some way by the lavender oil poison, but it hadn't been inside its body long enough to really take effect.

      The lavender-soaked rags were still inside the carcass of the horse, so there had to be some way Erron could use it. His revenants took down the withered lanky mini-duergons as quickly as they could, but soon there were a dozen of them in the room. The wargs harried the ones that attacked from behind, but the numbers just didn't match up. There were simply too many enemies.

      Handsy and the other two revenants were covered in cuts and slashes from the clawed hands of the mini-duergons, and they were all looking worse for wear. Clobber was breathing hard with the effort of trying to avoid the big monster’s attacks. If Erron didn't do something soon, then everything that he'd been working for would be for nothing. He couldn't die here. He refused to die here.

      Erron felt something burning up within him, rising like a fire. There was a dark flame burning somewhere in the middle of his chest. It wasn't just the thrill of battle or the terror at facing his own destruction. No, it was something else. Something that the Night Matron had left behind for him to draw on in his time of need.
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      The power was right there for Erron to grasp, but he didn't want to. If he reached out and took control of this power that the Night Matron had given to him, he would be letting her inside him even further. That power hungry part of himself wanted to take the power and use it, but there was another part of him that demanded restraint.

      If he gave in to the Night Matron and infused his body with her power, then she might be able to dominate him even further. If her plan truly was to prepare Erron's body for her to inhabit, then this would be one step down a road that Erron did not want to walk.

      One of his new revenants cried out as one of the mini-duergons slashed a deep pair of gouges through its chest. Tomas went down onto one knee, bleeding from these wounds. Cadus, the other newly risen revenant, was next to be driven low. They'd managed to kill three or four of the mini-duergons themselves, but they didn't have a lot of fight left in them.

      Handsy was a higher level than the other two, so he was handling this better, but he had still not escaped from this unscathed. Handsy spun in a circle, attacking three gathered smaller monsters like a whirlwind. They scattered at the force of the attack, but the slain were being replaced with newly birthed mini-monsters faster than they could be killed.

      The big duergon lashed out and clasped Clobber with both hands. The baleful beast started to squeeze, and Clobber started to scream. The sound ripped through Erron like nothing else.

      There was no choice here. Erron could either take control of the black flame burning within him and infuse his body, and possibly make it out of this alive, or he could watch all of his fiends die and wait for himself to be consumed by this baleful beast.

      Erron reached out to that burning black flame within him in the same way that he reached out to his arcane core. He felt the shadowy flames reaching back, begging him to set them free. He agreed, and then a burning sensation rushed through his body as power infused every single inch of him.

      Wisps of shadow drifted up from his skin and he felt the influence of the dark magic like an aura around him. He rushed forward and slashed through one of the duergon’s massive wrists with his sword. He should not have had the strength to sever those thick bones in the monster’s forearm, but they crunched and cracked under the ferocity of his strike.

      The shock of the attack caused the duergon to let go of Clobber and let him fall to the floor. The duergon swiped its other hand, the one that was still attached, at Erron, but the monster farmer raised his shield to block the attack. The force of the duergon’s attack should have knocked Erron off of his feet and sent him flying. But he felt that black fire strengthening the muscles of his legs, bonding his feet to the stone, and fortifying not only the muscles in his arm and chest, but also the strength of the shield itself to stop it from shattering.

      Erron commanded Clobber to get away from the duergon as it reached down to its severed hand and tried desperately to reattach it. Its healing factor was moving so slowly now that only tenuous tendrils of flesh reached out toward the severed hand. The duergon would be busy for a few minutes while it let this work, and Erron would use that time to turn the tide.

      He rushed from monster to monster and cleaved them in two with his newfound strength. With every strike, he wondered how much damage this would be doing to him in the long run, then had to remind himself that there would not be a long run if he didn't survive this at all. The mini versions of the duergon were nowhere near as durable, and they did not have the same healing factor that its parent had. Once these beasts were carved in two, there was no coming back for them.

      While Erron protected his fiends from attack, he felt a strange welling sensation in the palms of his hands. He felt a compulsion, an urge to reach out toward his injured fiends, and he listened to this compulsion. He placed a hand on Tomas’s shoulder and the shadowy energy reached out from Erron and sank into his fiend.

      Miraculously, his own fiend’s injuries started to knit themselves back together. Somehow the power from the night matron that infused Erron's body was also strengthening the body of his fiends. Erron had his own healing ability that he could use now, but only when he was infused with the black flame.

      Erron moved from Tomas to Cadus to Handsy to Clobber, then to his two wargs. He made sure all of his monsters were at least self-healing a little before turning his attention back to the duergon.

      When Erron turned back to the giant monster, he saw something that he didn't quite understand. There was a new monster in the cavern, back toward the entrance. It looked like a bear with a skull for a face and tangled bramble antlers rising from the skull.

      What was this new foe? Then the bear leaped from the stone in a show of unnatural force before landing on the back of the duergon. Its sharpened thorn teeth tore into the monster’s back as the duergon reached behind and tried to dislodge this new beast.

      Then Erron saw the hawk flying around the top of the cavern. Where on earth had a hawk come from? Then he recognized the bird of prey, and Erron realized he was in a world of trouble.

      That was no normal hawk.

      No, the hawk was Lyra, and it belonged to Jenath Darkstar, the ranger that Erron had betrayed and left behind just over two weeks ago. The bear was no mere bear either. It was Sellis Trell, his halfling druid friend. If both Jenna and Sellis were here, then Agatha would not be far away either.

      Right on cue, a mess of reaching black tentacles writhed out of the stone and clutched the duergon’s legs and hands. Agatha used these shadowy tendrils to hold her enemies in place while the rest of the crew finished them off. Now she was doing the same to Erron’s current target.

      Agatha’s voice came through loud and clear. “I hope you have a plan for killing this thing, Erron!”

      Jenath stalked out of the darkness behind Agatha and fired a volley of arrows at the duergon. They slammed into the monster’s side. “Those are tranquilizing arrows! They're potent, but they're not going to last long. If you're going to do something, do it now, Erron.”

      A million thoughts raced through Erron's mind. The fact that his old crew was here changed everything. The life that he had spent the last two weeks trying to build was now in jeopardy. If they knew where he was, then surely Fendral and The Exiles also knew where he was too.

      A dread thought drifted through his mind as he was struck by indecision. If he allowed his old friends to be killed here, then this problem might go away. He dismissed the thought as quickly as it drifted into his mind, disgusted that it had entered his head at all.

      These were his friends. He’d bled with them, escaped death with them, and yes, he wanted a life of his own, but not at the expense of theirs. He had hoped that they would continue on without him, living the life that they so loved, but here they were. They were here for him. Even after he abandoned them, they were here to help.

      Erron rushed over to the corpse of the horse and cut through its ribs like they were made of straw. He withdrew the rags soaked in lavender oil, and with a superhuman burst of speed thanks to the black flames coursing through his body, slid underneath the duergon with his sword arm raised. He slashed the monster’s belly, spilling a dark and indeterminate mixture of half-digested viscera, then pushed those rags back into the open wound.

      Erron pushed out the dark energy within him to try and heal the wound, and the duergon’s skin reacted. It knit back together, cutting off the sloshing liquids, and sealing the lavender-soaked rags inside it. Erron was relieved that his healing ability worked on the duergon, even though he hadn’t been the apprentice that created it.

      The monster retched again, trying to bring up the substance that was poisoning it from the inside out, but this time, it didn’t come back up. The rags would have unfolded themselves with the heaving of its muscles, exposing more surface area, which allowed more of the poisonous oil to be digested.

      The fight started to go out of the duergon at such a rate that Erron stepped back from the beast before it collapsed. The black wispy shadows that rose from his skin tapered off as the black flame inside died down to coals.

      Erron’s old crew stood near him as they watched the duergon die. They all remained silent, watching the beast fall into the sleep of ages, from which it would not reawaken. Erron’s fiends cleaned up the rest of the mini-duergons, killing the remaining ones and puncturing the cocoon sacks of the others that were still gestating.

      Before any of his old crew had a chance to speak, Erron commanded his fiends to flip the duergon over onto its back. They used their pick-axes to get the leverage to flip the beast over. There was one last thing he needed to do.

      Erron plunged his sword deep into the duergon’s chest, then sliced down, opening its sternum. The poison was working. Even though the duergon still drew breath, it didn’t react to the cuts, and the cuts didn’t heal. Erron plunged his hands between its ribs and felt around for anything that could be the central core to Mazurak’s spirit siphon.

      “Erron, what are you doing?” Jenath asked in a tone that Erron didn’t like. She sounded afraid of him.

      “Do we need to be afraid of your monsters, here?” Agatha asked.

      Erron said nothing. His fiends wouldn’t attack, he’d ensure that, but he still wasn’t ready to talk.

      Sellis in her bramble bear form just grumbled to herself.

      Then Erron’s hand curled around something hard and angular. He pulled it free of the duergon’s chest and kept his back turned to his old friends. He didn’t want them to see this, not just yet. The central bracket of the spirit siphon looked like a large ring, with clasps that were meant to hold something.

      That something was Vymior’s heart crystal, and Erron was surprised at how small the crystal would have to be. For a creature as large as a dragon, let alone one of the most powerful dragons to ever fly through the skies of the Five Kingdoms, it was pitifully small. The bracket would hold a crystal not much larger than Erron’s hand.

      He quickly wiped the blood off on his clothes and tucked the central element of the spirit siphon into his pocket. Then he turned to speak to his friends.

      “I guess I’ve got some explaining to do,” Erron said with a wan smile.

      He explained most of what happened as they left the mine shaft together. Erron did notice a healthy vein of shining ore that would make Edric Stormhammer very happy, and the thought of his old and new lives crossing over like this made him uncomfortable.

      Erron told his old crew about the farm, and how it had always been his intention to leave to start a life of his own, away from The Exiles.

      “But why didn’t you tell us?” Jenath asked. Lyra, her hawk, sat on her shoulder and scrutinized Erron with her emotionless black eyes. “I thought we were a family, Erron. You were our leader.”

      Erron sighed. “Sometimes I think that you three put far too much faith in me. I’ve spent so long being someone I’m not that I’ve gotten pretty good at convincing everyone that’s who I really am. But it’s not. I don’t want to spend my days killing bandits and making crowns. I want more.”

      Sellis was in her halfling form now, and she walked to Erron’s left. “You’re not the only one, Erron. Do you think any of us want to do this forever? You could have talked to us about how you were feeling.”

      Erron scoffed. “I’m not dismissing you, Sellis. But there was no way Fendral would have let me go. He has this idea of how my life should be, but that’s just not what I want.”

      “You could have talked to us,” Agatha repeated the same message. “You know that I’m only doing the mercenary thing until I can afford tuition at Dumaveil Academy. There is a life after The Exiles, Erron. I know I can be cold and aloof, but I’ve been really worried about you. You’re a lot of things, but you’re not a liar. You’re not a thief.”

      Erron felt all the guilt for what he’d done coming rushing back. He’d convinced himself that this was the right thing for him, but he hadn’t considered the effects his actions would have on his friends.

      “So how did you find me?” Erron asked. It was not as though he’d been keeping his identity a secret. He would have never been able to secure the holding for Hope’s End if he had.

      “You’ve still got the arcane core, right?” Agatha asked. “The Mage Council of Lutheron Lake want it back. They gave us a divining rod attuned to the magical affinity of the core.”

      Erron closed his right hand on reflex. The only way the mages were getting this back was if they took it from him, and Erron didn’t know if he would survive that. The core was a part of him now.

      “That’s going to be a problem,” Erron said as he raised his right hand. The arcane core pulsed under his skin, shining under veins, arteries and bones.

      Jenath sucked a breath in through her teeth. “Well then.”

      “And what’s with these goons that are following you?” Sellis asked. “Last I knew, you had no magical abilities.”

      “Things have changed,” Erron said, but he didn’t want to explain any further right then. “I’ve started building something important. A place of my very own. You three are welcome to stay there a while, but I’m not going back.”

      “We came here under the guise of tracking down the core for the Mage Council, but that was more so Fendral would agree to let us go,” Jenath explained.

      “We came here for you, Erron. We couldn’t let you go through whatever it is you’re going through alone.” Sellis reached up and took Erron’s left hand in her smaller hand. She squeezed, and he squeezed back.

      “I’d always wanted to come this far south,” Agatha said coolly. “But I guess I was worried about you too.”

      Erron smiled. Just like that, it felt just like it always had. He’d lied to his friends, kept things from them, betrayed them, all so he could run away from his life. But when they’d been faced with the truth, somehow they were all okay with it?

      Maybe that’s what true friends were all about.

      “Let me go and give the good news to the Harrow townsguard. After that, come back to Hope’s End with me. Stay for a while, and I’ll try my best to explain everything that’s going on.”

      All three of his friends, even Agatha, reached out and put their hands on Erron. Suddenly, he realized how badly he’d missed them and was grateful that they’d come. This whole situation would be much easier to manage if he had friends with him that he could trust.

      “Tell me, does Fendral know you’ve found me?” Erron asked.

      Sellis shook her head. “We all decided that we wanted to see you first. To talk to you. Figure out what’s really happening, you know?”

      Agatha pulled an expensive-looking divining rod out of her pack. “This is the only one of these that exists in the world right now. If the Mage Council wants to come looking for their arcane core, they’ll need to make another.”

      “But we don’t need to report back right away,” Jenath said. “We’re still searching for Erron, aren’t we, girls?”

      A mischievous grin spread across Sellis’s face. “Right.”

      When they reached the top of the mine, the townsguard had gathered around the entrance. Erron told them to go retrieve the body of the beast, then report back to Baron Algrim Garthanon. They took to this mission with haste, in full knowledge that the Baron would likely reward whoever brought him the news of the monster’s defeat.

      Erron was happy to leave the flurry of activity behind. He led his friends back to his new home of Hope’s End, excited to see what the new few weeks would bring.
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        What happens when cultivation meets mad science?
        Lu Jie woke up in a world filled with scheming sects, arrogant young masters, and the mad chase for the immortal heavens. He wanted none of it, and soon finds himself beaten bloody in a spar he didn't remember and treated as less than worthless.
        But his plan to escape the sect is interrupted by an old Alchemist's pills that heal him within moments—a magical cure.
        These medicines ignite the flame of curiosity to learn true magic in him, rekindling his love of discovery. Lu Jie sets out to study the immutable truths hidden within the world, and soon finds an all new path of cultivation that could take him to the very top.
        Time to make some drugs... err... "alchemy pills".
        Don't miss the start of an epic Xianxia Cultivation Series perfect for fans of Beware of Chicken and Cradle. The series features weak-to-strong power progression, a light scientific approach to magic, tons of alchemy, spirit beast companions, and so much more.
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        The surface is frozen. The depths filled with monsters. Can anything survive?
        Extreme sub-zero temperatures suffocate the surface. Frozen structures of bygone eras span across massive ice-wastes. And the survivors closely guard any technology rediscovered within them.
        The only escape from the deadly climate is beneath the surface, but that doesn't mean it's safe...
        Monstrous machines lurk in the depths. Unhinged demigods war against them, dying over and over, treating it all like a game. The depths themselves shift over time, more contraption than rock.
        When an expedition into the far uncharted north goes terribly wrong, Keith Winterscar and his father get trapped together in a desperate fight for survival. Stumbling upon an ancient war of titanic scale, the two will need to set their differences aside while they struggle against Gods, legends, and the secrets of the realm that lies below.
        Don't miss the start of this Progression Fantasy Epic set around a pseudo-medieval society clinging to existence on frozen post-apocalyptic Earth. Impossible odds, weak-to-strong progression, epic battles, scavenged tech, prophecy, magic, and mystery—12 Miles Below has something for everyone. Grab your copy today!
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        Essence to gather. Cards to Level. A Summoner's Deck to build.
        
        After the collapse of the known world, Rowan Wilder opened his eyes and found himself on the First Floor of the Tower. With a flawless memory and a mere eight Cards to his name, he must venture out and prepare himself for the coming calamity.
        In this place of blood and fantasy, Rowan has to not only survive but thrive as he powers his way to the top of the Tower. The Demonic Plague that has twisted the creatures on the upper Floors is the least of his worries after he reveals the coveted Origin of the Summoner.
        Cane in hand and Summons by his side, he'll have to tear his way through Beasts and Humans alike as monsters, criminals, and zealots try to hinder his ascent. Of course, he can maintain a sense of decorum while he faces these trials, yeah?
        Don't miss the first book in the series, A SUMMONER AWAKENS, a Deck Building LitRPG Series utilizing a Card-based Magic System with loads of customization and steady power progression. Perfect for fans of All the Skills and Towers of Heaven, as well as games such as Slay the Spire, Hearthstone, and Gwent.
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