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Chapter 1

 

Standing there, Rene looked from the women in his life to his family, then back again. Eventually, the laughter from the Watcher slowly died away.

His mother, Bernadette, had a rather knowing smile on her face. Her light-brown hair was pulled back behind her head in a single braid, and her brown eyes watched him for several seconds before she turned her gaze to her husband, Clement.

Dressed in matching colors to his wife, Rene’s father was a handsome man in his later years with a dignified and refined presence that he’d cultivated through his career. He had given his sea-green eyes and nearly nondescript brown hair to his son.

Unlike Rene’s mother, his father looked like he wanted to laugh. To laugh and not stop laughing for quite a while. His father had clearly known what was happening here and any ignorance or surprise on the part of him or Bernadette was theatrical.

Rene’s sister, Ellie, looked back and forth from Rene to their parents. She was the only one who actually looked confused. Ellie shared their mother’s light-brown hair, though with much more curl to it. Her dark-blue eyes searched Rene’s face for an answer.

“Ah, Mother, Father,” Odelia Delacroix said, turning to look at Rene’s parents. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to ask that you allow us to leave. We must clarify some things and make suitable arrangements for your time here. We had not expected you.”

“That will be fine, dear. We’ll just step out for the time being,” Rene’s mother said before her husband could get a word in. “We’re actually staying in the manor home just across the street. We were only dropping in to announce ourselves.”

“Oh? Thank you for your understanding. We’re just in the middle of figuring things out obviously. I had hoped to have all this well in place before we… well, before we presented ourselves to you,” Odelia said with a wave of her hand as she looked to Rene. “Rene can’t help himself though and has procrastinated somewhat. We’ll come by later and then we can go back to my house to introduce you to my father.”

The beautiful, black-haired fiancée for whom he’d bought courting gifts gave him a radiant smile. One that reached her mesmerizing emerald-green eyes and made her even lovelier. 

Unfortunately, the massive golden courting gift that dominated her neck and bosom with its diamonds and sapphires only added to everything else. And that was on top of it trying to draw his eyes down to her cleavage.

It all made Rene very afraid.

Her smile was confident, lovely, and full of understanding.

Without any surprise in it.

She knew about Alana and Irini.

How did she know?

If I knew, my boy, I’d tell you what action to take.

Her ignorance was a ploy, and we can’t catch a break.

“Of course. Not a problem dear. His father and uncle were the same way, you know. Richard actually went through with it though. I managed to convince this cad he only needed me, however,” Rene’s mother said, reaching out with a hand and tugging at her husband’s ear. Then she waved a hand at Odelia as if what she’d witnessed was nothing and she was amused at the whole situation. “Come on, Clement. You’ve had your fun. Ellie, get the door, would you?”

Far faster than he could have hoped for, his father, sister, and mother all retreated.

Though his father did catch his eyes with his own on the way out and gave him a knowing grin. One that felt a lot like an icy dagger through Rene’s guts.

He did know about everything.

Damnit.

“Well! That happened far faster than I admit I was expecting,” Odelia said, turning to look at Rene after the door shut. Turning her head further, she let her eyes flit to Alana.

Alana, the self-described housewife, was standing next to him. She looked nervous yet also confident in equal measure. Her short brown hair was artfully arranged, allowing her ears to poke through in a cute way. Her clear, bottomless, black eyes were incredibly deep when she glanced over at Rene before returning her attention back to Odelia.

“I… have… bread in the oven along with a pitcher of tea I made. And I did get you some milk at the store as you asked, Irini,” Alana Cleary murmured, gesturing toward the kitchen. “Lori will be in school for a bit longer. Perhaps… we should talk around the dinner table?”

“Oh, yes. Good suggestion,” said Irini Dalca as she bobbed her head up and down. The assassin cat-girl—or more accurately Alis—gave him a wide smile.

Her short, dark-brown hair—nearly black when indoors— hung loose today.  Triangular cat-like ears with bright white fur inside them sat on top of her head and were pitched straight at Rene. Her vibrant electric-blue eyes with slit-like pupils were entirely dialed in on him.

“I… yes, of course. Certainly. It would probably be best to discuss all of this,” agreed Rene.

“Most certainly. This is no way at all to go about courting more than one wife, Rene Anatolis,” Odelia said with clear consternation in her voice. “You’re a very fortunate man that… well… that I’m in love with you, my Hero. Very fortunate.”

Odelia smacked him on the arm with some strength as she walked up to him. Then she entwined her arm with his and began dragging him along to the kitchen.

“It’s unfortunate that Lori is in school. I’d like to see her if possible,” Odelia said, glancing back at Alana, who was right behind them.

“Yes, she’s in school for a while yet. She gets a break in an hour though. I usually make her lunch and take it to her while her tutors swap out,” Alana explained.

“Oh, that’s quite lovely. I’m glad Lori has us all in her life,” Odelia said, nodding to Alana before looking ahead again as they entered the dining room.

“I like her,” Irini stated firmly. “She’s a strong young girl. She likes my tail.”

“To be sure, you do have a lovely tail,” Odelia agreed, leading Rene around to one side of the table. Sitting him down into one of the chairs, she then indicated the place next to it. “Right here, Irini dear.”

“Yes, thank you. And thank you for the compliment. I take great care of my tail,” said Irini, moving to the specified seat. Irini turned a glare on Rene. “My ears were equally beautiful until someone disfigured me.”

“I don’t know about that, Irini,” Odelia said, taking a seat directly across from the Alis. Alana quietly began setting out what was clearly a pre-made snack tray along with a pitcher of tea she pulled from the windowsill. “I think the notches give them character. It also might be interesting to have some v-notched earrings to put into those slits.”

Irini’s eyes widened at the suggestion, sitting upright in her chair.

“Yes, I like this idea. I could decorate them. It would look more akin to a mating mark than a punishment,” said the Alis excitedly.

“See? Not so bad. We’ll go speak to a goldsmith I know later,” Odelia said with a wave of her hand. Then she turned and looked to Alana. Staring for several seconds as the Elven woman laid everything out and then took a seat next to Odelia. “Thank you, Alana. I’ll start with Irini first, if you don’t mind?”

Alana quietly shook her head, her cheeks flushing deep red as she laid her hands on the table. She looked rather lovely in her housedress.

A lot like an Elven housewife—exactly what she claimed herself to be.

I don’t know what we should be doing.

To think this has been inside her brewing.

And hopefully not our undoing.

Ha. Yes.

“I’m Odelia Delacroix,” Odelia said, laying a hand to her very expensively adorned chest.

“Irini Dalca. Master assassin, hired to Rene,” Irini said formally and quite warmly. 

It was the earring comment.

Yes, she’s won over our second. Without even trying.

Realizing he was likely about to be revealed, Rene held up his left hand.

“I feel I should interject and—”

“It’s alright, my Hero,” said Odelia, giving him a smile and a shake of her head. She didn’t seem angry at him. Or even perturbed. “I already know that you’re the Mask and she’s the Dark Mask. I just needed confirmation and she’s given me that by simply existing.”

“You… knew?” Alana asked, sliding her gaze toward the other woman.

“I deeply suspected. Violent crime is at an all-time low. Noble backers are finding themselves being limited on what they can purchase or do,” said Odelia, lifting one hand and ticking points off with her fingers. “The Mask seems almost too real to be true, but he is. The Black Hood collected all the bounties for those the Mask killed. Junk was murdered quite violently after the Moon fire. You gave my father a great many lines of credit that Junk owned around the same time the man died. And, by the way, that was so nice of you, Rene. He greatly enjoyed showing up at the local card game with those. It really gave him the ability to hold his head up with some pride again. And beyond that, there are several other small reasons that I have on a sheet of paper somewhere but which escape me at this time.

“Yes, I deeply suspected my darling Hero and fiancé had turned from the Hood into the Mask and was actively going after crime before it could happen or as it happened.”

Odelia once more looked at Rene.

Gazing back at her, he realized at that moment that he could never see her as a little girl again. This was a woman who was quite likely smarter than he was. Along with having a far deeper ability to perceive those around her with piercing insight.

“And if you were the Mask, then that meant the Dark Mask existed as well. And the Dark Mask was reported to be female. Hence, Irini exists. I just had yet to meet her.”

“And… me?” Alana asked as everyone digested how deeply Odelia had torn the situation apart.

“I knew you were a woman from the moment you took my hand in your own when I went to grab Rene,” said Odelia with a laugh. “I had no idea why you were playing the decoy but I felt no reason to spoil it for you. You weren’t pursuing Rene, so I didn’t think you were a problem. Though I am curious how you ended up living here. I thought you were still at the library.”

“I was fired, my contract terminated,” Alana said, spreading her hands apart in a ‘there it is’ gesture. “Rene found me at Redemption House and… asked me to move in with him.”

“You were still dressing as Alan at that time,” Odelia stated.

“Yes,” agreed the Elf.

Nodding her head, Odelia turned back to Irini. The Alis was munching on what looked like a biscuit and had filled a small cup with some of the tea.

The assassin promptly smiled at Odelia, showing off her teeth.

“I take it you were supposed to kill him and he… turned it around on you?” Odelia asked with a smile. Then she clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Of course, he did. That’s why he notched your ears. Disobedience. You’ll be good from here on out?”

Irini had the distinct look of someone who wanted to argue and fight.

“He can’t give you kits or even protect them if you maim or kill him,” Odelia pointed out, resting her arm on the table.

Frowning severely, Irini considered that, then nodded her head minutely.

“Yes. I’ll not try to kill or maim him anymore. You’re right. I can’t claim his kits if he can’t defend me or them,” Irini admitted.

“Good. Then you’ll be a servant to the Anatolis household and Rene’s personal mistress. If that’s agreeable to you?” Odelia asked, still in the same casual pose. “With, of course, the possibility of kits.”

“I want to be his wife,” grumbled Irini.

“That wouldn’t be approved by any court in his home city-state or mine. It’d certainly never be accepted in his social circles, either. Or yours, in fact,” apologized Odelia. “His lead mistress? Very accepted and quite a reputable position. I’ll also support you in that and treat you as if you were a sister-wife to me, though common.”

If Rene were honest, he only barely understood what Odelia was talking about. He hadn’t much concerned himself with romance and marriage growing up. Nor anything related to it.

Probably explains why father thought we might not become a sire.

Avoiding courting, women, and marriages as if we sang the choir.

“I accept, then. Servant and mistress in name, sister-wife in the family,” Irini said and sighed with a shake of her head.

“And we’ll go look at earrings together to cheer ourselves up. You, me, and Alana. Rene’s treat. Okay?” Odelia asked, reaching across the table to take Irini’s hand in her own.

“Okay. Thank you. I’d like that,” grumbled the Alis, though she did look pleased.

Squeezing Irini’s hand, Odelia then turned her attention to Alana. Releasing Irini’s hand, she shifted in her seat and sat upright. Odelia looked slightly uncomfortable as she did so, as though the chair wasn’t positioned right for her.

Grabbing hold of it, she turned it toward Alana, then placed her hands in her lap, sitting demurely and with proper decorum.

She just shifted her entire mode of attack. Disguised it all through addressing Alana directly and her position change.

We underestimated our beautiful and dear wife.

I look forward to surrendering to her our life.

And oh, how I love her. I hope she tells us what to do.

“I’m his housewife under Elven law,” Alana said defensively before Odelia could say anything. “He invited me in and I accepted it.”

“Of course. I have no issues with you being his Elven concubine,” replied Odelia while nodding her head. “If these were Elven lands, I’d most certainly agree with you being his common-law Elven housewife.”

Alana opened her mouth and then sat there, her tongue pressed to her canines.

“No. I’m his Elven housewife,” repeated Alana.

“I’m the mistress. You’re the Elven concubine,” countered Irini before she set down the cup of tea and instead began drinking from the cup of milk that Alana had prepared for her.

Shaking her head, Alana clearly wanted to argue this point.

“Ah. Delicious,” Irini said with a satisfied sighed. “Thank you for the milk, Elven concubine, the mistress approves.”

“If he chose one of us to be his wife, it couldn’t be you,” Odelia said gently before Alana could respond to Irini. “Without even getting into the Elven negative bias this city has and the laws against such a union… Rene likely was subverting Elven custom deliberately in his invitation for you to come to his home. If I don’t miss my guess… he likely insisted he was inviting Alan into his home. Not Alana.

“I’ll not your fault that he tried to separate the two, when they were one and the same. He often doesn’t think about things when those he cares for are in trouble. And according to Elven custom, an Elven concubine is traditionally the second husband or wife’s position anyway. Is it not?”

Alana’s eyebrows pressed together, the determination in her eyes slowly bleeding out.

“It is,” agreed the Elf.

“Then… you’re his Elven concubine formally, his Elven housewife in the family. If we ever travel to the Elven lands, you’ll be expected to take the lead while we’re there,” Odelia said, still holding firm to her posture— one woman of nobility speaking to another.

Modified her stance to speak to Irini at a level she couldn’t be angry with. Then changed it to Alana’s.

She… planned this and looked into marital law.

As I said earlier, in fear for our self,

We’re at her—the wife’s—whim, just like the Elf.

Alana’s gaze slowly dropped to the dinner table.

Then she sighed and nodded her head.

“Elven concubine outside. Elven housewife in the family,” murmured the Elven maiden.

“Would you go earring shopping with us, our Elven housewife?” Odelia asked, smiling at the woman. “I promise we’ll make time to go to the Elven embassy shop. I know for a fact that they have some nice pieces that would be lovely in those pretty ears of yours.”

Alana nodded her head mutely as she clearly fought a smile.

“Wonderful. Now, Rene,” Odelia said with a very heavy sigh. “My dearest Hero, my fiancé, my… my love. I cannot begin to express how terribly hurt I am at what you’ve done. This is distasteful, disrespectful, and honestly, quite rude. If you wanted more than one wife, you could have gone about it in a much more palatable manner. Am I right, ladies?”

She… ah… she’s going to bind them together against us as a common enemy.

Uh-huh.

Alana nodded her head much more sharply at that, turning her frown into a glower and pointing it at Rene.

At the same time, Irini had nearly done the same thing. Her ears flattened to her head as she put her gaze on him.

“I’m not even upset about the fact that I’m not enough for you. To be honest, I know I’m not. I doubt any woman is, given your… abilities and… disposition,” explained Odelia. “I just greatly dislike how you’ve done this. Especially locking us out from one another. Let alone the Mask secret. As wives, we’re much stronger together.

“Now… given your actions, I don’t doubt that there’s more I need to know. Would you like to come clean to me now, my Hero? Because after this, I’ll not tolerate any lies, omissions, or misdirections. Do you understand me, my fiancé?”

“I understand,” Rene said clearly.

“I expect a full accounting, Rene Anatolis, my future husband. A full accounting of all the things you’ve held back from me,” said Odelia, tapping a fingertip on the table. “That is my price to be your noble wife and maintain your household. If you care for me, love me, and want me as your wife, then that’s what you need to do.”

It’s time to lay our cards down and end the strife.

If you care to admit your feelings for our wife.

Then… I guess… I tell her everything. Just not that this is our second life.

Good.

“Then I will tell you all. Because… because I do want you as my wife. I’m not a normal Human. I have other-worldly abilities. I worship a god I call the Watcher,” Rene said, maintaining eye contact with Odelia.

Reaching into his inventory screen, he pulled out his mask from thin air, and laid it down on the table.

“I am indeed the Mask. Irini is my Dark Mask. I had my top lieutenant set several women ‘aside for me’ as part of the disguise that I’m building for the Mask. As what gang leader wouldn’t?” continued Rene. “I do have one contact, however, that I have pursued as the Mask and partially as myself. Her name is—”

“Aurora Dean, yes. The new lieutenant-captain,” murmured Odelia with a hand wave. “I found her when I was picking through the information regarding the attempted robbery on you and the connection to the Mask. I know about the attack on her, her miraculous survival, and then her rapid promotion. I already assumed she was likely being courted as I was.

“Did you present her with a gift greater than mine, or lesser?”

I… shit. I don’t know.

I don’t know. W… Watcher? Any chance you could help me here?

Please?

 

As one idiot who wanted a harem to another, Odelia’s gift is greater at least by thirty thousand or so gold coins. Tell her that specifically.

If she presses—and she might—if sold in Laetus that necklace would go for around ninety thousand gold coins. Laetus has much more wealth but less jewelry like that.

And… just as a bonus, remind her that Aurora is marriageable nobility. Where she herself is not.

 

Bless you, bless you, and thank you, our kind god.

We’ll make a sacrifice to you though we’re badly flawed.

“Yours is the greater by at least thirty thousand gold,” Rene replied quickly. Deciding to start with what the Watcher had listed first.

“Thirty… I… so much?” Odelia asked looking down at her necklace. Then she looked at it again critically. “Rene… these… how much is this necklace worth? I… didn’t ask but now—”

Lifting her head to look back at him, Odelia had a mildly panicked look on her face.

Doing the simple math in his head to figure out what it’d be worth in Felicie, he let out a brief sigh.

“If it was sold in Laetus, it’d fetch ninety thousand gold coins. In Felicie, probably around sixty thousand,” Rene admitted.

Gasping softly, Odelia lifted her hand and covered the necklace. Quickly followed by her other hand.

“Rene!” hissed the young woman. She looked like she was incredibly impressed and also frightened for her necklace. “This! This is something that would be sold at the royal city itself! Not here!”

“And by the way,” Rene said, deciding to shift the conversation a bit. “Aurora is also marriageable nobility… where you… you’re not.”

Odelia’s eyes widened further at that statement and her face paled.

“That’s a very good point,” said Odelia, both hands covering her necklace protectively now. “Father hadn’t brought that up yet, but it’s a very good point. Even money can’t wash that one away. Even if you spend more on your courting gift to me than the annual pay of the city regent himself it would be a tough case to present. But a marriage to Aurora Dean would pass easily. And then allow my own marriage. Yes.”

I… did that… work?

“It’s decided. You’ll call on Aurora today and explain the entire situation to her. By yourself. Invite her back to dinner with your parents,” Odelia said with a firm nod of her head. “And we’ll proceed from there.”

“That’ll work,” Irini said. “We need to drop by the guild tonight after that. Since we own and operate every brothel, that time frame works better.”

“You’re in charge of keeping him chaste outside of those we know of,” said Odelia, looking to Irini.

“Of course. That isn’t an issue,” agreed Irini with a cat-that-ate-the-canary smile.

Odelia frowned, watching the Alis, but apparently unsure what to make of that.

And… now we have to go tell Aurora.

About everything.

Damn.

Damn.


Chapter 2

 

Dropping down from the roof, Rene landed with a soft pat in front of Aurora’s kitchen window. Without even considering what he was doing, he sank down in a crouch. Becoming little more than a shadow on her wall.

A forgotten patch of grass in her yard.

Sighing, he contemplated how he wanted to do this.

As far as he could figure, there was no easy way to go about this. There was a distinct possibility that this would cost him Aurora. That she’d want absolutely nothing to do with him.

It’d be like telling my cop girlfriend I was a crime boss and hey, wanna get married down the road?

While having put her on a string, then blackmailing her in the second verse.

We did indeed do such a terrible thing, and then we went and made it all worse.

“Just tell her directly,” Irini said from beside him. She was hunched quite low and pressed to the wall. Where he could vanish, she couldn’t yet.

“Keep yourself low to the ground but not that low. Just focus completely on the idea of sneaking. Sneaking in a way where you blend into the shadows,” Rene instructed as he reached up for Aurora’s window shutter. Pulling out his shimming rod, he started to reach for the locking latch.

 

Your skill in Instruction has increased (21)

Your skill in Lock Picking has increased (7) 

 

“I… I think it worked. I feel… very strange,” Irini said from beside him.

Glancing down, he realized he actually couldn’t quite see her anymore with a casual look. When he looked at the spot for longer than a second, he could finally see her. Though, she was partially see-through.

“Good work. It definitely worked,” Rene said, pulling the shutter open. Grabbing the windowsill, he hopped through it.

Landing with a bump inside her kitchen, he hit the ground, rolled forward, and ended up in the middle of the room.

Standing up, he looked around.

He stretched his senses out to the house, listening and feeling if there was anyone there.

It was indeed empty.

The tip of a blade slid up against his side. Just beneath his ribs.

“Ah… I have you. Your little trick let me get in close,” hissed the Alis assassin behind him.

I didn’t even sense our little cat-girl. It really is too strong.

Not even a whisper of air or a power swirl. I fear we’ve done wrong.

In the next moment, it felt like Irini pressed her forehead to the middle of his back.

“This is how I’m expressing myself to you,” Irini proclaimed. “You’re very ugly to me. But you’re a handsome man in your way. In your strength. Your abilities are desirable, your sense of right and wrong mirror my own, and I find our sparring amazing. I’m your mistress by choice, Rene Anatolis.”

The knife in his side went away, only to be replaced by two hands resting on his hips that slowly slid around to his front. From there, they moved up along his abdomen to his chest.

“I expect to be treated well. And no more notches in my ears. I’m beautiful as I am with my two notches. And I know you lust for me as I am. My notches show me as a marked woman, not a punished one. The new earrings I get tonight will reinstate that. Do not mar your mistress further,” purred the Alis.

We should agree.

That was actually quite romantic for who and what she is.

Rene couldn’t disagree with that sentiment.

“No more notches. You are indeed beautiful. Especially to me,” Rene said, laying his hands over her own. “Now get the shutter, my Alis mistress. I need to go prepare.”

Chuckling at that, Irini flexed her hands, the tips of her fingers digging into him lightly and then sliding over his middle with her claws safely tucked away.

“Good that you understand and accept me, Rene. We’ll make good kits together,” Irini said before stepping away from him.

Leaving the kitchen, Rene entered Aurora’s living room and wondered once more how to do this.

Then he decided Irini was right.

Going about this directly was the best answer.

Pulling his mask from his inventory, he set it down on the table that sat between the seats. Then he laid down his very recognizable weapon next to it.

Finally, he placed the black hood on the table beside the mask.

I’ll come clean completely. Lay all the cards on the table for her.

“Can we spar later? And you can teach me more, as well?” Irini asked, walking into the room. “Oh. I see.”

Pulling her own mask from inside her tunic, she set it down next to Rene’s.

“Yes, we can spar and… I’ll instruct you in all I can, Irini, my mistress,” said Rene with some finality to his voice. Things in his life were rapidly becoming solid, immovable things. Taking a seat in the recliner, he sighed and settled in comfortably.

“I… yes. As your mistress, you must instruct me appropriately,” Irini agreed then also sighed, resting her hands on her hips and looking at him. “I think I’m too young to be bound already, but… I’m not against this. It’s actually rather pleasant.”

Nodding her head as if she had decided on something, Irini walked around behind Rene and put her hands on his shoulders.

“I’m your mistress, but also your protector and partner. I go with you where others cannot,” Irini said. “We will wait for Aurora, together. When she arrives, I will step aside for a time. If she does something stupid, I will take her life for you.”

Irini grew quiet and began to lightly massage his shoulders.

Half a bell later, the clatter of Aurora’s front door announced her return home.

Irini leaned down over him, kissed the top of his head, turned on her heel, and crouched down low. Vanishing from sight, she moved off towards a corner.

The door popped open and Aurora trudged inside her home, looking every inch the six-foot she was and bearing considerable weight on her shoulders.

Dressed in her new blue and white uniform, she looked well-maintained, polished, and far more put together than when he’d first met her. Her new silver and gold trimmed armor was glittering spectacularly as well.

Aurora was a woman of athletics, fighting, and activity. She was very lean and fit. Her build was ideally suited for her job.

Her cute features and modest womanly figure added to her appeal, but she certainly wasn’t Odelia’s equal. Few women likely could be in Rene’s eyes.

Aurora’s very short black hair was pulled back from her face with a handful of wooden clips that complimented her dark-brown eyes. They had been like hard stones when he first met her, but now they seemed far more Human and world-weary.

As the door shut, she noticed Rene. Her eyes went to the table and stayed there for several seconds, before moving back to Rene.

An angry frown appeared on her face before she shook her head slowly.

“It isn’t like I didn’t suspect it,” Aurora muttered to herself, coming over to where Rene was. “It’s just… terribly disappointing that it’s real.”

“You suspected it? That I’m the Mask and the Hood?” Rene asked, feeling rather surprised.

“The Mask, yes. Black Hood, no,” Aurora admitted grimly as she stood beside the table.

Picking up the mask, she held it in her hands.

“You were too interested in me as the Mask. I was a nobody, regardless of what you said,” murmured the guard. Flipping the mask around, she pressed it to her face and looked out at him from the inside. “The sociopathic Mask was an intellectual with me. He was never violent and actually playful. Flirty, even. Never once did he truly wrong me, though he did threaten it a few times.”

It was odd to hear Aurora’s voice coming from the mask he wore.

Sighing, she set down the mask and picked up the black hood.

“And you defended me from others when you had no reason to do so, unless you were interested in me,” continued Aurora. By this point, Rene was just impressed with how much she’d worked out. Between her and Odelia, he was likely in for a world of problems. “And the only person interested in me, was you, Rene. You courted me like a man possessed. Doesn’t hurt that you’re roughly the same size. Or that I saw you in one persona, immediately followed by the other.

“As I said… I suspected, but I hoped it wasn’t true. I find I can deal with it though. Doubly so now that I find you’re also the Hood. Though… that leaves the question of the Dark Mask open.”

Sitting down on her sofa, Aurora picked up Irini’s mask.

“That’s… why I’m here, actually,” Rene said with a nod of his head.

“Ah… time to cut me loose now that Odelia Delacroix has formally accepted you,” muttered Aurora with a grimace. “I heard your father had come to town. That would make sense. Talk of the guard, in fact. Showed up with a great number of mercenary knights and many heavy wagons.”

She… knew about Odelia.

Am I truly that damn transparent? We change our disguise and wear different clothes.

A splitting of relations is now apparent. Rene cannot meet those who the Mask knows.

“Yes, I knew you were courting both myself and Odelia. She’s beautiful, much higher ranked in the noblesse strata, rich, and fits your social circle,” said Aurora with another heavy sigh as she put the dark mask back. Then she picked up Rene’s mask again and laid it in her lap. Leaning back in her seat, she looked at him directly. “I appreciate you admitting everything before you end it with me. At least I won’t ever wonder where it went wrong. I was rather flattered to be so doggedly pursued at the same time as a beauty like Odelia. I expected this to be honest. I felt it was worth the heartache to risk it, though.”

Aurora gave him a tired, sad smile, her fingers idly stroking the mask.

Irini had prowled her way back over to him and was now hovering behind his chair. After clearing his throat, Rene spoke. “Actually, I came to invite you to have dinner with my parents, along with Odelia, Alana, and Irini.

“Odelia feels that the five of us would be best to meet my parents together given… given I’ve…well… given what I’ve done. Which was courting two noblewomen, accidentally inviting an Elven maiden into my household, and capturing a master assassin and turning her into the Dark Mask.”

Irini stood up at that point, appearing next to him.

“This is Irini Dalca,” Rene said, indicating her with a hand. “Or Dark Mask.”

Aurora’s eyes were wide as she stared at the Alis.

“Hello. I’m the mistress,” Irini said, bowing her head to Aurora. “I thought you were rather brave dealing with him, by the way. I admire your courage.”

“The mistress,” Aurora repeated.

“Yes. I was given this position after meeting with Odelia. I’m the servant and mistress of Rene Anatolis with rights to kits at a later time,” Irini explained before Rene could jump in. “Alana was given the status of Elven concubine and similar rights. You are to be Rene’s first wife. Odelia, his second.”

Blinking slowly, Aurora looked like a woman who needed a lot more time to process what had just been said.

“First wife?” she asked finally.

“Yes. Odelia gave me some instructions just in case Rene couldn’t explain it very well,” said Irini. “You will be his first wife. His lead wife. You will be responsible for all things outwardly-facing and public. Mrs. Anatolis in name and station. Odelia has forsworn this title to you as the lead wife, unless you would allow her to wear it as well.”

I… what?

“Odelia would be his second wife,” Irini continued. “Though she will likely assume leadership behind the scenes and guide our household. You will be expected to help her lead our household. I am the mistress and common wife in the home while also providing protection. Alana is the Elven housewife, who will tend the home, hearth, and children for us.”

Unexpectedly, Aurora started to laugh, only for it to cut off abruptly.

“First wife,” she repeated. “To Rene Anatolis. The Mask. The Black Hood. Over Odelia Delacroix who would be second, and without the name.”

Rene nodded at that and spread his hands out in front of himself sheepishly.

“If you’d have me as your husband, Aurora, I would love to have you as my wife. First wife. While I feel rather stupid for having gone after two women, and collecting two others, I… I do want you,” Rene murmured. “I care for you. You’re an incredible woman who I admire. I just couldn’t look away from you after I met you. I wanted to get closer, so I invented reasons to do so. Both as the Mask and myself.

“I feel a… my heart flutters when I’m around you. My stomach churns and turns over itself. I often find myself just thinking of being near you. And when I’m near you, my tongue feels stiff and my mouth dry. My heart bounces around my ribs like a bird. Flying about its cage in a panic.”

I think that’s the most honest we’ve ever been.

 Let’s hope she says yes and we can take her to dinner, then.

Aurora had been watching him as he spoke. She had eyes only for him.

Taking in a slow, deep breath, she laughed again and then leaned to one side on the sofa.

“You love me, huh?” she asked.

“I believe so. I’ve never been in love before so… I have no experience in this,” Rene admitted.

“And Odelia?” Aurora asked, watching him.

“I met her in a dark dungeon. We had both been kidnapped. The… missing Elven ambassador was running a kidnapping ring. I ended it,” Rene explained. “I… definitely care for Odelia in a way that’s similar to how I care for you.”

Nodding d slowly, Aurora turned her gaze to the table in front of her.

“What if I wanted to involve myself in your Mask business?” Aurora asked.

“I’d likely have to teach you quite a bit to help you survive, but it wouldn’t be impossible,” said Rene.

“You wouldn’t tell me not to?” asked the guardswoman.

“I’d tell you no until you were ready for it, but that’s about it. Why?”

“Just curious. You don’t seem the type to try and force me into anything I didn’t want. Like quitting my job as a guard,” Aurora said and looked back at him once more. “I accept, but you never got me a second courting gift.”

Rene had actually thought about that. Thought about it and come up with a gift that would appease her.

Amazingly, he’d even had the forethought to speak to Odelia about it before he left.

Reaching into his inventory screen, no longer caring what Aurora would know, he retrieved a jewelry box. A near mirror to the one he’d given Odelia.

She’d been so excited to see it that he had to wonder if there was something else behind it.

Odelia had demanded he present it to Aurora before he brought her back to meet his parents.

“I’m working for a god, by the way,” Rene explained as Aurora watched the item appear from thin air. “And his goal is for me to do right by the world.”

Reaching across, Rene set the box down on Aurora’s knees.

After digging through everything he’d stolen from Junk, Rene had unbelievably found a near mirror necklace to the one he’d given Odelia. It just was crafted in white gold with diamonds and rubies, instead of yellow gold with diamonds and sapphires.

Junk spent far too much on jewelry.

It broke his bank account, I imagine.

Doesn’t matter.

We get to benefit from it and he died screaming for what he did to the Moons.

“I want nothing like that. It wouldn’t fit my needs. Train me, and I’ll be happy, my Rene,” Irini whispered in his ear, her lips softly brushing against it. “Train me until I’m your equal. We’ll train her at the same time. She can be Light Mask and handle administration and the guards.”

Yes! Of that suggestion, I’m quite the fan.

Agreed, we’d be fools not to follow such a plan.

Reaching up, he idly scratched at Irini’s ears, digging his fingers into the base of them. The action caused the Alis to press her head into his hand and begin to purr softly.

Aurora was sitting there with the box open, staring down at the massive and terrifying necklace.

“We’ll be meeting my parents in a few hours. Odelia suggested we take you to buy several new sets of clothes and dresses,” relayed Rene. “She offered to accompany you if you want, or to remain at my home, if you wished to do it by yourself. She, of course, has the twin to your necklace. Yellow gold and sapphires, rather than white gold and rubies.”

Blinking several times, Aurora shook her head and then gently fished out the necklace.

“I’ll attend my meeting with your parents in my uniform. Dresses and clothes can come after I retire. This, however, can go over my uniform and will suit it quite well,” said Aurora in a breathless voice. “You’ll help me into this and we’ll remain here and talk. I need some time to get used to the idea of wearing something like this. I wondered why Odelia hadn’t shown up with a courting gift considering the rumors… but now I understand why. Now… I understand.”

“And train you. Rene and I will train you,” Irini interjected. “You can be the Light Mask if you wish to work with our husband. He’ll need a left hand to his right hand.”

“Light Mask,” Aurora said, still looking at the monstrously expensive gift. “Yes. I’ll be your wife and Light Mask, Rene Anatolis.

“And this gift is… I can’t even begin to express how I feel, other than to say it’s beautiful. Beautiful and likely worth more than my family has accumulated across their entire lifetimes. It sounds shameful to admit it but… I’m so very pleased to know I’m worth so much to you that you would spend this kind of gold on me for a mere courting gift. Damn me, but I feel like a prideful little magpie. I can’t… I can’t wait to wear this around the city. I want everyone to see me wearing it.”

And this task is completed… now… we have to visit the guild tonight. The work is never done.

But that’s after we go to dinner and discuss our marital plight. That surely won’t be fun.


Chapter 3

 

Rene was quite glad to be heading for the Tramp’s Tail, guild house of the Mask gang.

Dinner with his family and his brides had been polite.

Not to mention stiff, uncomfortable, overly formal, and lacking in familial feeling.

Considering that Aurora was meeting everyone for the first time, and everyone else was officially meeting his family for the first time, it wasn’t a surprise to him in the end that everyone was somewhat clumsy.

That said, it hadn’t gone poorly. Or negatively.

It was just awkward.

The biggest problem of the evening was that there’d been almost no time for Aurora to really meet everyone before dinner. The entire period before dinner had been taken up with training her in the basics of what would keep her alive as the Light Mask.

Irini and Rene had their work cut out for them to get Aurora to a place where she could survive on her own.

Swordsmanship wasn’t an issue. She could already defend herself well in a stand-up fight.

The problem was her situational awareness, and her abilities to sneak and defend against ambushes.

And the second problem tonight was that there had been no time for Rene to meet with his parents after dinner. Nor for Aurora to sit down and truly get to know everyone other than Irini.

The three of them needed to get to the Tramp’s Tail almost immediately. His parents had also claimed to be tired and therefore wished to retire.

Odelia had instructed everyone to return tomorrow to formally discuss their situation as a group.

Aurora included, who fortunately had the day off.

“This is very enjoyable,” Irini said after landing next to Rene in the alley behind the Tramp’s tail.

Standing there, he considered the comment. Aurora was a very adept student. She’d learned very quickly between Irini and Rene. To the point that she could have easily been accepted into a modern day special-forces combat team.

Rene couldn’t deny his ability to instruct others was likely his most powerful tool. The ability to turn a city guard into an assassin in a week was becoming a very distinct possibility.

“Agreed,” he admitted. “It’s rather nice to have another in our group for this.”

“Should we bring in our Elven concubine? She might be good at this,” Irini asked, her question punctuated by the softest tap of Aurora’s boots hitting the ground behind them.

“Maybe,” Rene allowed, turning to look at Aurora.

She was wearing a duplicate of Irini’s mask, except white.

They are each one side of my own mask. Dark Mask and Light Mask.

“I agree to the initial statement. This is rather… enjoyable,” Aurora said, standing up from her crouch. They’d jumped down from a rather impressive height and landed without a concern. “As to the latter, I’m uncertain. I was only able to speak to her for a very short time. I do like her, though.”

Aurora and Irini had both been taught safe fall. They’d likely been growing the skill as they ran through the city to the Tramp’s Tail.

“But I like this. Much more so than being a guard. I feel like I’m always waiting for someone to attack me,” confessed Aurora. “Perhaps I’ll need to retire after all.”

“You should. You and I will work well together. And being a guard is putting you into a position where anyone can approach you. That is unsuitable for you anymore,” Irini agreed. “Re— Mask stalked you for a while. He was also able to follow you home and then back to the plaza. Initially, I stalked him, but in the end, he hunted and caught me.”

Aurora nodded her head. She was dressed in the same way that he and Irini were, though she wore a short sword and a long sword. Rather than the daggers he and the Alis preferred.

Gesturing with his head to the side, Rene started toward the mouth of the alley. As they headed out to the street, he could feel Irini and Aurora projecting themselves in their space.

Sliding into the Mask’s personality, Rene did the same. Pushing out his presence and awareness.

The more he could chase off anyone who might give him trouble before they even got close to him, the safer he would be.

Stepping into the Tramp’s Tail, Rene paused and looked around.

 

Your skill in Awareness has increased (9)

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (29)

 

Like a dark cloud rolling in across a clear sky, everyone in the Tramp’s Tail hunched their shoulders. Huddling into themselves and appearing smaller.

Satisfied and feeling no threats, Rene retracted his presence and began walking toward his office. Entering it, he found Rose, Darla, and Pinky were already standing in front of his desk.

Each was wearing a very expensive looking dress that complimented them personally. All three of them had their hands clasped in front, and their shoulders squared.

Exactly as Dephan—who wasn’t present—had clearly instructed them to do so.

Though there was one difference this time.

All three were smiling at him.

“Madam Dephan is currently handling a minor situation, Boss. Welcome home,” Pinky said clearly. From what he could tell of her, Pinky seemed to be the leader of the three women. Her bright-blond hair was pulled back in an elegant braid today, her soft green eyes direct and unwavering. “May I personally entertain you? It would be my pleasure to offer you my first experience and tend to your needs.”

“You may,” Rene said, coming over to sit at his desk. “Just not right now.”

He wasn’t going to kid himself about eventually having to bed all three of them. If he didn’t, it would likely send red flags to all three women, Dephan, and anyone who heard about it.

“I took care of the warehouse, Boss,” Darla said quickly, holding his gaze just as Pinky had. Her pitch-black hair was arranged in small ribbons and clips, pulling it back from her face and highlighting her lovely features, not the least of which was her blue eyes. “Everything was cleaned up and put to rights. We paid off the local patrols just to make sure they didn’t look into it, then paid off the owner of the warehouse. I recorded everything in my personal ledger as Madam Dephan instructed.”

“Good job, Darla,” Rene said nodding his head. “Collect a bonus for yourself for taking care of the extra bits. That’s good forethought on your part.”

Darla’s chin lifted fractionally and her nostrils flared slightly. She was unable to hold back the smile that bloomed on her face.

Pride and ego. I wonder if any of these three ever had any. 

Let’s feed them of ourselves and compliments aplenty.

We have to, and I won’t lie and say I won’t enjoy it, but we can’t do that right now.

And stop rhyming with me.

The Monster chuckled but said nothing else.

“Uhm, I did it,” said Rose. Darla and Pinky both looked momentarily unnerved as soon as Rose spoke. As if they hadn’t expected her to say anything.

Looking at the young woman, he found her watching him with a weird, quirky smile.

Her hair—which at first he’d thought was a reddish-brown—had become redder by the day, as if frequent bathing and care was all that it needed to shift to a coppery color. It was currently bundled up behind her head in a bun. Her brown eyes were warm and translucent.

Of the three, Rose had the most impressive figure, though they were all incredibly beautiful. More so than even Odelia.

“And what did you do?” Rene asked, feeling rather curious.

“My first word,” Rose said then scurried away from his desk toward one of the three that sat next to Dephan’s. “Dephan said she could tell what I wrote without me telling her, so it counts this time.”

Darla and Pinky both looked like they wanted to hide the girl in a closet and apologize to him.

Catching their eyes with his own, he held up a hand to silence them before they could even contemplate interrupting this.

By the time Rose had turned back to him, he’d put his attention back on her.

Rushing back over to him with a paper in her hands, she held it out quite proudly.

“Look, Boss. I did your name,” Rose said, bending her head over the paper and looking at her own work. “See? I’m not an idiot. I can learn. I’ve just never been taught. I’ll be good to you. Good for you.”

In the middle of the paper were four letters which were quite legible.

M-A-S-K.

Rene wasn’t quite convinced that Rose was a mental giant, but she could obviously learn and adapt. And that was far more than most people could ever say for themselves in a similar situation. There were so many who would just give in to despair and die.

Doubly so, as she’d grown up on the streets in this world, kept herself a virgin, and managed to succeed as far in life as she had.

Sometimes, street smarts counted for more than intelligence ever could.

“As promised then, put it behind me on my wall, Rose. Good job,” Rene said seriously. “I expect your next project to be a full sentence.”

“I understand!” Rose said with a happy laugh. Then she moved beyond his desk, and behind him.

Quite deliberately, she turned his chair to the side and sat down in his lap. Wriggling around for a moment, she then lifted the paper to his wall.

At some point when he hadn’t noticed, she’d gotten ahold of a push pin.

With some pressure from her hand, she pinned her work to his wall and then turned to look at him. Smiling at him from inches away, she reached up, grabbed his mask, and eased it to the side.

Exposing his cheek.

Before he could respond, she’d leaned in and kissed him there, then rearranged his mask back in place. Turning his chair back around, Rose remained seated on his lap, looking quite happy where she was.

Huh. She’s cute. Like a kitten.

I like her. Consider me smitten.

Putting his hands on Rose’s hips, Rene leaned to one side to look at Darla and Pinky.

“Pinky, I recognize you as the leader of this Trio,” Rene said quite formally. “Good work. You’re guiding Rose and Darla appropriately. I expect more progress from Rose with her literacy, and Darla with our city side of things. You three are my personal women. No one else’s, ever. Or you’ll have a bad end. You’re also my lieutenants and work for me. You’ll do what Dephan needs you to if I have no orders for you. Do you understand?”

Rose nodded her head enthusiastically, then leaned back, resting her shoulders against Rene’s chest. Reaching back, she began to casually stroke the back of his head with one hand. Her other hand rubbed his thigh.

Definitely grew up in the streets. Most certainly knows how the world works.

Now I’m even more impressed that she managed to keep herself pure.

“We all understand. Thank you, Boss. Yours and yours alone. Never another,” Pinky said, ducking her head toward him. “I will strive to lead my Trio accordingly.

“Though, if you’re willing, could Rose entertain you? As Dephan stated, none of us have ever known a man in any way, but Dephan has been instructing us rigorously. We also obviously… have seen a lot of the world around us. We-we know what happens, how to do it, and what a man wants. Just… haven’t done any of it yet. I know she could please you.”

All three women nodded at that.

Rose turned around partly and nuzzled Rene’s neck.

“I watched a lot of it happen in the streets. Mama worked the beds… I’ve never done any of it, but I know exactly what to do, Boss. Let me entertain you,” Rose pleaded.

“Later,” Rene said and then patted Rose on the hip. “Up you go, Rose. Rejoin your Trio. We have things to discuss.”

Rose sighed extravagantly, grinding her rear end into his lap for a second, before she got up and went to the other side of the desk.

“Any word on the other guilds?” Rene asked, just barely managing to keep a hold on his desire. “Anything from the Snakes or Ravens?”

“Nothing. They’re still doing whatever they want and causing problems,” Pinky said. “We’re paying for information. I… I also extended the bounty on both guilds. We’ve been collecting tattoos and heads.”

“Good. Soon as they settle down some, end the bounty,” Rene commanded.

“I’ve extended a number of bribes to the guards,” Darla added. “They’re all turning their heads right now while we solve this. It’s… ah… it’s costing us money, but I feel it’s worth it.”

“Also good, and not a concern. Money can be replaced far easier if the tension in the city goes down,” Rene pointed out.

“I made friends with a lot of the working girls who take care of the nobles and merchants,” Rose said with a bounce, as if she couldn’t stand still. “The nobles are all trying to be quiet and keep their heads down right now. With Junk being murdered, and someone probably finding his records, a lot of people are afraid of getting exposed.”

Nodding, Rene held up a finger to pause Rose’s report while looking at Pinky.

“Your idea?” he asked.

“I… yes. Rose is… people can’t resist her,” admitted Pinky. “Especially the working girls. I’ll use what resources I have to get my job done for you.”

“Good.” Dropping his hand, Rene turned back to Rose. “Rose, keep it up. That’s good information. Men say a lot of stupid things to brag.” Then he pointed to Aurora. “This is Light Mask. She handles the nicer things in the guild. She’s equivalent to Dark Mask. Don’t get in her way and do what she tells you.”

All three women had been steadfastly avoiding looking at Aurora. Now they all looked at her and dipped their heads.

“Look forward to working with you,” murmured Aurora.

“Anything you need?” Rene asked, looking at the guardswoman.

“No. I’ll settle in,” she replied.

Rene turned and looked to Irini.

“You?” he asked.

“I’m going to train them,” Irini said, gesturing at the Trio. “They need masks and to learn how to defend themselves. As your women, they must be ready. And the less people see of their faces, the better. I’ll get the masks tonight.”

“Fine,” Rene said, nodding in agreement. That wasn’t a bad idea. It would also give him an opportunity to level up his instructor skill. And if he did the work, he could make sure they didn’t learn anything they could use against him. “I’ll train them, however. I don’t want them to learn things that won’t be useful to them. You can get their masks.”

“Perfect,” Irini agreed warmly and a slight roll of her tongue in a purr.

“Anything else?” Rene asked, looking around. “No? Okay. What’s Dephan working on exactly?”

“The madam is dealing with a client who was cruel,” Rose said as an angry frown appeared on her face. “He hit Nalissa several times. She’s handling them both right now.”

Lifting his hand to his right, he pointed to Irini and flicked his hand towards the door.

Irini left without a word, moving quickly and with determination. Rene didn’t need to say a word.

“Great. Now, you three. Let’s… train a bit,” Rene said.

 

***

 

“I’m so tired,” Aurora complained after she followed Rene in through the window.

“Yeah, so am I. But this’ll probably be the last day we can rob the ambassador’s house,” Rene said. “He’ll actually be suspected of being missing if he doesn’t return by tomorrow morning. Then someone will come looking.

“If we rob him tonight, we’re far less likely to miss anything valuable. Or anything he wouldn’t want someone else to find. Bring anything worth selling or keeping back here.”

Rene pointed at the floor.

They were currently on the third floor and the house was absolutely silent and still.

“Especially if you find something you personally want that couldn’t be traced back here,” Rene added. “Make sure you get it. You don’t find too many opportunities like this available to you.”

“I don’t even know what I’m looking for,” Aurora said as Irini moved to a cabinet and pulled it open.

“Anything valuable, anything you want, or anything you think someone else in our group might want. No need to be stingy, just take it,” Rene instructed. “I’m personally looking for correspondence. Letters, notes, anything that he might have received from someone else.”

Leaving the girls to their own devices, Rene left the room through the open door. Standing in the hall, he stretched out his senses in all directions and turned on his tracking ability.

There was only one trail to follow, and it was a name he didn’t recognize. Except given the trail timer was at twenty hours ago, it could only be the ambassador himself.

And where were you going just before you left off for your kidnapping meeting, hm?

Keeping his eyes on the trail—which became a series of blue bootprints after Rene focused on it—he got to work.

Slowly, Rene had to unwind this trail. Given that this man had likely crisscrossed back and forth through his home many times over the past few months, he had no doubt he’d probably lose the trail several times.

Rene went through the hallway.

Walking along, he checked his surroundings as best he could while following the trail. Trying to keep an eye out for anything that he could take that might be worthwhile.

He was deeply interested in the paintings he passed, but he imagined those were probably unique pieces. Things that he couldn’t resell or show off.

They were simply too easy to identify.

At the entry lobby, he found himself looking down two flights of stairs. The trail he was following moved right down both to the ground floor.

Heading down, Rene was impressed by the amount of wealth on display by the city of Felicie.

Everything here was the property of the city, all put here for the Elven ambassador to enjoy. From the imported rugs to an actual glass chandelier, it was all very expensive.

Expensive in a way that Rene couldn’t quite comprehend.

Reaching the ground floor, he found the trail wound back and forth. Going through the entirety of the house.

Except as he focused on each set of prints, he could see the timer behind each one. This allowed him to identify the last one. The most recent one.

That one led down and around the staircase. It dipped into a backroom that was full of dry goods and things that wouldn’t go to rot when stored on a shelf.

Sucking on his teeth, Rene considered the room and where the prints themselves led.

It was very odd. They went straight to a shelf and beyond. As if the shelves didn’t exist at all.

With his left hand, Rene began to idly run his fingers back and forth across his jaw as he contemplated the situation.

Clearly, there’s a secret passage here. But how do we go about getting it to open?

What do you take me for, a clairvoyant seer? It’s not as if I can just use a magic token.

You’re rhyming with me.

Whatever. I are you, you are me. We are we. Right?

I’m learning to accept that.

There was a soft growl from the Monster at that, but nothing afterward.

“Whatever,” grumbled Rene, then he reached out, grabbed the shelf, and jerked on it.

Only for the entire thing to come tumbling down at him. The whole thing clattered to the ground and fell to one side as he dodged out of the way.

Grimacing, Rene stood there feeling like an idiot. He’d just made more than enough noise to get someone interested in him if they were listening.

Standing there, he waited.

And waited.

Yet no one came.

Okay…? Okay.

Looking back to the spot where the shelf had been, Rene was surprised to see what looked like a potato simply roll through the wall and vanish.

Raising his eyebrows at that, Rene took a step forward with his hand out toward the wall.

Passing right through it, his hand vanished, only to be followed by the rest of Rene when he kept going.

Standing at the top of a narrow stone passage that wound down into the ground, he immediately started following it.

When he reached the bottom, he was surprised when magical lanterns lit themselves and a faint blue illumination spread throughout the room.

Rene really didn’t want to see it, though.

Didn’t want to see any of it.

There were a number of cages along one wall. In front of those, were several wooden benches and tables with leather straps.

Sex dungeon. Straps to hold them down. Cages to keep them ready.

I’m glad we killed the Elf.

Likewise. Except… except if he was participating in this, wouldn’t we have gotten an alignment gain for him?

Which means he had the location, but was neither the direct provider nor one of the participants.

Valid deduction.

Looking at the ground, but not wanting to step into the room, Rene focused on it.

The bare dirt held the imprint of many booted feet.

While the main house above had been cleaned meticulously during the day—to the point that there was no visible presence of anyone—down here was a different matter.

Pulling a piece of paper and a charcoal stick free from his inventory, Rene began to write down all the names he could see on the tracking list.

This would be a list of death if he could manage it. Because Rene didn’t have to think hard about who would likely end up in those cages.

If a ransom isn’t paid, this is likely where they stayed.

Used and abused; bruised and confused.

They will need to pay, won’t they?


Chapter 4

 

Rene stepped out of his home into the pre-dawn gloom. He was fairly certain he’d timed this just right. At any moment, his father would likely be going somewhere to sit down and read a book.

A perfect opportunity to abduct him and speak with him.

Away from everyone else.

The two knights in front of his door looked rather surprised at his sudden emergence.

“Just going across to where my family is staying,” Rene said, gesturing to the home in question. “I’ve already asked for my coach to be brought around and let the on-duty sergeant know. I plan on visiting Redemption House.”

Both knights nodded at that.

He’d learned long ago that telling his knights what he was doing—keeping them informed—was the quickest way of making friends with them.

Their lives and their jobs depended on knowing what was going on with him so they could plan ahead. Constantly giving them a feed of information made them quite happy.

Most especially Gideon.

Glancing both ways on the street, Rene hurried across to where his father was staying. The two knights had peeled away from his front door to follow him.

There were two other mercenaries stationed outside of his family’s rented home, though they didn’t appear to be from Gideon’s company.

They did have a similar look to them as Gideon’s forces.

“Do you know…” Rene faltered, unsure how to ask the question on his mind.

“Sheathed Sword. Ex-royal guard as the core,” supplied one of the knights at his side. “Other hires include pages, squires, and a few knights that… we likely passed on. They’re… almost as good as us. There’s just more of them since they have looser requirements.”

“Thank you,” Rene said. “Once again, my compliments to your entire company.”

“I’ll make sure Sir Gideon hears it, young master. I personally can’t deny that this job has been considerably more… enjoyable, than most of them,” said the knight on his other side.

Oh, I can imagine.

All those jobs we had to pass up because you couldn’t hold it together.

It’s not as if I had any say in the matter. If anything, you should reconsider the problem.

Rather than blaming us with inane chatter, consider what we would trade for a life this awesome.

Coming to a stop in front of the guards outside of the home, Rene felt his thoughts not just come to a grinding halt, but actually begin to reverse.

To start backing up rapidly and putting distance between himself and long-dead regrets.

If everything in his previous life that had been awful and ugly was the price to pay for this one, he’d pay it again.

And with that, I say, thank you, Watcher.

Hush, don’t bother our benefactor. He knows how we feel.

“Would you please let my father know that—” Rene paused as the door opened and Clement stepped out of the house.

Smirking, the older man closed the door and nodded to his son.

“I figured you’d show up, my boy. And knowing that you know me… you’d time it just right. And if I don’t miss my guess,” Clement said, turning his head to look to the street. “Oh, maybe I’m—”

The clack and rattle of a coach grew in sound.

“Ah, there we are,” Clement said, looking at his son with a grin. “You’re a smart man, my son. But where do you think you got it from?”

Reaching out with a hand, Clement ruffled his son’s hair affectionately.

Rene couldn’t deny that he did feel more intelligent in this life than he did his previous.

Do you think… do you think the Watcher modified us based on father?

I mean, intelligence is one part experience, the other part genetic makeup.

Father is smarter than we were in our previous life. We could only benefit.

“And where is it we’re going to go?” Clement asked, letting his hand drop away to his side.

“Redemption House,” Rene replied. “You should see what we’ve attached our name to.”

“Ah! Yes, I would indeed very much like to see it. I’ve heard nothing but good things about it. Not to mention a great amount of goodwill being thrown toward our family,” Clement side with a grin. “University might be wasted on you, my boy. Seems all you really need to do is take over more of the family business. Maybe I’ll get to retire far earlier than I thought and just let you run things.”

“You can stand down,” Clement said to the two guards next to his front door and nodded his head to the coach as it pulled up. “After you, Rene.”

Both men got into the coach, along with the two knights who’d followed Rene. There were also two more knights riding outside who had ridden over with the coach.

“Well, this is rather nice,” Clement said as he got comfortable in his seat, one hand touching the upholstered interior. “Maybe I should buy one and take it home with me.”

“You should. They’re not even that expensive,” Rene said. “Though, how long are you staying?”

“Only until tomorrow. We’re honestly just passing through,” said Clement, looking back at his son. “We’re going to go see some of your aunts and uncles. With you in school and… well… out of the house, your mother wants to go see family. I imagine she’s starting to feel a bit of what they call ‘empty nest’ creeping up on her.”

Rene nodded at that.

While his father ruled the roost when it came to business, Rene’s mother absolutely held Clement in hand at all times. The true master of the Anatolis family was Bernadette.

“Though it sounds like maybe I’ll have grandchildren soon enough,” said Clement with a shit-eating grin. “And half-elves, maybe. That’ll be very interesting. Your mother is very excited. I’ve been told to start looking into homes to purchase in Felicie so she has a place to stay while seeing her grandchildren.”

Closing his eyes, Rene put a hand to his brow. He knew he needed to have this conversation with his father, but he didn’t like it.

“Yes. I… wasn’t expecting to have four… well, four wives, I suppose,” admitted Rene, opening his eyes and looking at his father.

“Hmph. Rather low numbers if you ask me. I had nine women all lined up, you know. Nine all wanting to be my wives at the same time,” said Clement with some ego to his tone. “Then I met your mother and… well… your mother is the equivalent of nine women, you know. Though… there was one other who almost talked your mother into letting her marry me as well.”

“Really?” Rene asked, rather surprised by this. He’d known his father had nearly done what his brother did, but not with so many.

“Yes. Aunt Mish. She married Richard a year after your mother and I married,” Clement replied. 

That… explains way too much. Including why father never let himself be alone with Aunt Mish.

“Mom really wanted you to herself, huh?” Rene asked.

“Indeed. You’ll remember her aunt—the countess, that is—had three husbands. Apparently, seeing her uncles and her aunt left a sour taste in her mouth about such things,” Clement confided. “Of course, now that her son is doing such a thing, everything is fine and dandy. And her precious little boy deserves to have such loyal women around him. She likes all of them, by the way. Especially Irini, for some reason.”

Rene couldn’t help but feel slightly embarrassed.

He loved his father, respected him deeply, and would bend over backward for his admiration, but Rene was a mama’s boy and had always been. It was just much harder for him to handle those emotions before, given his previous relationship in his old life with his mother and the Dame.

“By the way, all of your money, and the rest of Gideon’s men, are here now,” remarked Clement. “You’re… you’re officially standing on your own feet, my boy. Operating your very own branch of Laetus Lending. I’m rather proud of you, you know.

“I never would have thought this would all start from you being kidnapped. Your mother always said you just needed an inciting event to really take off.

“And speaking of, Ellie met a young girl by the name of Lori Moon. Apparently, you’ve taken custodianship of her. Your mother got quite a bit of information from Ellie by way of Miss Moon.”

That’s not a good thing, now is it?

I’m sure Lori was discreet. She knows better.

“We’re here, masters,” called the coach driver.

“Oh! I’m so excited,” Clement said, sounding rather eager.

Opening the door, one of the knights stepped out, followed by the second one.

Not waiting, Clement got out as well, followed by Rene. The two other guards jumped down from the coach and brought up the rear of the group.

Walking around the coach, Clement stopped once he saw the gate.

“Heavens, my boy,” whispered Clement.

Standing next to his father, Rene looked out at the orphanage.

Though, in truth, it looked nothing like one.

The large school buildings, the open grounds, the walls, the gates, and everything about it, screamed that it was more like a university.

Another coach rolled up behind Rene and came to a stop.

“It is you, Rene,” said a voice from inside before the door opened.

Out stepped Geoffrey Delacroix, Odelia’s father.

His black hair was slicked backward as usual, and his light-green eyes took in the surroundings as he stepped onto the street. Rene couldn’t deny that Odelia’s father was a handsome man for his age. Rene had to wonder why the man had never remarried.

Turning to look over his shoulder, Clement met Geoffrey’s eyes.

“Ah! You must be Master Delacroix. I’m Clement Anatolis. I had the pleasure of meeting your daughter last night for dinner. She offered to bring us over and introduce us to you after dinner, but there simply wasn’t enough time,” Clement said, coming over to offer his hand to the other man. “Your heiress is a dignified beauty and a true image of nobility.”

Shaking Clement’s hand, Geoffrey looked surprised and delighted in the same breath.

“Why thank you! I must say the same for your son. Not to mention that I’m surprised my little Odelia is going to be one of four women and that she was the one to suggest it to Rene,” Geoffrey said with a smirk, looking at Rene as he released Clement’s hand. “I’m sure she’s got some angle on it that I haven’t figured out yet, but she’s always been her own woman. If this wasn’t what she wanted, it wouldn’t be happening.”

Geoffrey then looked towards Redemption House and couldn’t help but smile.

“Still impressive what you pulled together, Rene,” said the man.

“What we pulled together, you mean,” Rene corrected. Moving to the gate, he pointed to one of the two pillars that supported the heavy iron entry. There was a plaque on the top of the pillar.

At the top of the plaque was the date the orphanage opened.

In the center—in very large, bold letters—read a simple statement.

“Founded by Geoffrey Delacroix of House Delacroix,” Rene said aloud, not bothering to read the establishment date above it. He knew that there was another plaque on the other side with his own name on it. “I did not do this alone.”

Geoffrey looked rather shocked to see that there.

“I… I didn’t…” The man’s voice fell away and he slowly shook his head.

“Good morning, Master Anatolis, gentlemen,” said a voice from beyond the gate.

Looking at the speaker, Rene found Daisy Billings standing there.

Young, attractive, and looking extremely professional, the headmaster of Redemption House radiated a quality of calm leadership that couldn’t be mistaken.

Her dark-brown hair was pulled back behind her head, and her crystalline blue eyes watched the three men. She was in her mid-twenties—about Aurora’s age—and was certainly attractive. There was no misunderstanding that fact, as many men watched her and her sister whenever they appeared.

And while her clothes certainly were well-made, tasteful, and gave her a respectful air, they couldn’t hide that she was also lovely in form.

“Ah, Headmaster Billings. This is my father, Clement Anatolis, and co-founder of Redemption House, Geoffrey Delacroix,” Rene said, smiling at her.

Daisy blinked and then quickly unlocked the gates.

“By all means, please, come in. I’d be more than happy to provide a personally guided tour to both of you,” Daisy offered with a smile. “Both of you are, of course, always welcome here. Do pardon me for surprising you, by the way. We’ve rarely had a morning since opening when we didn’t have a new admission waiting for us. And speaking of, I have a letter for you, Master Anatolis.”

Clement and Geoffrey both walked onto the grounds, followed by Rene and the knights.

As soon as he stepped over the threshold, he felt a presence bearing down on him.

One that promised to watch him while he remained on these grounds and take any offense quite seriously.

A moment after the presence settled over him, it seemed to recognize him, then left.

 

Welcome back. All is well.

 

Watcher?

There was no response to Rene’s question, but it had felt like the Watcher. Sounded like him.

The two older men shivered once and looked around.

Daisy closed the gate and locked it, then pulled a small envelope from inside her jacket and handed it over to Rene.

“Here you are, Rene,” Daisy said, giving him a wide, warm smile. It was far different from how she had acted around him originally, or around anyone else for that matter. “Please drop by and see me later? I’d like to talk and you’ve been away for a few days.”

“I… of course, not a problem,” Rene agreed, taking the letter.

“Come, gentlemen. It’ll be my pleasure to show you the grounds,” Daisy said, bringing Clement, Geoffrey, and the four knights under her control with but a command.

The small group began walking away together.

Rene had other things in mind. He needed to go practice with the children.

Heading for the back courtyard where he often worked with the children, he looked at the seal on the letter.

It was from the city regent.

Breaking the seal, he unfolded the letter and began to read the contents.

 

Dear Master Anatolis,

 

I’m afraid I must impose upon you. Recently a number of young masters and mistresses were left at my doorstep. They were deposited by a concerned citizen after rescuing them from a situation I cannot describe here.

I’m unable to house them anywhere at this time, and am unable to provide them with a safe location to remain until such a time as their families can be contacted.

I’ve spoken with your headmaster and have arranged for the lodging, food, and security with her. I’m taking up all their costs in this matter.

If you have any questions or concerns, please don’t hesitate to call on me, and thank you in advance for your assistance in this delicate matter.

Your presence is welcome and expected at any time in my court.

 

City Regent Cody Riblett

 

Closing the letter, Rene tucked it into his tunic and into his inventory screen.

We could use this as an opportunity to address the nobles who participated in the ambassador’s little dungeon.

Monster growled in approval. The idea appealed to him.

Entering the training grounds where he instructed the children in the Elemental Way, he found they were all currently going through their warm-up.

Each and every student of the orphanage seemed to be here, taking up a spot and position.

There were also a number of newcomers standing off to the side who apparently didn’t know what to do with themselves.

Moving to the front of the group, Rene joined the children, slipping into the exercise and letting his mind clear itself.

There was a lot that needed to get done. A great number of open items that he needed to start working on.

His biggest problem was the fact that he’d missed his opportunity to eliminate the other two gang heads.

Not to mention, he’d told Carden that the job would get done and it hadn’t.

The underworld of Felicie had a lot to clean up and put to rights if he was going to institute his own brand of law in it.

The sooner he did that, the sooner the street children of Felicie would be safe.

Beyond that, he needed to look into the nobles who’d taken part in the ambassador’s sick games. There was something deeper here and it made Rene nervous.

Operating a sex dungeon while working with kidnapped influential children should have had the alarms ringing. The governments of either city-state probably should have already been involved.

But they hadn’t been.

Lastly, and somewhat troubling, was putting his own personal affairs in order.

That included his relationship with the girls, his education at the university, Lori and her future, as well as expanding the Felicie branch of Laetus Lending.

There was a lot for him to do.

And that doesn’t even take into account that it’s very possible the Watcher might have a job for us soon. We can’t forget that.

Coming to the end of the warm-up, Rene let his body fall into the final position.

He definitely felt better already. Training the children today would certainly be a benefit to his mental health.

Before he could glance to the side and check his log, he watched as every single child glanced down and to the left.

Much in the same way he did when he checked the log.

What?

What was that?

One of the young girls in the front stepped toward him with a wide smile on her face.

“The Watcher answered me!” she said with a joyous expression. “I-I prayed for him to Watch over our family here, and I hoped he would have a good day, as well.”

“I did, too!” said another child.

That was followed by a chorus of children all admitting they’d prayed for the same thing. From young to old.

Ah. Is that why I felt your presence, Watcher? Are you actually watching over everyone?

“We had a real shrine made to him!” added another child.

“You did?” Rene asked, feeling very odd about this now.

Several of the children surrounded him and hustled him off. They didn’t have to go far.

It was a small space between two of the school buildings that was within sight of the training area.

A stone plinth with an attached offering bowl had been put up and atop that was a bronze statue. It was only two feet tall, but it was certainly well made.

A rather vaguely fashioned man stood with his hands behind his back, waiting.

Watching.

The offering bowl was empty at the moment.

“He takes anything we give him and doesn’t complain,” said the first young girl. Then she pulled something out of her pocket and set it in the bowl. “Especially these!”

A small piece of folded paper sat in the bowl.

“Watch over us, Watcher!” said the girl. Then she looked down and to the left. Just as Rene did when he checked his log.

They’d taken him looking at his log as a sign of deference to the Watcher. To look away from the Watcher.

As if by magic, the paper unfolded itself in the bowl.

It was a child’s drawing made with what looked to be a charcoal stick. A small stick figure with long hair, standing in front of a man with his arms behind his back.

The Watcher watching over her.

The picture vibrated for a moment as if in an unseen wind, then winked away to nothing. It simply wasn’t there anymore at all.

Laughing, the little girl leaned forward and kissed the statue of the bronze Watcher on the head.

“See? He likes pictures a lot,” explained the girl. “Especially when we show him watching over us. Those he likes the most.”

Children began to file forward and add more and more of the small scraps of paper to the bowl.

Each one was done with the same head bow to the side, and a kiss or a hug to the statue when the paper vanished.

 

Yes. It was me earlier. I was at the gate.

Yes, I’m watching over this place and our children. 

How can I not?

I’m keeping all these pictures for myself. A nice collection. These offerings.

Their offerings are so sincere. So full of belief in me, and faith that you are my instrument and are there to instruct and guide.

As long as they walk these grounds, I’ll protect them from everyone. This is holy ground to me now.

Though… at this point, these kids are more like monks. Your little martial arts teaching is mixing with their lessons, their street smarts, and Metzger’s honor.

It’s creating a very unique and interesting world view.

I’m afraid, however, that your first generation of students might not leave but remain on to support the school. They’ll want to stay and teach all that they’ve learned.

And those few that do leave, won’t go that far away, either.

I can’t see the future very well as it’s always shifting, but I see all of the students who do leave inundating their home, this school, with donations and support.

Because this really is their home now.

This school will be a bastion of goodness that extends long past your lifetime.

And by the way, we need to talk. I have work for you soon.

 

I… of course, Watcher. Just let me know when would be a good time.

 

Tonight will be ideal. I’ll collect you in your dreams.

 

Watcher!

Forgive me for ever thinking of punching you in the dick. For someone who is willing to do this for children, I can only beg your forgiveness.

 

Think nothing of it, Monster. They’re our children, now.

And I will watch over them.

 

Children continued to move up to the altar, offering their drawings of themselves, the school, or in some cases what looked like another man, being watched over by the Watcher.

Rene was fairly certain in those cases, he was the other man.

Each hand-drawn picture vanished after a second or two. Even the older children left a picture, though theirs had considerably more detail.

They were accepted as well.

Unsure of how to handle this, Rene only watched.

Looking to his side, he realized the group of newcomers had just joined them. They were also watching this procession go on. They were quite likely all the children that the city regent had dropped off. Ranging in age from that of his orphans to his own age.

One woman wasn’t watching the offerings though.

She was watching Rene.

A young woman who appeared to be similar in age to Rene himself.

She had blue-black hair that spread out behind her, large dark-green eyes that were almost brown, and a pale face with a smattering of freckles.

Rene couldn’t help but think she was almost heart-breakingly pretty. Her skin was smooth and clear of imperfection, and her clothes were quite rich-looking.

Even her figure and how she filled out her clothes could rival Odelia or his Mask Trio.

Then Rene finally realized who he was looking at.

Olivia Ferdan.

The young woman for whom he’d foolishly pulled off his mask and showed his face while saving her.

Her eyes went wide as their gazes met, her mouth slowly sliding open. One hand lifted toward her chin and stopped, those fingers touching her neck instead. Her other hand was pressed to her stomach.

Shit.

Moving quickly, he grabbed Olivia by a wrist and dragged her away.

He needed to talk to her.

Now.


Chapter 5

 

Closing the door behind them, Rene looked at Olivia.

She was standing in the center of his office.

Her face was incredibly pale, her eyes still quite wide, and she stared at him in a way he couldn’t really identify.

“You’re g—”

“You saved me,” Olivia stated in a clear and firm voice. “You’re the one who saved me. Saved us all. No one… no one knew who you were. I asked. But… but I realized that if no one knew who saved us, then you didn’t want us to know.”

Grimacing, Rene wanted to strangle the Monster. Strangle it until it couldn’t sing or even contemplate a song.

Olivia closed in on Rene quickly, reaching out to lay one hand on his sternum.

With her so close, he realized that she wasn’t Human.

In fact, she was an Elf, very much like Alana.

The tipped ears were buried in her hair and almost invisible. When she spoke she clearly took great care to do so in such a way as to keep her second set of canines from being obvious.

Though her eyes were a bit different than Alana’s. Where Alana’s pupils were much like Rene’s own, Olivia’s had a slightly more oval shape. More akin to a cat’s eyes.

Not as drastic as Irini’s, but certainly not Human.

She’s an Elf.

Though… I can’t remember if our tutor mentioned their eyes either way.

Nor I. But… she smells lovely.

Can we keep her?

Now that monster mentioned it, Olivia had a fresh, natural smell to her. Like some type of flower or berry.

“I see you, Rene Anatolis. I see you for who you wish to be, not who you are,” Olivia whispered, her pupils slowly constricting as she held his gaze.

It felt like she was staring into him. Into the darkest parts of his soul.

Like a person gazing into a hole with an overpowered flashlight. Seeing straight to the bottom. Revealing everything all the way down.

“You’re a man surrounded by darkness. Much of your own creation,” murmured the Elf, her hand growing warmer where it rested on his chest. Her pupils slowly narrowed to bare slits. “And yet you struggle and strive to be more. To be the Hero of your own story. To rise above your own limitations. You’re the Mask… the Black Hood… the Monster… the son of Clement. And you want… you want to…”

Olivia’s voice trailed off.

She stared into him and Rene stared back.

His soul felt like a still pond. Nothing moved across the surface. Just waited for the boulder to be dropped into it and shatter that placidness of it.

“To be heroic and just be Rene,” Olivia finished quietly.

As if her flashlight had become the sun, Rene’s persona and all she called forth from him were laid bare. From the Monster, to the Black Hood, to the Mask, to the son of the infamous money lender, all was rolled out before her like wares at a garage sale. She knew him as only his creator, the Watcher, could.

He stood before her as if he wore nothing and could hide nothing. Rene was exposed in every way down to the smallest detail.

Rather than hide from it, from her, he and the Monster both embraced it. Ran straight into the sun and all its glory, letting it burn him away to nothing. Diving straight into Olivia’s overwhelming aura.

Coming back to himself, Rene found he was standing in the same spot he had been. Olivia’s hand on his chest was slowly cooling to a normal warmth. Her eyes were also dilating back to normal as well, though she continued to gaze deep into him.

“I see you, Rene. As only you. Not your Monster. Not the Mask or the Hood. Not as the young Anatolis,” whispered the Elf. “You’re my personal Hero and I mark you as such as your Oracle.”

 

You have received the blessing of the Elven Oracle.

You have been marked by the Elven Oracle.

You have been claimed by the Elven Oracle as her personal Hero.

You are now included in any prophecies that impact the Elven Oracle.

 

Olivia darted in and kissed Rene in a way he’d not experienced in a long time.

With hunger, lust, and desire, she attacked him with her mouth, pushing him backward until he had to sit on the edge of his desk.

Her hands clung to his face even as she continued to kiss him. Then her tongue was in his mouth and she was forcing him down onto his desk.

Until his back was pressed to his writing mat and Olivia was clambering up onto the desk. Atop him, to be precise. Her knees were braced on either side of his hips, her hands grabbing at his belt buckle even as her tongue rolled along his.

Grunting, Rene finally got his brain working and brought his hands to Olivia’s shoulders.

Easing her back, he took in a deep breath, staring up into her large, lovely eyes.

“My Hero, I give to you my virginity,” panted Olivia, her speech taking on a strange tone. “As my Hero, I can lay with you without losing my channel to the divine.”

“Ah! No, we need to—”

Rene had to reach down to grab Olivia’s hands. She’d already undone his belt buckle and had started to pull his pants open.

“No! No. That’s… no. I didn’t say I would be anything for you and—”

Olivia let out a quiet noise that was like a moan and then kissed him again. The force of it pushed the back of his head down to the desk and her tongue delved into his mouth once again.

Rene couldn’t fight her back without letting go of her hands at his pants.

When he tried to tilt his head to the side she simply followed him with her own, her tongue exploring his own as well as his mouth.

Since he had only one choice, he let her kiss him.

He was more willing to be kissed by the beautiful Elf than to let her get his pants undone. All he had to do was wait long enough and she’d grow frustrated or tired. In either case, he’d get his opportunity to slip free of this situation.

We’re her Hero.

We shouldn’t fight her.

We want to let her have what she wants.

Why do we fight?

Because of Odelia and Aurora. We promised those two to be honest and direct.

We don’t want to hurt them.

Ah, yes. That would hurt them.

You’re right.

We’ll need to present Olivia to them and let them handle it then.

Olivia finally broke the kiss, panting hard against his face, her forehead pressed to his.

“I ache for you, my Hero. Let your Oracle couple with you,” begged Olivia with a groan.

“I can’t,” Rene said, keeping himself firmly in check. He wasn’t a slave to his desires. Nor was he damned to always agree to sex just because his body wanted it. “I’m engaged. Several times over. I have two noble wives, an Elven concubine, and a mistress I share a bed with.”

“That’s fine, my Hero. I’m your Oracle. That supersedes all other claims,” Olivia responded and then kissed him once more, her tongue spearing right back into his mouth.

There was a sudden, firm knock on his office door.

Olivia paused, broke the kiss, and then sat up, looking at the door. Then she looked back to him. She didn’t get off him, simply raised her eyebrows. Clearly waiting for him to answer the door.

“Ah, yes?” Rene called out.

“It’s me,” said his headmaster through his door. “Your guests have both departed. Could we have that conversation?”

“Most certainly. Allow me a minute to finish this up and I’ll be right there,” Rene said, thanking her silently for her interruption.

“Wonderful. Thank you, Rene,” she replied.

Staring down at him and still breathing hard, Olivia looked like she was considering going after him again. Her hands were still sunk into his pants, his own hands still preventing hers from doing more.

“My Hero, I will wait for you at the gate in your coach,” Olivia said. “If you try to leave without me, or have me removed, I will go to your home on foot. I will be forced to make this more difficult for you with Odelia, Aurora, Irini, and Alana if you attempt to escape me.

“And yes. I know all of you, my Hero. You accepted me as your Oracle, and I accepted you as my Hero. My poor, dark hero. I will cleanse you of that darkness as you show your worth to the world. I foresee a great future for us as we battle together. You will be my strength, and I yours.”

 

Your Elven Oracle has seen your future as her Hero. “A Future Shared” prophecy has been enacted.

 

***

 

Walking into the dining room, Rene was surprised to find everyone had already arrived.

He was fifteen minutes early to this meeting, but Odelia, Aurora, Irini, and Alana were all here. Already talking and seemingly learning of one another.

All four heads turned to him as he entered.

Then they shifted to the side, as Olivia walked in beside him.

“Greetings to you,” Olivia said without waiting for anyone to speak. “I am Olivia Ferdan. The Duchess Ferdan is my mother. I am her second daughter by her third husband. That puts me as the seventh in line to inherit her titles and not likely to inherit. I am safe to marry whom I choose and need no permission.

“I am also an Elven Oracle. The… Elven Oracle. Though no one but my family, and you all, know this fact. I have foreseen all of us living together with Rene. Although much of the details are still unknown to me, I look forward to discovering them.”

Almost everyone was watching Olivia in much the same way that Rene felt about the situation.

Absolutely lost.

Alana, however, looked shocked.

“I offer myself as the Elven Oracle to the goddess Fearn and future wife to Rene. Publicly, I should rank above Alana and Irini. Though equal to Odelia, as we’d both be second to Aurora. At least publicly,” Olivia said with a smile, clearly having pulled a great deal of information from Rene.

“I do, of course, recognize Odelia as the true head of our household. That must be stated clearly,” Olivia continued. “I shall endeavor to not make any waves nor do I wish for a pecking order amongst us, but Rene is my Hero and I have marked him as such as the Oracle. I’ll not be put off by anyone.”

Odelia blinked once and took in a single sharp breath.

Then let it out in a rush.

“I see,” she said, clearly gathering her thoughts and putting together a strategy. Then she gestured toward an empty seat near the side of the table. “As the true lead wife—since you’ve recognized me as such—I welcome you to the table then. I… I do have some questions, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course, Odelia,” Olivia said and then grabbed a seat closer to the corner. She dragged it up next to the spot where Rene would clearly be sitting rather than the indicated seat.

Grabbing him by his right cuff, she pulled him into his seat, and sat down at the same time he did.

“Please, ask away,” Olivia said, the arm of her chair so close to Rene’s that her forearm was resting against his.

“You are… one of those who were kidnapped? That Rene freed and left with the city regent?” Odelia asked.

“That’s right. Rene saved me from a likely terrible end at the hands of the Elven ambassador. I’m glad Rene took his life,” Olivia said with a nod of her head. Then she gently set her hand atop Rene’s and slid her fingers into his own. “I don’t think anyone will ever discover that information but I will pledge to defend Rene with my own status and beg for my mother’s assistance, if ever needed.”

“Fearn?” Alana asked before Odelia could get another question in.

Turning her head toward Alana, Olivia met her gaze directly and then nodded her head.

“The Elven Oracle to Fearn,” stated Olivia. She was looking at Alana as if something were curious to her but she didn’t say anything.

“I accept my position as Elven housewife, under Olivia the Oracle,” Alana said, folding her hands calmly on the table. If anything, she looked rather happy to Rene.

“And what does that mean exactly?” Odelia asked, getting control over the conversation once more. “An Oracle?”

“My family’s heritage magic is aligned towards the priesthood of Fearn,” Olivia explained, her fingers tightening into Rene’s. “I am her only Oracle. I can see of the future what she wishes me to see. Just as I know that Rene is… Rene works for an old God. A God that once walked the world and made all tremble with his presence. Rene works for—”

 

Ah-ah. Let’s just pause that right there.

 

Rene was somewhat shocked to discover everyone in the room was frozen in place. As he himself was when he tried to move his arms.

 

You will not name me, child of Fearn. My enemy is ever vigilant. I am known as the Watcher now.

And Fearn, why did you allow this? Surely you knew he was mine. Why do you interfere?

 

“Because I still yearn to bind myself to you. And this is an opportunity,” said Olivia, though the voice was clearly not hers. “He is your tool, and now the Hero to my Oracle. They will have children, and my chosen shall be your chosen. You cannot escape me forever.”

The Watcher didn’t respond, but the world lurched back to life after a heavy pause.

”—the Watcher,” Olivia said, blinking once. She’d apparently been awake for the exchange while everyone else was frozen. “He is my Hero, I am his Oracle. We are now inseparable.”

Odelia sighed and shook her head, then looked to Rene.

“You are, of course, my Hero as well, my darling Rene. Though it would seem I’m going to have to keep an eye on your exploits,” Odelia said with an odd smile. “Can’t have more and more women swooning over you. Do you understand?”

Yes, I’m sorry.

I hope she’s not upset.

“Yes, I’m sorry. I shall endeavor to not make contact with those I rescue in the future,” Rene murmured and looked to the table. Then off to the side. “I’m sorry, Odelia.”

He cared deeply for Odelia and didn’t really know what to do about that. Or even what that meant at times.

All he knew was that the idea of hurting Odelia caused him a great deal of pain.

“It’s alright. We’ll get through this. I knew you were going to be magnificent, my Hero, but I had no idea it would be this much,” admitted Odelia with a soft sigh. “Oh, well. I’ll still not relinquish my hold on you.”

“Nor I,” Aurora said, though she looked rather annoyed.

“Don’t fret, Aurora. You’re the recognized first wife. I will respect you as that. Support you as that, and call you Mrs. Anatolis,” Olivia promised. “And even in private, I will concede much to you. I don’t wish to take over, only to have my own piece of this. I must have my Hero.”

Aurora’s jaw flexed wildly and she looked away from Olivia.

“I get it. Feel the same way, and hate it, but I get it,” she grumbled.

“I don’t like it. This pushes me even further toward the bottom,” Irini growled in displeasure. “I was below even the housewife as just a mistress and now I am moved again. Lower.”

“Not at all,” countered Olivia, turning to look at Irini. “In his darkest moments, I can only offer him words and solace. As anyone here could only do. But you, Irini—the Alis mistress—are his partner. His Dark Mask and shadow. Where we are all… flowers raised in a greenhouse, you are not. You’re a wild little thing, much like Rene.

“I cannot go where you and he would. You call yourself the lowest, but you are his true partner and mate. I cannot fathom the depth of the relationship you two will share as you lay waste to our enemies. Together.”

Irini’s face smoothed out at Olivia’s words. Her ears slowly swiveled toward the Elf and then leaned toward her as well.

“That’s true,” Irini mused. “I’m his mate and partner. I will spar with him, mate with him, raise and train kits with him. He and I will go into darkness and come out together. You all—”

Whatever Irini was going to say died on her lips.

The Alis nodded her head decisively and smiled at Olivia.

“You’re the Oracle. I’m the mate, partner, and mistress,” Irini clarified.

“And we can’t forget his proper side. His lawful and good nature,” continued Olivia, looking at Aurora. “Without her, we all know where Rene would likely end up. We can only control him so far. But for one person that is. Though, I don’t think she knows the control she has over him yet. I imagine she suspects, however.”

Aurora frowned, looking at Olivia sideways for several seconds. Then her lower lip moved upward and she shook her head.

“Oracle then. I’m the first wife,” Aurora said with some gruff still to her voice.

“Of course, you are. And we all cluster around our homemaker. Our housewife to all. Our charitable heart who bleeds for us all,” murmured Olivia as she looked at Alana, who nodded her head even as her cheeks blushed deep red. “She will tend to our hearth and home as well as our hearts and children.

“But behind all that, we have our true leader. Odelia Delacroix Anatolis. Our cunning strategist who will bolster our family name to ever greater heights. To the point that even my dear mother will have to pay respect to our family in time.”

Odelia had watched everything happen with an odd smile on her face.

Tilting her head slowly to one side, she looked as if she were considering what to do with Olivia.

Rene hadn’t missed that Olivia had neatly buttered up, empowered, and drew in each of the women at the table.

Where Odelia could figure people out, plan for them, and debate with them to place them where she needed, Olivia had smoothed it all over with silken words. Honeyed promises.

“Well. I suppose I know who’s going to make friends for us,” said Odelia with a pointed nod of her head toward Olivia. “You may be my second, Olivia Ferdan Anatolis. I expect your undying support.”

“But of course, Odelia Delacroix Anatolis. Your success is my success,” agreed Olivia.

Rene wasn’t sure if they were best friends already, or friendly rivals.

All he did know was he really didn’t want to be here at the moment.

Because this was all his fault and it was only a matter of time before they all turned their attention to him.

Something he wasn’t used to. While he enjoyed their attention a great deal, he was also terrified that they might do something to corner him.

With them, he felt helpless in a way.

It could be worse. We still need to meet with the city regent, and probably Dephan, and then the Watcher tonight.

A busy schedule for us, no?

Busy schedule indeed.


Chapter 6

 

The meeting with Odelia and the others ended up going rather well in the end.

A lot of it was just talking and getting to know one another. Especially with Aurora and Olivia not really knowing the others at all.

Sighing, Rene closed the door to his office in the Tramp’s Tail.

He’d gone to meet with the city regent only to end up meeting with his assistant. Unfortunately, Regent Riblett had been in a closed-door meeting with a representative of the Elves.

Which meant that the ambassador’s disappearance had been discovered. Regent Riblett would have to be scrambling to figure out where the man had gone to, as well as notify their king of the situation.

And that all bleeds back into where we are now.

Do we notify the regent of the list of people who were participating in a sex-slave ring? That it was nobles in their own city?

Yes, we should. They need to be chased out into the light and then eliminated.

Oh? You don’t think we should go hunt them ourselves as the Hood? Could be profitable.

That’s… yes, that’s a good idea, too. Turn them over to the regent after clearing out their homes.

Right? We could easily clean up a good portion of the nobility. Take the wealth for ourselves, and then redistribute it back to others at a low percentage rate.

With that done, we’d have successfully lowered the violent crime rate from the guilds, eliminated bad actors from the nobility of the city, and stimulated the economy.

Yes. I like it. Good job, me. My plans are great.

I… yes. Good job, me. Thank you, me.

Aurora and Irini were currently training and would be joining him later tonight. The fact that the city regent hadn’t been able to see him left Rene with a large amount of time to burn. Everyone had their own things going on and weren’t beholden to his schedule.

Though he was rather nervous about two of his number.

When he departed his home, Odelia and Olivia left to go back to the Delacroix house. They had decided together that Olivia would be staying with her.

It would be improper for a lady of her station to remain at Redemption House, or with Rene.

Despite what Olivia had tried to do to him in his office.

Odelia had also asked him to get another necklace like the ones he’d given to Aurora and herself. As noble ladies, they needed equivalent gifts of courting.

Looking around his office during the day was an odd experience. Where the shadows met and lived were in vastly different places.

None of his personal Trio was here either, nor was Dephan.

When he’d gone through the front of the building, all he’d found was a bartender serving drinks and getting things ready for the evening.

Rene had slipped by without anyone even noticing his entrance.

Deciding to be a bit of a snoop, Rene looked into the room that adjoined his office. He couldn’t remember when he’d been told it was a bedroom for his use but he’d never gone and looked inside it.

Opening the door and entering, Rene found it was indeed a bedroom. One that had been richly appointed, though tastefully. There was more than enough wealth in this room to make it a target.

It spoke to Dephan’s confidence in him.

On top of that, it looked like it wasn’t lived in at all. Everything was clean, perfectly organized, and set in position. Most likely the same place where Dephan had everything set down when he arrived and the items had never been touched since other than to be cleaned.

There was nothing interesting here.

To one side, there was one door.

Considering that this world didn’t really have bathrooms, but chamber pots, he was curious what was back there.

Gliding over to the door like a whisper on the wind, Rene opened it silently. The room was darkened and without windows. There was almost no light at all, but just enough for him to see by.

There were three single beds, and each had an occupant in it.

Pinky, Darla, and Rose were all peacefully sleeping.

Ah. My women.

Attached to my bedroom.

It makes a weird sort of sense.

Closing the door, Rene backed up and went into his office. Sitting down at his desk, he put his hands on the desktop and sat there. Contemplating what to do, he realized that he had a lot to do, but nothing he could immediately act on.

The door leading back to the Tramp’s Tail main room opened and Dephan stepped inside. She was dressed in more mundane wear than he was expecting. Looking far more like an everyday woman than the madam he’d come to associate her with.

She was perhaps in her forties with hair just starting to gray. The scar that went from her eyebrow into her hairline marked her as someone who had gone through a time of troubles. Her gray eyes held a hardness to them that promised that deduction to be correct.

Pausing just inside Rene’s office, she looked at him and froze.

“Afternoon,” Rene said with a wave of his hand.

“Uh… ah… Boss. I didn’t—we’ve never seen you here so early,” Dephan murmured.

“I know. I was bored,” Rene said and shrugged his shoulders. “Light and Dark Mask are off playing. I had nothing else to do.”

Nodding her head, Dephan came over to stand in front of his desk.

“Should… should I wake the girls? Would you prefer Rose or Pinky or—”

“No, no. They’re sleeping. Leave them be,” Rene said with a dismissive hand. “Though I do have a job for you. But I feel like I should check-in with you first and see how you’re doing.

“Is there anything I should know? Anything you need me to solve or take care of, Dephan? All things working out?”

“Yes! Yes, Boss. Everything is working out very well. I’m still nervous about depositing all our earnings into the Anatolis bank but… I trust you,” Dephan said with a nod of her head. “Thank you for sending Dark Mask to handle that… problem… the other day. She only had to show up and suddenly the problem solved itself.”

“Of course. She’s here to protect my interests. That includes you in that equation,” Rene said, putting his elbow on the desk. “Nothing else though? All good?”

“Very good. We’re making as much now as we did before you took over and things are looking up,” Dephan confirmed.

“Wonderful. Then I have a task for you. I have a list of people I’d like you to look into. Tell me everything you know about them and what they have their fingers in,” Rene said and pulled out a list of the names of those nobles who’d taken part in the sex-slave ring. “I know they’re dirty, just not how much. I think we could take them for a great deal of money. And I’d love to make more money.”

Dephan took the list and glanced at it. Her eyes flicked over the names quickly, then she tucked it away onto her person. Vanishing into her blouse.

“Definitely dirty. I recognize a few names,” Dephan said.

“Use my Trio for the job. They’re mine, but they do still work for you if I have nothing that needs doing,” Rene said, making sure that distinction was clear. 

“I understand. And… ah… Boss… this is a—I’m sure that—ah…” Dephan’s voice trailed off as she clearly battled with whatever thought she had.

“Spit it out, Dephan. I trust you. And by the way, did you find Davis? I still want him dead. I’m fairly certain he’s been spilling information about our organization. Put a fat bounty on him for me,” Rene said.

“Of course, Boss. Not a problem,” Dephan said and then sighed. “You haven’t bedded any of the girls I picked out for you. Did I pick wrong? Do they not suit your tastes? Should I get more?”

Snorting at that, Rene shook his head.

“No. You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m looking forward to bedding each one of them. They’re… beautiful and you’ve been teaching them in a wonderful way,” admitted Rene. “I’ve just been busy. Lots of things going on. And just so you know before you sink any money into him, I’m probably going to kill Carden. Most definitely before the end of the month, I imagine.”

“Ah. I see. I understand, Boss. I’ll make the appropriate recommendations. We can’t stop paying him, otherwise, he might do something, but we can certainly slacken that line a bit,” Dephan said, looking thoughtful.

“Exactly. See? This is why you’re my second-in-command Dephan. You’re exactly what I needed,” said Rene. “Now, is there anything you need from me? Be honest, Dephan. I can’t solve a problem if I don’t know about it.”

Dephan gave him an odd smile and shook her head slightly.

“No, Boss. Everything really is going well. Very well. It hasn’t been this smooth and calm in a long while. And with everyone hunting the other guild members for bounties… they’re all laying low,” said Dephan. “I’ve had a number of guards drop off trophies for pay as well.”

“Good, pay those idiots double when they do. I want them thirsty,” Rene said with a chuckle. “Alright. I think I’m going to—”

There was a creak from behind him and the door to his unused bedroom opened a few inches. He couldn’t see who it was, but someone was inspecting the interior of the office.

Then the door opened fully and Rose came out wearing nothing but a tunic that hung to her knees. It oddly enough looked like one of his own tunics. Her hair was tousled, her legs on display, and she looked like a beautiful, sleepy woman.

“Boss!” said the woman, coming over to him.

Before he could respond, she wrapped him up in a hug, pressing her chest against his and rubbing her hands over his back.

“I did a sentence! Can I show you? Can I hang it?” Rose asked excitedly, leaning back to stare into his eyes.

“Of course, you can. Go get it,” agreed Rene as Rose scampered off for her desk. “Are Darla and Pinky awake?”

“Yeah! They’ll be out in a moment. They’re a bit slower than me,” Rose said, getting to her desk.

Dephan looked mortified, her hands clasped tightly with one another. She was staring at Rene with wide eyes.

Keeping his hand near his desktop, he gently motioned her to calm. Small gestures with his hand and fingers facing his desk in an up and down motion.

Noticing it, Dephan nodded her head fractionally, but didn’t seem to calm down at all.

Bouncing back toward him— in a lovely and spectacular fashion—Rose held up the piece of paper.

I really like her. She’s such a warm and kind heart for a woman with a dark and brutal history.

She reminds me of us in a way, but she came out so much nicer.

Agreed. We’ll treasure her.

“See, Boss? It says, ‘Mask loves me. I love Mask.’” Peering over her paper, Rose pointed with her left hand to each word.

The words were a bit squiggly, but it was indeed a legible sentence.

“You’re right. I can read it. Come put it on my wall,” Rene said as Darla and Pinky filed out of his bedroom. Both women were wide-eyed and watching Rene.

They were both in smallclothes that did little to hide their beauty, but certainly emphasized it in a more subtle and ‘homey’ sort of way.

Rose plopped down in Rene’s lap, her bare rear end grinding down onto his crotch for a second before she forced his chair to the side.

“Good afternoon, ladies. I’m sorry. I was hoping not to wake you,” Rene greeted them as Rose affixed her new paper to the wall behind his desk. “Though I’m glad you’re awake. I have a present for each of you.”

Rose nodded her head, satisfied with the placement of her paper, then spun Rene’s chair back into place. Wriggling her hips around, she settled down in his lap, and leaned back against him.

Her right hand came up and over and started to play with his hair once more, her left hand rubbing at his thigh.

This apparently was her preferred way of sitting in his lap.

“A present? For me? Thanks, Boss! What did you get me?” Rose asked excitedly. “Is it pretty?”

Uh. We have three necklaces we could give them, too. They each match their coloring and isn’t that overwhelming.

Right?

Yes, that’s right. We’ll use those and give them their masks.

And those daggers we had made for ourselves. They can each have one as their first weapon to practice with.

Those are all first rate weapons.

“There is a pretty one included. But it’s only one of the presents,” Rene said. Reaching into his tunic, he pulled out the three masks, three daggers, and three necklaces.

Setting down all the items, he sorted them out quickly. The daggers were in their sheaths, the masks bare, and the necklaces in square boxes.

“Boss! You shouldn’t have,” Rose said in a warm voice. “I’ve never gotten anything from anyone before. Thanks, Boss. I love you.”

Using her left hand, she picked up a pale pink mask that mimicked his own and held it up to her face. Though hers had a wide, flirty smile painted in dark red on it. Dark red diamonds were also painted around the mouth of the mask.

“I’m Rose Mask, the boss’s girl,” Rose said in a gruff voice, turning to look at Darla and Pinky. “Get your masks! I wanna see you wearing them.”

Wrapping his arms around Rose’s hips, Rene was more than happy to play into her game for the moment. It also would likely make everyone feel better about him not being interested in the Trio yet.

Pinky and Darla looked nervous though excited, each picking up a mask that was obviously theirs.

Darla’s was a dark gray color with a blue diamond pattern around the left eye. Where Pinky’s was a golden color with a green diamond pattern around the right eye.

“You each get a dagger, of course, and each of those boxes matches the mask you picked up,” Rene said.

Rose had fit her mask on and now picked up the box and the dagger.

Opening the box, she found a ruby pendant sitting on a rose gold chain inside. He knew Darla’s was a sapphire on white gold, and Pinky’s an emerald on a yellow gold chain.

“Boss Baby! It’s so pretty!” Rose said. Moving around in his lap, she faced him, getting her legs to stick out behind his chair.

Pulling up her mask, she then grabbed his, and pushed it up enough that she could lean in and kiss him deeply. Her hands grabbing to his shoulders.

Then she broke the kiss and released him. She adjusted his mask back into place, followed by getting her own settled.

“Thank you,” Rose said excitedly, grinding her hips into his lap slowly. “I’ve never gotten anything like this before.”

Then Rose leaned forward and pressed her masked face to his neck, holding onto him.

Darla and Pinky were looking at him, having donned their masks, and their necklaces.

“Thank you, Boss,” Pinky said, one hand pressed to her stomach, the dagger held in her other hand.

“I… thank you, Boss,” Darla murmured, the fingers of one hand gently stroking the sapphire at her neck.

“Of course,” Rene said, then turned toward Dephan. “I contemplated buying you some things but… I’ll just say… I expect you to take a healthy salary for yourself, Dephan. As my second-in-command.”

“Of course, Boss,” Dephan said, bowing her head towards him. “I appreciate you making sure to say that aloud and amongst others.”

“Of course. Now, you three go get dressed. We’re going to do a little training,” Rene said.

“Yes, Boss,” Pinky said.

“Okay. Thank you, Boss,” Darla replied.

Rose said nothing, she just held onto him instead, her fingers toying through his hair.

“I’ll train like this. I want you to look at me,” Rose purred. “Look at me, Boss.”

Our Kitten, she’s a wonderful little thing.

I like her a great deal.

We’ll need to talk to Odelia about a fling.

So we can make Rose squeal.

Rene thought about that for a second, as Rose started to roll her hips into his lap again. Grinding herself back and forth against him.

Yes. Yes, we will.

 

***

 

Having spent the last several hours drilling Rose, Darla, and Pinky endlessly, Rene found that there was nothing else they could do.

All three women were spent, looking bone-weary and done. They’d all followed him into his bedroom and collapsed across the furniture. Pinky ended up on the sofa, pitched over an edge. Darla collapsed in his bed spread-eagle and unmoving. Rose sat in one of the chairs in front of Rene.

“Good work, all three of you,” Rene said, trying to project a smile in his voice.

“Boss, I think I’d rather entertain you next time than train,” Darla said, panting hard, her hair drenched in sweat. “I think I’d prefer that a lot at this point. I’ll just… get in your bed and you can train me like that.”

“Me, too,” Pinky agreed, groaning.

“Not me! I had a lot of fun, Boss. Especially with the hand-to-hand close quarter stuff!” Rose said excitedly. Then she slowly spread her legs apart in front of him. Deliberately giving him a clear view up her long tunic and between her thighs. “It was a lot of fun to get down on the ground and fight like that.”

“You just liked it cause you kept groping him,” Pinky said in an odd tone.

“Darla did, as well. You’re the only one who didn’t,” Rose said with a laugh. “Don’t be mad at me for taking the opportunity. And Boss likes it. He’s just being standoffish with us because he wants us to be sure.

“I mean, once you get in his bed, you can’t get out. He’d take his mask off to do it. And he already doesn’t like wearing it, anyway.”

Huh. She figured us out a bit better than I thought.

“What?” Pinky asked, looking to Darla. “You were grabbing at him?”

“Course, I was,” Darla said in a husky voice with a laugh. “It was kind of fun getting manhandled like that. I had no idea I was into such a thing until I got pinned face down with my ass in his lap.”

It’s always sex talk with them.

To be fair, that’s kind of their job. Sex with us and only us.

Everything else is just because we’re who we are.

Oh. That’s… yeah. Hard not to think about sex when it’s your job to seduce your boss.

“Good point,” Rene said, then turned and locked the door to his bedroom. The motion had gotten the attention of all three women.

Darla and Pinky looked somewhat concerned.

Rose just spread her legs further apart, though, forcing her tunic to slide higher up. Whatever was going on in her head was obviously different than the other two.

The wide, flirty smile on her sweaty face was a testament to that fact.

“You three need to decide if this is what you want,” Rene said, coming to a firm choice in his head.

Because Rose was right. He hated his mask. And if he could drop it with these three, so much the better. And the first step in that process was making sure they truly understood they couldn’t go back after this.

“Because after today, there’s no going back. If you betray me in any way, I’ll kill everyone you know, every person in your family, and then every person your family knows,” Rene promised, putting the full weight of his intimidation skill into his words. “You will die last, and only after I’ve taken you apart. Piece by piece. Begging for death.”

 

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (31)

 

“Of course, I wanna be with you, Boss! You’re my Boss and I love you and you love me!” Rose said with a laugh. He had no idea how she’d come to that conclusion so quickly, but he wasn’t about to disparage her loyalty to him. “But I need some attention. I need you to show me physically you want me. I’m starting to not feel very pretty. So come over here and get on me and in me. We can make this chair work, I promise. You need to get some stress out, too. I’ll make sure to take some Bed-Quitter. Don’t worry.”

Rene didn’t respond. In fact, he ignored Rose.

He put his attention on Darla and Pinky.

“I’ll stay, Boss,” Darla said with a nod of her head. Then she shrugged her shoulders even as she laid back on the bed. “It’s… I couldn’t do better than you. Ever. And you’re good to me and… and you seem to care and… and I kinda care, too.”

Two for two.

Looking at Pinky, he waited.

“As the leader of your personal Trio, of course, I’m staying,” Pinky said with a wave of a hand. “I’m Pinky, Mask’s woman and Trio leader.”

Rene nodded at that.

“Good,” he said. “Good.”

Rose cleared her throat and then smiled at him when he looked at her.

“Come on, Boss. Come have some Rose. Your Rose,” purred Rose and crooked her finger at him. “Or let me have some of my Boss.”

Okay. Need to talk to Odelia tonight before we go any further.

Yes. Yes, please.


Chapter 7

 

Sneaking in through the window, Rene was once again rather grateful for his ability to climb so well. Without it, this would have been considerably more difficult.

Getting his feet to the ground, Rene dropped down into a low crouch in Odelia’s darkened bedroom. He couldn’t sense anything wrong, other than what felt like someone laying down not far away.

Odelia in her bed, of course.

Turning around, Rene looked back out onto the moonless night. Reaching for the shutters, he closed them silently. Rene set the lock back in place as quietly as he could and made sure everything was as it should be.

“Goodness,” murmured Odelia from her bed. She sounded sleepy but lucid. “I… well… I suppose… if you really want to have sex, Rene, I won’t say no. I’m just a little shocked. I thought for sure Alana and Irini would handle that for now since they’re not going to be wives. I didn’t think I’d be giving up my maidenhead to you until after we made our vows.

“Though I’m definitely interested in having sex. Premarital or otherwise. I know the basics and what you’d expect, so I’m sure I can perform.”

“Uh,” Rene responded in an elegant and informed opinion. Turning around, he faced her bed. He could just barely see what looked like Odelia’s face in the dark. She was turned toward him in her bed, under her covers. “I mean… I wanted to talk, actually. Just… you and me.”

“That’s… even more shocking, if I were to be honest,” Odelia said quietly. “I thought for sure you’d be avoiding me for at least a month given everything you’ve put me through.”

The logical disconnect between wanting to have sex with him—premarital sex no less—while also expecting him to avoid her, was blindingly hard to ignore inside his head.

“No, I’m not mad. Yes, I’d have sex with you and let you take my virginity. I’m annoyed how you went about collecting your wives, that’s all,” Odelia said and then slowly sat up in her bed, putting her back against the headboard. “You’re a man who’s anything but normal. I had no expectations of ever keeping you to myself. Especially after meeting Alana and seeing how even Lori responded to you. I’ll have to be on the lookout for any future contenders and nip them in the bud.”

“Could you not read my mind?” Rene grumbled, coming over to her bed.

Odelia laughed at that and patted the spot right next to her in the center of her bed.

“My dear Hero, my Rene, my fiancé. Reading your mind is only one of my many powers when it comes to you,” said Odelia. “I can also incite you to lust, make you feel butterflies in your stomach, make your heart pound, give you a feeling of security, or make you feel like the strongest hero that ever lived, just to name a few other of my powers.

“Asking me to not read your mind is as silly as asking you not to inspect any room you walk into. Or to not eye and check every single stranger we come across in one way or another.”

“I love you,” Rene blurted out at the same time the Monster spoke the same words in his head. His heart was indeed hammering in his chest. He felt like his mind was racing and he couldn’t catch a breath.

At the same time, there was an incredible army of butterflies in his stomach, all flip-flopping over each other.

Taking in a slow and steady breath, Odelia let it out with a chuckle.

“Oh? Well, I love you, too. But are you sure you love me? I’m not so sure. If you leave everyone else for me, I’d believe it. I want you to myself, Rene,” Odelia said, still chuckling to herself with mirth.

Okay. It’s unfortunate to lose the others but… Odelia is Odelia.

Sure. But I don’t like that she’s making us choose, but… Odelia is Odelia. She is above all others.

“I… really don’t want to do that, but okay,” Rene grumbled as he sat down in the indicated spot. “Okay. Only you, Odelia. But you’re going to have to really help me out. I have a lot of work that needs to get done and—”

“Wait. Wait, wait. Rene, I didn’t actually mean that. I was only teasing you,” Odelia said quickly, grabbing his hand in her own and squeezing it hard. “I’m… I’m actually incredibly flattered that you’d set aside everyone for me. And I love you, too, Rene. A great and terrifying amount of love for you. But I cannot manage everything you’ll need of me by myself. I actually do need the help of the others. I’m sorry for even having made the joke.”

Squeezing his hand again, Odelia just hung onto it for a second.

“Really, though? Just me?” she asked in an amused tone after a few seconds passed.

Rene hated himself for admitting it, felt like he was partially betraying the others, but he couldn’t deny it.

The young woman who shouted bravely at her captors that she’d rather kill herself stood prominently in his mind. A woman who wasn’t ever stopped, only slowed down. A woman who made sketches of him and tracked him down. Pieced together everything about him, and simply went along with his plans because she wanted to be with him.

He truly did love Odelia in a way unlike any he’d ever known or thought of.

“Just you, Odelia,” Rene repeated.

Making a happy humming noise, Odelia pulled him up next to her, completely into the center of her bed.

“I’ll never tell anyone, I promise,” Odelia murmured, then cupped his face with her hand and kissed him. Snuggling up to his side once the kiss broke, she let out a soft sigh. “Uhm, say it again, Honey? One last time?”

Unable to help himself, Rene laid his arm around Odelia’s shoulders and pulled her much closer.

“If you wished, it would only be you, Odelia Delacroix, my love,” murmured Rene, holding tightly to her while smiling. She was his adventurous little noblewoman.

If the world was ending, she’d grab a weapon and stand at his side without a care.

Sighing happily, Odelia lifted his arm up from her shoulder, pressed it between her breasts and legs, and wrapped herself around it bodily.

“I’ll never forget this moment, my love. Where you would harm yourself just to make me happy. You’ll never regret it,” murmured Odelia. “Because I’d never make you leave the other girls. I know you care for them, too. Care for them in ways I likely may never understand. And they’ll take care of you in ways I can’t, as well.

“Okay. Now that my ego has been… stroked and I’m feeling like the queen of the world, you came for a reason. My beloved, my fiancé, my dearest, Honey, what did you wish to speak of?”

“I’m the Mask,” said Rene, starting slowly. “And with that comes a lot of… really ugly and bad things I end up doing.”

“I’m aware,” Odelia said and squeezed his hand. “I’m not a wilting flower, my beloved. I’m well aware of the world, despite how I look outwardly. I fully expect you’ll likely kill, beat, torture, and intimidate your way through the underworld. You will stain yourself to bring about a better way. It’ll be worth it.”

I truly love her.

I agree, good sir.

“I have four lieutenants. They all have people of their own,” Rene said, still trying to figure out how to work himself up to what he had to say.

“Ah, yes. The three beauties of the Mask. It’s a rather romantic little rumor going around,” Odelia said with a chuckle. “I hear they’re all quite stunning, untouched by any man but the Mask, and live only for him. I hadn’t heard about the fourth though.”

“Dephan. She’s the madam who runs the Tramp’s Tail,” Rene explained. “She now effectively runs everything. I just hold the money, plot the course, and hurt people who don’t listen to her.”

“Or your lieutenants,” Odelia added.

“Or… or my lieutenants. Rose, Darla, and Pinky,” Rene agreed. “And that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Them in particular.”

“Oh? There’s really only a few things I imagine that would be something to talk about in regards to them,” asked Odelia, lightly stroking the back of his hand while holding it with the other. “If it’s about having children, I do expect you to make sure they don’t have a child from you. That is the absolute last thing we want. I refuse to accept it on any level, Rene Anatolis. You will not give them children under any circumstance. If that’s what you’ve come to talk to me about, I’ll be very cross with you, and then we’ll be visiting an apothecary.”

“Ah, no. Not children,” said Rene, feeling somewhat off his balance once again. Odelia had neatly knocked him sideways again.

“Then what? Just make sure they don’t get a child and we’ll be fine. I cannot even consider the thought of them seeking another’s bed other than yours, so it can’t be that. You’d turn their lives into nightmares if they cheated on you. Just to make a point of not crossing you, I’d imagine,” Odelia mused in an almost offhand way. “It isn’t children. Isn’t them cheating on you. Hm. Well? What is it?”

“I’m… at some point, I’m going to have to have sex with them to keep up the Mask disguise,” said Rene feeling rather odd. As if he were several steps behind Odelia.

“What? You haven’t already? That’s a surprise,” said Odelia with a genuinely curious tone. “Are they not as pretty as I heard? Or are they not actually pure and you don’t want to? Is something else the issue?”

“I… no. There’s no—they’re beautiful. And I know they’re absolutely pure,” mumbled Rene, now positive he was behind. Odelia had already assumed he was sleeping with them.

“Okay? Then why haven’t you slept with them? You’re going to cause suspicion if you don’t, you know,” reprimanded Odelia. “Don’t buy them anything until you’ve bedded each a few times or they’ll start to wonder what’s going on. Perhaps even make a point to finish inside of them several times before letting them take Bed-Quitter. To push their own resolve and to question what your plans are with them.

“Don’t let them take Bane, though. I’ve had an extensive talk with my father about what works and what doesn’t. Bane works rather well but it does have some complications that Bed-Quitter doesn’t. No reason to accidentally burn their womb out or hurt their insides.”

Rene nodded as she started talking, and then shook it as she got to the back half.

“I understand. Bed-Quitter,” said Rene. “Rose mentioned she would be sure to take Bed-Quitter if I let her entertain me.”

Odelia didn’t respond to that, she just kept stroking his arm.

He got the impression she was staring at him but he was afraid to look at her.

“Damnit. You bought them presents already, didn’t you? Did they do anything with you sexually at all? Their mouth? Posterior?”

Rene shook his head to each of her questions.

“Their hands at least? Please tell me you at least—”

Rene shook his head again slowly.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I didn’t even think about it. I didn’t want to touch them until I talked to you and you knew about them. But I got them their masks and really simple necklaces along with a dagger and—”

Odelia put her right hand over his mouth and let out a long sigh.

“My darling Rene. This is why Aurora saw right through you and knew that you were the Mask,” murmured Odelia. “You can never meet Darla, Rose, or Pinky as Rene, if you hope to keep your secrets. Those were their names, right?”

Rene nodded.

“They can never meet you as Rene. They’ll pick you out almost immediately. And that’s if you don’t show them your face. My poor silly Rene,” said Odelia, her thumb stroking his jaw as her small palm covered his mouth. “But it’s also why I love you. Because your biggest weakness is that you have no idea how to love me or the others, but you want to desperately.”

It was true.

He understood violence, dominance, intimidation, and taking power.

Knew exactly what to do to bend the underworld to his will, including Darla, Pinky, Rose, and Dephan.

But he had questioned it all when it came to them because he was terrified of hurting Odelia.

“Alright. I understand. I’m telling you to bed them,” said Odelia. “Speak with whoever the leader is and tell her to pick your partner. She can then choose if it’s a punishment or a benefit. If it’s a benefit, she’ll go first. If it’s a punishment, she’ll have whoever she considers the lowest or most worthy of a chore do it.

“I’m handling the others as needed. Just let me deal with them. I believe I’ve already set a few plans in motion so you don’t pick up any more extras.”

Once more, Rene nodded his head.

“And by the way, I rather like Olivia. She’s a very smart woman. Highly educated, refined, and knows a great deal about society as a whole. She’ll make an excellent partner to me, as Irini does to you,” Odelia said with a nod. “I approve of her wholeheartedly.”

Staring down at the young woman next to him, Rene wasn’t sure what to do. So he nuzzled her hand which was still on his mouth.

“Alright my big ol’ scary Mask who loves me so deeply,” murmured Odelia with a change in her tone and letting her hand drop from his mouth. Releasing his arm, she leaned over and started digging around in her nightstand. “Let’s get our clothes off and get to the premarital sex already. I have some Bed-Quitter in the nightstand. I bought it just after I realized you were the one for me. I wasn’t sure if you’d come for me sooner or later. I saw no reason to risk it and not have it here just in case.

“And honestly, I’m feeling so amazing right now about you willing to make me the only one for you. That you were terrified to bed the Mask girls. That you came to talk to me all because of your worries for me. This is a perfect complement as an end to the night.

“We’re going to have our first night together, on the same night you told me I could be the only one if I wished.”

Rene sat there, really not sure how to respond.

“Ah, there we go. One vial is good for an entire week and I have three more. We can definitely have some fun with this. Okay,” Odelia said sitting back upright. She pulled the top off a small crystal decanter and then upended the whole thing in one go.

Swallowing hard, she made a weird face. Shuddering, she let out a sound of disgust. Putting the vial into a box in her nightstand, she smacked her lips twice.

“Oh, my. That’s awful. Vile, I’d say, in fact. Though I can’t say that the taste isn’t worth what it does. We definitely don’t want a pregnancy yet,” Odelia said, then looked back to him and raised her eyebrows. Reaching out, she started to unbutton his clothes. “Well? Hurry up and help me then. If we’re quick about it, I figure we can see if we can go for a second round before we turn in for the night.”

Okay. Uhm. Great.

Yes. It’s uh… yes. Great.

 

***

 

“Hello!” said the void where Rene found himself.

“Watcher,” Rene replied with a modicum of respect. He found that the Watcher’s behavior regarding the children had changed his personal feelings about the god.

“Well, it’s time for you to start your new career. I already have your first job ready for you,” the Watcher explained. “But… it comes with a bit of backstory first.

“I’ll… uh… do my best to limit it down to only the needed bits, I promise. But it’s still probably a lengthy one.”

Rene shrugged his shoulders.

“I imagine my dreams are as long as you want to make them,” he said. “And I’m asleep right now, right? That means that you’re not wasting my time.”

“That’s… a very good point, hahaha. And after your nighttime activities, you’ll be quite the deep sleeper tonight,” said the watcher. “Alright, so, imagine this. A collection of worlds.”

In the emptiness of the void sprung endless floating planets. They all looked like what Rene would call his home, Earth, though there were also quite a few with very distinct landmasses that he didn’t recognize.

“This… these are my worlds. They’re filled with life. Life I put on them solely to exist. So that they could, well, live,” the Watcher explained, his voice taking on an injured tone. “Where the reason for their existence is only to exist. My children across countless planets, eons, and lives.

“Many of them suffer. Do harm to others, or are harmed. I hear their cries and their pleas. Their demands for justice and assistance. I don’t help as much as they would wish. I do what I can when I can, but in many situations, there is nothing I can do.”

“Why?” Rene asked, peering at the closest world.

“Because as much as I want to whisk away all their issues—to punish the wicked, raise up the good, and everything in between—I would irrevocably harm them. For some, it would give them a reason to slaughter others who didn’t believe, or the inverse, for those who didn’t to kill those who did.

“A great many would put their faith in whatever happened to them as a statement of will from me. Good, bad, or neutral, and they wouldn’t… live. Or take responsibility for their lives. And honestly… I just want all my children to live a life. Good or bad, to live it. Because there will come a time where they all must pass to another… existence.”

“The afterlife?” Rene asked, curious. This was a conversation he never thought he’d have.

He was rapidly becoming aware of the fact that his Watcher was far more than he’d ever expected. In fact, it was starting to seem like he was the All-father, Overgod, and the Originator. The starting point for all things.

“No. Even beyond the afterlife,” the Watcher murmured. “Because everyone is worthy of another chance. They’ll be cleansed and set loose upon a world once again if they wish it. Very rarely the same world, mind you. And then they’ll do it all over again. Live, that is.

“Even you after a long period of punishment would be given another chance, Rene. All are worthy of redemption.”

A great number of the worlds split off from the group and moved to the left, the other group to the right.

“Except, I erred. My great enemy found my worlds. He corrupted deities, peoples, cultures, and turned them against me. Many worlds were made hostile to me and I have… no presence in them at all,” the Watcher said sadly. “And now I have a shadow war between this enemy and myself.

“I do have my resources. My forces. And my Architect has set in motion a plan that will take time but will almost certainly produce an end to the war for me. In the meanwhile, I must do what I can to assist those who work for me. Or have the potential to work for me.”

Rene nodded his head.

It made sense. If one was going to fight a war, there would be multiple theaters. Some public, some in shadow. He’d done both sides of such conflicts in his life.

“And you need me to run some back-end support,” Rene concluded.

“Exactly. I have… an extensive list of requirements for someone to be suitable to work for me. I have to. It’s too important not to,” the Watcher said. “I have two individuals who I’m currently watching very closely. One, however, was just abducted against his will. I cannot assist him directly, or overtly, as that would break my covenants. It would allow my enemy much more freedom to act. All the deities in between us can, of course, violate the covenant at their own risk but… that’s up to them. I never forget someone who’s betrayed me, however.”

“Uh-huh, and you want me to help this individual,” Rene said, curious. “Am I going to free him or provide resources or…?”

“You’re going to hide in the shadows. Assist as you see fit, and make sure he gets out of this predicament alive,” the Watcher clarified. “You’ll be moved to an armory shortly where you can take whatever gear you wish. Then you’ll be transported to the mission area.

“Your VIP is a man by the name of Felix Campbell. He has his adoptive daughter, Eva, with him. You cannot make contact with him and he must not be aware of your presence.

“You’ll be going to a world where certain individuals have superpowers. I would advise you to take weapons from the armory that are earmarked as ‘S-Variable’. Which just means they’ll work on a super world, and will be able to harm those with powers. Some of your own powers will work, others won’t. As an example, don’t expect to see people’s names or information on them, if you try. Might still work for items and things, though. I'm also pretty sure your log may become corrupted permanently after this, but... that's how it goes. As well as your ability to see names and titles over peoples’ heads.”

Rene nodded at that.

It made sense and sounded reasonable. He couldn't complain that much. They were gifts he was given freely. If they were sacrificed to do his job, then so be it.

Because his job was also a gift in a way. An opportunity to remain in the world when he’d broken his deal with Watcher.

“Are you ready?” Watcher asked.

“Of course. I’m actually rather looking forward to it,” Rene admitted. “Anything I can take back to my own world when I return?”

The Watcher considered that and then shrugged his shoulders.

“Run it by me in your debrief, and we’ll see. Good luck, Rene. And thank you,” the Watcher said.

Then everything returned to absolute darkness.


Chapter 8

 

Rene appeared in what could only be the armory that the Watcher mentioned.

Endless aisles and rows one after the other stretching so far that Rene couldn’t actually see the end. It was an impressive and terrifying thing to behold.

Equal parts excitement and trepidation ran through Rene.

We’re working for someone who… until now… we did not pay appropriate respect to.

I… don’t think he cared. He found it amusing that we treated him basely.

“Greetings to you,” said a cold voice. “I am Death, or so named Ernsta. In all but a single world, I reign over the land of the dead. None may alter my course.

“This is the Armory of the Dead. Each of these items have been used to kill another. A number of killings, in fact. Through various means, they became mine and a level of sentience was attained. None live, though all are aware.”

Rene felt like he was rapidly falling out of his own depth so fast, that he could barely contemplate what was happening.

“Please take whatever you find suitable. Having received so many souls personally from you, Rene, I believe I can make some suggestions,” said Death. “If you’re willing to hear them.”

“Of course. Please. Suggest away. I wouldn’t know where to—”

In a flash, the endless vault of weapons became little more than twenty feet in either direction. There were racks and cases filled with weapons of course.

But now, they were all quite familiar to him.

Next to him was even a case with several knives, including a Glauca B1.

Not hesitating, Rene opened the case and retrieved the knife immediately.

It felt comfortable in his hand. Like slipping into a pair of boxers that were nearly threadbare but were too comfortable to ever consider disposing of.

Looking at the hilt, Rene was surprised. It wasn’t just a Glauca B1, it was his Glauca B1. The serial numbers were filed down. It was the fact that the same nick in the side was there that he’d made on accident while getting rid of those numbers which confirmed it.

 

Item Name: Glauca B1

Description: An extremely sharp and reliable blade that has seen extensive use in a professional’s hand. Like your other little one-handed weapon that needed a lot of help from a professional’s hand.

 

 

Damage: 30-40

 

Functions-

 

None. 

 

Attributes-

 

Indestructible (Modified by Ernsta)

Never needs sharpening (Modified by Ernsta)

S-Variable (Modified by Brunhild)

 

Ernsta and Brunhild, huh? We’ll have to ask about them.

You think that’s clever, Watcher?

We admit it is. And it doesn’t even bother us. We know you watch over us, despite being a dickhead.

“Your pistol and SMG are also here. Though you did not use a rifle enough to have imprinted it in the same way,” offered Death. “If I may?”

“Yes, please. All my old equipment would be fine, along with an M4A1 like the one I used to—”

“Done,” Death said simply, interrupting him before he could finish. “I’ve included limited amounts of C-4 for you, as well. They’re packed exactly the way you’re used to and how you would expect. Wired for remote detonation, of course. I assumed you’d find uses for them.”

The room had now become the size of a bedroom with a single table on it.

Laid out on it was all the gear he’d lovingly maintained and kept. Equipment that’d seen him through a great many ugly situations.

“I most certainly will. Perfect,” Rene said, impressed. “Now I just need my harness and—”

Rene felt his body shift and suddenly he was wearing a harness and Kevlar armor setup that fit him perfectly. It lacked ceramic plates but that was fine with Rene. He needed to be lightweight and mobile. Not to mention, it would make it easier to slither and snake into small places.

It even had preset carabiner clips for climbing.

“You’re going to a world that was considerably like your own. Just with super-heroes,” said Death. “And though… and though the Watcher didn’t task me with doing so, I had your equipment upgraded before you arrived. All your gear is set to an S-variable.”

“Sounds like you know me better than myself,” Rene said as he continued to work at loading himself up with his gear.

“You always performed admirably as an assassin. It was a treat to watch,” said Death. “My sister and I would often watch whenever you went out on a job.”

That’s… different.

I was under the impression that the Watcher didn’t know about me until I was summoned and died.

Maybe we are a recruited resource after all. He waited for us to expire and then acted the guide.

Whatever. Job is a job and… I like our lives.

Agreed and sold twice, I would do much for our wives.

“I’m sending you now. You’re going into what is quite literally a war zone,” Death said. “The VIP and his daughter are inside the building you’ll be appearing in front of. I cannot advise you any further than that. We’ll extract you once Felix is safe. Do you have any last-minute questions?”

“What’s my ROE?” Rene asked as he pulled the slide back on his pistol, and chambered a round. The silencer for it was on his vest. If this was an active war zone, he didn’t think he’d need it immediately.

“ROE?” asked Death. “Ah! Rules of engagement. I give you liberty to do anything and everything you feel you must. You have no limitations. Rene Twice-Born, I wish you success.”

Nodding his head, Rene swung his M4A1 up over his shoulder and then squared himself.

I’m actually looking forward to this in a way.

I agree and find the whole thing exciting, I must say.

Smirking, Rene waited.

In a flash of light, he stood outside a building.

The faint rustle of what sounded like people moving things around could be heard. Distantly, he could hear gunshots and what sounded like the crackle of fire.

”—Eva. Sit down, be silent, and get yourself together. Or start helping me dig through this office. We’ll have to clear this building out completely and then figure out which way to go from there. Wait, do I own this knife now?” asked a voice.

Turning his head, Rene felt the presence there before he saw it.

A man with a bent piece of what looked like a pipe was creeping toward the rear door of the building. There was no mistaking this person’s intent.

Not waiting, Rene unsheathed his Glauca, buried it in the man’s guts, and ripped it upward. The move would sever the abdominal aorta without spewing the man’s intestines out like a burst sausage.

Shoving the dying man down to the ground, Rene wiped his knife off on the man even as he curled up into the fetal position.

Holding the man there as he bled out, Rene scanned his surroundings.

As far as he could tell, he was in a city that looked like it’d suffered some extremely serious explosive damage. Not to mention a number of fires.

There were pockmarks and holes from small-arms’ fire almost everywhere he looked. To Rene, it resembled several cities he’d been in as they collapsed into anarchy.

Snorting, Rene tried getting down low to the ground. If he could utilize his abilities here, this would be all the easier.

Almost immediately, he faded away from his own sight. Vanishing as if he didn’t exist.

Dandy. Let’s go see about our VIP.

Sneaking into the mechanic shop—or so Rene guessed from everything he could see out behind the building—he found Felix and Eva.

Felix looked like the type of man Rene had dealt with often enough. A corporate raider who hired people like Rene to get simple things done. Like theft or data destruction.

He had short dark-brown hair and gray eyes that were flat like a stone. Eyes that would peer into you and dissect you.

The young woman next to him was pretty, but also clearly out of her element. She looked lost and confused, but determined.

Especially for someone who looked like they should be in high school.

She had brown hair that was swept back from her face and soft brown eyes.

Rene settled into a corner and watched as the duo scoured the building.

What was surprising to Rene was that the man named Felix could disintegrate seemingly random objects at will. Usually by touching it first and then staring at the item.

Exiting the building to walk a quick perimeter a short while later, Rene confirmed that no one else was nearby. Though when he arrived back inside, he regretted having walked the circuit.

He’d missed part of a conversation.

”—with nothing for us,” Felix said.

Eva sighed and pressed her hands to her face. “This is insane.”

“It’s definitely not good. I think you need to realize that this will probably get worse, though. Optimism and trust are probably the quickest ways to get killed out here. The teams we sent out to scout typically come back with some pretty bad stories about what was going on.” Felix paused and took a shaky breath.

“I guess what I’m trying to say is… I wouldn’t be surprised if this got worse, and we end up hurting people. Or worse. I normally try to limit the amount of harm I cause but… this isn’t going to be fun. Or easy.”

Eva choked off a broken chuckle that almost sounded like a sob. “So you’re telling me you’re going to murder people.”

“Probably. And if I have to kill fifty people to protect you, I will. And that isn’t something you can stop, prevent, or talk me out of. It isn’t your fault and isn’t your doing, so you can’t be responsible for it. But, if—and I hope it’s only an if—if it happens, I won’t hesitate,” Felix said.

Rene nodded his head at that. He liked Felix so far. The man clearly knew how the world worked and would do what he had to.

Eva didn’t respond to that. Instead, she looked away from Felix, unwilling to meet his eyes.

“Alright, let’s go. I’ll take the lead. Stay close to me and don’t hesitate to pop a power if you think we need it,” Felix said.

Rene watched as both Felix and Eva crept across the street to what looked like a postal office on the other side.

He’d long ago spread out his senses in the area. Not to mention he’d visually searched every angle to the mechanic shop on his patrol.

If there was anyone immediately nearby, he’d have known it.

Which is why he did know there were people in the post office.

Not waiting for Felix or Eva, Rene ghosted ahead. Moving around the side of the building, he got to the back of it, though he had to hop a wall to do it.

The rear of the postal office opened up into a private parking lot. One that was clear of anything for the moment.

Dashing to the door, Rene was able to muscle it open without too much noise. It didn’t hurt that everyone inside was currently distracted. Or so he’d guess from the sound of a handgun being racked.

Moving in through the back, Rene found two groups in the middle of a standoff. Just beyond them, he could see Felix and Eva.

However, Felix had picked up a brick from somewhere. Flicking a rock out to one side, Felix used its strike as a distraction. Smashing the brick in his hand into the back of a man’s head, he sent him crashing down to the ground.

Leaping forward, Rene dropped his knee down onto the first man’s spine. He’d already started to get up to his hands and knees before Felix had clobbered the woman closest to him.

Diving forward with a knife, Felix drove it into the second man’s neck and tore out his throat as Eva slammed her fist into the jaw of the last.

In a matter of seconds, the group of aggressors was down, and the passive group was standing, staring at Felix and Eva.

“Keep an eye on them while I finish the others,” Felix said, looking at Eva.

“Do we have to?” Eva asked plaintively.

Felix didn’t respond to her and instead went to the man he’d stabbed in the throat.

Don’t bother, Felix. That one’s gone.

“Seriously, do we have to?” Eva asked again.

“What would you have me do?” Felix asked, moving over to the woman. “Do you want to tie them up? Let them go? Try to talk them onto our side? Hm?”

“Actually, wait,” Eva said. “Hey, what territory is this? Where are we?”

Felix dropped down on the woman’s shoulders and looked to be contemplating how to end her.

“Where. Are. We. Who owns this block?” Eva repeated.

Felix put a hand behind the woman’s head and grabbed a fistful of her black hair. He tilted her chin upward to get a good line at her throat.

“This is Skipper’s turf,” said one of the men.

“Wait, Felix! Don’t kill her. If this is Skipper’s territory, doesn’t that mean you could take them as slaves? Yes?” Eva said.

Rene looked down at the man he had pinned.

From what he could tell, the man had stopped breathing at some point.

Not lifting his knee, Rene instead looked at the passive would-be victims.

None of them looked like they would be a problem, so Rene discounted them. They could be resources for Felix if he was the type of man that Rene expected him to be.

Getting up off the dead man, Rene made his way to the back door and exited the post office.

Felix had the interior secured, which meant that Rene needed to work on the exterior. There would be some work to do, he imagined.

 

***

 

By the time the sun came up, Rene had systematically cleared all threats from the area surrounding the post office. Of those threats, only one had been Human in origin.

Rene had even gone so far as to climb a light post and survey all that laid around in every direction. It’d been effective enough, though he hadn’t found anything of interest.

The one Human threat he’d found, he eliminated completely. A group of individuals that clearly had ill-intent for anyone they came across and didn’t need to exist anymore.

Considering he’d been given a blank check by Death herself, Rene saw no reason to spare a thought for them.

Everyone else he found didn’t need to be bothered at all. People who were just interested in surviving and wanted nothing to do with anyone.

Eventually, Rene found he had little else to do other than to camp out in a nearby apartment building that overlooked the postal office.

It was close enough that he could easily cover it with the limit of his carbine. Far enough away that he wouldn’t be under Felix and Eva’s feet.

If he was going to protect them without being seen or noticed, the last place he wanted to be was in their constant proximity. The last thing he wanted or needed was trying to protect them while also hiding from them.

Having to shoot someone in front of the VIP would be counterproductive.

Agreed indeed. That’d be quite restrictive and destructive.

Staring out the window, Rene watched as some of Felix’s group brought yet more resources back to the post office. They hadn’t been half as clever as they’d thought they were.

Lifting up his carbine, Rene peered through the low magnification scope he’d put on it.

The weapon wasn’t designed for incredibly long-range shots, but from this distance with what he had, he was very comfortable with what he could do.

This time, it was only a single person trailing after two of the group.

Either they’re learning, or after killing the last five people, the hostiles are figuring it out.

Dropping the reticle on the target, Rene squeezed the trigger once.

With a bang, the carbine sounded off. Before the man could respond to the first shot, Rene lined up a second shot and drew the trigger once more.

The two with the resources got lower in their not-so-sneaky movements as the man following them slumped to the ground.

“Hmph,” Rene said, sitting upright again.

He was camping out in an apartment that overlooked the post office. The dining room table had been set up in a perfect spot for him to fire from the center of the room.

“I wonder how much longer we’ll be here,” Rene mused aloud. “Though… now that I think about it, I haven’t checked in on Felix in a while. He was just hunkered down in that knick-knack shack and hadn’t moved at all. If that’s the last of the resources, probably time to head back that way. Make sure the little pencil pusher doesn’t get in trouble.”

Sighing, Rene stood up partially. He’d remained hidden since he’d arrived here and had no plan on ever leaving stealth. Keeping himself in a low crouch, he prowled down to the ground floor, exiting the apartment building.

Hitting street-level, Rene moved out into the road.

We could have been a disaster with our current powers back in our first life.

Yes, but I wouldn’t trade a single moment of this life for years in the previous.

Rene nodded his head, quietly passing by the postal office.

Glancing inside, he saw the two women working with Eva to organize the resources they’d brought over.

Moving on, he didn’t stop. He needed to get down to where Felix was and to make sure he was alright. He was content to leave the man where he was for the time being when he’d heard he was going to stay put until nightfall.

Up ahead, Rene could see what looked like a brief disturbance. A group of people suddenly swarmed out of a side alley, then darted back in. Leaving nothing behind or any clue to what they’d done.

Feeling somewhat curious, Rene acted against his better judgement and angled off in that direction. He wasn’t inclined to force himself into situations that didn’t need him, but neither was he going to let something stand that could impact his VIP later.

Easing up around the corner with his carbine raised, Rene found the group of people.

There were all gathered around what looked like a woman who was pushing them back and away from her with her hands.

“You don’t want to do this! It’ll end badly for you!” shouted the woman a moment before one of the throng punched her across the face, snapping her head to one side and stunning her.

Rene didn’t need to see anymore and he didn’t care to play curious.

Lifting his carbine up as the woman went down to the ground, Rene flicked the indicator to full automatic and pulled the trigger.

Sweeping the barrel from left to right, Rene held the trigger down for controlled bursts. Rounds punched through shoulders, heads, and chests.

Even as their friends fell, many of the mob ran away from the gunfire. Especially since they couldn’t actually see Rene.

Deciding they were better dead than alive, he began to pick them off with shots to the back and head as they ran.

It wasn’t until there was no one left in his sights that he allowed himself to lower his carbine.

Letting the barrel drop several inches, he slowly began to sneak forward to where the woman had gone down.

Walking up to the people he’d initially shot, Rene pulled his pistol from its holster at his side. Aiming it at the back of one of the people’s heads, he pulled the trigger. Then he moved from body to body—some wounded, some dead—and put a round in their skull just to be sure.

With each, he made sure the woman wasn’t amongst the pile, or the person he was targeting.

He finally found her nearly in the center of the whole mess. She was shaking her head slowly back and forth with her hands over her eyes.

“You alright?” Rene asked, creeping up on her. Slowly, he stood up from his crouch so she could see him. Talking to thin air would be more problematic than talking to him.

Letting her hands fall down, the young woman looked up at Rene.

Sliding his pistol back into its holster, he gave the woman a quick once-over.

Black ringlets that were cut short framed her face beautifully. Bright-blue eyes that were full of intelligence tried to pierce through to Rene’s heart after just a few seconds.

Wearing street clothes that were too clean, and with a build that filled out those clothes in all the right places, she clearly didn’t belong here in this city.

“I… I am. Thank you,” said the woman in a quiet voice. Then she shook her head slightly. “I was separated from my team and… and I just… I’m lost. We were on our way to a meeting.”

Laughing to herself, the woman gave him an odd smile and then slowly got to her feet.

“Though it seems a young hero has come to rescue me,” she said with some amusement. “Should I swoon into your arms, or blush and hide my face. I’m afraid I’m new to the damsel in distress cliché.”

“Likewise. Especially when it wasn’t my fight,” Rene admitted then looked around. He didn’t like where they were and he wanted to get off the street. “You got a weapon? Place to hide? Anything?”

Rene finally looked back to the woman, his carbine pointing to the ground.

“No. None of those, I’m afraid. Why, are you going to escort me to safety?” asked the woman.

Grimacing, Rene wasn’t sure what to do.

“Fine, come with me. I’ll keep you safe for the time being. I’m on a close-protection job for the moment. Handling you won’t make it much different,” Rene said, then nodded his head to the side, back to the road. “Keep in my steps, walk where I do, stay silent. I’ll get you bunked out and move on.”

“My hero,” said the woman with a wide smile, her eyes watching him.

Tearing into him.

“By the way, my name’s Shirley. Shirley Adele. I know, weird name. Right? Mom named me for her sister,” said the young woman. “What’s yours? Name that is, not what your aunt’s name is.”

“Don’t got one,” Rene said apologetically, frowning at the way Shirley’s mind hopped from subject to subject. It reminded him of Odelia and just how damn smart she was. “Just Asset One at the moment.”

“Oh, I like that. I’ll call you Ass, then,” Shirley said, stepping up to his side. “Lead the way, Ass.”

Realizing this was likely a mistake, Rene set back out.

He was especially annoyed that he couldn’t crouch down and hide himself away. This was turning out to be far too much like his old life now.

And he didn’t like it at all.


Chapter 9

 

Rene found what he was looking for just as the sun fell.

Felix and his people were leaving the knick-knack shack and heading out somewhere else. Rene had now been trailing along behind his target for a short while.

On top of that, Rene kept himself and Shirley as far back as possible, and preferably out of the line of sight.

Once more, Rene was thankful that he could actually sense others over increasingly longer distances. He could just barely sense the back of the group.

“What exactly are you doing, my heroic Ass?” Shirley asked from behind him.

“Contract work. VIP that doesn’t know I’m here,” Rene admitted.

“Ah! That makes sense. I’m just here for a meeting. Didn’t think it was this bad, though,” Shirley muttered. “I’ve apparently gone and underestimated how terribly Skipper is ruining this place.”

Rene grunted at that, he had no idea who Skipper was but he figured it was whoever had turned the place into a shithole.

Certainly don’t see this type of behavior with a concerned leader. The problem is at the head.

Most definitely not. A problem at the top to be sure. This whole city is filled with dread.

“I’ll stay with you, if you don’t mind. I’m sure someone will come looking for me eventually,” Shirley murmured. “Well, that or I’ll just give up and leave. My life is certainly not worth this meeting.”

“Leave?” Rene asked.

“Yes. It’s a simple little device. I can only use it once, but I can return home in an instant,” Shirley said in an offhand way. “I do have to get to this meeting, though. If I use the device I’d lose months of time.”

Frowning, Rene eased up to the mouth of the alley and peeked out.

He could see Felix and his people standing in front of what looked like a pawnshop.

Someone rushed out of it and charged the group, though they looked very disoriented. They were rubbing at their eyes, coughing, and stumbling around.

In a flash, the person was attacked and pushed down to the ground in front of the doors. Then everyone in Felix’s group did the same thing, blocking the doors shut.

Looked like that person had been gassed or something.

I wonder what that clever little man did.

Whatever it is, they really want that pawnshop and are willing to attack and kill for it.

“Ah, is that them?” Shirley asked from beside him.

“Indeed. They look fine for the moment. We should find a place to hunker down for a time,” Rene said and began inspecting the buildings surrounding the pawnshop.

The vast majority of them didn’t look like anything out of the ordinary. Or something that would be useful or relevant to his needs.

Need to refill the canteen. Need fresh water. And a meal.

Place to shit and bed down, as well, would be ideal.

Agreeing with the Monster, Rene spied what looked like a dentist’s office on the second floor of a building.

That’d have multiple sinks. Probably a bathroom.

If the chairs are intact, could use one as a makeshift bed. Slept in worse.

Or a sofa in the lobby or so we could assume.

They have those often enough, and to a sofa I wouldn’t be adverse.

“We’re going for the dentist’s office. I can watch over them from there and take a moment for ourselves,” Rene stated.

“Ah, yes. Likely to have a place to lie down for a bit and drink as well,” Shirley agreed. “Could we search the nearby offices for a snack? I’m… well, I’m a little hungry.”

“Food isn’t a requirement, but if we have the time and luxury, we can look,” Rene murmured.

Shirley clicked her tongue at that then laughed.

“Right,” she said.

Moving back the way they’d come, Rene took them to the dentist’s office.

It was more or less what he’d expected—rundown, raided, and anything of value already taken.

Though there was indeed a sofa, running water, and several dentist’s chairs. One of which was near a window from which he could actually see the pawnshop.

Which meant he could get some rest while watching over Felix.

 

***

 

A telltale sound woke Rene up from a dead sleep the next day.

Muted crackling and the whine of something passing close by overhead.

Something he knew quite well, in fact.

“Get down!” Rene said, stumbling up out of the patient chair in a flash. Throwing his carbine over his shoulder, he spotted Shirley. She’d fallen asleep on the job, her head pressed to the glass overlooking the pawnshop.

Grabbing the young woman by the shoulder and waking her, Rene tossed her to the ground next to the chair where he’d been sleeping.

Staring up at him with wide eyes, she held her hands up to defend herself at the same time that he threw himself down atop her.

Then the artillery round he’d heard hit and the boom rattled everything. Followed by several more. Shattering in its frame, the window glass blew apart and scattered itself in every direction.

The dull roar of the explosions and clattering of buildings falling apart became louder instantly.

Shirley went straight into a fetal position, hunching down under Rene who covered her with his body.

The crackle and roar of shells continued for several seconds, until they were falling directly atop Rene’s position.

All Rene knew for those few minutes was explosions, shaking walls, and the boom and gut-wrenching thump of shells going off all around him.

What in the shit is going on!? This is more than just a dictator controlling a city!

This is more like a city being shelled in the middle of a war!

Monster didn’t reply. If anything, it was just as shocked as he was, if not more so.

Bits of drywall, plaster, and other debris rained down over Rene. An entire wall gave in and collapsed over the top of them, smashing down onto the chair where Rene had been sleeping.

Suddenly, light spilled in from above, even as the attack continued.

The roof had literally been torn off and blasted apart.

Curling up tighter around Shirley, all Rene could do was hold onto her and hope for the best.

Getting hit in an artillery strike was as much luck in either direction, good or bad, as anything else. There wasn’t much one could do other than to take cover.

After what felt like an eternity, the shelling stopped. As suddenly as if someone had hit a light switch.

Dust, dirt, and bits of the office continued to rain down around them and the wall they were under.

“Building isn’t likely stable anymore,” Rene said, not getting up off Shirley.

“Uh-uh. D-definitely not stable. I’d agree,” murmured Shirley, her fingers dug in tight to Rene. She was still locked in the fetal position at the same time.

Getting to his hands and knees, rather than literally laying atop Shirley, Rene began to shuffle his way backward out from under the wall.

Pausing every so often, he’d grab Shirley and pull her along with him. She didn’t seem like she wanted to move quite yet, but he wasn’t going to let her stay there, either.

“I’m just…I’m just going to say it now because I need to,” Shirley said, lifting her head slightly as he continued to drag her out. She opened her eyes and stared up at him with a strange look. “Thank you, my heroic Ass. Thank you. I don’t… I don’t know where I’d be without you.”

“Probably raped and dead,” Rene admitted. “Or back home with that device of yours. Certainly not here.”

Getting free of the small space where they’d ended up, Rene grabbed Shirley by the rear end. Taking hold, he pulled her completely out of the crevice. It was simply the best place to put his hands to get her out.

“Yes, raped and… raped and dead. Likely that since I didn’t have enough wits to keep my escape readily available.

“So, thank you. Thank you, but please… please just tell me your name,” Shirley said, grabbing at the straps of his harness and staring up at him now that he’d gotten her free. “I must know it.”

“I… I’m Rene. Rene Anatolis,” he said, giving in to the desperate look in her eyes.

Getting his feet under him, Rene grabbed the wall that’d landed over the top of them, put his other arm behind Shirley’s waist, and stood up.

Setting her down on her feet, Rene inspected the room. It was night now and he could hear the distant sound of what could only be a fire raging.

Moving to the shattered window, Rene leaned out and looked toward the pawnshop.

The building in its entirety had been practically hollowed out. It was a complete ruin.

Hm. I hope he’s alive in there. All I can do is wait here for now. I’m not allowed to make contact.

Rene’s head was forced around by a pair of hands. He found himself staring down into Shirley’s face.

“You, Rene Anatolis, have saved me twice,” said the woman in a strange tone. “I should warn you that I am my mother’s daughter. I cannot overlook you from this point on.”

Okay, that’s a bit too much from her. That sounded crazed.

Said true and straight, sure. Though she is likely still dazed.

Shirley’s eyes slowly widened as she stared up into his face. Her breathing had become heavier and deeper by the second.

“Rene Anatolis,” Shirley said, her hands still cupping his face. “Adele women love strong and true. I hope you’re ready.”

“Already married,” Rene said in an offhand way and then gently patted her hand on his cheek. Breaking her hold on him, he looked back out the window.

People were clambering out of the pawnshop now.

Thank goodness.

Now… if it were me, what would I do?

Head back to the post office. Regroup, recover, plan.

Because if they’re willing to shell a city, they’ll do it again, or more.

Rene nodded his head. It made sense.

In the distance, he could also see a number of what looked like people in the sky.

Fighting.

Throwing bolts of energy, magical spells, or simply bashing each other with their hands and feet. A fight in the sky between super-powered individuals.

Artillery strike was to soften up people or a location.

Once more, his head was jerked to the side. Shirley was staring up at him again, though this time he could feel her fingernails digging lightly onto his skin.

“That’s fine, Rene Anatolis. Harems run in my family. My father has many women,” Shirley said in an odd tone. “Both my aunt and my mother are in his harem. It’ll be well. We just need to—”

Out of nowhere, someone smashed down through the ceiling nearby. Scattering what remained all over.

“Ah-ha! I’ve found you!” said a man as he stood up. He was dressed in what looked like a spandex one-piece blue and yellow outfit. He held up a hand to his ear. “This is Star-Burst! I’ve found Miss Shirley. I’ll be bringing her back shortly.”

Looks like something out of a bad comic book.

“Miss Shirley, I’m to escort you out of the area. Seville has had everyone combing the area looking for you,” said the man who was apparently called Star-Burst. “Here. I was told to present you this, as well.”

Star-Burst came over and handed Shirley a stoppered glass vial that glowed blue.

“Don’t worry, Rene. Seville is a family friend,” Shirley said to Rene after taking the vial. She unstoppered it and downed it in one go. Letting the glass drop to the ground Shirley looked back to Rene. “That’s all he is. I’m not actually seeing anyone and—”

“We must go now, Miss Shirley. Any delay and—”

Shirley removed her left hand from Rene’s face and held it out toward the superhero. A spinning circle of square-shaped runes appeared in the air in front of her hand and then shot forward.

In a flash, it had engulfed the man. He was instantly encased in a blue bubble as the runes vanished and the spell activated.

Rene couldn’t even see the man on the inside of it. Though he could hear what sounded a lot like the super striking the inside of his prison.

I… okay. This is much more different than I thought.

We weren’t rescuing a helpless young girl.

“Hush, I’m speaking with my destined one,” Shirley said, never having taken her eyes away from Rene. They were wide and dilated. Something had clearly come unhinged in her mind. “M-maybe Mother… wasn’t wrong. Maybe I’m just like her, after all. Ha… that’s sad in a way, I suppose.”

Let’s scare her off.

Yes! That’s a good idea. If we make ourselves undesired, she’ll leave.

“I hear a voice in my head that only I can hear. It tells me what to do. But it’s really just me talking to myself. And usually telling me to kill people,” Rene said going for the one-two punch. “I used to kill people for money and I have five wives. I think most of humanity is little better than garbage.”

Shirley took in a sudden, deep breath, her left hand coming back up to rest on his face.

“You’re perfect, Rene Anatolis. Mother will approve of you easily,” Shirley said with a soft gasp which was followed by an odd laugh. “I’ll find you later. We’ll have dinner. You can introduce me to your wives.

“I have to go for now. I’ll come back for you though. I promise it. I’ll come for you, Rene Anatolis.”

“I won’t be here,” Rene said with a shake of his head. “In fact, it’s very likely I’ll be long gone from here and somewhere really far away.”

“I’ll find you. Don’t you worry, my Rene. I’ll find you,” Shirley said, then pulled his head down and gave him a warm, if chaste, kiss.

Then she stepped away from him and moved over to the blue ball of magic.

With a flick of her hand, the spell vanished and the man appeared, kneeling in place, with his hands on the ground.

He suddenly began taking great heaving gasps of air.

“Oh, sorry. I forgot to put in a permeable barrier for air,” Shirley said, patting Star-Burst on the back. “Now, lead the way and don’t touch me. I’m reserved for Rene.”

“Of-of course Miss Shirley. My apologies, Miss Shirley,” Star-Burst gasped out, then stood up to his feet.

The man slowly rose up out of the ceiling and into the sky. Apparently, he was able to fly.

Shirley made a circle like motion with her fingers and a disc of runes appeared under her feet.

“Thank you again for saving me, my Rene. My heroic Ass,” Shirley said with a wide grin at him. “I froze up and failed to act and you were there for me. It’s destiny. I shall fetch you later. I promise it, we shall be together. Just as my parents will be.”

Lifting her hand up, Shirley rose up into the air, the disc of runes lifting her beyond his vision.

Okay. We met someone crazier than we are.

I… yes, we did. Do you think she has a female Monster for me?

If she does, I think it might try to eat you. Let’s go.

Back to the post office.

I’ll be glad to be done with this world and go home.

Exiting the building through the broken window, Rene hit the ground and crouched down low. The last thing he wanted was to be here at all. Breaking contact with Shirley was his goal.

Keeping low, moving quickly, Rene went right back to the post office.

Arriving ahead of Felix and his group, Rene found the front of the post office was no longer accessible. The rear entry would be the only place where Felix could re-enter his little fortified bunker.

Moving around to the back of the building, and the most likely path to enter, Rene spotted a group of people arriving from the other side. They were dragging what looked to be a corpse right up to the door of the post office.

Watching curiously, Rene climbed partway up the wall of the building he was next to and then sat down on a window sill. Remaining still and hiding, he watched as several people broke off from the group to go bang on the back door. A shouted command was given that Rene couldn’t quite make out.

Of the group, the vast majority of people were all gathered around the corpse and seemed quite interested in it.

Pulling his carbine up to his shoulder Rene made sure he was ready for Felix’s return.

He wasn’t about to guess that this would go down as anything other than violent. Because people didn’t normally just carry around a corpse for the fun of it.

Sitting there, he waited and watched.

When Felix and his group finally arrived, Rene was surprised at the route they’d taken. It’d placed them right beneath him.

They’d quickly discovered the besiegers and were working out their plan of attack.

“Drop gear and prepare for a firefight. I didn’t see any guns, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have any. Make sure you’re chambered, safety off, and have your clips ready. Try to keep your finger moving. Burst fire only. No full auto,” Felix ordered.

Twenty seconds later, everyone had dropped their cargo. Most of the little group didn’t look too pleased about the idea of firing on others.

“You two will be upfront, kneeling. I want you to try to only shoot if people start heading our way. Got it?” Felix ordered, looking at two individuals. Both of them nodded at Felix.

“Great.  Julia, post up on the right and keep it clear. Steve, the left. I’ll hold the middle. Keep your fields of fire clean. If I move, move with me. To start this party off, I’ll fire a single shot over their heads. If I fire after that, light ’em up,” Felix said.

I kind of like him. I think we’d get along.

Can’t disagree with that. With us, he’d belong.

Everyone got into position quickly, their weapons trained on the targets.

Aiming just above their heads, Felix fired a single round.

In an instant, the world changed.

The single round cracked the air and echoed.

“Clear out!” Felix called. “Now! Only warning!”

Monster let out a soft chuckle in Rene’s head, even as Rene lifted his weapon up and sighted it on the enemy.

Think he did that to appease his subordinates?

It’s cute, almost like he thinks of them as associates.

Right in line with his expectation, the group began charging straight for Felix.

After someone else fired the first shot, Rene began to pick through the crowd with quick burst fire pulls. Making sure to line his shots up so that his rounds could get someone behind his initial target.

In no time at all, the group broke apart and started running away.

“Drop as many as you can. No survivors if possible,” Felix called, shooting one of the fleeing people in the back with a burst of fire.

Definitely like him.

Glancing below him, Rene was amused as one of the women looked up to where he was. Looking right through him.

Apparently, she’d noticed the sounds of his gunfire, despite no one else having done so.

Smirking, Rene changed out the magazine on his carbine.

By the time he’d looked back up, Felix had gotten into the post office as others began checking the wounded. Making sure they were actually dead, or helping them to that end if not.


Chapter 10

 

The group that Felix and his people chased off didn’t come back.

But a second group did that seemed far more determined than the first.

They quickly looted the bodies that’d been left behind of everything. Then dumped the corpses into a pile and left them there. Discarded trash that didn’t need to be dealt with.

Rene had retreated back to the apartment he’d used earlier to watch the post office. Sitting in his chair, watching both the front and the back.

“Least I got a nap in,” Rene grumbled, feeling rather bored. In the darkest part of the night, he’d allowed himself a four-hour nap. Though only after confirming that Felix himself was sleeping.

I’m still concerned about Shirley. She was… well, crazier than we are.

“She really was crazy, wasn’t she?” Rene muttered.

Beautiful, though.

And kinda fun.

“The crazy ones are always pretty and fun,” mumbled Rene.

He was feeling rather unnerved by the way Shirley had left, and what she’d said to him as she’d departed.

Right now, Rene really wanted to get out of here and back to his own life.

Except he couldn’t leave until he’d gotten Felix to some form of safety. Sitting here in this bombed-out city certainly wasn’t it.

The debris in front of the post office started to simply vanish. Removed from reality as if it never existed and had never been.

Huh? Is Felix moving?

Peering through the optics piece on his weapon, Rene tapped his index finger against the trigger guard. Reassuring his own mind of its placement.

In short order, the shattered entrance was no more. The front of the post office became an entrance and exit once again.

A man with a rifle then stepped out and crossed the street.

Must be their point man.

That man was followed by the rest of Felix’s group after he got a short distance ahead.

Nodding his head, Rene realized it was time to go. It was the pre-dawn gloom and that was a good time to start moving.

Slinging his carbine over his shoulder, Rene got up and walked into the kitchen.

Staring out through the hole that had once been a wall, he contemplated his current action. It’d been something he’d considered when he saw the front of the building on returning.

Quite a few shells had hit the apartment building. Leaving it with a great deal of broken windows, shattered masonry, and gaping holes.

Shaking his head, Rene stepped out onto the broken wall and then began to climb down. He worked his way down quickly, moving with far less difficulty than he expected.

Hey, Watcher. Gotta compliment you on the gifts again.

Got any books I could borrow and read?

Like… physics? Or engineering?

Could learn a few things.

Reaching a point that was twenty feet from the ground, Rene simply let go.

With a light pop, his boots hit the ground and he was street-side once again.

 

Your skill in Safe Fall has increased (8)

 

Rene dropped into a low crouch and saw the tail of Felix’s group heading into an alley. It hadn’t even taken him a full minute to drop down from his position.

Getting to the other side of the street, Rene clambered straight up the side of a building and got to its roof.

He’d decided he would follow Felix’s group from above, moving from roof to roof and climbing as he went.

After all, he had the skills to do such a thing. There was no reason for him to be on the ground. Not to mention, it was just easier to provide cover from here if he had to.

Peering down over the edge of the building, he could see Felix and his group up ahead. He’d have to hurry a bit to catch up but it wouldn’t be too bad.

“And what do we ha—”

Spinning behind himself and falling into a kneeling position Rene brought his weapon up to his shoulder, sighted it on the speaker, and pulled the trigger.

There was no time to consider how they could see him, or what they wanted. Rene had no friends and no allies here.

Three rounds left the carbine and smashed straight through the man standing there in what looked like another comic book outfit.

Blood began to pour down from his chest, all three rounds hitting center mass.

“How da—”

Flicking the barrel up slightly, Rene pulled the trigger again. These rounds hit the super-human dead center of his forehead and a large chunk of his skull blew out the back.

Looking behind where the man had been, there was a group of people all staring at Rene.

A few of them were even flying.

Not waiting, he began to pivot his carbine and pull the trigger as soon as he got his line set on the next closest—a woman in a similar outfit.

Before she could think to respond, her head also exploded, her body going limp and hitting the ground.

One of the supers in the air twitched and a beam of bright gold energy shot from his hands.

Diving to one side in a roll, Rene went right off the edge of the building. Falling for a short while, he managed to get a booted foot to partially hit an air conditioner. It was just enough to arrest some of his momentum and give him the ability to change his trajectory.

Moving forward now through the air, he landed on a balcony. Sliding several feet across it, he simply jumped over the railing.

Checking his fall, he was able to once more catch himself on a windowsill and leap toward the street. He was only thirty feet or so in the air and was confident in his ability to land without getting hurt.

Or at least, not get hurt so badly that he couldn’t fight.

Landing in a roll, Rene snapped his weapon up to his shoulder again and aimed upward to the top of the building.

The man who’d shot that beam of energy at him was pulling his arms back while hovering in the air.

Rene pulled the trigger as soon as he got the reticle high enough to aim for the man’s center. He felt like he’d put the rounds on target but he didn’t wait to find out. Shifting his aim up slightly, he pulled again, aiming this time for the man’s head.

There was a flash of movement in front of Rene that he hadn’t expected.

Or to be more precise, a person simply appeared in front of him. A man with a sword in his hand, dressed similarly to everyone else.

The sword was in their hand and it swept out in a straight arc.

Throwing his carbine up in front of himself and letting it go to block the sword, Rene rolled backward at the same time.

With a ping and a clatter, the weapon was cut in half by the swordsman in front of him. 

Let’s not get cut by that.

Coming up to his feet, Rene didn’t think he’d have time to draw his pistol and backpedal.

Instead, he went forward, pulling his Glauca from his hip and trying to close the distance. If he could get in close, his knife would be the better weapon.

Catching the man’s arm on the inside of his forearm with his left arm, Rene drove his knife into the man’s guts, then jerked it straight down until it slid free on its own.

Groaning, the man hit the ground on his knees, his intestines spilling out.

Looking around, Rene found no one else attacking him.

The others he’d seen had all vanished. Apparently, they had decided that Rene wasn’t worth the effort.

Watching his surroundings for several more seconds, Rene then grabbed the head of the swordsman. Pushing his blade into the man’s throat he pulled it across. The least he could do was give the man a swift end rather than letting him sit there with his guts hanging out.

 

Your skill in Throat Slash has increased (2)

 

Toppling to the ground face forward, the swordsman let out a gurgling sound and then went still.

Always nice and quick with a good slice. Lose all that blood pressure to the brain and the lights go out.

Wiping his Glauca off on the man’s back, Rene considered the corpse in front of him.

Attached to the man’s belt was what looked like a walkie-talkie. Though it certainly wasn’t the type you’d find just laying around anywhere. There was also an earpiece that was attached to it that’d been wound around the middle of the device.

Grabbing the walkie-talkie, he clipped it onto his own belt and then lifted up the earpiece and fit it into his ear. Adjusting it to make sure it wasn’t going to fall out, he listened for several seconds.

There wasn’t anything on the channel right now.

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t hear things later that could prove useful.

All that remained of any use was the glittering sword that was off to one side.

Picking it up he then undid the man’s belt and took the sheath that was on his hip. Sliding the sword into its sheath, Rene inspected the blade.

 

Item Name: Promise

Description: A blade honed to the sharpness of a couple of nanometers, unlike your wit. There are very few materials this weapon couldn’t cut through.

 

 

Damage: 50-70

 

Functions-

 

None. 

 

Attributes-

 

Never needs Sharpening

S-Variable

 

Well. Other than the Watcher having a giggle at us, this is a splendid weapon.

Indeed, indeed.

The true problem with the situation, though, was that he’d been spotted.

Someone had been able to see through his ability to hide. As if he were standing there in front of them the whole time.

The only reason he’d technically come out ahead was because he’d taken them as enemies before they took him as one.

Throwing the sword into his inventory, Rene frowned and then drew his SMG from the same window where he’d put the sword. He really didn’t like the fact that he’d lost his carbine, but that was how combat went.

He’d come out the other side without a scratch. The only problem was he likely had enemies watching him. Perhaps even now.

There was no way he could go back to Felix as long as he had the possibility of leading danger back to him.

Break contact, lead them away from the VIP, double back, regain contact.

Yes. Off and away we go.

More hours than he wanted to count playing hide and seek with no one had left Rene feeling somewhat tired.

Not to mention, the sun had set quite some time ago and Rene hadn’t seen his attackers since he’d killed the swordsman.

That left him feeling extremely paranoid and more than a little annoyed. If they’d showed up again, he’d have a chance to kill them.

Fight them.

Finally put to bed the ugly and very likely possibility of them simply watching him. Following him and trying to figure out how to attack him.

After ducking through two apartment buildings, a big-box store, crawling through a drainage ditch, and doubling back on his trail three times, he was reasonably sure he’d lost them. But there was no way he could truly be sure.

Getting back to the last known location where he’d seen Felix, Rene studied his surroundings. He was being extremely cautious about everything right now.

To the point that he was pushing hard at his senses in a way he never had before. Forcing his thoughts to dig into the idea of hiding away and not being seen.

Feeling like he didn’t have anything or anyone watching him, Rene focused on the spot he’d last seen Felix and his group.

Calling up his tracking ability, he got a list of names to appear.

On that list was Felix Campbell.

Selecting his VIP as the target, Rene was delighted to see a long line of footprints leading away.

Fantastic. Now we track him down.

Keeping his head on a swivel, Rene started to lightly jog after Felix. He wanted to crouch and sneak his way through this, but he also realized time wasn’t on his side at the moment.

Being out of contact with Felix this long was going to be a problem if something had actually happened. He needed to run his VIP down as quickly as he could.

Running down the alley, Rene continued onward.

 

***

 

Easing himself out of the alley and onto the street, Rene looked around. There were a lot of bodies sprawled out nearby. Further away near what looked like a bonfire was a large gathering of people.

There was a sudden pop on the earpiece in his ear. As if someone had opened the line. Up until this point it’d been almost completely silent.

“Shadow. This is Throne. I need you,” said a voice over comm line. Rene wasn’t sure, but it sounded like Felix to him.

The problem was he hadn’t heard the man speak enough to truly know his voice. Especially over something like this.

There was a series of responses to that statement, varying from people telling him radio silence was active, requests to getting off the frequency, and demands to know what was going on.

“Where?” asked a feminine voice. It held a promise and a threat in equal measure.

Once more there was a challenge to the speaker, but it was ignored.

“Tradewinds Park,” responded the first speaker only to have once more, people demanding to know what’s going on.

“I’m coming,” came the final response before nothing more was said.

I wonder what that was about.

Looking back to the mob of people, Rene considered how to deal with them.

They looked to be arguing with one another over something. Which meant he might be able to simply slip by unseen.

Thankfully, that something didn’t seem to concern him, or his quarry. Felix had passed through this area and straight to the other side of the street. Vanishing into another alleyway.

 

Your skill in Sneak has increased (45)

 

Shit. That’s definitely a lot of people. People who would probably have seen me.

 

Your skill in Sneak has increased (46)

Your skill in Sneak has increased (47)

Your skill in Sneak has increased (48)

 

Slowly, heads began turning his way. There was general confusion and voices rising in volume from that mob of people.

As if they knew he was there, but couldn’t actually see him.

Ah… shit.

Not wanting to stick around Rene hurried toward where Felix had gone. Dodging down yet another alleyway.

Getting up from his crouch, Rene set off at nearly a dead sprint. Trying to push himself as fast as he could. Things seemed to be getting worse in the city. He was starting to honestly consider knocking Felix the hell out and dragging him out of the city personally.

 

You’ve gained a point of Endurance (17)

 

Clicking his tongue, Rene held onto his SMG as he ran on. His previous life would have been considerably simpler with his current abilities.

Felix’s trail suddenly did a sharp turn into a side alley, causing Rene to nearly miss it. He hadn’t expected the sudden turn.

Ah, they came through here and were trying to break contact as well.

Likely from that same mob.

Watching for trail-breaks, Rene saw it long in advance the next time. Felix and his group had once more dodged down another alley.

Running on, he felt something up ahead of himself.

A group of people, in fact.

Grunting, Rene dodged to the left, put his boot to the wall, and then kicked off it, angling upward toward a window awning.

Moving higher than he expected, Rene ended up catching the window awning at his shins.

Grabbing onto the flimsy material and thin support structure, Rene nearly lost his SMG.

Watcher damnit!

I really need to practice more often. It’s like I’m not in control of myself.

We’ve been busy.

Managing to not break the whole thing away from the window, Rene grabbed hold of the wall and started climbing upward.

In no time at all, he got to the top of the building and hauled himself over the top.

Rolling to the side, he came up in a kneeling position with his SMG raised and ready.

Looking around, he found no one waiting for him.

Activating his tracking window, he saw that there had been no one up here at all any time recently. Which meant he was perfectly safe for the moment.

Closing the window without selecting a new target, it reverted back to Felix.

Frowning, feeling extremely put off, and not wanting to be here at all, Rene slowly began to make his way across the rooftops. Toward where he’d felt people waiting for him at the end of what was likely the alley.

With any luck, it was Felix.

If he had no luck, it was those who’d been chasing his VIP.

After clambering up to a higher rooftop and then back down on the other side, Rene was the very definition of annoyed, angry, and frustrated by the time he finally reached his destination.

No more escort or bodyguard missions. Never again.

Murder, death, kill. Always those, even if mundane.

Shaking his head, Rene peered over the edge of the building and down to the group of people he’d sensed.

He saw a few people from Felix’s group. Though not all of them.

Unfortunately, Felix was not one of those individuals below.

Following the red trail of footprints, it left the group and headed ahead. Straight toward what looked like some type of military operations fortification.

Sprawling in every direction, it was a haphazard arrangement of thrown together buildings, lean-tos, and tents.

A flag Rene didn’t recognize hung limply in the wind atop a larger building in the center. There, in the middle of it all, was a series of put-together buildings that had more permanence to them.

There were people everywhere inside, though, the vast majority of them seemed to be engaged in some type of military interaction. A perimeter was formed and they were all looking in one direction.

There was a brief exchange of gunfire though no one moved from their positions.

Aaaand let me guess. That’s where our VIP is.

Damnit all.

Growling under his breath, he shook his head.

He didn’t actually have much in the way of a choice or a secondary option available to him. It was either go in and retrieve his VIP, or wait and let his mission fail.

Sighing, Rene went to the far side of the rooftop and stepped off the edge.

Grabbing at the wall with his left hand as he went down, he briefly caught hold of a protruding ledge. Waiting until his momentum stopped completely, Rene let go and grabbed the next one below.

Then again, and again, until he hit the ground.

Shaking his head, he made sure the safety on his SMG and pistol were both off, and that both weapons had a round in the chamber. He was as ready as he could be for what was likely going to be an actual shootout.

Rene noticed the name on a sign as he ran by.

Tradewinds Park.

Ah… that was Felix, calling for help.

Well.

Help is coming. Though, I’m not Shadow, I fear.

He’ll just never know I was here and have been here.


Chapter 11

 

Storming into the encampment, Rene contemplated how he wanted to do this. Right now there was a smattering of weapons fire here and there. Most of it came from the established perimeter.

There were a few shots here and there that weren’t. If he was lucky, that would help to confuse anyone about what was going on once he was amongst Felix’s enemies.

Rushing straight through an undefended gate check, Rene brought his SMG up as he entered the compound.

There were large crates spread around. Some of it looked like it’d been moved to provide cover facing outward, while still others looked as if they’d been left where they sat.

This is a mess. If this had been anywhere we were actually stationed, someone would get their ass beat.

Indeed, indeed. This is quite the sty. To have such supplies and people but no discipline is quite the feat.

Moving around a large stack of crates, Rene had decided his best course of action was to work his way inward.

Pausing for a moment, he put his shoulder up to a crate and pulled out the silencer that fit his SMG. Sliding it into the barrel, he rotated it into place then let it hang on its strap.

Doing the same for his pistol, he then made sure his Glauca was ready and in place on his hip. If he could go about this quietly and cleanly, that’d be the best. Felix was clearly surrounded and waiting for help.

All I have to do is make it so the help can go right in.

Passing the end of the crates, Rene came to an actual building.

Realizing he could scale it quickly and get some altitude, he’d be better placed to plan out his attack.

While he could react and deal with most situations rather well, he saw no reason to improvise if he didn’t have to.

Securing his SMG, Rene moved to the side of the building, grabbed the top of the door frame, and hauled himself up. Getting a handhold in a crack in the wall above him, Rene swung to the side. Kicking his leg up, he got a boot wedged in an open window.

Grabbing the edge of it with his free hand, Rene shoved off and then jumped upward as soon as he got his balance.

Propelling himself up from the window, he latched onto a small ledge and pulled himself upward once more.

I rather enjoy climbing anymore. Maybe we should see about going rock climbing.

 

Your skill in Climbing has increased (18)


Reaching the top of the building, Rene hauled himself up over the top as quietly as he could and then went still. Not far away were several soldiers with rifles. They were all looking toward where the perimeter was set up.

No one at all seemed to be worried about being attacked from outside.

Whatever Felix had done, he’d drawn the attention of the entire camp. They weren’t looking anywhere else at all.

Getting up into a crouch, Rene pulled his pistol from its holster and moved it to his left hand. Pulling his Glauca, he felt the comfortable weight settle in his palm.

Keeping low to the ground, he moved up on the trio of guards that were far too focused in the wrong direction. Coming up behind them, Rene stopped and contemplated the three men.

Stab the right one in the throat. Get the carotid. Rip it out and slam it home in the neck of the middle. Aim for the carotid again.

If we miss, pistol to the back of the skull, shift pistol, round to the one on the left.

Agreed. In deed and blood, it is our creed to kill.

Putting action to thought, Rene slammed his Glauca home in the unprotected neck of the man on the right.

Tearing it free and creating a spray of blood, Rene buried into the throat of the man directly in front of himself. Jerking the blade toward himself Rene felt rather pleased.

He was positive he’d hit his target on both individuals.

 

Your skill in Throat Slash has increased (3)

Your skill in Throat Slash has increased (4)

 

Lifting his left hand up, Rene put the barrel of the pistol practically against the last man’s temple. Turning an inch, the man had just enough time to realize he was already dead before Rene pulled the trigger.

With the slightly muffled bang of his pistol sounding off, Rene hoped it would be less likely to draw attention. Rene was well aware that silencers were anything but silent.

All he was really hoping for was that he might be able to not draw attention to himself.

The two he’d stabbed in the neck had dropped to the ground, both of them pressing their hands to their throats.

It was a very common response, he’d found.

Looking around, Rene found nothing had actually changed from anything around him. Those at the perimeter ignored the single shot as if nothing had happened at all. They were entirely focused on what was going on in front of them.

Grimacing, Rene once more regretted that his enemy was on a radio silence order. Other than the brief contact from Felix to someone else earlier, there was nothing else.

No information to gain or utilize.

Picking up one of the rifles, Rene began to slowly make a circuit around the perimeter of the roof. Looking out at what he was dealing with.

Most surprising of all, was there was a group of pens made out of chain-link fence. Filled with people who were, by and large, all cowering in place.

We’ll free them before we go.

Agreed, no sense in leaving them.

Reaching the corpses of the soldiers after his circuit, Rene found it was more or less what he’d expected. Everyone was truly on that perimeter, facing the concrete ramp that went down underground.

Rene didn’t have to speculate about where Felix was.

At least… he’s got only one way in or out. That means I don’t have to cover anything more than this.

A group of soldiers was assembling off to one side. They looked like they were gearing up to storm down the ramp.

From here, Rene could see there were a number of downed soldiers on the ramp as well. There clearly had been a good bit of exchanged fire back and forth.

Watching the perimeter for a few seconds, Rene realized he couldn’t actually wait. If they decided to simply rush the ramp and throw out personal safety, they could easily overrun Felix.

If I do anything from here, it’ll go badly. They’ll just start returning fire immediately.

I need to be closer. The closer I am, the less they can focus on me and the less likely they’ll be to figure out what’s going on.

Up close and personal.

Always a fan favorite.

Snorting, Rene picked up several magazines for the rifle off the corpses, tucked them away, and then stepped off the roof. Falling quickly, Rene wondered if he’d made a mistake. That maybe he was higher than his Safe Fall could compensate for.

With a much louder thump than he expected, Rene hit the ground.

There was a flicker of a red square that showed up, flashed for two seconds, and then vanished. His Safe Fall had negated everything completely.

Holding the rifle, Rene started moving around the far side. His goal was to get to the end of the perimeter and work his way around.

Ducking around another mound of crates, he moved past several small squad lean-tos and huts.

Even the soldiers are living in squalor. This place is fucked.

Extremely so.

Turning up at the end of his set route, Rene found the end of the perimeter in front of himself. Feeling rather pleased with himself, he slowed to a walk and then got low in a crouch.

The longer he could operate from a hidden position, the better off he’d be. The possibility of going down the perimeter and executing every single soldier one by one while maintaining stealth appealed to him deeply.

Easing up behind the last soldier on the line, Rene lifted the rifle and sighted it on the back of the man’s head.

Realizing he’d erred, Rene quickly checked the safety, then pulled the bolt back to ensure it was already chambered.

It was indeed, and the safety had been off. Making sure the selector was on semi-automatic, Rene felt better.

Though a bit silly as well.

Sloppy. Very sloppy.

Lifting the rifle once more, Rene let out a slow breath.

Then pulled the trigger.

Swinging the rifle to the left, he sighted up the next soldier and pulled the trigger again. Moving sideways as he leaned into his rifle, Rene began to make his way down the line.

Targeting heads and pulling the trigger as he went.

By the time he got to the seventh in line, soldiers were starting to panic. Some started shooting down the ramp, others looked around and back toward the exterior.

Unfortunately, the group of soldiers that’d been prepping to rush down the ramp took this as the time to head down.

Rene couldn’t engage them or get to them given his current situation. He could only assume Felix could handle a single squad of attackers.

Shuffling forward and taking lives, Rene kept firing after acquiring each new target.

Except by the time he reached the halfway point, two things had changed.

A second squad had rushed in after the first down the ramp, causing Rene to change his tactics. He couldn’t ignore that group.

There was also a disturbance that was growing louder. It sounded like a truck at full throttle, along with the crash and bang of what sounded like a car accident.

Pushing up to the cover on the perimeter at the top of the ramp, Rene sighted the second group, flicked his fire selector to burst, and started laying into them. He was forced to stand up to do it, though, and was now completely visible.

By this point, however, there was so much going on that no one realized Rene was there. From him having slaughtered half the perimeter, to the gunfire coming up from the ramp along with explosions, no one noticed him. Not a soul realized that the second squad was losing members even before they hit the bottom of the ramp.

Cycling target to target, Rene did his best to keep his barrel moving. He needed to drop as many as he could.

“Mech! Legion mech!” shouted someone nearby him.

Turning his head, Rene saw what looked like something out of a science fiction movie heading his way.

A machine that looked almost like a tank on two legs.

Matte black colored, imposing and squat, it came closer. It was wielding what looked like some sort of energized blade in one hand, and a glowing shield in the other

Those were the only details he could make out at this distance, but Rene could guess that this was the “Shadow” Felix had called out to.

Several soldiers were pulling equipment from a crate as fast as they could. They threw an entire case out of it and began tearing it open.

Rene pulled his rifle over and started to fire down the perimeter line once again. He had an ugly thought about what those soldiers were pulling out. The last thing he needed was the reinforcements Felix had sent for being cut down before they’d even made it to him.

Pulling the trigger as he lined up his next shot, Rene felt nothing from the rifle.

Not wanting to bother with it he just yanked the bolt to clear the round and pulled the trigger again.

Once more, the weapon failed.

“Goddamn fucking titty shit,” growled Rene, flinging the rifle away. Pulling up his SMG, he picked up his target and pulled the trigger again.

Glancing back to the soldiers pulling gear, Rene had no time to react. They’d pulled free what looked to Rene like a MANPAT. A large tube-like device that would more than likely dispense a rocket with a very deadly warhead. They had it sighted on the mech.

On the side of the weapon was written “Tiny-Tim v9”.

With a pop, the rocket was launched forward.

Getting a short distance away, flames shot out the back as the main rocket motor ignited and made an incredibly awkward “wee” noise before shooting forward. Screeching upward, it went rapidly toward the sky rather than the mech. Reaching a respectable altitude, it shifted its angle of attack and came right back down toward the mech it was clearly fired at to begin with but only after completing its designated flight path.

A second weapon was being unpacked quickly and made ready to fire, just in case the first didn’t finish the job.

The mech lifted the shield and the rocket hit it squarely. The warhead detonated on impact and a cloud of dust and smoke swirled up around the target.

After a moment, the mech came charging out. The shield was gone, but it appeared to be undamaged otherwise.

Forgoing finishing his attack on the perimeter, Rene charged for the soldiers with the anti-tank weaponry. The second was being readied to launch, but that would take a little time.

Rene could remember using similar weaponry and it was often easier to get another than reload the first.

Firing as he went, Rene scored several hits on the person trying to aim. He struck them twice in the back and once in the head, which caused the soldier to pitch to the side and fall in an unmoving lump.

Pushing onward, Rene continued to fire and change targets, dropping the next person who went to pick up the fallen weapon. Then he shifted to the person actively reloading and ended their work as well.

By the time he had reached their position, Rene had dropped them all. Moving around the crate, he was surprised to find a second group. They were actively working to fire their weapon now.

Rene had a second at most.

No time. Shooting him won’t stop the shot. They’ll lock up and fire anyway.

Time to use the sword? It cut right through our poor carbine.

He released his SMG and snapped his wrist to the side. Rene called up his inventory window with a thought and snatched the sword from it. Bringing it forward in a thrust, he stabbed the tip straight through the large barrel of the weapon.

His attack was followed instantly by the pop of the device trying to eject the rocket.

Except it didn’t go anywhere. Which seemed like a really great thing to happen.

Instead, it instantly went live, the motor igniting and spreading fire out the back. Which was an incredibly bad thing to happen.

Withdrawing the sword, Rene swung it to the left as he went, bisecting a soldier at the midpoint. His top half fell backward even as the lower half went forward.

The whine and pitch of the rocket went higher in volume before detonating suddenly. So much was the force of the explosion that Rene could feel his ears ringing. A series of little red boxes appeared, as well, letting him know that standing next to rockets when they exploded was a bad idea.

Shaking his head, Rene turned back to the crates. Three soldiers were stumbling out of the wreckage, unable to fully function after the explosion.

Drawing his pistol, Rene sighted it on the head of the closest man and pulled the trigger. Swinging his pistol to the side, he ended another man’s life.

As he brought it to the third, a new enemy appeared in front of him. They’d apparently been in the blast as well, as they seemed somewhat stunned.

They were dressed in what looked like some type of bionic suit. It was made of plates and odd-looking materials, and it shimmered from helmeted head to boots.

Whipping the sword around, Rene got it to the woman’s neck and paused.

“Hush now,” he said quietly.

It was obviously a woman given the shape of her. Her armor didn’t fully hide her feminine features. A sword was in her hand, though she was holding perfectly still.

He had no doubt that she was well aware that her life was forfeit at the moment.

Rene had no intention of killing her, however. He’d just now noticed the patch on her armor that identified her as one of Felix’s people.

“What… what are you doing?” asked the suited woman. Her voice sounded lovely to Rene. He understood her, but at the same time, he was fairly certain she was speaking a different language.

Letting out a short breath, Rene pulled the sword away from her neck and simply dismissed it back into his inventory.

“Nothing. Doing nothing,” Rene said as the mech stormed past him. It had left a trail of destruction as it trampled through everyone and everything to get to Felix. The emblem on the suited woman was also on the mech.

The helmeted head stared at him for several seconds.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Just a merc, Miss Pretty Voice. Who you’re looking for, he’s down the ramp. Get going,” Rene said, taking hold of his SMG. Ignoring the woman, he casually pulled out the magazine and exchanged it with a fresh one. He didn’t think his job was over yet, and he needed to be ready.

Not waiting any longer, the armored woman chased after the mech as it stomped down the ramp.

Man, this is too much. I think I like our own timeline.

Me, too. It’s rather nice to use a crossbow, a blade, and little else.

Guns make it too easy and hard.

Exactly.

Sighing, Rene looked back to the direction that the mech had come from.

Most likely going to head back that way, if I don’t miss my guess. Probably creating a military bubble to work out of. Off we go.

Setting out at a light jog, Rene started following the trail the mech had taken to get here.

Then he realized he could make this even easier.

Opening his tracking window, he saw two names.

Miu Mikki and Victoria Volante.

Selecting the first name, Rene was rather gratified to see large, heavy mech-like footprints turning red.

Perfect.


Chapter 12

 

Reaching the point where the park rejoined the city, Rene didn’t hesitate. He simply went straight up the side of an office building. Leaping from handhold to handhold.

With even the smallest of overhangs and cracks, he was able to power his way straight up.

“Hey, Watcher, think I could get a job as a window washer?” Rene asked with a chuckle, moving higher and higher.

Upon reaching the top, he stood on the edge and looked down, only to realize he was at least twelve stories high. Snorting, he gave his head a shake and then took up his SMG again.

Need to make sure we always have a strap. Doing way too much climbing and jumping otherwise.

We should climb the city regent’s castle.

That could be fun.

Grinning, Rene ran across the top of the office building and made it to the other side. The next building was several stories lower.

We can jump that. Let’s see if we can figure out which way they’re going.

Looking down into the alley, he was surprised.

Incredibly so.

Miu Mikki in her mech was already storming down the alley. Next to her was the woman in armor with the pretty voice.

“Well, shit. I took a bit of time climbing up, I guess,” Rene muttered. “Maybe I—”

Something pushed in on his senses. Something heading his way very quickly.

Turning, Rene pulled his SMG up and looked back the way Miu had come from.

A small group of flying supers were heading his way.

“Well… shit. More of the cape cucked fucks. A damn covey of ’em,” grumbled Rene.

Not bothering to wait, he lined his SMG up on the lead target then flicked it to semi-automatic. Firing burst or full-automatic at this distance was dim-witted at best.

Pulling the trigger, he waited a second then pulled the trigger again. Then again, and again.

By the time he’d fired the sixth round, he’d apparently managed to hit the super. Dropping out of the sky like a shot bird, it fell to the earth.

Ha, got ’em.
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Moving to the next, Rene started plinking off single shots once again.

One of the supers apparently noticed him at that point and fired some sort of blue projectile.

While it wasn’t moving very quickly it didn’t seem to have any sort of fall off.

Sidestepping three paces, Rene kept firing, finally dropping the second super.
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By this point, the rest of the caped fools were flying around almost at random trying to avoid his shots.

Grimacing, Rene did his best to lead the third target but they were moving without having to turn or shift. Practically altering their course without stopping or slowing at all.

Unable to do much more than waste ammo at this point, Rene swapped out the magazine for a fresh one and waited. The supers were only seconds out now and he’d be better off shooting them at close range. Close enough that they couldn’t exactly dodge in the same way.

Before they arrived, Rene felt someone else. And they were close.

Very close.

Looking down over the side of the building, he saw someone climbing upward.

By literally running up the side of the building.

Lifting his weapon, Rene put three shots in the woman and sent her crashing back down to earth.

Unfortunately, he was now out of time. The flying supers were on him. Circling around him, they started to fire blasts of energy and a variety of other things that Rene couldn’t actually identify.

Fuck-nugget.

Realizing he’d have no chance at all, Rene did the only thing he could think of.

Leaping off the side of the building, Rene aimed himself toward one of the flying supers. This one was apparently able to fly with the suit of armor they were wearing. He had no idea how they controlled it, but he figured anywhere was better than the rooftop.

Landing at their waist, Rene had a flashback of when he’d met Irini. Scrambling up a bit higher, Rene swung around behind them and then latched onto them.

The roof of the building he’d just been on vanished in an explosion of forces. A massive amount of shattered materials were blown out in every direction.

The explosion blanketed everything in the area in a thick cloud of dust and debris from what had been the roof. There was no visibility whatsoever.

Rene reached around to the front of the suited super and tore their helmet off blindly. Short black hair stuck up in every direction.

Thank my puckered asshole, it’s an actual person and not a robot.

Flinging the helmet to one side, Rene retrieved his Glauca and put the blade under the super’s chin.

“Fly after the mech or die here,” Rene ordered and then pointed with his left hand. “Go that way now, or die.”

Turning to the side, the flying super dove out of the sky and down towards the street, doing exactly as Rene had demanded.

Holding on for dear life with his right arm and both his legs, Rene kept the blade pressed in nice and tight to the super’s throat. The last thing he needed was them trying to throw him off.

“Left!” shouted Rene, seeing the new trail for Miu Mikki diverging off.

The super responded by doing as instructed and flew to the left, following the trail.

“Right! Right there!” called Rene, almost missing the line change Felix and his guard had made.

Turning hard, the super barely managed to make the turn and they nearly smashed into a building at full force. Then, they were flying straight ahead again.

Holding on with his left arm, Rene reached down into his harness with his right hand. Ripping out a block of C-4, he bit down on the adhesive tear-away on the back of it. Leaning back, Rene slapped it onto the back of the super’s armor.

He’d looked it over earlier just to make sure he understood how to make it live and was thankful for that at this moment. Moving the remote receiver into the on position, he set the C-4 to active status.

“Do what I damn well tell you or I’ll blow your ass up!” yelled Rene, to which the super nodded even as they flew on.

Hanging on with his right arm, Rene put his knife back onto his belt and then made sure the detonator for his C-4 was handy. It was hooked to the left side of his harness and was ready to go now.

Then they flew right over the top of Felix and his group, moving far too fast to stop.

“Turn left, we need to double back!” Rene shouted.

Up ahead was a checkpoint of what looked like soldiers and several APCs.

They aimed at Rene and his super right up until they apparently noticed Felix and his group coming their way. Instead, their focus shifted to them entirely.

The super banked hard left at the first intersection they could, which was, unfortunately, a significant distance now.

Fuck, I should have told them to just do a loop and fly backw—

Several tanks were rolling down the street toward the path Felix was taking out of the city. If those tanks made it into the street, it was unlikely Rene’s VIP would be getting out unharmed.

“Get the tanks! We’re going to fight them! Fight with me or die!” shouted Rene.

Pulling up out of their forward momentum, the super started to slow down above the tanks.

Which gave Rene the perfect opportunity to let go and engage the tanks. Except that what he’d need to blow them up was his C-4, which was attached to the super.

Regretting his choice already, Rene flicked the C-4 on the super to an inactive state. It was just a hunk of playdoh in a wrapper with a fancy radio receiver at the moment.

Letting go of the super, he dove down straight toward the lead tank.

Fuck me, that’s a beast. Not even going to bother with trying to blow it up. Just going to knock it out.

Landing atop the turret with a bang, Rene nearly went flying right off the back of it. He’d been traveling in the opposite direction of the tanks with some speed.

Trying to land on his feet was idiotic in the extreme.

Sliding right to the back of the tank, Rene had just enough time to grab ahold before he went off the end of it.

Scrambling to the side, Rene pulled out another C-4 bundle and stared into the whirling, grinding wheels of the tank.

Finding the rear drive wheel, Rene ripped off the adhesive, activated the receiver, and slapped it to the inside of the wheel.

He nearly lost his hand in the process, given how fast it was spinning.

Getting to his feet, he had just enough time to notice a new problem. What looked like a remote-controlled machine gun on top of the turret had turned his way and focused on him.

Taking a step forward, Rene leapt off the back of the tank he was on and landed on the front of the one behind it.

He landed hard and right in front of what was probably the driver’s viewpoint. Crawling around the front of the massive weapon on treads, Rene went straight for the same spot on this tank.

Pulling out his last C-4 pack, he once more repeated the process. Though this time, he threw it into the rear-drive wheel. He wasn’t about to risk his hand and fingers again.

Rolling off the back of the tank, Rene hit the street with a thump and kept rolling. He practically bounced across the pavement before he finally came to a stop.

The vehicle had been going much faster than he expected. In fact, he could see up ahead in the distance the intersection where Felix and his group would pass through.

The super he’d hitched a ride from arrived at his side a few seconds later. The third tank Rene hadn’t touched was missing a turret now.

It was also on fire and pushed into a building.

Pulling out the detonator, Rene hit the switch.

“No!” the super exclaimed.

With a massive boom, the two tanks Rene had engaged were lifted partially off the ground then settled back down. As if the explosion was little more than a tickle.

Reaching over without looking, Rene flicked the C-4 on the super’s back, back into the active position.

“I disarmed it so I wouldn’t kill you. Can’t hurt my mount, after all,” Rene said, watching the tanks.

They were rolling forward still, but then both of them rapidly slid off to one side or the other. One set of treads tore away from the tank, the other locked up completely.

At that point, both sets of remote machine guns turned his way.

“Shit!” Rene said and then ran and dove up against the side of a building almost at the same time as the super. A fraction of a second after that, a lot of machine-gun fire ripped out, blasting everything near the spot where Rene and the super were hiding.

But it was unable to get to them directly.

Turning, Rene looked at the super.

A woman who looked twenty years old was staring back at him with wide eyes. Her inky black hair was slicked back now from a combination of the wind and her sweat.

Incredibly bright brown eyes were looking at him in absolute shock, anger, and terror.

Her features were decidedly Asian and Rene thought she was rather cute. He wasn’t quite sure, but he’d have labeled her as Korean.

“What?” Rene shouted at her with a grin. The sound of constant machine-gun fire was drowning almost everything else out. “I needed to blow them up, but I didn’t want to blow you up.”

“You… you’re an asshole!” shouted the woman back at him. “And you threw my helmet away!”

“You’re too pretty to wear a helmet!” Rene yelled back with a laugh.

Since he’d had that talk with Odelia about his lieutenants and then slept with her, he was a lot more relaxed.

“Come on! Get us out of here already! We need to get over to where Felix went and start defending the area!” Rene shouted and then stood up.

Reaching down, he grabbed the woman by her shoulders and hauled her up to her feet.

“I’m working for Skipper! We’re supposed to kill him!” yelled the woman as Rene forced her to turn around.

“No, you’re not! You’re working for me now! Now shut up and get us out of here!” Rene said, wrapping his arms around her shoulders.

The super said nothing, then lifted off from the ground. For the first time, he realized that she had no propulsion method that he could see, though she did seem to fly with her feet in the opposite direction from where she wished to go.

She’s kinda like a VTOL, I guess.

Moving upward, they picked up speed quickly and then burst up above the city skyline.

Rene didn’t have to try hard to see where Felix and his people were holding out. There was a massive war going on not far away.

Armored vehicles, mechs, riflemen, superheroes, and what looked like a few people who were even beyond all that. Hovering in the air, they glowed like they were some sort of deity.

“I… don’t want to go over that way,” said the super and paused their ascent.

“You know what, me neither. But that’s kind of the way we need to go. My VIP is over there and that’s my goal,” Rene said.

“I’d rather not,” said the super. “And honestly—oh, no. That’s Skipper.”

The super’s head had turned to the left.

Looking that way, Rene could see what appeared to be a woman setting up some type of base on a rooftop not too far away.

“Oh? Let’s go kill her. If I kill her, her people will go away, right?” Rene asked. “That’d protect my VIP.”

“No. No, we’re not going to go—”

“Or I can blow you up after I let go. I’ll survive the fall by the way. Think you’ll survive a brick of C-4 on your back?” Rene asked.

“I—we—but we can’t—”

“Hush now, don’t argue. Just do what I tell you,” Rene said, patting her on her breastplate twice. “Onward. Time to go fight more bad guys. We’re the heroes, you know.”

Hero!

Damn skippy.

“I… but I’m—”

“Flying that way, or getting blown up,” stated Rene flatly. All traces of humor were now gone.

Ducking her head, the super turned herself around and began flying straight toward this person who was apparently named Skipper.

A woman who she worked for and who was apparently trying to kill Felix.

As they approached Skipper, a set of supers took off to intercept them.

Shit. Okay. Uh.

Pulling out the heavy-duty paracord he had for climbing, he pushed the end loop into his vest’s lower carabiner on the right side. Then he pushed it through what looked like a locking mechanism on her backplate, wrapped it around her middle and back up around her side. Finally, he put it back into another carabiner on the other side of his vest.

“You’re my damn mount so you dictate our ability to dodge! So keep us moving!” Rene declared and released his arms from around her while holding on with his thighs and calves. As if he were literally riding her.

His paracord went taught and he could feel the pull on it. The force of the wind was definitely pushing his carabiners to their limits. However, the wind also managed to stabilize him upright at the same time.

Pulling his SMG up, he kept it close to his body and proceeded to fire on the closest super. Three shots later and the woman fell from the sky, tumbling down to the earth and out of sight.

 

You’ve gained a point of Perception (24)

 

Damn. Skilling up so quickly.

I wish we could stick around. It’s like shooting clay pigeons. 

His personal super turned hard to the right and forced Rene out of the shot he’d line up.

Growling, he pulled up on his left leg as if he could turn the super the way he wanted.

Which inadvertently worked, apparently, as his super suddenly turned to the left. Rene was able to reacquire his target and put several rounds in him, sending the man screaming down to the ground.

Letting up on the pressure he put on his super, she climbed upward abruptly and brought them straight into the sky.

Below them, a beam of white light cut through the space where they’d just been.

Scanning the sky beneath them, Rene saw there was only one super left to oppose them.

“I’m going to dive on him!” shouted Rene’s super.

Nodding his head, Rene slipped his SMG into his inventory and withdrew his sword. Holding onto it with both hands he waited as she banked hard, cutting their momentum completely and turning them around.

Then they were dashing straight down toward the ground and picking up ever more speed.

Their target had lost them in the sky apparently, and was still searching for them.

With a blur of motion, Rene swung his blade as they passed by the man in a flash.

The blood rolling off his sword in a spray told Rene he’d hit his target, who was even now suffering a fatal case of not having a head.

Pulling hard with his leg, Rene got his super to angle around to the right, back toward Skipper.

A woman dressed in very expensive-looking clothes and wearing a thick fur coat stood there. Rene found that she simply existed. She would be the definition of forgettable.

She simply… was. Brown hair and blue eyes, average height and average build.

The picture of mediocrity.

As they blasted past her, Rene swung out with his weapon.

And missed entirely.

Skipper had sidestepped the attack as if it weren’t a problem or an issue. As if Rene hadn’t swung with lightning reflexes while riding what was essentially a rocket.

The fuck?

His super did an upward corkscrew-like maneuver and brought them around toward Skipper again.

“This is Felix Campbell, head and CEO of Legion. I’d like to parley with Skipper,” Felix said over the walkie-talkie at Rene’s side. “If she’d prefer to meet in a virtual space, I’ll be on—” Felix paused for a moment. “Two-seventy MHz. I’ll be waiting for ten minutes, then assume you want to continue wasting your resources here. I’m sure the federal government is just watching and waiting to make their move. I know I would be.”

Darting forward once more, the super brought them down practically atop Skipper. There wouldn’t be much she could do to escape the attack.

Except that she did just that by bending backward like she was a limbo champion. Rene and his super breezed right past her by inches.

Staring backward as they turned around again, Rene threw his sword into his inventory and withdrew his SMG.

“Hold up,” Rene said, causing the Super to hold them still. Rene ended up riding her in a weird way. Her body was partially angled upward but not completely upright.

“Felix,” Skipper said as she looked at Rene with a raised eyebrow, one hand holding a walkie-talkie up to her mouth. “What the fuck do you want? Before my army crushes you and your peasants.”

Lining his SMG on Skipper, Rene fired off several shots aiming for her chest.

Unfortunately, Skipper had already moved, and in such a way that Rene’s follow-up shots all missed as well. She was moving quickly and then stopping in sudden jerks.

Rene’s shots seemed to move around her completely until his SMG clicked. The magazine was dry.

“My ears, shit,” whimpered Rene’s super, ducking her head down from the SMG being fired right next to her.

“Hmph,” Skipper said, still holding the walkie-talkie next to her mouth. Then she tilted her head to the side as Rene reloaded his weapon. She seemed to take a special interest in Rene’s super at the same time, staring at her for several seconds.

Sorry my little mount, but Skipper just marked you.

“Well?” Skipper asked into the walkie-talkie.

Several new supers all arrived, spreading themselves out on the top of the building around Skipper.

Damnit all. This isn’t getting any easier.

“Uhn. And what do you want from me? Hm?” Skipper asked what Rene assumed was Felix.

A strange glowing oval ripped itself open nearby, causing Skipper to turn her head and look toward it.

Out walked a woman Rene certainly wasn’t expecting. Nor did she arrive in a way that one would expect.

Shirley exited the portal, turned, and then violently threw up all over the ground.

“Ugh, I hate these th—” Shirley paused mid-sentence, looking up at Rene. “Oh! Hello, my Rene. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Turning toward Skipper, Shirley made an exasperated gesture with her hands.

“You need to end this now,” declared the crazy woman. “They’re going to unify their efforts and work to destroy you if you keep this up. You’re losing too many people.

“Just let that little pencil pusher and his Legion go. They’re not part of our plans right now anyway. You and your personal vendetta are starting to make this harder.”

Skipper glared at Shirley hotly. As if she were contemplating trying to have her killed.

“And you, my Rene, what are you doing here?” Shirley asked, walking over to the spot beneath Rene and his super. “And who’s that?”

“This is my mount,” Rene said, patting the woman on the head with his free hand. “And I’m here to protect Felix as a hired merc.”

“Oh? Splendid,” Shirley said and then flicked a hand backward at Skipper. “Take his deal. Then you go end your contract with him, my Rene. And come back to me. We need to leave here.”

Yeah. No.

I’ll take the exit and not come back.

Rene got the impression lying to Shirley was a bad idea, however. Also that trying to obfuscate the truth wasn’t going to help.

“I can’t speak about what’ll happen after I finish my contract,” Rene murmured, lowering his SMG partially. “But if I can return to you here, I will.”

“Oh? Understandable, I suppose, given the way Felix makes his contracts. Alright. Just make sure you leave the city. It won’t be around much longer,” Shirley said with a nod of her head.

“Deal,” Skipper said with a great deal of frustration and anger. Then she shook her head and looked away. “Get everyone to break contact and fall back. We’re done here.”

“Off with you now, my Rene. Hurry back to me,” Shirley said with a wide smile and eyes that looked like he could fall into them.

And never get out.

“Certainly,” Rene murmured, then pressed his knee into his super’s side.

Those riding lessons really worked out in our favor.

Indeed and agreed. Do you think she has a fun flavor?

His mount got the hint quickly and turned them around, heading straight back to where Felix and his people were holding out.

Except Rene put his left hand on her collar and pushed downward. He didn’t want to speak aloud just in case someone had super hearing.

He needn’t have worried.

His super realized what he wanted and angled them down below the city skyline and amongst the buildings.

Pulling and pushing with his hand and knees he got her to dip into an apartment building with an open window.

“Whew, now that was a trip,” Rene said, letting out a heavy sigh.

Dropping to the floor, the super groaned and nearly fell backward. Grabbing onto a pillar, she held herself upright.

“Shit, get off me already. I’m not a horse,” growled the super.

Chuckling, Rene unbuckled himself, letting the paracord slide free.

“Yes, you are. My horse. Don’t be mad, we did well together,” said Rene, pulling the paracord off her and letting it fall to the floor.

“Shut up. Not a horse! My name is Sena,” grumbled the super as she walked away from him. “Sena Min. Now, are you done ruining my life? I have to go… hide. Before Skipper kills me.”

“Nope, you’re mine,” Rene said, pulling up the detonator. “And I want to hear it. Who owns you, Sena Min?”

Glaring at him and the detonator in his hand, the super looked beyond frustrated and angry.

“Sena, who owns you?” Rene asked again, his finger held to the switch that would end her life. “Who owns Sena Min?”

“You do,” muttered Sena, letting her eyes drift to the ground. “You own Sena Min.”

“Exactly, now, come here and turn around,” Rene said. “I can’t get that off you from here.”

Not looking at him, Sena slowly walked over to him, then turned around.

“You’re going to let me go?” she asked.

Rene opened his inventory screen in front of Sena and wondered how to get the C-4 off.

Then he realized it didn’t matter. It was more or less inert without something to trigger it.

Pulling off the electronics attached to it and ripping the covering off the material itself, he flicked it into his inventory screen. Picking up a cup off the nearby table, he simply scooped up the C-4 with it, most of its wrapper having come off with the electric component.

Tossing the cup to the side, Rene considered the situation.

“No. You’re mine, Sena. I own you, just like you said,” Rene said, then he shoved her toward the inventory screen.

And if I own you, I can put you in my inventory.

If I put you in my inventory, Skipper can’t kill you later.

She vanished in a very weird way. Shrinking down to nothing and physically disappearing into the screen.

Except that her armor, clothes, and everything else on her person landed on the ground.

“Well, that’s annoying,” Rene said and reached down to pick up the armor.

Only to vanish himself.
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Blinking, Rene found himself suddenly back in the void.

“Oh. Uh, I was just about to—”

“Yes. I know. It’s why I did it,” grumbled the Watcher. “Do you have any idea what I had to do to get you back here? With that poor woman in your inventory? The absolute last thing you needed was her armor as well.”

“No. I don’t really have any idea,” Rene replied honestly. He really didn’t know. Nor did he honestly care.

Though he was glad to hear that she was apparently still in his inventory and unharmed.

He wasn’t quite sure why he felt compelled to keep her, but if she really was a superhero who could make her own suit, he figured she could be useful to him. Especially back on his own world.

That and he was thoroughly convinced that Sena would have been killed rather quickly by Skipper. She was a dead woman as far as he was concerned with the way Skipper had looked at her.

”—and then—”

“Would she have been killed,” Rene said, interrupting his benefactor and god. He’d missed what he’d said entirely for a minute there but he figured he understood it.

Holding up his hands, Rene sighed.

“Because when I saw the way Skipper looked at her, she was as good as dead,” Rene said.

“You say you’re not omniscient, that you don’t know what’s going to happen, but I bet you’ve got a pretty solid read on it for Cinnamon.”

Appearing from the darkness of the void, the Watcher coalesced from nothing.

Standing not far away from him, he appeared exactly as Rene remembered him.

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

Dressed well, but not expensively.

“Well?” Rene asked, not letting this one get away. “Does Cinnamon die?”

The Watcher looked confused for a moment, his mouth partly open.

Then he closed it and let out a sigh.

“Her name is Sena. Sena Min. Not Cinnamon,” groused the Watcher. “And… yes. From what I can see looking forward along probable paths… she dies in nearly every one.”

“See? I saved Cinnamon. She said she was mine. I saved her, so I’m keeping her,” Rene said with a nod of his head.

The Watcher watched him.

His eyes bored through Rene and straight out the back of his head.

“I find your humor improved as of late. Apparently, all you needed was to fall in love and then have sex,” Watcher said with a shake of his head.

Thank you. We would agree.

Odelia did wonders for our mood.

“Hm. Even the Monster then. Well. Can’t say I blame you,” the Watcher muttered. “Several of my wives tend to become the same way if I haven’t taken care of their needs. The worst is Brighteyes. She gets downright cranky.”

Rene nodded his head slowly, not really sure what to say to that.

“Do I get to keep Cinnamon?” Rene asked. “Because I think she’d be useful. And I can’t imagine she’d prefer being dead.”

Growling, the Watcher flicked a hand up to his side.

Rene’s inventory window appeared as did a swirling portal.

“No, you can’t keep her. I’m going to have to put her somewhere else. She can’t go back, and she can’t go to your world. It’d change too many things and be like shooting off a flare. I’ll keep her safe, which was your intention, I know,” the Watcher said.

Sena was removed from Rene’s inventory and the small icon that she was zipped off into the portal. It closed without a second to spare after Sena’s inventory icon crossed through it.

“I’m not… I’m not mad at you. You’re right. She would have died,” the Watcher said and then sighed heavily. “It just… strains my resources when you bring home strays. That’s all. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Rene wanted to argue with the Watcher, but then realized he couldn’t. His goal had been two-fold. Save Sena for what his own actions had caused, but to also benefit from her in his own life.

“You can keep the sword and the dagger,” Watcher said, gesturing to the inventory window. “Though I’ve put back the rest in the armory. All the skill-ups are yours, as well, since you earned them.”

“Great,” Rene said. “I’m also open to any tip or bonus you would think I could use and would be willing to grant. I think I did well.

“And… well… you’ve done right by me. I still think you’re an ass but… thank you, regardless. I didn’t get to say that earlier. It’s really good to know my kids are being watched.”

Staring at him for several seconds, the Watcher suddenly broke out in a grin.

“I think you’re an ass, too, but I like you. One of these days you, me, and a friend of mine need to go out for some fun. You’d like him,” the Watcher said with a laugh. “Though I fear the kind of mischief the two of you could put together. But… that’s many a year away. After you die, that is. You can’t leave your world completely until then.”

Nodding his head, the Watcher put his hands behind his back.

“And yes. I do have a present for you. Because there’s no way you could possibly complete a task Odelia gave you without help,” said the Watcher and then held his hands back out in front of himself. Resting atop his palms was a jewelry case identical to the ones he’d given Aurora and Odelia. “Emerald and gold with diamonds. A match to the other two, which didn’t exist until this very moment. That’ll appease your noble ladies.”

Rene eagerly took the box and then ducked his head to the Watcher.

“Thank you very much. I wasn’t sure how I was going to solve that one,” Rene said honestly.

Yes, thank you, Watcher. You’re an asshole but you’re our true benefactor.

Chuckling, the Watcher then made a flicking motion with his hands.

“Well, as an apology for being an asshole in the past then… here’s two more of these,” the Watcher said, holding up two perfume bottles. One was blue and the other green. He held up the blue one first. “This one is Jasmine. It’s for Odelia. And this one is Lily, for Olivia. Don’t mix them up.

“Now all your noble wives are equal to one another. There’s no reason for them to have any sort of hurt over their presents. And yes, there would have been when they discovered Aurora had Rose.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Rene quickly took the perfume bottles and put them, along with the jewelry box, into his inventory.

“Thank you, I appreciate it,” said Rene, then he scratched at his head. Unsure of what to do or say next. “Was there anything you wanted to cover?”

“Nope. I watched a good bit of what you were doing as you did it. It went pretty much as I expected. It went extremely well, hence the bonuses,” Runner said, nodding his head. “I admit I couldn’t see the end until you entered that apartment with Sena. But given what I saw from that point, yeah. We’re alright. Felix is on his way safely out of there.”

“Oh. Alright. Great. So… when’s the next mission?” Rene asked.

He didn’t want to say it, or to admit it out loud, perhaps even to himself, but he’d enjoyed himself. He’d been able to really let loose, do a job without worrying about the consequences, and he didn’t have to feed his Monster.

Rene had been able to be Rene.

Exactly who he was without an apology.

“Heh. Next month probably. I’m sure I’ll have something for you. Probably not as butt-puckering as this one. I can’t imagine everything will be like this one,” the Watcher muttered. “Alright. I’m sending you back. Before you go, one last bit of advice. Get dressed before you leave your bedroom.”

And with that, Rene knew nothing else.

Then woke up feeling completely refreshed.

Getting out of bed, Rene opened his inventory screen and found his new sword and sheath, as well as his Glauca.

I’ll give the Glauca to Irini.

She could use a present and I think she’d get more use out of this than I will.

Oh, I like that. Very much. I think that’ll be quite the gift to conquer that hill.

Maybe the sword could go to Aurora?

Heading to his wardrobe, Rene thought about that as he took the Watcher’s suggestion to heart. Getting dressed as if he were expecting company, Rene left his bedroom.

Finding no one in his living room, he contemplated the situation for a moment before heading into his kitchen and dining area.

There he found his mother sitting by herself at his table. She was enjoying what looked like a cup of tea and several pastries.

Standing at the end of the table was Mira, his personal maid.

Previously, he’d thought she was a little older than sixteen when he looked at her.

Today, she looked considerably older.

Closer to someone who would be more than old enough to go to bars and clubs, in fact.

Her thick brown hair was styled in a fashionable way and held back by a white strip of fabric. Her brown eyes seemed even larger today, given her smart usage of makeup around them and her face.

Her maid outfit had been altered as well, pulling in tight at her hips, emphasizing her waist, and expanding at her chest and hips.

Oh. How lovely. She ditched the young-girl look and moved straight to the vixen college girl.

I wholeheartedly approve.

“Ah, good morning, master,” Mira said, giving him a heart-melting smile. Moving over to him, she put a hand on his lower back, her other hand taking hold of his wrist. Both touches made his skin prickle in a way he hadn’t expected. He was finding that his disgust with being touched by anyone was melting away faster and faster. “May I serve you? What may I get you?”

“Ah, tea and whatever pastry my mother’s eating,” Rene said, somewhat caught off-guard.

“Of course, it’ll be my pleasure to take care of your needs,” purred the maid, pulling out the chair for Rene and guiding him into it.

Rene’s mother raised an eyebrow at Mira’s words, though the smile on her face was genuine.

Taking a napkin from a nearby sideboard, Mira folded it onto his lap while quite deliberately fondling him through it. To the point of giving him several firm strokes across his privates.

“There you are, my Master,” Mira said and then she moved off to the tea caddy and began preparing a plate for him.

“Good morning,” his mother said, still smiling at him.

“Mother. It’s a pleasure to see you,” said Rene, dipping his head toward her. “I thought Father said you’d be leaving.”

He had a good relationship with his mother. One he never dreamed to even consider.

But in the same breath, he also always felt slightly nervous around her. A holdover from his previous life that he likely could never shake.

“Mm. He tried to get us to leave, I won’t deny it,” his mother said, nodding her head.

Mira came back and set down the plate in front of Rene, followed by a teacup and cutlery.

“There you are, my Master. I’ll remain to serve, of course,” Mira said and then moved over to his right side. Standing at attention, she put her hands down in front of her abdomen and slid her fingers together. Her eyes were affixed to the wall across from her, standing nearby for his use, but blending into the scenery.

Just as any good servant would in this day and age.

“There was no way your father was hustling me out before I had a chance to speak to you though. You’re my son. My only son. And I love you,” his mother said, tilting her head to one side, watching him.

“I… love you, too, mother. Just… not good at showing it,” Rene mumbled, unable to hold her gaze.

“I know you do, dear. I know you do. It’s never even been a question for me,” his mother said with warmth. “Now… just because I made your father choose only me, doesn’t mean I disagree with having multiple partners. In fact, I rather think you deserve as many wives as you can collect, Rene. You’re my smart little man. My little Bug.”

Before he could stop her, his mother had reached across the table and patted his cheek tenderly.

He was instantly transported back to when he would be at home and his mother would walk in on him. Often reading a book.

She would pat him lovingly and call him her little Bug who crept around the house and found dark places to hide.

“And I’m so proud of you, Bug. I always knew you’d step out of your father’s shadow one day. I just didn’t think it’d be like this, and in so grand a fashion,” his mother said, sitting back in her chair.

“Thanks… Mom,” Rene said, taking a sip of his tea and trying to hide his absolute embarrassment.

Thankfully, it was only Mira here, but even then, it still felt weird.

“Now, obviously I don’t want to hold your father up too long, so I wanted to ask you some pointed questions, Bug,” his mother said, taking a delicate sip of her tea. “And thank you for the tea, young miss. This is quite good.”

“I thank you,” Mira said, suddenly looking at his mother. She curtsied perfectly and dipped her head at the same time. “I aim only to please my master.”

“I’m sure you’ll do wonderfully. I expect you to keep his secrets, as well,” his mother continued. “Should I find you haven’t, I will make sure your life becomes unpleasant.”

Rene had learned to respect his father and knew that he’d always follow through with what he said.

The same could not be said of his mother.

Because anyone who crossed his mother didn’t just meet misfortune, but fell into what could only be described as a world of despair.

Everyone in Rene’s family was quite thankful that his mother had a very long fuse before she lost her cool. There was no stopping her once she did.

“Of course. I truly do aim only to please my master,” Mira said, standing up and returning to her previous stance. She was completely unperturbed by his mother’s words.

As if there were no threat behind it because she really was that dedicated to Rene.

Rene wasn’t sure how he’d garnered the loyalty of Mira. He’d have to look into it later at some point. She wasn’t a threat and knew no secrets at this time.

“Good. Now, my son, are you truly going to marry all those women?” his mother asked, watching him. “Alana, Aurora, Odelia, and Irini?”

“Ah, there’s… there’s one other you hadn’t met yet. She couldn’t make it to dinner the other night. Olivia Ferdan. She’s the daughter of a Duchess in… a different city. She’s an Elf,” Rene said, realizing he didn’t actually know where Olivia was from.

“Ah, I met her last night with Odelia,” his mother said with a hand wave. “I completely forgot her in my list. My apologies, dear. And…?”

“And… I do care for them. I do plan on… uh… keeping them all,” Rene said. He knew Odelia had specific plans for each one of them, and not all of them would end up marrying him.

“Mm. I can see Odelia’s hand behind some of it. Mind you, I deeply approve of Odelia, she’ll be good for you,” his mother said, idly taking another sip of her tea. “You’ll marry the noble girls, keep the other two as mistresses?”

“Err, yes, mother. That’s… what Odelia has planned,” confirmed Rene. He saw no reason to hem or haw with his mother. She’d already guessed at what was going on.

“Well, that’ll work out rather well. Aurora becomes the key to marrying the other two,” his mother said, her eyes slowly moving up to the corner of the room. “That’ll make it easier for your sister to marry into the nobility, as well. I wonder… there’s always Count Mar’s sons. They both had an interest in Ellie. She could easily marry one of them and perhaps the nephew of Duke Narl.

“Yes, she could easily balance out those two and keep a single household. Mar wouldn’t mind his younger son becoming a secondary husband to Narl’s nephew. In fact, it’d clean up his inheritance issues.”

Sorry… Ellie. Sounds like I might have just got you into an arranged m—

“Well, that’s if Ellie even wants to do that,” Rene’s mother said with a laugh and looked back to Rene. “She might want to marry someone else entirely. Doesn’t matter to me one whit as long as you both are happy. If you both can grow up to be good people who can give me grandchildren, then I’ve done my job.”

With that said, his mother nodded her head in agreement with her own statement and picked up her pastry.

“Mira, no children at all unless Odelia tells you to bear one. Do you understand? I expect you to be taking precautions,” his mother said, looking back to his maid. “With several noble bloodlines converging, great care will need to be taken for inheritance.”

“Of course, madam. I’ve already spoken with Mistress Odelia and have been properly reimbursed to make sure there are no accidents. We agreed that I should take Bed-Quitter rather than Bane,” Mira said, staring at the distant wall.

“Good. We can’t afford you getting injured, just in case. Very good! You know, Bug, Odelia really is managing your house rather well already,” his mother said smiling at him. “Hurry up and marry them so she can handle your household finances. I can’t imagine you’re doing very well with that given your father’s own faults.

“The man knows how to grow money from nothing. A master at it that I couldn’t even begin to compare to. But that man of mine couldn’t balance our budget with a fulcrum that was a rectangle.”

Rene had no idea why there would be any concern about Mira getting pregnant since he wasn’t planning on sleeping with her.

But then again, he’d ignored most of the nobility and their lives. Most especially the expectations people had on them.

He’d never intended on marrying into that lifestyle.

It sounded to him like Odelia really had been running around and handling things for him, without him ever knowing. All manner of things, as well as assuming a great many things about him. Like that he’d already been sleeping with his lieutenants.

And apparently Mira.

“Now, let’s talk about something else,” his mother said, smiling as wide as possible at him. “Tell me about the school!”


Chapter 14

 

Closing the door behind his mother after seeing her out, Rene let out a slow breath.

“My Master, may I serve you?” Mira asked from behind him.

The maid had remained locked at his side so far today. Normally, she’d have ventured off to whatever other task or chore she needed to do.

“No, you may return to your other duties,” Rene stated, nodding his head.

Thankfully, he didn’t have to go in to work today, as it was a set day off for him and his employees. Only the bank employees would need to be working today. Their own days off on different days.

“I have no other task than to attend you, my Master,” Mira said simply. “Mistress Odelia has taken charge of the household and hired other maids to do the tasks I handled or those that Alana doesn’t wish to do.”

“Great, go help her then,” Rene said, turning around and heading into his living room.

“Alana is the mistress of the home and I am to do as she requests in regard to matters of the home. At this time, she has no duties for me to assist with,” Mira explained. “Alana instructed me to tend to you.

“Additionally, Mistress Odelia is the mistress of the household and handles all matters pertaining to the managing of your house. Only your own requests and orders outrank hers. And she has specifically stated I’m to remain with you at all times while in the home, at school, and at your office.

“I’m to remind you of your promise to her about ‘extras’ as well the first time you try to dismiss me.”

“Ah… ah. I see. In other words… I’m to take any and all sexual needs out on you. You’re also here to make sure no one else gets close to me,” Rene said, getting straight to the heart of the matter.

“Exactly so, my Master,” Mira said, setting her hand on his lower back. “I’m quite grateful for this opportunity. Being a maid and a mistress is a worthy career for me. Certainly better than what was in store for me, I imagine.”

“Oh?” Rene asked, no longer concerned about Mira.

She was put here specifically for him to utilize is what it came down to.

It certainly helped that she was clearly more than willing.

“I have no desire to marry. Or have children, if I’m being honest, my Master. Children are not something I want to deal with at all. Nor do I think I’d be a fit mother. Tending to squealing babies… no, that isn’t for me.

“And I wasn’t willing to be a mistress up to this point for those who asked it of me. Their suggested payment was never high enough. I’m a beautiful woman with a good mind and her virginity intact in all ways. Mistress Odelia was willing to meet my price providing I signed a contract that extends for twenty years as your maid and mistress,” Mira explained. “After which I’ll become one of her ladies-in-waiting in addition to your mistress.”

Ah. Her loyalty is to her safety and the assurance of a future promised.

“I see. Alright. Come to my bed tonight if I’m alone then,” Rene said with a shrug of his shoulders. He had purchased more than his fair share of escorts. Both in this life and the previous one.

She was willing, being paid for her work, and he wasn’t about to say no.

Certainly not based on some out-of-this-world morals that wouldn’t apply anyway.

“Of course, my Master. I’m already taking Bed-Quitter and await your leisure at any time. Day or night,” Mira said, sounding rather excited at the prospect.

Delicious. Let’s not wait.

“Great. Let’s—”

There was a firm knock on the front door. He hadn’t actually gotten very far from it yet.

“May I get the door, my Master? Mistress Alana is at university today,” Mira stated.

Ah… yeah. That… yeah. That’d be where she went. Isn’t it.

Turning around, Rene opened the door.

Standing there were Odelia and Olivia.

“Hello!” Odelia said with a bright smile. She was wearing her massive courting gift. Additionally, she was wearing a dress that emphasized her bust and allowed the necklace to dangle down appropriately.

“Good morning!” Olivia added, smiling as well. “We were just talking to your mother before she left.”

“Oh. Well, come on in,” Rene said, pulling the door open and stepping to the side. “I actually just bid my mother goodbye.”

This meeting actually worked out in his favor. He needed to present them with the gifts he’d gotten from the Watcher.

After that, he needed to check in with his school, and then get back to work at the Tramp’s Tail.

He needed to refocus his efforts on getting the city completely under his control. Every day he waited just gave the rest of the underworld more time to recover.

Odelia and Olivia came inside.

“Yes, she mentioned she was letting your father continue their trip now,” Odelia said softly, watching him with a smirk.

Seeing her now he was reminded what they’d done the night previous.

“Ah, Mistress Odelia, Mistress Olivia. I have a light breakfast already laid out. May I prepare you a setting?” Mira asked the two women.

“Oh, yes, please,” Olivia said, turning and walking toward the dining room.

Odelia patted Rene on the chest as she passed him, her eyes still locked to his.

“I ate not long ago. Didn’t I, dear? Though… I could eat again,” Odelia asked very quietly, her hand patting his chest twice more. The smile she was wearing was absolutely predatory. She knew very well she held power over him now. Then she moved past him, following Olivia and Mira. “Yes, Mira. I’ll take a setting.”

Oh. I like this. She’s far more fun than we ever thought.

Agreed to that. Definitely far more fun, more than we sought.

Pulling both perfume bottles and the jewelry box to the front of his inventory, Rene cleared his head quickly. He needed to be on his game rather than lost in thoughts of Odelia. After a moment longer, he followed the three women back to his dining room.

Odelia and Olivia sat down side by side where his mother had been not that long ago. Mira attended them quickly.

Professionally laying out items for both in smooth and swift movements.

As soon as she was done, she immediately returned to the position she’d been at previously. Obviously assuming Rene would take the same seat.

“Thank you, Miss Mira,” Odelia said, taking a sniff of her tea.

“Of course, Mistress Odelia,” replied the maid, folding her hands demurely in front of her stomach.

“Rene, I’ll get straight to it,” Olivia said, gazing at him steadily. “Odelia and I are traveling back to my mother’s home. If I’m going to be living with the Delacroix family, there are many things I need. And before you offer, no, it isn’t something you can purchase for me. I also need to speak with my mother in person.”

Smiling at him, Olivia lifted her chin slightly, smiling at him. The move shifted her hair back and revealed her very Elven ears.

“Do not fret, my Hero, your Oracle will return,” Olivia promised.

“I’ve spoken to Aurora and Alana. They both know what I’m expecting of them,” Odelia said with a nod of her head. “And the reason I’m going is to introduce myself to our collective mother-in-law. Not to mention, providing transports, guards, letters of conduct for the border, and… well… money.”

Odelia laughed at that and shrugged her shoulders.

“Being the fiancée of Rene Anatolis has opened more doors than my father even knew existed,” Odelia said. “And speaking of, he wanted me to ask if you wouldn’t mind coming over. He found some new tea he wanted to try with you.”

Yes. That would be wonderful.

Indeed. I do like Geoffrey.

“I’ll make sure to go see him,” Rene promised and meant it.

“Wonderful. Mira will, of course, attend you,” Odelia said, then looked at the maid. “Any concerns by the way?”

“None, Mistress,” Mira confirmed.

“Then would you please step out for a moment? I wish to speak with your master privately,” Odelia requested pleasantly.

“Of course, Mistress. I’ll clear out any other servants and retreat to the servant wing,” Mira said, bowing her head to Odelia and then departing.

“She was rather chipper,” Olivia said quietly, glancing at Odelia.

“Indeed. I think Rene was finally able to discover her purpose and she’s excited to start,” Odelia said. “Which makes this talk all the easier.”

“Her purpose?” Rene asked. He was fairly certain he knew her purpose but if Odelia planned on providing him with more information he wouldn’t say no. “My understanding is she’s my mistress and maid for twenty years.”

“Exactly so. I was quite excited to find out she wanted such a position. I was rather worried she’d storm out of the room when I suggested it to her,” Odelia confided, looking to Olivia. “Low and behold, I have someone looking to walk the path of Seven. She’d been planning to ask you for the mistress position apparently. I took that deal and ran with it.”

“That’s wonderful, I would have taken her on that, as well. And that really works out for us,” Olivia said, nodding her head while looking back at Odelia. “Him having a personal attendant makes me feel a lot better.”

“Right? I was quite pleased with the discovery. That was what I wished to speak to you about though, Rene. Did you have any questions about Mira? It doesn’t sound like it.”

Both women looked back to Rene and added nothing further.

“No. I already asked her to make herself ready for the evening,” Rene confessed.

“Perfect. That makes everything line up wonderfully. Olivia and I are departing today,” Odelia said.

“Today?” Rene asked, looking from one to the other. The timing was rather shocking.

“We can’t wait,” Olivia said. “I have to get to my mother quickly so she doesn’t think to try and sign any marital agreements on my behalf that would cost her later to break.”

“I see,” Rene said and then pulled the perfume bottles from his inventory as well as the jewelry box. “Then I should present these as my courting gifts before you go.”

Setting down the bottles in front of their owners, and the box by Olivia, Rene folded his hands in front of himself and waited.

“I… well,” Olivia said, tapping the box with a fingertip. Then she looked at Odelia, who was looking very enamored with her blue crystal perfume bottle.

“How wonderfully done,” Odelia purred, giving Rene a heated look.

“It… took some doing to get the other necklace and the two bottles. But now you’re all… equal,” said Rene, gesturing at the gifts. “You two and Aurora now all share the same courting gifts.”

Olivia had opened the box and was now pushing it in front of Odelia.

“Odelia, help me put this on. We can show them off together,” Olivia said, pulling her hair up from her neck. “My mother has nothing like these.”

“Good idea,” confirmed Odelia. “Oh, it really is a perfect match to Aurora’s and my own. How wondrous.”

Well, that’s done.

Next is… Tramp’s Tail.

Odelia and Olivia were in their own little world of perfumes and their necklaces at the moment, leaving Rene with his thoughts.

We’ll just leave a note for Alana letting her know we won’t be back tonight or likely tomorrow. We’ll stay at the Tramp’s Tail for a bit.

Lori’s at school almost all day and night right now. She needs to catch up.

And when she isn’t at school, it’s sleeping or messing with that forge of hers.

Alana is at school just as much lately.

Yes. She did mention she increased her course load.

Nodding his head, he watched as Olivia unstopped her perfume to sniff it, then hold it up to Odelia.

 

***

 

Slinking in through the front door, Rene kept himself low and slow. Trying not to be picked up by anyone. The last time he’d come by, it’d been too early for anything to actually be happening.

This time, however, he’d arrived at an hour when he assumed more would be going on. When men would be on the prowl for an evening that cost, or for someone that they could convince to go home with them.

A single glance around the entry room, the bar, and the second-floor overhang told him that he had indeed arrived at the right time.

However, it wasn’t what he expected.

Originally, this location had certainly catered itself to a clientele that ranged from merchant to nobility. Except that the nobility also had a higher-end brothel that they could frequent far more easily.

During the take-over, that location had unfortunately been vacated and left abandoned. The girls who worked there were transferred here in the interim. The rates hadn’t changed for those girls, however, just the location.

Apparently, their clients had been unwilling to go elsewhere, or the Mask gang really had taken over every single brothel. There were no commoners in sight whatsoever. It was all nobility and merchants.

What riff-raff had been here, had gone elsewhere entirely. There were no signs of the Mask gang in any way whatsoever.

Inadvertently, we turned the Tramp’s Tail into the high-end brothel.

Rose stood off in one corner, surrounded by a number of working girls.

Wearing a dress that showed off a lot of her body, she was extremely eye-catching.

Her necklace, the dagger at her hip, and her mask marked her as someone you didn’t approach. She was exactly what someone would expect from her given the rumors.

In the few seconds he watched her, women would file out of her little group to go clearly make offers to patrons. They would then return to Rose or go off to a room with their customer.

Darla stood on the opposite side of the room, wearing a dress that covered her a bit more decently, but still showed off her charms in spades. Her mask was firmly in place, the necklace at her throat accenting it. Adding to that was the fact that she kept the ribbons, clips, and pins in her hair she’d been using up to this point. She looked like a noblewoman in a way. Only the dagger which was quite visible at her hip broke that illusion.

Around her were a small number of men who looked to be from both the mercantile class and noble class. None of them were invading her space.

They looked as though they were on extended business rather than being here for what was being offered around them.

Pinky sat by herself at a table in the corner of the room. Wearing far more than Darla or Rose, she looked the most regal of the three, though she did put some of herself on display as well. Her necklace, mask, and dagger were equally visible as the others.

Beside her was a door to another room.

Rene didn’t have to guess that in that room were a number of thugs of the Mask gang. They were also likely holding onto coin that Pinky passed out as needed.

She was the leader of the Trio after all. If he didn’t miss his guess, she was likely buying and selling information, favors, or otherwise.

Dephan was standing beside the bar with a placid smile, watching over the entirety of the brothel. Everyone moved around her, quickly and without trying to disturb her.

A small pin was the only decoration she wore other than some very rich-looking clothes. The pin was a mask—half black, half white—and sat at her collar.

Oh. An open declaration on her part.

I do like her.

And she’s clearly dressed up the place.

He’d noticed that many of the things stolen from the ambassador’s dwelling had reappeared here. Transforming what was already a rather decently decorated interior into one that was actually rather extravagant.

Yes. She wants to be more, but not at the cost of putting herself in someone else’s sights.

By wearing our pin openly, she is at the top, without being the top.

Very intelligent.

Rene couldn’t help but nod his head at that. It really was an intelligent and elegant solution.

She put on the appearance of serving another, but there was none higher, save the Mask.

Even his lieutenants didn’t hold sway over Dephan, nor did she over them anymore.

Going straight to the backroom, Rene opened the door to his office quietly. Without anyone noticing at all.

He’d seen what he needed to see. Now he just needed to wait until things slowed down so he could actually talk to his girls and find out what they knew. If there’d been any news on the list of names he’d put forward.

Passing through his office space, he opened the door to his bedroom and entered it.

Sprawled out at the foot of his bed was Irini. Her mask was firmly in place, her ears tucked into it, and her tail in her pants.

Apparently, she’d come here ahead of him for one reason or another.

He’d wondered briefly where she was earlier in the day. There’d been no sign of her at all since yesterday, in fact.

If he was being completely honest with himself, he’d been worried about her.

Grimacing, Rene locked the door to his bedroom and then walked over to where Irini slept.

Pulling his mask off, he set it down next to him, and then sat down on the bed beside the assassin cat-girl.

The movement startled her awake, her head lifting up from the bed. He could see her slitted eyes through her mask. She relaxed as soon as she realized it was him.

Oh. I suppose that does kind of make it a bit harder to disguise her in a way.

Reaching down, Rene pulled Irini’s mask off and then pushed her head down on his lap. He began to idly scratch at the base of her ears.

“I’d appreciate you telling me if you don’t plan on coming home. Or at least, send me a note,” Rene said, remembering how Alana had said much the same to him.

“Didn’t plan on it,” murmured Irini, pushing her head into his hand. “Did some work with Pinky. Looking into that list of names you gave her.”

“Thank you for that. But it’d still appreciate knowing. I was concerned, you know,” Rene admitted, one hand rubbing at her ears, the other sliding through her silky hair. “I worried.”

“Oh. I… see. I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen again,” said Irini in a soft and delicate voice.

“And I got you a present,” said Rene, coming to a decision on the Glauca. Given his talents, having a better knife than what was available in this world didn’t benefit him.

It would, however, benefit Irini.

Much as the sword he’d gotten would do better with Aurora—who was due to arrive in an hour or two once she had a chance to relax after her day job he imagined.

Drawing his Glauca out from his inventory, he held it up in front of her face with one hand. The other was still rubbing at her ears.

Irini said nothing but reached out with both hands to take the knife. With a flick of her fingers, she unfolded the knife as if she knew exactly how it functioned.

“Locks in place,” explained Rene, then pointed to the unlock point inside the hilt. “Push that to the side to be able to fold it back up. This little piece here rotates so that it’s locked in place regardless. Additionally, it’s enchanted. You’ll never need to sharpen it and you’ll have an extremely hard time breaking it.”

“I’ve… never seen the like,” whispered Irini, her fingers curling around the hilt. “I accept your gift as your mistress and… and am flattered. It is… a very unlikely gift to present to me, but is clearly specifically for me.”

Pushing her thumb into the hilt, she casually closed it and then rubbed her cheek against his thigh.

“I’m not physically attracted to you,” Irini confessed. “But I find myself attracted to you in every other way I could be. It’s difficult. I want to… mate… with you, even if you’re so repulsive to me.”

Smirking, Rene nodded his head. He knew that Irini thought he was ugly.

“I know,” Rene murmured, running his fingertip along the edge of her ear. “I think you’re rather pretty though.”

“I… thank you. Additionally… it makes me also extremely frustrated to smell Odelia’s sex-scent on your privates,” Irini said in a growl. “Because now I feel my territory is challenged even though she’s part of my marriage.”

Ah, that’s right. Her sense of smell is on point.

Though… now that I think about it, does that mean that Olivia overheard Odelia’s comments and knows as well?

Probably.

Irini shot upward and pinned Rene down to the bed, staring down at him with a look he’d never seen before.

“I will claim my territory now,” growled Irini. “It may be shared territory, but it is still mine nonetheless.”

Oh. I see.

How fun.


Chapter 15

 

When Irini finally finished “claiming her territory” she forcefully cuddled with him, holding him captive in his bed while rubbing herself aggressively all over him as they cooled off. Especially her head and ears.

A lot like cats would mark people, he thought.

In the end, she released him. Though only after sniffing at him from various points. Thankfully she didn’t bite him, which he half expected for some reason.

However, the most surprising thing from the romp with Irini was that Rene had gotten a skill point for it. Apparently, Sex was a skill, and he was at a skill level of twenty-eight in it.

After she was satisfied, they’d both donned their masks and headed into his office.

Rene had work he needed to get done on the Mask finances. He knew it was all positive gains, but he also needed to start putting in work to get people “hired”.

His goal was to more or less turn the Mask gang into a business of sorts. To unionize them to a degree and get them working together.

Right now, he was systematically going through all the finances. Figuring out who the best earners were and what they were bringing in.

He had found that after the previous night with Odelia, and today with Irini, he was also considerably less stressed about everything. Working over the gang’s numbers was rather pleasant now, when only days before he’d put it off and put it off.

“A—Light Mask is here,” Irini said from where she was relaxing in a chair. Set up in the corner facing the door, she looked rather pleased.

 She had the posture of someone completely relaxed.

Considering Rene had made a point of making sure she was able to finish, just as he had with Odelia, he felt rather smug about her satisfaction.

Several seconds after her statement, Aurora walked in through the door. She was wearing a full cloak, the clothes they’d picked out for her, and her mask.

Walking in, she didn’t stop, heading straight for Rene at his desk as he worked.

Dephan followed her in and then stopped at the door, her eyes stuck to Rene.

Acknowledging her with a head nod, Rene went back to his ledger. There was ever more work to do. He didn’t want to waste time right now.

They were still in prime operating hours, Dephan likely only followed Aurora in because she was the Light Mask.

“Ah, Boss,” she said, clearly surprised.

“Evening, Dephan,” Rene murmured, his quill moving across the pad of paper he was working on. He was finding that he could quickly figure out who was earning what and who were the people he needed to reward based on how much they gave over.

The requirement was three percent of whatever they took at the moment. Which wasn’t very high, but it encouraged people to work.

As well as to be honest.

Pity they didn’t keep records before this but… it’s understandable. Having proof of wrong-doing just laying around does seem rather silly.

“Is… there anything I can do for you, Boss? Should I get one of your girls?” Dephan asked.

“Pinky would be good right now,” Rene said, looking into the ledger and finding the name he wanted. “Oh, and Dephan? How much am I paying you right now? A year that is.”

Rene paused in his work to lift his eyes up to meet her own.

Dephan locked up in place, her shoulders inching upward slightly. Her face became a frozen mask as she kept herself from responding.

“I take six thousand gold for myself,” Dephan said and let out a slow breath.

That’s more than Irini makes but… Irini doesn’t do much.

Not to mention she just takes gold from us whenever she needs it. Her ‘salary’ is irrelevant now.

Rene couldn’t deny that. More often than not whenever Irini needed something she just took the money from him directly or from his stashed purses.

Personally, he didn’t care.

He was beyond paying her at this point.

As far as Dephan went, she was making more than many merchants were for her job. Far more than she ever likely even considered as the mistress of a brothel.

She was, however, doing a very good job for him. One where he could trust her and trust that she worked for his benefit.

He needed to ensure that she was his creature. Doubly so, because he found that he believed her. The amount she stated was exactly what she was taking from the gang profits and from him. 

“Move it to eight thousand,” Rene said in an offhand way. Then he looked back down to his books. “You’re worth more than six. Make sure everyone understands that you might not be my woman, but at this point, you’re more akin to my Aunt whom I love dearly and believe is my family. Because I’m sure that by now, you’re not fooled anymore by me.”

Tapping the quill nub to the decimal in the column he was filling out, Rene had to admit he’d failed with Dephan. He’d started out correct with his wild and insane theatrics, but he’d let them drop to the side with her and his Trio of Masks.

He should have been bedding them all repeatedly since he got them.

Dephan likely knew the Mask persona was an act and part of something greater. She just didn’t know what.

Terrible at all of this. The people planning and maneuvering.

Yes. Need a noble’s name like Alexander.

“You need anything, Auntie Deph? You alright? Anything I can do for you or your family?” Rene asked, lifting his face back up to meet her eyes once more. “From me, Light, or Dark Mask?”

Snorting once, Dephan gave him an honest smile. One that restored her fading beauty to an earlier time.

“No, Nephew. I’m well. I’m afraid I have no family for you to protect. It’s just me. Too much Bane in my youth as a working girl, I’m afraid,” Dephan admitted with a shrug of her shoulders. Even her voice sounded stronger to him. As if some of the frailty in her chipped off.

“You’re still pretty, Auntie. Especially for your age. You could easily marry,” Dark Mask growled. “Find a younger man. Or two. Maybe someone who has young children who need a provider in their life. Kids who want a mother? You have the money to make it work.”

“Thank you, Dark,” Dephan said, her smile growing wider as she glanced at Irini. “Maybe… I could. You’re right, I definitely could make it work.”

“I think you should, Auntie,” Aurora added. “There are a great many men who walk the same areas we do in the noble circles as well as the merchants.

“And as Dark said, you’re still very pretty.”

“Okay, okay, I hear you. All of you,” Dephan said with a chuckle, looking from Aurora, to Irini, and then Rene. “I hear you. I’ll consider it. Strongly so. I’ll go fetch Pinky.”

Dephan left with raised shoulders and a stronger air around her, closing the door behind her firmly. Without fear of putting her back at Rene.

“Any reason?” Aurora asked, looking down to Rene.

“No. Just need to make sure she’s happy in working for us,” Rene grumbled. He had no head for things like this. Not really.

He could do accounting thanks to his father. He knew business ventures, loans, interest rates, and everything one would want to know about coins.

Enjoyed it even.

But people and how to manage them were mostly a mystery to him.

All of his efforts were seat-of-his-pants thoughts and beliefs that were grounded in his own mind.

Manager of others, I am not

But that’s why we have Dephan and Pinky. They’re people managers. 

Indeed. We just handle the blood and gore. We’re the ones who massacre.

Before he could return to his work, Pinky entered his office.

Far sooner than she should have if Dephan was going to go get her.

Which meant she’d noticed Dephan’s lack of a return, and that Light Mask had arrived earlier as well.

“Pinky,” Rene said, meeting her eyes after she’d closed the door behind herself.

Marching straight up to his desk she pulled her mask off. Setting it down on his desk, she then curtsied prettily. Lifting the edges of her dress up as she did so. She also managed to give him a great showing of her cleavage. Deliberately tipping herself forward in her curtsy to do so.

“Boss,” she said and then stood upright.

“I asked Dephan to send you in. But you already knew, didn’t you?” he asked, watching her.

“I suspected. Light Mask entered and Mistress Dephan followed. She didn’t return immediately so—” Pinky paused and considered what to say. “So I ended my task early and waited for you just outside your door. As soon as she came out, I knew I’d been asked for before she told me.”

Nodding his head, Rene found he really liked Pinky.

She wasn’t just useful but clearly had a good mind in that pretty head of hers.

In the very short time she’d been working for him so far, he’d found that she continually kept growing. Kept pushing herself to do more and better.

“How much are you worth, Pinky?” Rene asked. “Think about all the things you’re going to provide for me, what you’ve already done, and what you can do. If I bought a year of your time from a deity, what would be the price?”

“Ah, I-I’m not for sale, Boss. I’m your girl. I wouldn’t—”

“Hush, now,” Rene said, holding up a finger in front of his mask. Cutting her off, he realized he needed to soothe her immediate worry. “I’m not selling you. I have no plans of letting anyone ever touch you. You’re mine, Pinky. Mine alone. Every little piece of your lovely self. But I want to know your price. Sell yourself to me. What makes you valuable?”

Blinking several times, Pinky nodded her head.

“I’m beautiful. Perhaps not as beautiful as Rose, or maybe even Darla, but I know I am fairly close to them. I do match Rose with my figure and beat Darla somewhat. I have a body that can compete with anyone and almost always win outside of those two and a few noble girls,” Pinky said, her voice firming up straight away. Her hands moved in front of herself in the way Dephan had trained her. “I’m virginal in all ways but highly educated in the bedroom. Dephan has instructed me in that and many other things. I know my letters, math, and even some accounting. Not as much as Darla, but some.

“I’m intelligent, bright, and learn very quickly anything taught to me. I’m not just a gutter-girl who doesn’t even have a real name.

“I’m also yours, Boss. I want to be yours. I don’t want a husband, or anyone else. I just want you. I know—”

Pinky paused at this point, her eyes moving to Irini, then Aurora.

“I know you’re not… really… crazy,” continued Pinky in a softer voice. “I know you’re not as unhinged as people think you are. I think you’re playing an elaborate game. But… I only know this because of how you treat Dephan, me, Darla, and Rose.

“You’re a noble-born son. I just don’t know who or what house. And I don’t care either. You’re my Boss. I want you to be my Boss. I haven’t talked about any of this to anyone either and I won’t. Finally I guess… I just… I just want to be yours and nobody else’s. Ever. Just yours, Boss. Your Pinky.”

Well. She’s definitely been thinking. Mostly due to our inaction.

She’s proving to be more than we thought. It fuels our attraction.

“Very well thought out. Now. What are you worth, Pinky?” Rene asked. “Give me a tangible value.”

Chewing at her lower lip, then her upper lip, Pinky lost the calm mask she normally wore. Clearly, she was somewhat at a loss on how to handle the current situation.

“I don’t know. Five hundred gold a year, maybe?” Pinky asked, sounding extremely unsure of herself. “I think I’m worth that, Boss. Especially because I can learn.”

Given her background, and what kind of coinage she saw growing up, he imagined that was a significant amount to her. More than she’d ever consciously think about having in a year.

And even then, she looked very concerned about stating that price.

“I see,” Rene said slowly. He didn’t move or say anything else.

He personally believed she was worth a lot more, but he had to start her somewhere reasonable. Then move her up as she got better. Right now she had a little use, was indeed attractive, and would decorate his bed willingly.

What she could be in the future, was more than that though.

“I-I-if you’re not sure on that number I could be wrong, Boss,” Pinky said, some of her confidence deflating.

“What do you think Darla and Rose are worth if you’re worth five hundred a year?” Rene asked.

He wanted to hear her thoughts.

Pinky nodded her head slightly.

“Do you want me to sell them to you like I did myself or—”

“No, just what you think their value is,” Rene clarified.

Thinking on it, Pinky slowly let her eyes fall from him down to his desk.

“They’re both worth three hundred and fifty,” stated Pinky with some confidence and meeting his eyes again. “I’m worth more because I’m their leader. They look to me when they have issues. Of them, I’m also the brightest and will keep them in line for you at the same time.”

“I don’t agree with your assessment at all,” Rene said, shaking his head. “That’s not your value or your worth to me.”

“I understand, I’m whatever value you feel I’m worth, Boss. I’m yours and—”

“I’m going to pay you a thousand a year, Pinky,” Rene said, simply cutting her off. “You’re worth more than you personally think. Your girls are both getting eight hundred even. I’ll be paying you girls personally. Accept no money from anyone else.”

“I… of course, Boss. Thank you,” Pinky said with a magnificent, wide smile on her face. “I understand.”

“Great,” said Rene, then remembered what Odelia had told him in regards to sleeping with them. Looking back to his ledger and pad of paper, he dipped his quill back into the ink. “I need a companion tonight, Pinky. You can choose who it is.”

“I understand. I’ll let Rose know,” Pinky said with a dip of her head.

Ah, a punishment then?

Mildly disappointing.

“If you feel she’s the best fit for me tonight, then so be it,” murmured Rene, tabulating the next row of numbers. “You can go. Thank you.”

Pinky stood there for several seconds.

“Please disregard my previous statement. I’ll entertain you personally tonight, Boss,” Pinky said, followed by a deep curtsy. Picking up her mask, she fit it back to her face and then left without another word.

Oh? It isn’t a punishment then.

Interesting.

As soon as the door closed, Irini stretched her arms above her head.

“Mmm, you know, if you wanted to go again with me, I wouldn’t mind,” Irini said. “No need to bother her.”

“He needs to bed them. They’re already aware he isn’t who he said he is. Bedding them now will at least alter their opinions,” Aurora countered. “I have no doubt our green-eyed companion suggested bedding them as well.”

“She did,” agreed Rene.

“Then maybe I would rather it be me than her,” Irini said, her tone changing.

“If you like. You’ll always come before them,” Rene said. “I’d still have to bed her afterward.”

Irini growled at that but fell silent.

“Good evening, by the way, Light Mask,” Rene said and finished the row he was working on. Then he turned in his chair and looked up to her. “How are you?”

“Very well, I spoke with the blue and green-eyed ones before they departed. I’m to make sure you’re properly watched over,” Aurora said, amusement clear in her voice. “And to remind you of your other more public obligations.”

In other words… don’t forget to be Rene. Go to class, go to dinner in public, and be visible.

And that means taking Aurora out to meals and treating her like the lady she is.

“I look forward to doing so, then,” Rene said. “You may join me in those.”

 

***

 

Rolling over in his bed, Rene groaned. The hand that shook him awake to this point continued in its unceasing assault.

Despite him moving away.

“It’s time to arise, my Master,” Mira purred. “I have everything ready for you for your day. Mistress Alana already departed for her classes hours ago.”

Doing a lot more classes.

“Don’t want to,” grumbled Rene. He felt like going to the university was a complete waste of his time and energy.

“If my master is unable to rise, I will of course leave him to his bed,” Mira stated. “Though, did I mention that I could offer you special… attention… if you went to all your classes and completed them as expected? Mistress Odelia made sure I understood my duties in all regards, my Master. Offering presents and prizes to you is well within my purview. I personally would prefer the latter instead of you remaining in bed, by the way. I’m sure I can make things far more… entertaining if I choose to do so.”

“Odelia told you too much,” complained Rene into his pillow.

“Not in the least. She’s just very concerned for you and wants to make sure you do what’s required,” Mira said, her hands still working at pulling Rene from his sheets. “I must know how to care for my master in all ways.”

He’d spent the evening with Pinky and left her sleeping in his bed, while he returned home to his actual bedroom.

It left him with little time to sleep.

“Fine, fine. I’m getting up,” Rene growled, dodging Mira’s arm once more before finally sitting up in his bed.

“Oh? Wonderful. I shall prepare the carriage for us. I will, of course, attend to you during your classes as is my place,” Mira said without even a pause. “You may indulge in me once your classes for the day are finished and we’ve returned home.”

“I plan on it,” Rene said, meeting the lovely young woman’s gaze. “You should, too.”

“I’m glad to hear it and am actually quite looking forward to it. It’s been my plan since speaking with Miss Delacroix. I’m wasted as your actual mistress if I’m not inhabiting your bedroom. Not to mention, it hurts my ability to show you my loyalty,” she said with a curt nod of her head. It was obvious to him that she was enjoying herself and that Odelia really had filled her in completely on the situation. “Your assassin is waiting for you in the dining room. Her breakfast has already been served and I’ve taken care of her allowance for the upcoming week.

“I made sure Lori ate her breakfast before she went to her tutoring. I packed her lunch as well when I made yours. Only you remain, my Master. We leave in just a bell. Please be swift.”

Mira left the room momentarily after that, leaving Rene wondering about the woman.

Odelia did say this was something Mira wanted. She herself said it.

Rolling out of his bed, Rene got dressed as quickly as he could, spending a short time getting his hair into position and freshening up.

He managed to get out into his kitchen in a reasonable time frame.

Irini was sitting at his table, busily eating with a pleased look.

Rene thought with some amusement that it might be the large pitcher of what looked like milk sitting on the table next to her plate. Mira was clearly trying to make friends where she could.

“Good morning,” Irini said as he came in. “I have news for you that we’ll need to act on. And before you ask, no one is around. I’m using that sensing you taught me. Mira is near but far enough for a moment longer.”

Nodding at that, Rene took his seat.

“Bounty hunters have arrived. They’re looking into the missing ambassador. Very well-known bounty hunters,” Irini said, meeting his eyes. “And there’s still an open bounty on the Mask that I imagine they’ll try to claim.”

Ah. Right.

Time to fight.

And to end Carden and shore up any other loose ends, sooner than I wished, the shirker.

Then again it isn’t as if it matters. We have Aurora and her two co-workers.

Then to see about these bounty hunters before they can act.

Or if we need to end them and leave their skulls cracked.

“I’ll ask around and see if I can’t find anything else out,” Irini said with a shrug of her shoulders. “I can at least figure out who they are.”

Alright.

School first.

Then we look into the hunters.

Wrong. School first.

Then Mira.

I… yes. Then Mira.


Chapter 16

 

Rene had gone through Aurora’s house several times by this point.

As far as he could tell, she really didn’t have anything hidden. Nothing tucked away or set in a secret cubby. No false floors or walls. Nor hidden or false bottoms to any of her furniture.

The only thing hidden at all was her “Light Mask” which was buried in her smallclothes.

She was exactly as she presented herself.

Though he was rather curious about where her perfume bottle and necklace had gone. He hadn’t found them in her house.

After playing with Mira twice once he finished his classes he’d left his home. Feigning wanting to work in his study without being bothered. He then locked himself in his study and stated he would receive no one until later that night.

Mira had only accepted that statement when he requested her presence in advance to join him in his bed tonight. After that, she was more than happy to assist him in readying himself for a day of solitude and work.

It just so happened that the work was being conducted in Aurora’s home, while everyone expected him to be home.

Sitting in her living room, he was quietly going over the books for the Mask guild. He was nowhere near done with them.

There was too much to read through. Too much to plan out and set up when it came to guild finances. Not to mention he was certain that people weren’t being honest about their take.

He’d have to correct people on the belief that they could steal from him.

And likely quite soon.

Frowning, Rene paused, lifting his head up and looking at Aurora’s front door.

He could sense her walking up to the door by herself. Getting to his feet, Rene walked over to the door and then undid the lock.

Pulling the door open as soon as he felt her on the other side of it, he stepped to one side and held it open.

“Welcome home, lovely lady,” Rene said, smiling at the older woman.

Aurora met his eyes, then let out a slow sigh.

She was clearly fighting it, but he could see a smile threatening to win out at the corners of her mouth.

“I can’t give you a kiss in greeting unless you come inside, you know,” Rene murmured, still holding the door.

Raising her eyebrows at that, Aurora nodded her head once.

“Is that so? Maybe I should turn around then. Go back to work,” murmured the lieutenant-captain.

“Definitely a choice. I’ll still kiss you the next chance I get, however,” Rene promised. “Now that you’re officially, and publicly, my fiancée… well… I’ve yet to kiss those beautiful lips of yours.”

Slowly, Aurora’s face had been turning beet red. Now even her ears were the same color.

“I… Rene…” Aurora said then sighed and came into her home. Closing the door behind herself, she moved toward him.

Armed and in her full armor and uniform, she was a fairly imposing woman at six-foot tall. The vast majority of people he’d met really didn’t get much taller, excepting those with noble backgrounds.

Rene figured it was partially due to the availability of food.

Reaching up, Rene caught the top of her breastplate and pulled her down to his own height. Kissing her firmly, his other hand grabbing hold of her armored waist.

Slowly, as he continued to kiss her, Aurora melted against him. Her hands came up to hold his belt as she kissed him back with growing fervor.

Breaking the kiss after far too long, Rene pressed his forehead to hers. Even after indulging in Mira twice today, he felt like he wanted to talk Aurora into the bedroom.

“As I said, welcome home. I was just working on some guild stuff,” Rene said softly, still holding onto her. “I need to talk to you about other work-related things. Irini had news.”

Aurora grunted at his words, her fingers curling into his belt. He got the distinct impression she wanted to try to talk him into her bedroom just as much as he did her.

“I’m going to change,” she said finally. “You may watch, but that’s where we must end it. I’m saving myself for our marriage night, but please know that this is… a tough battle for me. I need help keeping my virginity, even when it seems like I don’t want to keep it, or want help keeping it.”

Nodding his head, Rene was suddenly thankful for Mira and Pinky. Her words had dumped cool water on his flaming libido.

He wasn’t a slave to his sexual desires. No man was, provided they had an ounce of self-worth.

Rene could tell a woman no for her own sake.

“Tell me the news?” she asked, releasing him and stepping out toward her bedroom.

Following Aurora, he stopped at the doorway to her bedroom. Putting his shoulder to the frame, he watched as she walked up to her armor stand.

“And your plan, of course,” Aurora added, pulling her sword belt off first. “You’re not a people person or an organization builder, but you’re certainly a planner.”

Rene smirked at that.

“Bounty hunters have shown up. Chances are they’ll try to go for the Mask contract,” Rene said. “Irini found out about them. Apparently, they’re here to try and find the Elven ambassador. Who… still won’t be found—no matter how hard anyone looks.”

Aurora nodded her head at that, slinging her sword belt over a hook on her armor stand specifically for it.

I should give her that sword before we go.

Agreed in deed and word. A good gift on her to bestow.

“With Odelia and Olivia being away, Alana doing double her school work, and Lori deep in her studies, there’s no reason for me not to work on the gang,” explained Rene. “To that end, I put in for a break request from my university studies with the headmaster today. I’ll have to make it up later, but I’ll have the next two weeks off. It isn’t as if I need it anyway. They’re not teaching me anything useful.”

“I understand. That seems like a good course of action,” Aurora murmured as she worked her breastplate off. “Should I put in for time off as well? Perhaps my fiancé and I can vanish for a time?”

Huh. Probably a good idea.

“Yes, but only after we do something first,” agreed Rene. “Carden’s usefulness has come to an end. I need to remove him. He’s a link back to you that I can’t afford anymore.

“We can use you and the other two lieutenant-captain’s against Carden. I’ll attack as the Mask while all four of you are together.”

Aurora stopped at working off her leg plates.

“Okay,” she said and started on her armor again. “How do you want to do it?”

“Unsure. Depends on the other two, really. Are they more likely to respond to violence, or that something has already happened? Would they take offense or realize they’re vulnerable?” Rene said cautiously.

“Explain that. I don’t understand,” Aurora said getting her legs plates into position on the stand. She was left in her padded under-armor now.

“If… well, if I attack, capture all four of you, and kill Carden, do the other three resist or serve?” Rene said. “And we can use you as an example if the other two are reticent.”

Unfastening her armor at her side Aurora pulled it off, revealing a bare and sweaty chest to Rene.

I… oh. She’s quite lovely.

Aurora glanced over to him, the corner of her mouth moving up. She’d apparently realized he was staring at her.

“And how would you use me as an example?” Aurora asked, turning away from him and ending his spectacular view. She started to wipe herself down with a cloth.

“Threaten you, your mother, or Rene. Or the possibility of handing you over to the Mask guild as a toy,” Rene said with a shrug of his shoulders. “There’s always those that would rather die for their morals even with those options presented.”

The back of Aurora’s head bobbed at that.

“I’d dislike killing both of your co-workers but… I’m going to do what I must. If they want to die for their morals and be buried nowhere memorable, then so be it. I’d personally die for others, but not for a moral. Dying for the preservation of an idea seems hideously stupid. Especially when no one will ever know you died for it.”

“Yes, but you’re a practical, logical, reasonable killing machine, Rene,” Aurora said, shaking her head. Then she grabbed at her padded leggings and started to shimmy out of them. Once more treating him to a view, this time of her hips and rear end. “You’ll remember that my naive and optimistic self thought of dying for my ideals not long ago.

“Well… at least my eyes were opened before I lost my life for such foolishness. Now… what’s the plan for tonight? Because we’ll have to wait for Carden until tomorrow. Since I’m clearly off work.”

“Tonight,” Rene said, his eyes locked to Aurora’s hindquarters.

Glancing over her shoulder, Aurora caught him watching. Just as she’d offered to allow him to do.

Smiling, she took her little cloth and scooted around out of sight into her wardrobe.

“Ah, tonight. I’m going to start meeting with people at the Tail. Take in today’s cut personally. Start fitting names to people and seeing who I can trust and who I can’t.”

“Make’s sense. And that’s more the side I’d end up dealing with, so that works out,” Aurora said from her closet. “I assume Irini won’t make it?”

“Unlikely. I’m betting she’ll be tracking down the hunters.”

“Alright. I’ll be ready in just a moment. You can wait for me in the other room. Shows over for now,” Aurora said with mirth in her voice.

“Yeah. Sure. Oh, uh… where’d… you put your necklace and perfume?” Rene asked, curious.

“The safest place in the city, of course. My fiancé’s bank. I just go collect them when I need either of them. Your tellers are very polite to me, by the way. Very professional. I don’t have to wait and when I show up they take me to the back as quick as could be.”

Oh.

Huh.

That makes too much sense.

It really does.

“I have a present for you, by the way,” Rene said, walking away from the bedroom.

He’d give her the sword before they left.

 

***

 

After a quick trip back home, satisfying Mira and her crusade to bed him at every opportunity, and feigning sleep, Rene finally escaped.

Heading straight to the Tramp’s Tail, he met Aurora just around the corner.

Today, Rene planned on walking through the front door openly. Announcing his and Aurora’s presence boldly.

He’d timed it to walk in just before the busiest part of the day, but still early enough that most people could spread the word that the Mask was here today.

Rene and Aurora walked up to the front door, people quickly recognizing them and getting out of their way.

Someone pulled the door open and held it for them.

Aurora slipped into the brothel ahead of Rene, her brand new sword hanging at her side and prominently on display.

Considering how drastically different the blade looked to weapons of this time, it would stand out almost as prominently as her courting gifts.

Walking in behind her, Rene stepped into the main room of the Tramp’s Tail.

“Boss!”

Turning his head, he saw Rose heading his way.

Dressed similarly to how she’d been the previous day she came over to him with a bounce to her step.

Reaching him, she laid her hands on his mask, staring into his eyes through her own mask.

She clearly wanted to pull his mask off and kiss him, but she didn’t dare given their company.

Instead, she settled for stroking his ears and the sides of his head as well as his neck.

“Hi, Boss. I’m so glad to see you,” Rose said. “I missed you.”

“Hush now,” Rene said, reaching up with his left hand and catching the chin of her mask. “Are you well?”

Rose shivered from head to toe, holding his gaze with her own. Leaning in closer to him, her hands slid down to his shoulders, pressing her face into his hand.

“I’m much better now. Everything is fine, otherwise,” Rose said, practically dangling off his palm.

Darla and Pinky showed up at that moment.

“Boss,” Darla said, holding her hands in front of herself.

Pinky did the exact same thing, then both women curtsied to him. Leaning forward and once more displaying themselves to him.

“Boss, it’s good to see you,” Pinky said, standing up straight. Her voice sounded much warmer today.

Familiar.

Apparently, sleeping with her had eased her conscience considerably.

“Darla, Pinky, it’s good to see you both. Come with me,” Rene said.

Letting go of Rose’s chin, he put his arm around her hips instead. Rene started walking back toward the table where Pinky had operated from the last time he’d been here.

Moving with him, Rose was clearly quite happy with how he was treating her. Her hands held in front of herself in her Trio’s standard pose.

Taking a seat at the table, Rene gestured at the table to his three women.

Aurora had headed off toward his office. She wanted to work on the abilities he’d trained her in till he needed her. His bedroom would be more than private for the time being.

Not to mention, it was better if she wasn’t seen at the moment after making her presence known.

Rose pulled a chair right up next to Rene’s on his left side.

Without prompting, she took it for herself, put her right hand over his crotch, and then leaned into him. Her head now resting on his shoulder.

“I really missed you, Boss,” Rose said again, squeezing him through his trousers. “You need to visit more often. You’re not allowed to make me miss you too much.”

Rose slowly rubbed her mask back and forth against his shoulder and neck. In a very similar way to how Irini did.

“Still working on that list, Boss,” Pinky said, seating herself at Rene’s right. She also moved her chair all the way up to his seating herself quite close to him.

It left Darla farther away than the others and looking a little lost. The dark-haired woman’s eyes looked from Rose to Pinky, and back to him.

She wasn’t expecting both of them to behave like this.

“Nothing else to offer,” Pinky said, nodding her head. Then she turned toward Darla.

“Ah, nothing right now,” Darla said. “There’s some whispers that the Snakes and Ravens are going to make a new guild. And there might be some people from elsewhere trying to muscle in. If they are, they’re being real cautious-like. Avoiding brothels and street prostitution entirely.”

“Oh,” Rose said, lifting her head up from Rene’s shoulder. She pressed her mask right up to Rene’s. “Baby, I might need a job… allowance… thing. I need it to hire on the street girls and get protection for them. No one ever bothered with them but with the way the Gang has almost all the streets running… they’re just working girls without a brothel now.”

Rene pondered on that. He’d never gotten into street prostitution in any form despite having visited a number of brothels back in Laetus.

The street-run ones catered to the lowest class and had a bad reputation for it. Part of it was deserved considering STDs were a thing and the number of clients involved.

“Okay, Rose, but only for you. Because I’m clearly already spoiling you,” Rene said, nodding his head. “But… in the future, you have to run these things through Pinky. Then Darla, as well, since she handles our public stuff. Not going to me directly.”

“She did,” Pinky said from Rene’s right, laying a hand to Rene’s back. It began to travel in small circles across his shoulders. “She did, Boss. Rose talked to both Darla and I. I gave her permission to ask you.”

“She did, Boss,” Darla confirmed.

“’M a good girl, Baby. Workin’ with my Trio,” Rose purred at him. “So keep spoiling me. And spoil Darla and Pinky, too. I’m going to kiss you now, Boss Baby. I can’t wait for later.”

Rose reached up and grabbed his mask with both hands.

Pinky lifted her arm up in front of Rose and Rene. Her rather large sleeve was slit open and did little to cover her arms but it hung down like a wide curtain. No one in the room could see Rene or Rose as long as her arm was there.

Sliding her mask to the side, Rose then pushed on Rene’s mask.

Moving it completely off, she got it up to his forehead.

She stared at him, her eyes searching his face. There was no recognition in her eyes, though the smile on her face grew wider by the second.

He also found he wasn’t panicking at the fact that she saw his face.

In the end, he’d removed it with Pinky, as well. It’d just been awkward to have sex with her while wearing it.

“Come ’ere, Baby. I need some of your spoilin’,” pleaded Rose and then kissed him hungrily, her tongue pushing into his mouth.

“Not long, Rose. We can’t risk it,” Pinky warned.

Rose only moaned in response, her hands holding Rene’s face as she kept kissing him. Rene eagerly kissed the beautiful woman back. His tongue grappling with hers.

He was only Human, after all.

“Rose, that’s all,” commanded Pinky.

Breaking the kiss, Rose leaned away from him. She looked like she wanted to lean forward again despite Pinky’s command. Then she gave him an odd look like she was, in fact, dizzy.

“Baby, oooh… I can’t wait to play with you tonight,” she said. Then she pulled his mask back down in place and adjusted her own.

That was a bit heavier than expected.

I liked it. A lot.

“You didn’t say he was so handsome,” whispered Rose, turning to Pinky as the latter lowered her arm.

Pinky shrugged her shoulders.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said.

“I… no, it doesn’t. But it’s a nice bonus,” Rose said, her right hand going straight back down to Rene’s crotch again. Then she laid her head back down on his shoulder.

“Ahem. Ah, I want to speak to these people,” Rene said, taking control of the conversation again. “Find them and bring them over.”

Pulling out a list from the inside of his coat, he held it out to Pinky.

Grabbing it with her right hand she didn’t take the left hand from his back.

Looking at the list, she began to read it over.

“Oh. Any particular reason? They’ll be nervous. Giving them something as a reason would help,” Pinky said, then held it out to Darla. “Here, Darla. Just so you can see it, too. It has a few of your girls on it, by the way, Rose.”

“My girls? Mmm. He doesn’t need them for anything they could do to or for him. He has me, and I’ll let him do anything to me,” Rose declared, her fingers curling around his manhood through his pants, which was quite easy to spot now given her actions. “He just wants to reward them or punish them. That’s fine.”

“Exactly that. Rewards,” Rene agreed. “I want to recognize their performance and pay them in coin for it. I also want anyone who brings in their cut today to see me. I’ll take it personally. Please let everyone else know I expect them to bring in whatever they have for their cut, tomorrow.”

“I understand,” Pinky said.

Darla nodded her head and stood up.

“I’ll take it and—” Darla froze mid-sentence, her eyes moving back to Rene, set between Rose and Pinky.

“Pinky, I want to buy you off on letting me entertain Boss tonight,” Darla said, the paper in her hand apparently forgotten.

“That’s fine,” Pinky said, her left hand moving higher up and lightly tickling across the back of Rene’s neck. “Rose can wait one more night, can’t you, Rose?”

“Course, I can. I’ll be the best regardless. First, last, doesn’t matter. I’m the boss’s girl and his best. He’s my baby, aren’t you, Baby?” said Rose. “But I want a cut of Pinky’s bribe, Darla. It was supposed to be my night.”

“I planned on bribing you separately,” Darla said, almost as if that were a foregone conclusion. Turning in position, she waved at a woman behind the bartop.

“Oh, that’s fine then,” Rose said without concern.

“Where’s Auntie Deph, by the way?” Rene asked. He was determined to use his new nickname for her at every chance.

“She’s… on—” Pinky stopped and then cleared her throat. “She’s at dinner. I’m in charge for the evening.”

“Oh? Wonderful,” said Rene honestly. He hadn’t expected Dephan to take his advice so seriously or so quickly. But he was glad for it.

Darla handed off the note to the bargirl with instructions to gather those listed for a reward from the boss himself.

“Things will change,” Rene said once Darla took her seat again. “I’m going to reward the working girls. A lot. Reward the burglars and thieves, as well. The cutpurses.

“I’m going to spend coin on everyone who works for us who do it without hurting others.”

“Yeah,” Rose said, her hand sliding back and forth now across Rene’s pants. Over and over. “Because you can only kill a john once and take what’s in his pockets. But you can get them to pay you for your time forever if they like being with you. It’s what ma’ did.”

Rene was starting to suspect that Rose was actually Dephan’s granddaughter or something close to that. It would explain the street smarts and ability to move in their world.

While still remaining as she was, but knowing all she did.

“Can only rob a person twice if you kill ’em,” Darla agreed. “Once alive, then their grave after. Then they’re just dirt.”

“Exactly,” Pinky said her fingers moving up into Rene’s hair now. “We want them fat and happy. Alive. We can steal from them over and over. Get them to pay our working girls every evening. Rob them blind while they’re doing it and away from home. And they’ll just make more money all over again.”

“My Trio,” Rene said with some true gratitude toward Dephan. They were exactly what he needed. They were violent, unempathetic, had no respect for life, and dealt in the harsh world that was reality. “My girls.”

“Yours, Baby,” Rose agreed then gave him a firm squeeze again.


Chapter 17

 

Rene woke as his senses cried out in alarm.

Laying there, unmoving, he searched about himself as best as he could. Considering he had to feign sleep, keep his eyes closed, and not move, that was rather difficult.

He could only truly rely on his nearly ESP-like ability to feel others. Near the corner of the room, he could feel someone. Someone with ill intent.

It was like a bonfire of negative feelings in the otherwise rather cold room.

Mira shifted around in the bed next to him, the lovely, naked maid cuddling closer to him. Unfortunately, he was starting to suspect that she already knew he was two people.

Something he’d have to question her about very soon.

After having finished up with Darla, talking to Dephan briefly when she came in, and sorting out a few guild issues, he’d gone home to sleep. To wait for the morning.

He’d found Mira naked, waiting in his bed, going through one of Lori’s reading primers.

She didn’t say anything, other than to welcome him home, and promptly had her way with him. None of that had been according to his plan, but he was glad for it.

Come the morning, he and Aurora would be going after Carden and her co-workers.

This current problem in his bedroom was neither according to his plan nor was he glad for it.

Irini’s bounty hunters, perhaps?

Could be. Might be. In the future, we’ll need traps.

Taking the opportunity of Mira shifting around, Rene allowed himself to move as well. As if her stirring had stirred him.

Reaching around the lovely little woman, he pulled her closer to himself in a possessive way. Wrapping his arm tightly about her shoulders, he slipped his hand into his inventory window.

Mira let out a soft murmur and pushed firmly against him, her head sliding under his chin. He was pretty sure she was asking him if he’d like more, but it didn’t sound like she was actually awake.

The bloodlust he felt in the room flashed brightly at that moment.

Oh.

It’s just her.

“Seriously?” Rene asked quietly, pulling the blade from his inventory and sitting upright with it. Holding it out point first, he pointed it at Irini. “You need to work on smothering your feelings.”

The Alis was squatting down in the corner and hiding. She was in mid-hide but he could still see her quite easily.

The Glauca he’d given her was in her hand and it was obvious she was considering taking action.

Just not against him.

Her anger was directed at Mira.

“What?” hissed Irini, clearly surprised.

“I taught you. I’ve beaten you at every turn. Are you really that surprised that I can sense you?” Rene asked, letting the blade he held vanish back into his inventory.

Disentangling himself from the sleeping Mira, Rene slid out of the bed.

“She… shouldn’t be in your bed,” growled Irini as he came over to her. She looked away rather than meeting his eyes, tucking her weapon away.

“Odelia is paying her to be in my bed. So that I don’t collect any other extra women,” Rene said watching the cat-girl assassin. Crouching down, he got to her height and forced her to meet his eyes. “If you were here, I would have welcomed you to take her place. In fact, I’m certain she would have suggested it herself. She knows her place. She isn’t seeking more.”

Looking extremely grumpy, her mouth screwed up in an angry pout, Irini turned her head further away, not wanting to look at him. Behind her, her tail was swishing back and forth angrily.

“Come on, let’s go to the kitchen. We can find something to snack on and I’ll scratch your ears. We have work to do this morning anyway.”

Irini shook her head but said nothing.

“I’ll rub the base of your tail, too,” Rene offered. If she declined that, he could offer to scratch, caress, or rub her belly. The problem with that was that as far as he had experienced, some cats liked that, some hated it, and some would kill you for even trying.

He had no idea how Irini would respond to such a thing. And right now he didn’t want to test her patience.

“And brush your hair,” added Rene.

“Fine. As your mate, I will accept your apologies. You will do all you said,” grumbled Irini, though her voice had less annoyance to it now. “Tell me of the work we’re doing.”

Nodding his head, Rene led her into the kitchen so they could start planning what they were going to do.

 

***

 

Slipping into Carden’s house before the sun rose, Rene and Irini were little more than specters.

The outside of the house looked like it was above the man’s pay grade, but not grossly so. More akin to someone who might have saved for years to make it happen.

“Can I take what I want?” Irini asked in a whisper.

“Of course. Grab a few things or whatever you’d think someone in our circle would want,” Rene murmured. “Don’t make it too obvious though. His wife sleeps her evening wine off most mornings but I imagine other people will come in at some point.”

“That makes sense,” Irini said, following along behind Rene as they moved through the ground floor of the house. “If I had these abilities, I’d have gotten into being a thief. Taking lives is much harder.”

“I know, right?” Rene replied, thinking about his Monster.

What? It’s not like I had anything actually to do with it.

You don’t even doubt we’re the same person anymore.

Thinking about that, Rene realized that was accurate. He knew he was the Monster. That if anything, it was a learned behavior that had protected his mind from what’d been done to him.

As well as his less than normal needs.

I could start singing Happy Together, if you like. Or Nowhere Man.

I’ll pass. Thanks, though. Those… those are good songs, though.

We could try playing Nowhere Man on the guitar later.

Yes, that’d be most pleasing. Wouldn’t it?

Obviously. We are we.

Rene had considered questioning Carden. Taking the man apart to find out who was controlling him from above. Digging in and figuring out what he needed to do to make everything turn out right.

But he realized that was more effort than he wanted to put in. That it was simply too much investment in a situation he wouldn’t tolerate anyway.

Realistically, Rene just wanted to end a lot of the ugly underworld violence and politics he’d seen going on. Especially towards children.

And to do that, he’d taken over.

He didn’t care who was pulling the strings above. So long as they left his business alone and didn’t involve themselves in violence or children, they were non-entities to him.

Which meant trying to figure out Carden’s game was pointless.

The man was a loose end that Rene couldn’t afford at the moment. That was the extent of the problem for Rene.

“Let’s end this. Get up there and give him a shove,” Rene murmured, staring up the darkened stairwell he’d found. “Then you can go about your looting. I’ll go deal with the next problem.”

Irini ghosted up the stairs without a word.

Carden left his house at the same time every day. Keeping to his routine regardless of what was going on.

Whenever someone committed themselves to a routine, it made Rene’s job very easy. He could easily figure out where he needed to be. Plan ahead for what he wanted to do. Be ready with alternate plans.

In this case, all he had to do was make the man fall down the stairs and break his neck.

Or break his neck for him.

Crouched down at the top of the stairs, Irini waited.

It wouldn’t be long if Rene didn’t miss his guess. Carden was a punctual man. One that liked things to be exactly as they should.

The soft trump of boots heralded the man’s arrival. Irini turning her head and looking backward also strengthened that belief.

Stepping to the side, Irini positioned herself. She was ready to toss Carden down the stairs, hopefully, headfirst.

Rene really did hope Carden would just break his neck in the fall. It’d be easier for everyone involved.

Carden came walking into view and. Grabbing the rail, he started down the stairs.

But he only got a single step before Irini quite literally smashed what looked like a blackjack across the back of the man’s neck. She struck right where his spinal column connected to the base of his skull, in fact.

Going limp with the hit, Carden tumbled, bumped, and slammed his way down the stairs. Rolling head over heels and smashing into the ground just in front of Rene.

Not waiting to see if he’d survived the fall, Rene brought his booted foot back and then kicked with everything he had. Straight into the back of Carden’s neck. Nearly in the same spot where Irini had struck.

Carden’s head slammed backward as his neck went forward. The momentum of the kick drove him forward several feet at the same time.

There was no noise from Carden.

Not a whisper of a breath.

Or even a single twitch.

Unmoving, the man laid there at the foot of the stairs. His left arm was clearly broken, as well as the forearm. It was as if he’d developed a new joint right in the middle of it considering the way in which his arm bent.

Internal decapitation, I bet.

Internal decapitation. You shouldn’t move someone with a neck injury. Right?

Right.

Rene reached down and took Carden’s head in his hands. Rotating it one way, then the other, he then pushed it forward and backward.

With a thump, Rene let go of Carden’s head and then stared at his chest.

Irini joined him and also stared at the unmoving man.

After a minute, Rene was satisfied when Carden hadn’t taken a breath.

For all intents and purposes, it would look like he simply fell down the stairs.

“I’m going,” Rene said simply.

“Okay. I’ll catch up. His office?” she asked.

“His office,” Rene agreed.

 

***

 

Sitting in Carden’s chair, Rene was facing away from the door.

He and Aurora had spoken the other day about this particular moment. She would wait for the other two to arrive, then just enter his office.

If the door was open, Carden was ready for his lieutenant-captains to join him.

All Rene had to do was play the game long enough to get the door closed. Then he’d have them where he wanted them.

Thankfully, Irini had already caught up to him as well. She said she picked out some things she wanted and had taken them all back to the house over two trips. Hiding it all away in the attic that she preferred to live out of still.

“Coming,” growled Irini from the corner of the office.

Rene nodded his head and then steepled his fingers in front of himself.

Time to play the part.

Right now, we still have a pretty “insane” reputation.

I think Bond Villain is an appropriate move this time.

Obviously, I agree. Good job, me.

Thanks, me.

You’re very welcome, me. By the way, did I mention how handsome you are?

No, but thank you very much! I’m flattered.

The heavy clump of three individuals heading his way was loud. Their armor and weapons rattled as they came.

I don’t think Irini needed to tell me they were coming, ha.

“Good morning,” said a man.

“Morning,” Aurora said, quickly followed by another woman. Then the door clicked shut.

Waiting until everyone had likely taken a seat, Rene spun around in the chair.

“Good morning,” Rene said, looking at the three lieutenant-captains.

On the right was a man who looked to be in his forties with blond hair that was just starting to gray. His eyes were ice blue, if Rene had to put a descriptor to it.

The man was also rather large. Looking as if he’d spent most of his life in a military branch only to join the guards after he finished.

In the middle sat a woman in her thirties with light-brown hair. Her brown eyes were tired and she had a worn look. She had a very similar body type to Aurora, though maybe a little taller.

That or she had a longer torso.

To the left was Aurora, dressed in her uniform.

“Hush now,” Rene said, holding his left hand up, one finger in front of his masked mouth. “I wouldn’t want to have you killed for no good reason.”

The click and pop of Irini unfolding her Glauca made all three of the lieutenant-captain’s turn around and look at her.

“What do you want?” Aurora asked in a growl. They’d already worked out beforehand her role in this. To prod as needed, resist if necessary, and be made an “example of” if it came down to it.

Which, surprising enough, had been her idea.

She believed it would be as simple as Rene taking her away privately after the meeting and returning her the next day. She would act the part of the brutalized lieutenant-captain who was now under his sway.

It would impugn her dignity and honor among the other two, but it would be worth it, she felt.

He personally hoped he wouldn’t have to do such a thing. If everyone played ball, it’d be all the easier.

“What do I want,” Rene murmured and leaned forward toward Aurora. “I’d love to start with you. You’re lovely.”

Putting his elbow on the desk, he turned his mask fully in her direction.

“Engaged. No, thanks,” Aurora said firmly.

“Hm. Pity,” Rene said, then looked at the other two. He resisted the urge to use Analyze on them. He was starting to fear he relied on it a bit too much. “I know Lieutenant-Captain Dean. Carden paid me to kill her.

“I killed him instead. He wanted to make too many waves too soon. Who are you two?”

“Lieutenant-Captain Hack,” muttered the man. “Trevor Hack.”

Rene nodded at that. He felt like the man had told him his name honestly. If he had any hope of telling if his people were telling him the truth on their cuts, he needed to practice.

 

Your skill in Truth-saying has increased (28)

 

Truth-saying? I know I’ve heard that before. But… no idea where.

Not to mention, hey, at least it didn’t start at zero. That’s kind of nice.

We were fairly good at determining when people were lying to us about contract details.

As to the name of it, I don’t know.

Though… could we use our intimidating as well as truth-saying to force people to tell us?

Turning his head away from the large man, Rene looked to the woman.

“And you? Are you engaged, too?” Rene asked, leaning on his Truth-saying as he now understood it.

“I’ll kill you,” said the woman in a hiss. “I’m Geraldine Fiorza.”

“Geraldine. Dine, Trevor, I don’t want to kill you,” Rene said and then spread his hands out. “In fact, I hope one of you gets Carden’s job. And before you get all huffy, no, it isn’t so that I can control the guard.”

Leaning back in the chair, Rene put his elbow on the arm of it and planted his chin on the top of his fist.

“In fact, I even have a few questions for you,” he murmured. “First, though, let me set the stage.

“I see that the guard is hiring people that don’t belong. In fact, it seems to be going out of its way to put people in the guard who are quite easily bribed. Or bought.

“Is this how it’s always been? Or is this new to Carden?”

“Carden,” Trevor said immediately with a shake of his head. “Wasn’t always like this. As soon as he took over, it went to shit.”

Aurora and Geraldine both looked surprised, staring at Trevor.

“Hmph. I expect one of you to take his position. Whoever does, fix that,” Rene said with a shake of his head. “I need guards that can do their job without becoming part of the problem.”

“So long as they don’t arrest your people?” Geraldine asked in a growl.

“No… so that they can arrest whoever they can,” Rene corrected. “I’m not here to make you three work for me. I have no desire for that. It doesn’t play into my plan at all.

“In fact, I’m here to make you a very simple offer. One that I think works for both sides.”

“Listening,” Trevor rumbled. He looked like a pragmatic man to Rene. One that could hear something openly without jumping on it.

“Leave my places of business alone,” Rene said with a simple shrug of his shoulders. “I know you can make my life hell if you choose to do so. I ask you not to.

“I ask for this allowance because I’m limiting the violence in the streets. Considerably. I’m also punishing those who break my edicts, which include a ban on rape and murder. I can’t stop muggings or assaults, mind you, that’s just normal everyday debauchery. But rape and murder? There’s no place for that in my city.

“My brothels are very reasonably priced and the dead can’t be robbed or buy prostitutes. So… no rape, no murder. I’m also running the other gangs out of the city. It’ll be me by myself soon enough.”

“I see no reason to agree to such a thing,” stated Geraldine in a no nonsense tone.

“You’re right. But if you agree to leave my places of business alone, I promise to leave your troopers, their officers, and all of their families alone,” Rene said calmly. “Because if I can kill Carden and make it look like an accident… are you three anymore safe?

“But I’m not here to threaten you. I’m here to work out an arrangement. I want your people arresting troublemakers. Pursue justice and run people down.

“Because a lawless society is one that doesn’t make money. And if it doesn’t make money, there’s no one to rob. If there’s no one to rob, I’m out of a job. It’s very simple. I’m a wolf, I need rabbits. Rabbits breed and multiply when they’re nice and safe.”

“You’re… you’re not asking us to not do our jobs,” Aurora said slowly. “You’re just… asking us not to go after your brothels. Because let’s be honest, that’s really where you work out of.”

“Just so,” Rene said, pointing at Aurora. “Are you sure you’re engaged? You’re lovely and intelligent.”

“Very sure,” Aurora replied with an angry frown on her face.

“Alas. But yes, there it is. Leave my places of business alone so I can do my job, and I’ll make sure my people leave your troopers to their jobs as well,” Rene murmured and held up his hands. “I’ll even be happy to make charitable donations to the guard as we go along. No strings attached. I just want to do my job. Non-violent crime, prostitution, bootlegging, smuggling, robbery, theft—anything that doesn’t end one of my dear rabbits’ lives. I need all my rabbits.”

“And you leave our people alone, so we can do our jobs,” said Trevor, looking thoughtful. “In other words… not war, just skirmishes.”

“An apt analogy, yes,” Rene said, gesturing at the large man. “I mean, you tell me. Have you heard of many murders anymore? Or rapes?”

“No,” Trevor said with a slow shake of his head. “Definitely less.”

Geraldine looked enraged and incensed at the conversation, but she couldn’t apparently say anything.

“Almost no rapes at all,” Aurora included. She sounded genuinely surprised as well. “Though there was one two days ago that came up. But… but that was a nobleman.”

“I’m afraid I can’t really put any pressure on those who aren’t in my strata, as it were,” Rene said sadly. “That’d be your job at that point. Not mine. If you ever do encounter someone who’s broken my edicts that I can punish, feel free to drop their name off to me at the Tramp’s Tail.”

Looking at Geraldine, Rene tilted his head to one side.

“Actually, please make sure it’s Dine who drops by. I’ll take any opportunity to talk to her,” Rene said, then held his hand out across the desk to the woman. Deciding to play to his strengths. Which at this point was the belief he was absolute chaos. “Dine, my star-crossed lover, let’s run away together. You and me. We can start a life somewhere else. I’ll give it all up for you.”

Rene opened and closed his gloved hand twice.

“Just take my hand, my grim little rose. I’ll plant you somewhere nice and we can start a family,” Rene offered.

Staring at him with wide eyes and a clear look of anger, Geraldine gave him a visible flash of her teeth. They were clenched together.

“I… I’m going to hurt you,” Geraldine hissed.

“Would it be before or after the sex? If it’s after, it might be worth it. I mean… Dine, Darling, my love, you have no idea how your eyes flash when you’re angry,” Rene said. “Give me your hand, Dine, my dearest, let me whisk you away and spend fortunes upon you.”

“I’m married,” argued the woman.

“To an undeserving man. I want you. I’d give it all up just for you to yell at me with your clothes off,” Rene said, opening and closing his hand again. Then he decided to play further into the chaotic act and pushed on whatever charisma, confidence, and persuasion skills he had. “Just take my hand, Dine. Let me love you like the woman you deserve to be loved as. I bet you’ll be an amazing mother to our children.”

Geraldine’s hands clamped down to her knees, her back straightening.

“Are you done? Because if you’re not done and leaving, I’m going to kill you,” seethed the woman, looking quite enraged now.

Sighing dramatically, Rene nodded his head and retracted his hand.

“Perhaps you’ll understand my love for you in the future, my Dine. But until then, I’m going to tell everyone that you’re off-limits to harm in any way,” Rene said with a nod of his head. “That should someone from my world even sneeze on you, I’ll have them executed. Then and there.”

Aurora, Geraldine, and Trevor were all staring at him now.

“Well, are we in agreement? I need to know before I leave,” said Rene.

“I’m… going to kill you,” Geraldine whispered, shivering in her chair, glaring at him.

“Oh, Dine, my love, that’s not what I must know. I must know if you’re willing to respect the truce I’m proposing,” Rene redirected.

“I’ll… accept it for my own… troopers and squads,” grumbled Aurora, looking rather put out and angry. As if she were actually angry, in fact.

Must be that I’m toying with Geraldine. I’ll make sure to reassure her.

“Thank you, Aurora. Lovely and intelligent,” Rene said and then looked at Trevor.

“I’ll abide for the time being,” Trevor growled out. He looked frustrated but clearly understood this was a preferable situation.

“Dine? Darling? My one and only? My truest love?” asked Rene. “Will you abide by it? May I come by your home and sweep you off your feet this evening? Carry you off and make passionate love to you and have you begin growing our first born?”

Geraldine’s jaw was flexing now as she ground her teeth together.

“I’ll accept your truce, but if you do anything else I swear…I swear I’ll burn your brothels down to the ground,” she got out.

“As you like. Dearest Dine, my darling,” Rene murmured then stood up. “Alright, Dark, we’re done here.”

“By the way, make sure you clear Carden’s office and his home. If he has a hidden book of secrets, you should find it before someone else does,” said Rene and tapped the desk several times. Then he left.


Chapter 18

 

Entering the Tramp’s Tail openly, Rene went straight to the back corner table.

His goal today was to receive people’s cuts. He needed to figure out who was working for him, with him, or against him.

Today was going to be a test of his ability as a Human lie detector.

Rene didn’t have any confidence in himself yet, as it was untested. He was hopeful that it would go his way, but he had no way of knowing.

Pinky wasn’t at the table today. Nor did he see Darla anywhere.

Dephan and Rose were present, however.

Before he and Irini made it to the table, Rose had stood to wait for him. She was dressed in a pale-red dress that showed off a great deal of her stunning shape. The color of it matched her mask perfectly and given how much of her was on display, it all fit what people thought of “Rose” well.

“Boss Baby, I’m so glad you’re here tonight,” Rose said as soon as Rene was close enough. “Darla’s working on that list. Pinky is still making the rounds to make sure everyone comes in tonight with whatever they have of your cut.”

Rose lifted her mask, leaned in, and kissed him warmly on the neck. She was clearly settling for that rather than trying to do anything with his mask at the moment.

“Boss? Baby? Did I mention how amazing you are?” Rose asked and guided Rene into the seat he’d been moving toward. Her hands roamed over him at the same time. “I got paid today by Pinky. I never knew you valued me so highly. And that didn’t even count the presents you’ve gotten me. Or the business allowance you gave me to start hiring the street girls.”

Smirking behind his mask, Rene allowed himself to be manhandled by Rose.

She fondled him the entire time as she escorted him and moved to get him seated appropriately. Her hands and fingers touching and rubbing at him.

“You’re worth it,” Rene said simply as she took the seat to his left. Then she lifted her gaze up to Dark Mask and indicated the seat at his right.

“That’s for you, Dark. You’re his right-hand girl,” said Rose, addressing her directly. Which was odd. The Trio by and large didn’t engage Aurora or Irini.

“Thank you, Rose,” Irini said, then moved the chair out of the way. Standing in that spot, she then slunk down partially and vanished from view.

“I… ah… oh. Oh,” Rose said, staring at the spot Irini had just been. Then she slowly turned her head toward him. “Baby… do you ever… peek on me?”

“No,” said Rene honestly.

“Maybe you should?” Rose asked in a coy voice. Her right hand sliding down in between his legs. She laid it in the same spot she had previously. As if that was where her hand belonged as far as she was concerned. “After tonight, I’ll be all yours after all. No reason not to peek.”

Rene didn’t respond. Instead, he looked at Dephan, who had just come over.

She was dressed the same as ever, though today she was wearing more makeup. Her hair was also styled in a younger fashion. The Mask pin on her dress was also lower and over her heart. Far more prominently on her dress.

Much of the “brittleness” and “age” she cloaked herself in was gone. She looked far more like a woman in her forties today.

An attractive one with confidence.

“Auntie,” Rene said with a smile, looking at her. “You look rather lovely today! Did your… evening… go that well?”

Dephan came to a stop next to his table and gave him a wide grin.

“It did, actually. I have plans to see him again… and… a different man the day after that,” she said, her eyes looking mischievous.

“Good for you, Auntie. See? We all told you so,” Rene said with a nod of his head. “I’m here to receive everyone’s tribute. That’s all.”

“Yes, you did all tell me so. I’m quite happy to have been wrong,” Dephan said. Then she took in a short breath and let it out. “I’ll have everyone present you with their tribute today. Need anything?”

“No, I’m quite well,” Rene said, “But do—”

“Do you need anything, Auntie?” Irini asked, running Rene over. She asked the question from where she was crouched without standing up.

Blinking, Dephan looked at the spot where she’d heard Irini, then shook her head.

“No, dear, I’m fine. Are you well, Dark? Do you perhaps need anything?” asked the madam, undisturbed by Irini being invisible.

“Water, please, Auntie. Thank you,” Irini responded in a very pleasant tone.

Dephan smirked to herself, then moved off. Not even looking bothered at the fact Irini wasn’t visible.

Settling in, Rene got ready for an evening of likely being lied to.

 

***

 

A man walked up to the table with a small bag in one hand. He had shoulder-length reddish-blond hair, a large red beard, and green eyes. He wore leather armor over an average build, and he also looked rather confident.

Setting the bag down on the table, he put his hands on his hips and then lifted his chin up.

“Here’s what I owe you from what I’ve earned so far since the last time I gave you your cut,” said the man.

Rene blinked and looked from the bag to the man.

All evening long he’d been receiving people and their tribute.

This was the first time he’d met someone who met his eyes and had some confidence.

Darla took the bag and eased it over to herself.

“Name?” she asked, picking up the quill. She’d joined them shortly before people started arriving with their tribute. Without him prompting it, Darla had taken it on herself to be the note taker.

Rene was rather glad about it. Not to mention that after he looked at the first entry he realized she was used to it. She was the one who’d been filling in the books so far for him given his request for finance balancing.

“Jacob Minor,” said the man.

Darla’s hand flipped over several pages in her ledger and then started to slide her hand down the sheet. She stopped with her finger pointing to a line on the page.

Holding her finger there, she picked up the bag with her free hand and then upended it on the table.

A number of silver and copper coins clattered to the table.

Darla sorted it out quickly, then made a small hand motion to one of the guild enforcers nearby.

“The stated amount is eight silver, fourteen copper,” Darla murmured and began writing it down in her ledger.

“Yup,” Jacob agreed.

“And that is the full measure I’m due?” Rene asked, pushing on his intimidation skill as he stared into Jacob’s face. 

“I… that… yeah. It is. Well, no. No, it isn’t. It’s… it’s more,” Jacob admitted, his shoulders slowly dropping down under Rene’s glare. “I didn’t… I didn’t give you as much as I should have last time.”

“Hm,” grunted Rene.

Reaching across the table, he flicked a silver coin back toward the man as the enforcer gathered up the rest of the coins.

“Amusingly honest,” Rene said and then gestured to the side. “Go before I have you killed for holding out on me the first time.”

Jacob picked up the silver coin, spun on his heel, and marched off.

At the same time, Rene felt a sudden pinpoint stab of danger. His life was very much in danger.

Looking at the door of the Tramp’s Tail, Rene saw a man standing there.

He was a big man, who filled the doorway from his wide frame to his height. He had dark-brown eyes that were nearly black and dark-brown hair that was cut short. His skin tone was darker which set him apart from the local populace, marking him as clearly from out of town.

Rene quickly Analyzed the man.

 

Christopher Guerrero

Age: 27

Sex: Male

Race: Human

 

The man’s eyes found Rene in the next second.

Whoever he is, he means me harm.

Then let’s end him first without alarm.

Dropping down to his belt, the man grabbed at something and then flung his arm forward. A very large throwing knife exited the man’s hand.

“Oh, I meant to—”

Jacob had turned back toward Rene at the same moment and started talking.

The throwing knife slammed into the side of Jacob’s skull, burying itself there and nearly vanishing. Dropping in a heap, Jacob lay unmoving on the ground.

Irini had acted first, before Rene could disentangle himself from Rose. Darting forward, the cat-girl assassin leapt over Jacob and chased Christopher out the front of the Tramp’s Tail.

We were lazy doing such a thing here.

Bracing a hand to the top of the table, Rene jumped out of his seat and cleared the tabletop. Hitting the ground, he rushed toward the door of the brothel.

Reaching it, he immediately opened up his tracking window and found Christopher.

Selecting him, he looked at the ground and saw the trail.

Following it with his eyes, Rene saw it ran straight from the Tramp’s Tail and into an alley. On the building next to it, he could also see Irini clambering up and over the lip of the roof.

Racing forward, Rene made it to the building and then leapt upward. In only a few seconds, he had reached the top of the building, climbing it as if he were sprinting up it.

Irini was only just now vanishing over the edge of the rooftop he’d gotten on, and onto the next one over.

Digging in, he once more sprinted after her. He managed to catch up to her just as she ran across a narrow beam and jumped onto another rooftop.

“Be wary, that felt planned,” Rene hissed, running along behind Irini. “As if he’s trying to draw us out.”

Irini’s glittering eyes glanced back at him, looking at him through the eye slits for a second.

Then she nodded her head and kept moving.

Much in the way she’d been able to track him, he imagined she was now tracking his assailant.

Taking a moment, Rene leaned over the edge and got his eyes on the path below. He could see the trail in bright-red footsteps. Leading onward.

Pushing out ahead of himself with his senses, Rene wanted to know what they were going into. He had a definite feeling that this wasn’t quite right. That things were wrong.

“It’s gotta be a trap,” Rene said aloud, after landing on the roof behind Irini. If it was a trap, she was likely to get hurt being upfront. “Keep your eyes open, I can’t lose you.”

The Monster in his head growled at the very idea of Irini coming to harm.

Laughing under her breath as she ran, Irini sounded amused.

“My Ugly Mate, do you worry?” she asked and then pointed at the building in front of them. They’d have to scale it.

“I love you, damnit. Of course, I worry about you,” Rene growled and started climbing up the wall next to Irini. His stomach was doing somersaults and his mouth felt absolutely dry.

Reaching the top of the building, he moved over to where Irini was climbing. As soon as she was in arm’s reach, he grabbed her at the shoulder and waist and hauled her up the rest of the way quickly.

Grabbing onto his tunic, she stood there, holding him still.

She stared at him for several seconds through her mask, her head tilted to the side in confusion.

“You love me,” she repeated in a low tone.

“Yeah. But this isn’t the time. We’re—”

“On a hunt. My mate and I are on a hunt,” Irini said. “My mate who loves me.”

Grinding his teeth, Rene wanted to yank her off her feet and start chasing their quarry again.

“Yes, I love you. Yes, you’re one of my mates. I’m your ugly mate as you often remind me. Let’s go already, they’re getting away,” implored Rene.

“He won’t escape. We can take some time to discuss this. I think it’s early for you to say such a thing to me as love, but I’ll not reject your feelings. Earnest and early can be just as true as late and with fate,” Irini argued. Then she pulled her mask partially up. At the same time, she pushed his up a little.

Leaning in close, she kissed him in a way he didn’t expect from her. It was a kiss filled with tenderness and warmth.

After a few seconds, she pulled back and adjusted her mask, then his.

“You’re my mate and I care for you, too. Perhaps… perhaps love you, in my own way. We’ll resume our hunt momentarily,” Irini said, a smile clear in her voice. “It is important we discuss your feelings for me. Especially since it was said on a hunt. I must admit, I look forward to telling our kits of this moment in the future.”

We do too, our beautiful Kitten!

Let’s tell her so, so she knows we’re smitten!

That we desire to give her a child!

If only to make sure she smiled!

There was an overwhelming pressure in his thoughts to bend to that desire. To admit that weakness completely. Right now it was only just the single statement.

He could easily recover if he—

“I love you, Irini Dalca,” Rene said in the softest voice he could manage. “My beautiful Kitten. I’ll give you anything you ask for, even if it’s children. I know you’ll be an amazing mother to them and mate to me.”

Rene watched as Irini’s eyes widened, her pupils expanding rapidly. Her hands were still digging into his clothes and holding onto him.

Irini let out a strangled breath and then turned her head to one side and away from him. However, she was still looking at him from the corner of her eyes.

“So swiftly but honestly you love me. Then… we shall hunt. And then, we will go back to your bed. You will show me your love,” Irini demanded. “And… and I misspoke, apparently. I do indeed love you, too. Your… your ugliness and desperate need for my affection is growing on me.”

It’s not desperate.

Maybe a little… just a bit.

Releasing him, Irini started forward again. This time she was moving at a sedate walk.

“We will hunt them slowly. I wish to enjoy this one,” Irini declared. “It’ll be my first hunt with my true mate. The father of my kits-to-be. It will be memorable.”

Rene fell in next to her, walking along at her side.

“Besides, my true mate can track them better than I can. Can’t he?” Irini asked, her tone quite teasing as she turned her head and looked at him.

“Tracking him right now. His name is Christopher Guerrero,” offered Rene.

“Ha. I thought it was him. I look forward to taking his life. I will collect his right thumb,” Irini said almost to herself. “To think that I’d get a chance to hunt one of the best with my true mate.”

Walking to the edge of the roof, Rene paused to move to the corner and look down to the alley.

The trail stayed true, running down the center.

“You lead, I will follow,” stated Irini. “Let’s get down to the street level. We will stalk them.”

Nodding his head, Rene agreed to that. Stepping off the edge of the building, he hit the pavement with a pop of his boots. Then he crouched down low, fading away into invisibility. Rene then looked back up to Irini.

Stepping off the edge, she did the same thing though stumbled slightly.

“You will teach me more, later. Teach me everything,” she said, getting down in a crouch next to him.

“Of course, I will,” said Rene, realizing this was an opportunity to address her in the same way she had. “You’re my true mate. My Pretty Kitty. I will teach you all I can.”

Rene watched Irini’s head turn toward him. She could see him as easily as he could see her now.

At some point, she’d no longer been classified as hostile or neutral, which made it impossible for him to hide from her.

“I am indeed your true mate, and I’m glad to hear it said aloud,” Irini murmured. “As well as… as well… as… I do like being called your pretty kitty. Despite it being… infuriatingly insulting.”

Ha! She does love the compliments.

And grooming. She really did enjoy the brushing we gave her.

We should buy her a lovely brush.

Good idea, me.

Thank you, me.

Rene checked the trail, following it with his eyes.

The pacing of the bootprints was even, steady, determined. This was no rapid and frightened flight. Christopher wasn’t running from a failed ambush strike.

He was leading them away, likely to a predetermined location.

“Our hunt begins,” Rene said and then stalked forward.


Chapter 19

 

“Pretty sure that’s a plaza over there,” Rene murmured, looking at the trail of red bootprints as they ran along. The tracks turned up ahead and vanished around the corner, and Rene was feeling rather nervous about it. “Was one of the locations I had scoped out for… well, when we met, I suppose.”

Irini chuckled at that and then bumped her shoulder into his.

“Where I was run to the ground, caught, marked, and bound to you?” Irini asked in a purring voice. “My True Mate?”

Ever since they’d slowed down to a walk, she’d become incredibly tenacious about being close to him.

Touching him.

Free to just be in his space whenever the moment struck her in the right way.

He could only guess that it’d been his admission of how he felt. Or at least, how he believed he felt. When he tried to compare how he felt about her, the only comparison he could come up with was how he felt toward Odelia and Aurora.

And to a lesser extent, Alana.

A strange clutching of his heart that threatened to steal his breath away. The same feeling he’d felt on occasion when he’d fallen into a river. That feeling the exact moment before he landed in a body of water.

Wondering if he’d break his legs, knock himself out, or drown at the bottom.

And not having the ability to change anything about the situation.

“Yes, that,” Rene agreed. “I didn’t end up picking this one because it had a lot of oversight. The buildings it’s set into are all single story, but the street behind it has a lot of two and three-story buildings.”

“Ah, in other words… too easy for someone to set up and try to interrupt,” Irini said with some amusement. “And now you’re terrified of Alis bounty hunters?”

“Oh, no. Not afraid of them,” Rene replied, deciding to toy with her as they moved up to the corner. “Just not sure if I should take any more female Alis assassins prisoner. Do you play well with women of your own kind, my Pretty Kitty?”

“Most definitely not,” Irini said softly, easing up next to him. “You’re most fortunate that none of your other women are an Alis. Otherwise, all the other Alis would die until one remained.”

“That’d be annoying,” murmured Rene, peeking around the corner. He could see where the trail went into the plaza, circled briefly, and then left the area. It headed into a very small space between two buildings. It wasn’t an alley, but more like a drainage-way.

There was no doubt in his mind that it was a trap. Pushing with his senses he could feel a large number of people hiding in the shadows and behind pillars. 

Moving back away from the corner, Rene looked to Irini.

“Burying that many Alis corpses would take too much time,” he finished, looking at her.

“Whoever won would bury the corpses without you knowing. The other Alis would just vanish,” Irini said, then leaned forward to peer around the corner just as Rene had done.

Moving back to his side afterwards, she shrugged her shoulders.

“I think I’d win in the end if it happened, but there are always those better than you out there,” Irini added. “Thankfully, I’m the first. That means I can easily eliminate any newcomers. Is our target there?”

“No. He isn’t. Already left,” Rene said with a shake of his head.

“Ah. Do we spring the trap then or return back to the Tail?” Irini asked, tilting her head to one side and looking at him.

“Spring it. Make an example. I’ll take this group,” said Rene, coming to a quick choice. “You take the other group that’s probably on the roof, or across the way in another set of buildings.”

“I… there’s more?” Irini asked with some surprise to her voice.

“I’m assuming there is. It’s where I’d put the second line if I arranged a trap similar to this,” said Rene. “I personally never did anything like this. It was always a risk to include others. There’s always the chance of them learning more than I know and getting caught.”

Irini nodded her head to that. “Agreed. Then yes, I’ll move to the rooftop and then the other set of buildings. After that… I’m going to keep chasing Christopher. I want to see where he goes, and with my current abilities… I think I can do it without any risk. I’ll check back in at the Tail once I’m done to find you.”

“Alright. Be safe,” murmured Rene, feeling that odd cold touch on his heart again.

Irini paused for a second, then lifted her mask up, revealing a blushing and smiling face.

Realizing what she was going to do, Rene lifted his own mask. He was determined to not force her to take the initiative every time.

Leaning forward in his crouch, he kissed her, wrapping an arm around her hips as he did so.

Initially, Irini resisted him, her hands pressing to his shoulders. Then her fingers dug into his clothes, pulling him in closer.

Except the kiss went on longer and longer. Until he turned and pushed Irini up against the wall they were next to.

After that, the Alis finally turned her head to the side and panted hard several times.

“I… I… enough. No more for now. My mind is a whirl,” Irini complained, watching him out of the corner of her eyes. “Too much, my True Mate. Save it. I’m going to go now.”

Patting his shoulders, Irini slowly turned her face back to him, but she didn’t try to push him away either.

Taking that as a request, Rene kissed her again, though much more quickly this time, then released her.

Pulling his mask down, he reached over and pulled Irini’s down as well.

Stepping away from the wall, Irini paused and seemed to collect herself. Watching him all the while.

He had no doubt her tail would be swishing back and forth right now if it was out.

Turning on her heel, she started up the wall, climbing upward.

Taking that as his own cue, Rene turned and headed into the plaza.

Ghosting along, he managed to get up next to the man on the far edge of the trap. It’d been arranged in a horseshoe shape. Clearly, crates had been brought over to create cover and hiding spaces, as well as having those involved wearing dark clothes and darkening their faces.

This is definitely a well-thought-out trap. He never expected to kill me with that throw.

He still needs to die for that crap. We’ll give the others a reason to hold us in woe.

Yes, an example will need to be made. Won’t it?

Moving away from the man on the end, Rene looked down the line. There were at least ten others all set in a line.

Each and every one of them held a loaded heavy crossbow. The weapons were all braced against something and pointing down the alley from which his attacker had come.

They were waiting to shoot him. Expecting him to just come running around the corner brazenly. Much in the same way that he’d attacked the gangs at first.

Pulling a quarrel from the quiver of the man closest to him, Rene simply plunged it through the man’s throat. Passing it right through and out the other side.

Taking the crossbow from the man’s hands before he could drop it, Rene turned and fired it into the side of the next nearest man.

Groaning, the man curled up over the bolt in his side. The projectile had likely lodged in a lung and maybe the heart.

Rene wasn’t quite sure as he didn’t often use heavy crossbows. It was definitely the right area for a firearm, though.

Snatching a quarrel from the quiver of the dying man next to him, Rene set it in place. Grabbing the drawstring, he cranked it back and set it into place.

A feat of strength that was not possible for a normal Human.

Stalking forward in his crouch, Rene brought the crossbow up to his shoulder and sighted the next fool in line.

This’ll be as easy—

Pulling the trigger, the bolt smashed through the temple of the man, slamming him into a pillar. They hadn’t even noticed what was going on. This would take almost no effort on his part.

These weren’t hunters. They were fools who took a dangerous job for what was likely expected to be an easy payout.

Easy as slaughtering sheep.

Roughly thirty minutes later—and a lot of grisly work separating heads from shoulders—Rene was done.

Part of that time had been spent on checking on where Irini had gone. There he found that he had indeed been correct. There were a great many corpses there with blood splattered liberally over everything.

Collecting the bodies and gear, he went about doing the same thing with them.

Adding their heads to the pyramid he’d made out of the first batch. He disposed of the bodies in his inventory, along with everything they had on them.

So far, he hadn’t found a limit to the amount he could store without a concern. Although, the window itself was starting to become unmanageable with all the clutter.

Standing up out of his crouch, Rene re-entered the Tramp’s Tail. He hadn’t bothered to clean himself up. Blood covered his arms from his hands up to his elbows, and his torso was likewise covered.

Cutting heads off and stacking them in a pile was messy work.

People moved out of his way immediately when they saw him. Parting to either side and moving further out of his reach.

Dephan and Darla weren’t visible.

Pinky was already heading his way, and Rose had just laid eyes on him.

Motioning with one hand, Rene moved through the front room and into his office, leaving the door open behind him.

Rose and Pinky entered, the former closing the door behind the latter.

“Boss! Is everything… is everything okay?” Pinky asked, catching up to him.

He felt a hand fall to rest just behind his neck, several fingers lightly caressing his skin.

“Oh, yes. Everything is fine. I just murdered a whole bunch of fools who were trying to kill me in a trap,” remarked Rene offhandedly. “It was honestly rather boring. They didn’t even see me. The work is done though.”

“Ah, wonderful. Should I dispatch someone to clean up the bodies?” Pinky asked, her hand moving up into his hair and playing with it.

“No, I already handled it,” Rene said, opening the door to his bedroom and heading inside. Once again, he left the door open. “I left the heads out as a message to anyone else foolish enough to try such a thing. We might have to send a note to the guards. Let them know that this wasn’t a mindless slaughter.”

Pinky trailed him into his room, her fingers playing through the hair on the back of his head.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw a somewhat dejected-looking Rose closing the door after entering the bedroom, as well. Her shoulders were drooped, her head hanging low, and her body hunched in partially on itself.

“I’ll speak with Darla as soon as she gets back. She and Dephan went off to put a bounty out on that bounty hunter,” Pinky murmured.

“Great idea,” Rene said with a chuckle. He had one goal in mind. Get to the wardrobe provided for him and change out of his clothes.

And maybe a bath if he could get some water heated up.

“It was Pinky’s,” Rose said quietly, following behind the two. “Dephan and Darla went because they knew who to talk to.”

“And that’s why Pinky is who she is,” said Rene. Standing in front of the wardrobe, he opened it. “Did you lock the door, Rose?”

“Yes, Boss. I did,” murmured Rose.

“Fantastic,” Rene said and pulled his mask off, tossing it onto the bed nearby. Almost immediately, Rose and Pinky did the same thing, tossing their masks down next to his.

Rene then started to strip out of his clothes.

He had no shame around Pinky since they’d shared the sheets already.

Since he was planning on sharing those same sheets with Rose tonight, he had none around her either.

“Boss… you don’t… look very old,” Pinky said quietly, watching him as he undressed. She was standing next to him.

Hm.

Maybe… just tell her? It might make it easier later.

Probably. Odelia would tell me to include them at this point since they already figured me out, I imagine.

She would.

“I’m eighteen. My real name is Rene Anatolis,” explained Rene, sorting through the clothes in the wardrobe. “That, however, is between you, Rose, and Darla. Dephan must never know. She will never see my face. You three will. And it’s very likely at some point we might cross paths in the future.”

“You’re… you’re…” Rose’s voice trailed off. “You have a fiancée. Two, in fact. I heard it from Honey. She… works the noble boys.”

“I have three fiancées, in fact. I also have three mistresses. Then I have you three,” Rene agreed, pulling out a good-looking pair of pants and a matching doublet with a vest. “You three need to stay as far away from my noble life as possible for the safety of everyone.”

Glancing to the side, he found Pinky staring at him with slightly widened eyes.

“And… Dark and Light Mask?” she asked, her mind making the logical leap.

“One fiancée, one mistress,” Rene said with a smirk. Her mind was quite sharp.

I wonder if she and Odelia would get along.

Looking at Rose, who stood just beyond Pinky, Rene was somewhat shocked. She was trembling in place, her hands pressed to her stomach.

“What’s wrong, Rose?” Rene asked, his clothes in his hands.

“I almost got you killed, Boss,” whispered Rose. “I’m… I’m supposed to keep you safe and happy but I almost got you killed.”

Staring at Rose, Rene had to consider it from her point of view.

She’d been draped over his arm, fondling him. Caressing him. Keeping him far more entertained than he’d expected to be.

However, when he had to get up, she’d also been in the way. A hindrance.

“Pinky, could you go back to the front? Make sure everything is fine?” Rene asked, turning to look at his Trio leader.

“Of course, Boss,” Pinky said, then she surprised him. She leaned in and kissed him rather warmly, one hand coming up to touch his cheek.

Pulling back after just a few seconds, she smiled at him.

“Don’t kill her. I’ll make it worth your while in whatever way you want,” Pinky said, tapping his nose with a fingertip. “I need her. Just… punish her if you must. I’m older than you so… listen to me this one time?”

Pinky’s smile grew a bit wider at that and started to chew at her lower lip.

She was behaving far more like the rest of his women, rather than a scared lieutenant.

“Hmph. I’m going to make you pay for that repeatedly with your body,” Rene said, feeling just a little combative.

“No, you won’t. Because my body is already yours. I can’t pay with it when you can take what you want freely,” Pinky said, then wrinkled her nose and gave her head a small shake. “No killing her, Boss. I need her.”

Patting his cheek once, Pinky left for the door, picking her mask up as she went.

“If Dephan comes back, tell her I’m busy,” Rene instructed. “You can rejoin me in an hour if you like, Pinky. Same with Darla.”

“I understand, Boss,” Pinky said, fitting her mask to her face. “I’ll be back in an hour. Darla will be with me or join later. Rose, come lock the door.”

Doing as instructed, Rose went over and closed the door behind Pinky and locked it.

“Boss… Baby… I’m sorry. If… if you have to kill me, I understand,” Rose said, turning to look back at him. The beautiful woman looked beside herself. “I’m just… a stupid idiot. Gutter trash. I should have just… just started working on my back. I’m worthless. I couldn’t even do my job, and when you needed me, I fucked it up.”

“Is Dephan your aunt?” Rene asked, walking over to the bed. Tossing his clothes on the bedside table, he realized he needed to solve Rose now.

“Huh? Uh… uhm… she—”

“Come over here, Rose,” Rene said, picking up his mask and hers and setting them on top of his clothes.

“Of course, Baby,” Rose said, coming over to him swiftly. Stopping in front of him, she glanced up at him with a lowered chin.

“Take your dress off and answer me. Dephan’s niece? Daughter? Granddaughter?” asked Rene.

Rose began to sniffle softly, taking off her very pretty and revealing clothes.

“I’m her niece. My ma… my ma worked the sheets with her. She was Dephan’s youngest sister,” Rose explained, stepping out of her clothes. “Ma got knocked up. Dephan thinks the guy who put me in her is some noble. Had her killed when he found out about me when I was just a lump of a baby. Dephan… stole me… hid me away for a long time. She never wanted me to work sheets. Raised me like a daughter. I… I call her ma, in private. She is, really. My ma, that is.

“And she was just going to get me married to a merchant or something simple. Then you showed up and… she thought it’d be the best for me. Thought that you could protect me if my da ever found me again. She said things like that come back. Always come back. So she taught me how to… hide… myself. Hide who I am. Be Rose and only Rose.”

Rose gently folded her dress up over the back of a nearby chair.

“I’m not going to kill you, Rose,” Rene said.

“You’re not? I thought you were gonna… gonna have me and then kill me or something,” Rose mumbled, lifting her chin and looking at him.

“Oh, I’m going to have you, Rose. You’re beautiful. How could I not? But I’m not going to kill you. Not even going to hurt you in the smallest way,” said Rene with a smirk. “What’s your job?”

“I… uhm… uh… to be your girl? I’m supposed to have sex or do sex stuff with you whenever you want and I run the working girls,” Rose said intelligently.

“Yes, but in what way? How? What’s your job, Rose? What does Pinky tell you to do?” Rene pushed.

“I‘m to…I’m supposed to be your main girl. To entertain you at all times. Any way I can,” said Rose earnestly. “If you need any attention in any way I have to take care of you as fast as possible. To always be available to you and for you. Pinky says I’m your main girl and that means at your side. That she or Darla could never make you happy like I could. And I want to do that. I like it. I want to be your main girl. It makes me feel warm and comfy.”

“And you were doing your job,” countered Rene. “I failed in making my security better. I could have easily prevented what happened with just a little forethought. I didn’t.

“I messed up. Not you. You were being my main girl. Weren’t you?”

“Yeah… I’m your main girl. I was doing my job. Entertaining my Boss. My Baby,” Rose said, reaching up and laying her hands to his chest. Then she started to lightly stroke her hands across his skin. “Just… doing what I’m supposed to. Baby… am… I prettier than your fiancées? Or mistresses?”

“Promise you won’t tell anyone?” asked Rene, grinning at the woman.

“Uh-huh. I’ll do and promise you anything, Baby,” Rose said, a lovely smile slowly spreading over her face as she looked up at him.

“Yes. You’re the single most beautiful woman I’ve ever met,” Rene said and meant it.

“You sure? I’m gonna go look at your fiancées when I can, you know. Those noble girls,” said Rose with a dangerous tone. “You’re not allowed to lie to me. You can tease me but you’re my baby, Baby. I’m your main girl. Best girl. No lying to me. Are you sure I’m the prettiest? I’m the best looking? Best body?”

“Yes to all of that,” repeated Rene honestly. Few could compare to Rose. Even Odelia, Pinky, or Olivia.

“Mmmm. I’m delighted to hear that. I’m also going to be the best in the bedroom as well as the best looking. Ma’s been teaching me for years and years, you know. She thought that learning anything other than that would put me at risk.

“But she taught me everything otherwise. So that once I married, I’d never lose my man,” Rose said, one hand trailing down toward Rene’s lower half. “Let’s put all that teachin’ I’ve been given to use. Time for you to claim your main girl’s first time, and for me to tame my man for all time. I’ll be your main girl, Rene. Make your fiancées look like gutter girls without a clue. You’ll spend more time here than at your home.”


Chapter 20

 

Groaning, Rene tried to roll over, but found he couldn’t.

He was pinned between Rose and Pinky, the former in front, and the latter in back.

Grimacing, he found he was quite sweaty, that his skin was sticking to theirs, and that he was uncomfortable.

Ugh. Isn’t a tangle of limbs supposed to be good? This is awful.

It… really is, isn’t it?

While it was fun to tumble the two, one then the other, this… may not be worth it.

Rene could only agree with his monster.

On top of that, he had no idea what time it was.

Kinda wish I still had the chat window. That was so handy.

Agreed. But… that was part of the price of having the job we took, was it not?

Grimacing, Rene lifted his head up and looked at Rose.

Her hair looked well-groomed again. She must’ve taken the time to straighten it out after he’d done a fair job of mussing it with his hands the night previous.

Much at her own provocation and welcomed by him.

Turning his head, Rene checked over his shoulder.

Pinky was nuzzled up behind him, her hands pressed against his shoulders, her chest and abdomen against his back.

Behind her was Darla, who had a hand on his hip, reaching across Pinky to touch him.

While she hadn’t participated in the previous night’s activities, Darla had watched Pinky, switching with Rose who went back out to the main room.

Darla then cuddled with him and provided him with pillow talk while Pinky went to finish up her workday. Filling the last of his time before sleep with kisses, hugs, and cuddling.

They’d handled him expertly between the three of themselves. Keeping the evening moving along briskly for him while still getting their own work done.

Turning his head back the other way, he found Irini squatting down near the foot of the bed.

Watching him.

There was no anger in her, though it was obvious she was feeling territorial.

“You weren’t here,” Rene whispered defensively. “I waited for you.”

He imagined that her ears were now flattened to her head at his words, given the way her shoulders rose up slightly. Then she lifted her chin and sniffed once.

“That’s… fine. That’s fine. I was very late to arrive this morning,” Irini admitted in a soft voice, looking more frustrated with herself than him. “I chased Christopher around for quite a while. He eventually left the city after his trail doubled back over the trap site. He saw the heads and fled, I think.”

Rene snickered quietly at that and then began to inch himself free of the women.

All of whom woke up instantly, their eyes popping open and staring at him as if he had a weapon in hand.

Ah… yeah.

Given their background… they’re all probably extremely high strung and sensitive to someone being nearby.

Me moving probably set all that off.

Definitely. But then again… it isn’t something that they don’t have a right to hear.

Not stopping, Rene made his way out of the bed as Pinky, Rose, and Darla all turned to watch him. The looks of surprise on their face faded away.

Pinky and Rose looked rather smug while Darla had a confident look on her face.

Irini stood up slowly, revealing herself to the three of them.

All three women turned their heads to look at Irini. They were clearly more shocked by that than Rene waking them up.

“Hello, Dark,” Rose said with a warm smile and waving one hand. “You’re one of Rene’s fiancées, right?”

Pinky and Darla had minute expressions of shock on their face at Rose’s forward question, though both looked equally curious.

Irini slowly tilted her head to one side.

“Kinda hard to keep the Mask up, when I’m literally not wearing the mask,” Rene explained as he started to gather up his clothes.

“Yes. I could see how that would be a problem,” murmured Irini. She didn’t pull her own mask off, just shook her head instead. “I’m not his fiancée. I’m his lead mistress and personal assassin. You don’t need to know what I look like. I will train you and you will obey me. I am Dark Mask to you.”

“Of course,” murmured Pinky with a nod of her head. “And… is there work to do today? Here?”

He realized she was asking if Irini was here to kill them.

“Going to sneak into the city regent’s palace,” Rene explained. “I want to see what they do about Carden. I’m sure yesterday was a bit hectic after they found my handiwork. Likely they wanted to postpone naming a successor immediately as well.

“Though once they find my little pyramid of heads… that’ll change opinions on waiting.”

“Ah, that makes sense,” Darla said with a nod of her head. “Should… we think of options on the lieutenant-captain’s?”

“He’s engaged to one of them, remember?” Pinky said with a dismissive hand wave before Rene could answer. “The other two… I imagine he’s already taken care of their ability to resist.”

“Just so,” Rene said, finishing getting into his clothes. “Alright. I’m off. You three go back to sleep. I’ll check in tonight. We still have a lot of work to do. Need to finish collecting cuts and handing out rewards. Not to mention the bounty hunters, and the remnants of the Snakes and Ravens.”

“I’ll look into it all of that for you,” Darla said, laying her head back down on the pillow. “Have a good day at work, Boss Honey. I’ll miss you.”

“Yes, have a good day, Baby. I’ll take care of you again tonight,” Rose said with a bright smile. She waved her hand at him and laid back down as well.

Pinky gave him a wide grin and shrugged her shoulders.

“I’ll get everything else together, Rene dear. I’ll have everything ready for you,” she said, then laid back down as well.

Rene and Irini left.

 

***

 

“They’re too close,” complained Irini, pressed up to his side and crouched down low.

“Considering the situation, it’s only reasonable that they’d be almost too close,” countered Rene.

“I… know. You’re a Tom. I can’t fight that. It’s just annoying. They’re more a threat to me than the others. They know how the world we’re in runs. The others don’t,” Irini said quietly.

“Tom?”

“Tom-cat,” clarified Irini.

I don’t think… I’ve ever been called that before.

It kind of makes sense, I suppose.

Rene was in a situation of his own making, except that Odelia had encouraged it, and brought everyone into an understanding.

There was clearly friction, and he imagined that not everyone was going to get along all the time, but it was the best possible outcome.

At least given the situation.

Wrapping an arm around Irini’s hips, he drew her closer to his side as they remained crouched. They were hidden away in the city regent’s receiving room, where the man would soon meet with the lieutenant-captains about Carden and the city.

He’d already spotted Geraldine and Aurora in the waiting room as he and Irini had snuck inside.

Growling softly, Irini head-butted his shoulder and jaw. Then grabbed his side and dug her fingers in. Truth be told, it felt as if she had her claws out and they were digging in.

There was a clack of a door opening from the far side of the room.

In walked the city regent, dressed in rich clothing.

From his boots—that likely would cost an entire year’s wage for a soldier—to the cloak that hung on his shoulders—which was probably the same price as a coach—all of his clothing was of the finest make.

His hair was dirty blond and pulled back from his face in a loose arrangement. His blue eyes looked quite cold and calculating.

Whenever Rene met him, he always felt like the man was a few missed meals away from collapsing, being little more than skin and bones.

A group of soldiers trooped in with him. One of their number went to the receiving room door and pulled it open.

“Lord Riblett will see you now,” announced the soldier before marching away. He didn’t even bother to wait for those outside to respond.

He is kind of an ass.

Of the hole kind.

Smirking, Rene watched as the man sat down on what was practically a dais. A chair with a platform built into it that raised it above. But wasn’t actually a dais.

It was skirting the rules of the land by a whisker, but as far as Rene knew, and had heard from his father, this was very normal.

Extremely normal.

In fact, Cody Riblett was very likely more down to earth than most city regents. To the point that he actually gave a crap about his city, rather than just how much taxes he could squeeze from it.

“Good morning,” Cody said, adjusting his cloak. “I’m assuming you all read the same report I did about the… heads.”

Rene turned to look at Geraldine, Aurora, and Trevor. The three of them had all taken one of the seats set out for them.

Setting a hand to Irini’s shoulder, he squeezed it, then headed off for the chairs. He wanted to make sure Geraldine knew he was here.

He believed Trevor would act based on the agreement they’d made. But he wasn’t sure about Geraldine. In his head, she seemed like she could easily flip-flop on him and go against what they’d agreed to.

Perhaps even endangering Aurora and Trevor in doing so.

“Of course,” Trevor grumbled. “No one is claiming to have done it but… but I’ve heard some rumors.”

“Everyone has,” snorted Geraldine, a sour look on her face.

Ah. Here it comes.

“Well, my own rumors tell me a bounty hunter was involved. One—”

Laying an arm around Geraldine’s shoulders, Rene pressed his mask to her ear, ignoring Trevor.

“Hello, my Dine. I missed you,” Rene whispered. “I missed you. You look lovely today.

“May I kiss your cheek?”

Geraldine took in a slow breath, her entire body going rigid.

“Oh, my Dine. I can’t stand it. Unless you tell me no, I must do it,” continued Rene, slowly moving around her side. Pressing himself against her left arm as he did so. He wanted her to know exactly where he was.

Geraldine’s eyes widened slightly, but her breathing remained steady and controlled.

”—and then the Mask killed them all,” Trevor finished.

Leaning in close, Rene pulled his mask to the side and pressed his lips to Geraldine’s cheek. Then he lowered his head and nuzzled her neck and throat.

“My Dine, my beauty, my love. You look absolutely divine. Let me steal you away and love you,” whispered Rene. “You deserve to be devoured and ravished like the lady you are.”

 

Your skill in Persuasion has increased (26)

 

“I—but—I’m married and… and… o—”

“What do you think, Lieutenant-Captain Fiorza?” asked Cody, inadvertently running over Geraldine’s pained whisper.

We have her. Let’s push just a bit more to make sure she doesn’t waver.

Then we’ll cease and desist and leave her alone. She’ll return to her normal state soon enough.

But after she’s already too deep to get back out.

Agreed. We do not need more women. At all.

“I! I… I think that the Mask was certainly behind it,” Geraldine said, getting her voice under control quickly. Rene didn’t stop nuzzling and rubbing his face into her neck. Instead, he began to trail small kisses along her throat. He only needed Aurora and Geraldine in his pocket. Trevor wouldn’t be able to act then. “Most certainly. It was him. As Trevor already stated, I do believe that a bounty hunter by the name of Christopher Guerrero instigated this, however. There’s been an entire troop of bounty hunters that came to find any word of the ambassador. Now that they’ve lost all leads on that, they’re trying to get the bounty on the Mask.”

Moving up the side of Geraldine’s neck, Rene continued to run kisses up over her jaw and cheek.

“And… what?” asked Cody, looking somewhat confused.

“And that’s what happened,” Geraldine said, nodding her head as Rene drifted toward the front of her face with his kisses. “I believe the Mask will likely have a small war with the bounty hunters. They’ll be killed in short order and then the Mask will go back to what he’s been doing.”

Rene laid a kiss at the corner of Geraldine’s mouth and went no further. This was as far as he would push her.

“My lovely Dine… I must go. Thank you for your confidence in me. I’ll collect you at another time and love you deeply. Strongly,” whispered Rene.

”—suppose we should give him a damn medal,” growled the city regent as Rene moved away from Geraldine. Skirting around the back of her chair, he headed straight for Aurora.

He wasn’t going to miss a chance to bother the lovely lady.

She apparently hadn’t noticed Rene lurking about yet.

It wasn’t until he was practically on top of her that her eyes flicked over to him. They latched onto him for several seconds before they went back to Cody.

“To be fair, the number of murders is down,” Trevor muttered. “Non-violent crime is up as a whole across the board, but… violent crime is way down.”

Not sparing Aurora, Rene went right up to her and laid a kiss on her mouth, wrapping his arms around her shoulders as he did so.

Aurora made a soft whimper as he did so, her hands gripping her knees tightly.

Stoically, she pretended that there wasn’t a man hanging off her and kissing her eagerly.

“And what do you think, Lieutenant-Captain Dean?” Cody asked.

Rene broke the kiss and then laid his head down on Aurora’s shoulder.

Clearing her throat, Aurora, reached up and covered her mouth to cough once.

“I think it’s exactly what has already been stated. Bounty hunters. Small war. Will clean itself up,” Aurora murmured. “Until we have more information about who the Mask is, or where he’s operating out of, it would be pointless to try and run him down.”

Letting out a long-suffering sigh, Cody leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling.

“Stop it,” Aurora stated in a whisper. “We can kiss later. Knock it off.”

Smirking, Rene patted Aurora gently and then returned to Irini’s side.

The Alis assassin had clearly noticed he’d gone from Geraldine to Aurora, but it didn’t seem like she knew what he’d done. Or so Rene assumed when she slipped her arm through his and held onto him.

“Whatever. Fine. Next order of business,” Cody said in a depressed tone. “Carden’s replacement. If I’m going to have crime in my alleyways, I need to get his replacement now. Trevor, that’s you.

“Unless you two have an argument against that?”

Cody turned to look at Geraldine and Aurora.

“No, lordship,” Aurora said quickly.

“I do not, lordship,” Geraldine agreed.

“Then you two may go. Thank you for your time,” Cody said, dismissing the two.

Aurora and Geraldine quickly left the room, leaving Trevor alone with Cody.

“Everyone else can leave, as well,” commanded Cody.

Eh?

In a few moments, the room was completely cleared except for Trevor and Cody. The doors boomed shut and then clacked as they were locked.

“Any news?” Cody asked.

“No. The Anatolis brat is keeping his head down. Nothing for me to act on. He goes to school, does his family business, and courts his women,” complained Trevor.

I… ah… what?

Hey! They’re against us!

Cody clicked his tongue and then put his elbow down on the arm of his throne.

“You think Rene had Carden killed?” asked Cody. “Last I heard, he was going to talk to someone who could give him a lead. The same day he’s supposed to talk to them, he turns up dead.”

“No. Not that little boy. He’s a cad and a bit loose with himself, but I can’t see him as the type to order a killing,” Trevor responded with a shake of his head. “Maybe having someone thrown out of their home for being late on a payment, but not a killing.”

“Neither can I,” Cody complained. “It’s most distressing to have that little boy in my city.”

I… don’t even… why? This makes no sense. We’ve done nothing but support Cody.

If it made sense, it wouldn’t happen.

“I’m fairly certain he isn’t doing anything against your lordship,” Trevor offered.

“He isn’t doing anything for me either. I’d much rather have him arrested and all his wealth taken,” said Cody in an offhand way. “He’s going to cause other problems as well, I’m sure. It doesn’t help that with Carden dead, as well as Rondel, and the ambassador missing, there’s going to be a lot of questions that will be asked. By those even I can’t ignore.”

He’s involved! He’s involved in what was happening!

Maybe. There’s no guarantee in that. He could just be annoyed at having to deal with a bad situation. The issues with it happening in his city.

Think of all those lovely talking heads back home. They’d rather sweep something under the rug, than talk about it.

That… that’s true. That’s true.

He might just want our money and to not have to deal with the situation. You’re right.

“Keep working on it. In the meantime… keep your distance from Aurora,” said Cody, getting up out of his seat. “She’s being courted by him and that makes her an accessory to him. One that we can’t let get too close if we have any hope to get his treasury.”

“Of course, lordship,” Trevor said, watching Cody Riblett, the city regent, leave the room.

Hm.

Another fool to put an end to and slay.

That’s fine and dandy. We’ll bend him until he can’t play.

Yes indeed, with dagger and coin.

That’s our creed, with lady death will he join.


Chapter 21

 

“I’m going to sleep for a while, my one and True Mate,” Irini said as they moved through the attic. “Been on the move for a bit. I’d invite you in, I wish to, but… I’m spent.”

“Fair enough. I’m going to check in with Mira and see how the household is doing, then get ready for tonight,” grumbled Rene. “I think I need to hunt down all the bounty hunters in the city and whatever remains of the other guilds. I was sitting on it because I thought I could wait.

“But if the city regent is after my coin, then… then I don’t have the time to wait anymore.”

“No. Waiting is over,” said Irini with a full jaw-wrenching yawn. Then she said nothing more and silently went around the wall of furniture she’d made to enter her living area which was just beyond it.

Pausing for a second to contemplate how to handle this, Rene had an ugly thought that was bubbling around in his brain. One that he couldn’t ignore and needed to act upon immediately.

Riblett had said that Carden was going to meet someone who had a lead.

Who could have a lead on me? Or my operations? The list is small.

The truth of the matter was that if someone really did have a lead on him, the list wasn’t just small. In fact, it wasn’t even really a list.

It was more like those in his household.

That meant someone he trusted was trying to pass on information about him.

We assume. This could just as easily be someone boasting that they have a lead, and don’t.

Hoping for an easy cash-in for bad information.

Yes, that’s a definite possibility. And it isn’t as if we haven’t done the same in the past.

First though… Mira.

She’s the most likely culprit. And she clearly knows too much.

Rene felt an ugly sense of agreement from the Monster. It was refreshing to feel completely in step with what was essentially himself.

So happy together.

Are… are you singing to me?

Me and you, and you and me.

I… you’re singing to me.

Smirking, Rene pushed down the stairs that led out of the attic and entered the main floor of his home.

You know… eventually… I’ll probably go away.

Won’t that just mean you’re going back where you belong?

Heh. I guess.

But who will you talk to?

Everyone.

Feeling rather warm at the idea that he wasn’t alone, that he had those around him who would help, Rene felt buoyed.

Certainly not a… Nowhere Man.

Oh… we should play that song later for the kids.

Rene casually flicked the stairs back into place and turned toward the main living room.

Mira was heading his way, exiting from the kitchen and heading straight for him.

“Ah! My Master, welcome home,” Mira said, giving him a wide and warm smile. “I missed you last night. How am I supposed to entertain you if you’re never home?”

Coming over to stand in front of him, she gave him a quick once-over. Then she reached up and lightly brushed a hand over his shoulder.

“I’ll draw a bath for you and prepare breakfast to be served after that,” she said, watching him. “I’ll scrub you thoroughly and get you cleaned up. Are you working today? Or are you going about your other business?”

“How much do you know, Mira?” Rene asked, getting straight to it. “Tell me truthfully.”

“All of it, my Master. I believe I’ve figured it all out. Mistress Odelia told me a great deal of it, the rest I pieced together from the information I gleaned from you and what I saw,” Mira said, ducking her head to him, then curtsying. “My master is an incredible man to wear so many… masks. I’m very flattered to hold some of your attention.”

Rene had been staring hard at her. Hard enough that most people would have flinched away or cowered under his gaze.

“My Master, there’s no need to look at me so forcefully,” murmured, Mira, remaining in her curtsy and displaying herself to him at the same time. She looked up at him coyly through her eyelashes. Her body was shivering under his gaze. “I’ll give you anything you want, my Master. It’s all yours. You don’t even have to ask me for it. You can just take it when you wish without a word.”

“Have you betrayed me?” Rene asked, pushing hard on his intimidation and persuasion skills.

“No, and I never will. I am my master’s servant, maid, and mistress,” said Mira with some force behind her words, despite the fact she still shivered. “As I said. This is all yours, my Master. I will never betray you in any way. I would sooner betray Mistress Odelia if you asked me to, than I would betray you for anything or anyone.”

Standing upright, Mira met his sight dead on, even as her body quivered from head to toe.

Rene believed her. There was no ounce of deceit in her. She really did view herself as an extension of him.

Relaxing the force of his gaze, Rene gave her a small smile.

“Forgive me, my darling Mira, my mistress, my bed companion. I found out that I have someone who has betrayed me. I’ll be questioning everyone,” explained Rene.

Mira’s body continued to shiver, but she nodded her head and gave him an understanding smile.

“I understand, my Master. I will be vigilant to help find the traitor,” she said, looking contemplative. “Also, Mistress Alana was here, but just left. Her classes were extended again. Miss Moon is, of course, at school.”

“Ah, thank you, Mira,” said Rene.

The unfortunate reality was that if it wasn’t Mira that meant it was Dephan, Lori, Gideon, or one of the women in his life. There really wasn’t anyone else.

For now, that didn’t matter.

He wanted to talk to Gideon, take a nap, and get ready for the evening.

Right now, his life was all about his Mask alter ego.

“Mira, where’s Gideon right now?” Rene asked.

“I believe he’s at the vault at the moment,” Mira answered. “If you’re home and he doesn’t need to tail you and your knights, he’s normally at the vault.

“But… my Master… please trust in me. Sir Gideon… he wouldn’t betray you. He is who he is, but he’s also not… a moral-bound fool. I’m certain he suspects what you’re up to. But in the same breath, everyone agrees that the Mask is changing things. And Sir Gideon… he’s stated he thinks the Mask is occupying a role that will always be filled. But he’s filling it and limiting the evil of it.”

Hm.

Maybe… I should visit Gideon as the Mask. That’d answer my questions.

Rather dangerous, as well.

What isn’t?

“I think I want to go lay down for a nap,” murmured Rene.

“I’ll join you. I’m sure I can help you relax. But first, let me clean you up with that bath,” Mira offered with a warm smile.

 

***

 

Dropping down off the side of the building, he hit the ground with a light pat. Directly across from him was the Tramp’s Tail.

Moving to the side, he needed to wait for Aurora and Irini. They would likely follow suit once they realized he’d dropped over the edge.

Rene wanted to sigh.

Sigh, turn around, and go home.

He wasn’t someone who was used to leading others. Dictating orders. Putting people into roles and guiding them to do what he wanted.

Simply put, he wasn’t a people manager.

I kill people. That’s what I do.

Exactly. Which is why we have others.

Odelia and Pinky are easily taking our business in hand.

It leaves us with killing and money. Both of which we’re good at.

Chewing at his lower lip, Rene couldn’t disagree with that.

Between those two women, he really was left alone to pursue his own projects.

He’d even finally managed to get the vast majority of cuts that were owed to him. Everyone he wanted to reward had been paid, and those who had withheld their dues had been punished.

Some severely, some with only a verbal warning. The extent of their tax evasion and how they handled the charge dictated what was done.

Honesty had been met with forgiveness, where deceit had been brutally crushed.

I’m a figurehead.

Yep! And a great one.

Did you not see how happy all of Rose’s girls were? They’re not just… whores, anymore.

You raised them to a level that forces the rest of the gang to respect them.

It’s not like they don’t deserve it. A lot of them make more than the idiots with clubs and knives.

Darla walked out of the Tramp’s Tail and stopped just outside the door.

She was wearing a black dress, black coat, and black gloves.

Paired with her jewelry, weapon, and mask, she looked like something out of a comic book.

With a pop, Aurora hit the ground next to him. Followed by Irini in the next second, further away.

“Hmm?” Rene murmured, still low in his crouch, watching Darla as she looked around in every direction. Then she started walking away.

From what he knew of the evening’s expectations for his Trio, Darla was supposed to remain in the Tail tonight. 

Curious.

“Where’s she going?” Irini asked in a soft voice.

“And dressed like that,” Aurora added.

“I don’t know… but I want to,” murmured Rene before he moved forward. Keeping himself in his low crouch, he began to stalk after Darla, his senses stretched out around him.

Pushing himself to the limit, he was able to feel the six men with weapons waiting for Darla around the corner before she got near them. Unable to act before she was on them, Rene could only watch as the six men quickly surrounded Darla.

And began escorting her.

Oh. Uh.

So she’s not going alone. And wherever she’s going, she’s going with… people she trusts.

Getting in closer, Rene was able to get a good look at the men who had fallen in with Darla.

Each one wore a simple black mask that covered their face. They were all dressed in decent looking leather armor that even had some reinforcement. At their hips were either short swords, long swords or daggers.

It seems she has her own security detail.

Must be Pinky. She’d set something like this up to occur.

Indeed, the clever little thing. I do like her.

Ghosting along quietly, Rene, Aurora, and Irini matched the pace of Darla’s group. They were moving openly and without hiding themselves. Those who ran across them were quick to get out of the way.

“Patrol,” Darla said grimly as they went.

Looking ahead, Rene could indeed see a guard patrol coming their way from the opposite direction. As if noticing them at the same time, the group of six guards pivoted and started angling toward Darla.

“I do hope this isn’t another courtesy call,” complained Darla. One of her thugs snickered at that.

Darla was rather quiet in his presence. This side of her was something he hadn’t seen and it was amusing to him. The closest he’d come was that she liked being manhandled in the bedroom by him and liked pillow talk.

Laying her right hand to the dagger he’d given her, she didn’t alter her course at all. Though she did come to a stop once the patrol was six feet away.

Just as the patrol did the same. The six individuals looked rather nervous to Rene from what he could see of their faces.

At the center and in the front was their squad leader.

“Squad Leader,” Darla said with a frosty and imperial tone. “Evening to you.”

“Uh… Miss… Sapphire Mask,” mumbled the squad leader. Then he dipped his head fractionally to her. “Good evening to you.”

Sapphire?

“What can I do for you, Squad Leader?” Darla asked, tilting her head slowly to one side.

“Ah! That is…err… there is one thing, Miss Sapphire Mask,” stammered the squad leader. “An assault was reported on a merchant.”

“Oh? Tell me more. Was it an actual assault or did the merchant just get a bump? Be sure you have the report of the attack sent to Emerald Mask,” Darla commanded.

Huh. They went with the accent color rather than the primary? That seems odd.

“Of course, Miss Sapphire Mask. Yes, Miss Sapphire Mask,” said the squad leader. “The merchant swears he was assaulted but from what we could see it was just a bump. Mister Salivis. Wool merchant.”

“I’ll have someone look into it,” Darla said patiently. “Thank you for reporting it to us. Is there anything else the Mask can do for you?”

“No, Miss Sapphire Mask,” said the squad leader, all the troopers behind him shaking their heads quickly as well.

“You’re dismissed then, Squad Leader,” said Darla. “And move your patrol past the Tramp’s Tail tonight. We’ve had a few drunks that linger and we’d rather you handle them.”

“Of course, Miss Sapphire Mask,” the squad leader said quickly, bowing his head to her. Then they were off, moving past Darla and her group.

Seems like me handling the lieutenant-captains was almost pointless. Pinky and Darla already have the squad leaders under wraps.

I love our Trio. Love them. Let’s reward them again when we go back.

Maybe a nice heavy ring and a bracelet? The necklaces were closer to the perfume bottles in price but they have nothing to adorn their ring finger and wrist.

I like that idea. It wouldn’t impede them from wielding a dagger either if it’s on their left hand.

On the move once more, Darla and her group went swiftly along.

Sooner than Rene expected, though, they turned onto a side path and then stopped in front of a squat, rundown building.

Meeting with someone.

This is going to be a waste of time, isn’t it?

She’s just going about gang business.

We can just—

Rene felt a sharp, sudden spike on his senses. As if he suddenly had a crosshair resting on the back of his head.

Holding in his inner desire to jump and sprint away, he instead followed Darla into the building. Whatever was happening was likely happening here.

“Danger,” Irini whispered, pressing up against his back.

Rene nodded his head mutely.

Getting into the same room as Darla, Rene found it was packed. Packed with people eyeing one another, and looking as happy as two cats stuffed into the same bag.

Surprisingly, the other side was all wearing masks as well. Except they were crude things, made out of bags and clothes.

“You’re not the Mask,” said an individual at the front of the opposing group.

“Of course not. One does not simply get to meet with the boss because one asks,” Darla said confidently. “You asked in a way that came with coin, so you get one of his Trio to speak with, rather than a street lieutenant.”

There wasn’t an immediate response to that.

To Rene, it made sense. If you looked at it right, you didn’t just get to ask to meet with the boss of an organization and meet somewhere else. Not without going through a good number of hoops first.

“Now… what is it the Mask gang can do for you?” Darla asked. “And what can you do for the Mask gang?”

Apparently, the other party really had expected Rene to show up. They didn’t seem to know how to respond at this point to what was happening.

There were shuffling feet, shifting weight, and hands clenching into one another, but no one had an answer to Darla’s question.

Rene really didn’t like the look of it. This was clearly something that didn’t bode well for him. Given his earlier feeling of being hunted, this only played into that more.

Darla’s head moved to the left, then the right, inspecting everyone.

Bounty hunters may—

Darla lunged forward without saying a word. Her blade appeared in her hand as if by magic. Driving it into the gut of the man in the middle, she jerked it to the side.

With a splat, the man’s intestines spilled out and began coiling up on the ground.

Darla had smoothly glided out of the way, her blade coming up and around. She neatly slashed the throat of the man to the right. Dancing backward, Darla took herself out of range as the rest of her people engaged those that remained.

It had been swift, brutal, and almost like a dance. Exactly in the way Irini, Aurora, and himself had trained her. A strange mix of bladework, swordsman footwork, and absolute brutality.

I love her! She acted without hesitation!

Worthy, worthy, worthy girl.

Extremely so. A perfect decision on her part the way she did that.

Stepping up next to Darla, Rene stood up and wrapped his arm around her hips. Drawing her against his side.

“Very well done,” Rene rumbled as Darla’s people continued their bloody work.

Darla flinched and tried to pull away from him, only to realize who he was and then move in closer to his side.

“Impressive, Sapphire. Very impressive,” Rene said, turning his head to look at the woman. “I’m going to reward you for that.”

Darla’s eyes searched his own through her mask.

“Good, reward me,” she said, a smile clearly present though he couldn’t see it. “Many are trying to meet with you. We’ve been eliminating them. Clearly, these are ambushes.”

“Yes, they clearly are. And you—”

Rene paused as the feeling of danger began to grow. To the point that he wanted to be gone from here.

“We’re leaving, now. Forget them, get out,” Rene called, turning on his heel. Pulling Darla along, he watched Aurora and Irini hustle out the front door ahead of him.

As everyone made it into the side street outside, the extreme danger died away. As if it had never been there at all.

If anything, that fact made Rene feel even more on edge. All it meant was that he was no longer in immediate danger, but the threat hadn’t passed.

Darla’s men hurried out of the building, all sporting rather surprised-looking expressions upon spotting him, his arm still around their boss.

Then the building exploded in a massive bolt of lightning that turned everything bright white.


Chapter 22

 

Being thrown to the ground by the detonation, Rene curled around Darla and took the force of it himself. He tried to spare her from what was likely something that wouldn’t cause him and his strange body much harm, but could probably hurt her quite badly.

He could only hope that Irini and Aurora would be alright considering they weren’t in range for him to shield.

Unable to see much of anything, Rene didn’t bother with his eyesight. Instead, he leaned on the extra senses he’d developed.

Rolling backward with Darla wedged in front of himself, Rene got one hand planted on the ground. Coiling his body up, he then kicked upward into the air, using the backward roll to give himself the rotational energy to land on his feet.

Moving Darla behind him, Rene pulled out his black blade and a dagger. Ignoring everything, he focused entirely on what he could feel. Letting himself dive hard and fast into what had saved him more times than he’d ever be willing to count.

There was someone here. A few buildings away and watching the building everyone had just escaped from.

“Dark, take everyone back. Light, stay with me if you can,” commanded Rene. “I’m going to—”

An extreme sense of danger washed over him once more. A feeling of absolute certainty that he needed to get out of the area.

Not hesitating, Rene started to sprint away from his people. Their best chance to escape this ambush would be if he could put distance between him and them.

Rene was the target after all, and they were merely in the way. Though Darla had nearly paid the price for someone hunting him.

The people she met with were clearly paid to show up the way they did, trying to get Rene out into the open. It showed an amount of grace in the thinking, but not that they understood the world Rene was in.

Likely someone doing bounty-hunting work as a side hustle then.

Not someone who would willingly leave their den.

And a magician, to boot.

To kill a mage, what a hoot.

This can’t happen again. Darla was targeted by proximity. They could just as easily have blown up the Tramp’s Tail.

Indeed, we must do something to get back to anonymity. Having our people harmed would be quite the fail.

Thinking about that, Rene ran straight into a wall.

Bouncing off it, he immediately stepped forward again toward it. Grabbing hold of what felt like a crack, Rene started to blindly scrabble up the side. He could finally see more than solid white now, except it was akin to staring into the sun at the moment. It was mostly a white flashing blur if he had to describe it to someone else.

Above him, he could feel what he was certain was the mage who attacked them.

Except, how do I fight blind?

Digging deep with his fingers and kicking up, Rene was spending more time searching for a handhold than he was climbing. But he was certainly making headway.

Grabbing hold of what felt like a window sill, he powered himself upward once more and ended up clearing the rooftop. Landing awkwardly, he stumbled to the side before he got his balance.

Twenty feet ahead of him, he could feel the mage.

And with certainty, he knew the mage was looking at him and was aware Rene was there with him atop the roof.

“Ah!” said a young man’s voice. “You’ve made this eas—”

Digging into his inventory window, Rene flicked his hand out with as much force as he could manage. Hurling a throwing knife at the voice and ending the problem.

With a ping, followed by a loud shattering noise that was a lot like glass, Rene realized this wasn’t over. He wasn’t sure, but it sounded like his blade had just exploded.

Ducking low, he threw himself forward in a roll. He didn’t want to be in the same spot just in case the mage retaliated.

There was a thrumming noise behind him as something passed through the air. Going to where he’d just been, he imagined.

Coming out of his roll, Rene flung another throwing knife, once more putting all of his strength into it.

“Ah!” squeaked the mage.

Again, Rene heard a ping followed by the crackling of something breaking. It reminded him of ice this time oddly enough.

Maybe it wasn’t the blade that broke, but something… else?

Digging into the rooftop with his left foot, Rene pivoted to his right and leapt back the way he’d come but at an angle. Trying to close the distance between himself and the mage.

Instead of that, however, he ran into what felt like a wall of ice. Without even trying, he could feel there was now one behind him and also on his other side as well, leaving him no open path except directly toward the mage.

“Ah-ah, no more dancing for you,” declared the mage.

Shit! Uh.

Well.

Yeah, was kinda weird we decided to fight him blind. He just blew up a house. You’d think we’d know that this is a foolish plan.

Rene couldn’t help but agree.

The only real reason that came to his mind was that he couldn’t let the mage try again. Because if everyone else was just as blind as Rene had been, then they’d be like fish in a barrel.

He at least had his extra senses to help figure out what was going on around him.

With those same senses, he could feel a strange presence ahead of him. It was forming directly in front of the mage. A fiery, angry, explosive presence.

Even as his mind went blank with the realization that he wasn’t going anywhere, Rene struggled to think of an escape.

Suddenly that angry force that was building was now heading straight toward him. He could hear the crackle of flames and feel the heat coming off it.

Instinctively, Rene dropped into the Elemental Way. His arms and legs adopted a stance to work with the form of Water.

The second the ball of fire came close enough to touch, he slapped his left hand downward in a flowing strike. Targeting the fire directly.

With a poof noise, the fire was gone, leaving only Rene and the mage.

I see.

Yes. We can fight.

“What? What was that? Huh. Try this, then,” stated the mage.

Closing his eyes, Rene didn’t bother trying to see what was going on. Instead, he pushed his entire focus into what he could feel, hear, and sense. Letting himself delve deep into it.

Building up several more angry balls of growling fire, the mage launched them off at Rene as soon as they were formed.

Taking a step forward, Rene closed the gap on the closest spell and struck it aside, bringing the striking arm down and stepping forward again. With the alternate hand, he blew apart the next spell.

Alternating once more, he destroyed the third and had closed half the distance to the mage.

Yelling wordlessly, the magician began to summon up spells all around him.

Grimacing, Rene couldn’t actually determine what was what. They were all so tightly packed and close to the mage that they were overlapping.

Then one zipped forward toward him, removing any chance of further thought for him.

Unable to rationally think of his response, his fist drilled down into the spell while he was still in the Water forms.

Exploding with force, the spell smashed into Rene and knocked him back several steps. Dirt splashed up and around him, pelting him and leaving him with the smell of grass all over.

Earth spell? Okay.

Water… water insults Earth but destroys Fire. I need to… I need to counter each one.

And I—

A second spell was already heading for him.

Tearing into it as best as he could, Rene was able to figure out it was another Earth spell.

Slipping into the Air form, Rene lashed out at it. His arm dipped straight through the spell and blasted it out to one side.

Negating the entirety of the spell and rendering it obsolete.

More spells were coming, though. Faster and faster, tighter together. To the point that Rene couldn’t quite distinguish one from the other.

Screaming mentally, Rene did his best to lean completely into his senses. 

Swapping into the Metal form, he knocked aside a spell of Air. Then shifted into the Earth form and slammed his hand through a spell of Metal. It didn’t negate the spell or blow it up like last time, but instead, it smashed into his shoulder and spun him to the side.

Luckily it bumped him out of the way of the next two spells.

It felt as if his arm was broken. Not to mention his fingers and wrist were feeling rather tingly. As if they weren’t going to respond to what he wanted them to do.

I can’t make any more mistakes! I can’t!

Focusing with the intensity of a man in the fatal position that he was, Rene left nothing of himself behind.

Water.

Shifting to the Air form, Rene dipped his hand through the Earth spell.

Metal, then Fire, then Air.

Striking, changing forms, and moving forward, Rene hit the next three in rapid succession. Gaining half the ground on the mage again.

“No! You will not!” screamed the mage.

Metal, Fire, Water, Air.

In no time at all, Rene was no longer thinking as he continuously burst apart the spells. His mind lost in an almost dreamlike state.

Feeling what was happening all around him without seeing anything.

“I’ll kill—”

Realizing he was standing in front of the mage, Rene drew out the Black Blade and slammed it into the mage’s guts.

Whining, the weight of the man fell over Rene’s arm, clutching his bicep and shoulder.

“No. No. I’m… I’m—”

“Dying,” Rene said calmly. “And if you’d like to die quicker, and without pain, you should tell me who sent you after me.

“And if you don’t tell me… well… you have all these lovely fingers and toes. I’m going to break each and every one. Then I’m going to cut off your ears. Then your nose. Your lips.

“I’ll skip your eyes until after I cut off your balls and your dick. So you can watch it happen. Or maybe I’ll let a wild dog eat them. Eat them right off you. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“I… no. I… I…” the mages voice trailed off as he wheezed hard, still bent over Rene’s arm. “Lord Riblett. He hired me directly.”

“Great. Tell me where you’re staying so I can go rob you. Otherwise, Lord Riblett,” Rene said, emphasizing the name mockingly. “Will take it from you. And I think you’d rather me have it, then him. Wouldn’t you?”

“M-master’s Palace,” groaned the mage. “Room six.”

“Thank you for your honesty,” said Rene, knowing the man had told him the truth.

Yanking the blade out of the mage’s stomach, Rene spun to the side and whipped his sword around, neatly decapitating the man’s head from his shoulders and moving out of the Metal form.

 

Your skill in The Elemental Way has increased (87)

Your skill in Swordwork has increased (76)

You’ve gained a point of Perception (26)

 

Moving the blade into his inventory, Rene let out a slow, steady breath.

A window popped up in front of him that held the contents of the dead mage’s inventory. From his clothes to his shoes, and every little thing on his person.

Rene resisted the urge to loot everything. He wanted to be able to see the corpse before he took everything. Once he looted him, he’d just appear as a naked man.

Though it was odd to see such things through closed eyes.

Even now he could see two rows of blinking icons in the corner of the back of his eyelids. A truly surreal experience if he had to be honest. He’d never tried to look at these things without his eyes open.

Putting some thought to it, he realized that when he closed his eyes to sleep, he didn’t see screens, icons, or windows.

Glancing at those icons, he found quite a few were red.

Additionally, his health bar looked nearly empty.

Focusing his awareness inward, he tried to figure out what was wrong with him. He knew he could just check the icons, but he also needed to be aware of himself.

Several… broken ribs. Maybe a collapsed lung.

Yes, it’s collapsed.

Broken arm. Sprained shoulder.

Broken wrist.

And… something wrong inside. In my gut. Maybe… a bleed?

Turning his focus back to the icons, he sorted through them quickly. There was indeed a problem with his internals.

There was a bleed in his liver that was going to take an entire day to completely heal.

Additionally, while he’d been correct about everything he’d felt was wrong with him, he’d missed several other broken bones as well.

Not to mention, he was suffering a concussion.

Standing there, Rene waited. Eventually, the blindness would fade. Then he could loot his attacker and start moving pieces around.

Because this was a wake-up call to him.

He’d been letting things happen around him. Allowing events to unfold with or without his intervention.

That type of thinking had almost cost him Darla.

Which meant this type of thinking was no longer allowed at all or for any reason. Everything would need to change from this moment on.

There were enemies to take care of. Bounty hunters, the regent, and the nobles who’d participated in the sale and trade of children.

I’m going to force this city to bend to my will.

Or I’ll break it.

Slowly, time passed, and eventually Rene’s vision came back to him. The fact that he could watch a timer on it was both helpful and painful in equal measure.

Waiting for the seconds to tick down before he could do anything was aggravating.

When it happened, it was as if a switch was thrown. Everything went from a strobe-like whiteness to normal vision. As if it had never been an issue at all.

Leaving Rene, once more, to simply appreciate the gifts he’d been given.

Blinking several times, he looked down at the corpse of the mage.

The headless body was laid out in front of him, the head not far away. A large puddle of blood had pooled around the torso of the body.

Tapping the loot window on his screen, Rene took everything. Leaving nothing at all on the body.

Sorting through the transferred items, he found precious little. The mage hadn’t brought much with him other than his clothes, a badge, and his shoes.

Selecting the badge, Rene pulled it out of his inventory and held it up.

He Analyzed it.

 

Item Name: Bounty Hunter’s Badge: Personalized to number eight hundred and three.

Description: A badge to identify oneself as part of the Bounty Hunter’s Guild. Number eight hundred and three is engraved on the front.

It also has a magician’s staff under that number to signify the job of the individual.

No joke this time. Sorry, kinda busy.

Answering our kids’ prayers.

 

Damage: N/A

 

Functions-

 

None. 

 

Attributes-

 

None.

 

Raising his eyebrows at that, Rene wondered about the words of the Watcher.

He seemed far more interested in the children and in Rene’s world than he’d ever been previously.

I think…maybe…we reignited the Watcher’s desire to be involved.

If that’s the case, I’d argue we’ve done a good thing. Especially… especially, if we remember how Fearn reacted toward him.

That wasn’t normal, was it?

Not at all. The goddess of the Elves, of all Elves, deferred to him. Desired him.

Yes. It was obvious, wasn’t it? She cared for him romantically.

Considering the situation, and how deep he was finding himself in everything, Rene was starting to question what he was doing. He was a simple man with simple desires.

Now he was bound up with an Oracle, going to other worlds at the request of a god, and somewhat beholden to a second goddess by proxy.

If his people were being put in danger now, it would only get worse, wouldn’t it?

Do it. Ask.

Needing no further encouragement, Rene lifted his face to the heavens.

“Goddess Fearn, I apologize for troubling you. Is Olivia okay?” Rene asked, unsure if anyone would respond to him.

“She’s fine. Thank you for asking. She and Odelia are growing to be quite the pair of friends. And I appreciate the opportunity to speak with you, regardless,” said a voice from nowhere.

“Ah… why’s that?” Rene asked, somewhat shocked that Fearn had actually responded.

“Because even when your patron pretends he’s not watching you, he is,” explained the voice. “And when you call me forth, it gives me an excuse to bother him. Which I’m already doing. Feel free to trouble me whenever. I’ll consider it a favor if you did.”

Nodding his head at that, Rene looked back at the badge in his hand.

He needed to move things along. Put an end to these plots and schemes against him and stick people in their rightful places.

Rene took the badge and set it to his chest. Sliding the pin through his clothes until it was quite firmly in place. Giving a pull on it, he found it wasn’t going anywhere at all.

I’ll wear my kills like medals. And what we’ll do right now… is a splendid… re-enactment of an oldie, but a goodie.

Yes. I like it. But let’s change it a bit.

Agreed.

Reaching down, Rene picked up the head of the mage and put it in his inventory. He’d need it.

 

***

 

Sitting on the edge of the nightstand next to the city regent’s bed, Rene tilted his head to one side. Right now, he was wondering if he should eliminate the man, or give him a chance to pull himself out of the nosedive he was in.

Because the moment he got rid of Lord Riblett, he’d create a power vacuum. A dangerous one. One large enough that it could throw the city into chaos and pitch it sideways.

A vacuum that would last until the next city regent was sent or selected.

Clearing his throat, Rene decided not to kill this man yet. He was marginally more useful alive than dead for the moment.

Unfortunately, a cough wasn’t enough to wake up the city regent.

Sighing, Rene leaned over the bed, clamped a hand around the man’s mouth, and pinned his shoulders down as well.

Immediately, the man’s eyes snapped open and he stared up into Rene’s mask.

“Hush, now,” Rene said with a chuckle. “Let’s not scream or shout. Alright, Lord Riblett?”

The city regent continued to stare up at Rene, unmoving, and not making a sound.

“You can nod,” prompted Rene.

Slowly, Lord Riblett nodded his head.

“Fantastic,” Rene said and took a step away from the city regent, holding his hands up in front of himself at the same time. “As you can see, no weapon in hand. I just wanted to chit-chat.”

“And what is it you want?” hissed the regent.

“I wanted to return something to you. Maybe ask you to make sure you stay on your side of the city, so to speak,” said Rene smoothly. “You stay out of mine, I stay out of yours. Quid pro quo.”

“It’s my city. I do what I will,” Lord Riblett declared.

“Oh, sure, sure. Yep, yes. Yeah. The city is yours,” agreed Rene. “But… uh… you see… the underworld… the nightlife… crime. It’s all mine.

“And ah… you see… you sent someone to kill me. You, personally.”

Rene reached behind himself and pulled out the mage’s head from his inventory. Then he held it out in front of himself.

“You sent this poor… young… mage… to kill me,” lamented Rene. “And now… I have to wonder if I should return the favor to you. I feel like I shouldn’t this time. I’m fairly certain this is just a… misunderstanding on your part.”

Rene leaned over the mage’s head and stuck his finger against the man’s lower lip.

“It sure is Mr. Mask,” said Rene in a high-pitched voice. “Lord Riblett sent me after the wrong target. I was supposed to go get the other bounty hunters. That’s all Mr. Mask. I swear it!”

Nodding his head, Rene stood upright.

“See? Clearly a misunderstanding,” said Rene with a chipper tone. “Right… Lord Riblett?”

Laying there without speaking, the city regent stared at Rene for several seconds.

“Yes. A misunderstanding. It won’t happen again,” muttered the lord finally.

“Great. I’d hate to have to sneak in like this again. It wasted half a bell of my time. I could be counting money right now instead,” said Rene with a whine to his voice.

Then he released the head of the mage and dropped down low in a crouch.

With a splat, the head hit the ground and rolled around a little. All the while, Lord Riblett was looking for him in every direction.

And this is his last chance.

Until we meet with him as Rene. Then he’ll have to explain himself again.

Not yet. Soon.

Very soon.

Rene wasn’t going to let things lie. What had happened with the Moons was because he’d let things lie.

Never again.


Chapter 23

 

Slipping back into the Tramp’s Tail, Rene felt exhausted. Sunrise was only a few hours away and he hadn’t slept at all.

No rest for the wicked.

There was no difference in the clientele or the working girls that he could see. Everything was happening as it normally did.

Dephan was the only visible Mask presence, however.

Pinky, Rose, and Darla were all missing.

There was a momentary hiccupping catch of his breath. His thoughts ricocheted from one to another.

He hadn’t checked on Irini or Darla. Let alone Pinky or Rose back at the Tail.

Was it a concerted attack? Was everything planned?

I should have come back here! I should have—

Then Rene felt Pinky, Rose, and Darla with his senses. They were in the back office along with Irini and Aurora.

Sucking in a breath as if an ugly weight had suddenly rolled off his stomach, Rene hurried forward. Standing up, he made himself visible just as he opened the door to the office.

The several guards around the door looked at him as one. Each seemed ready to attack whoever had just dared to touch the door they were put there to protect.

Then they froze as they all realized who he was.

“Hush, now. Doin’ good work. Keep it up,” Rene hissed as he stepped through the door and closed it behind himself.

Darla, Pinky, Rose, Irini, and Aurora were all clustered together. Talking with one another around the desks in the corner, half of their number sitting down.

“Oh!” Rose said, bouncing up out of the seat she’d been in, her mask hanging over the headrest of the chair. “Baby! Welcome back!”

Reaching him, Rose pulled his mask off and tucked it into his vest. Then she got her hands on his face and kissed him fiercely. Drawing him down and pressing firmly against his front.

Surprised, and not entirely sure how to respond, Rene just kissed her back.

Eventually, Rose released him, then took one of his hands in her own and dragged him over to the rest of the group.

“Baby, take a seat. I’ve been so nervous ever since Darla, Dark, and Light made it back home. What happened?” Rose asked, pulling him along.

Shoving him down into the seat, Rose was suddenly nudged to one side as Darla moved up in front of him. Sitting down in his lap, she kissed him. Two seconds later, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pressed her face to his neck, and hung onto him.

Near-death experience. We’ll just… leave her be.

A wise choice to be certain. Time is the key.

“A mage set up a trap,” Rene murmured, setting his arms loosely around Darla’s back. “I sensed it and then went and killed him.”

“You sensed it?” Aurora asked, sounding curious.

“You killed a mage?” Irini asked at the same time.

“I… yes. I sensed it, and I killed a mage,” said Rene slowly. He realized that if this was going to become common, he’d have to train his people better.

Or at least, train those in this room.

“Baby, mages… they don’t just get killed. I know you killed him, cause you said so, but that… they don’t die,” Rose said, reaching out to run her fingers through his hair.

“Especially one that worked for the Bounty Hunter’s Guild,” Pinky added, reaching out to tap the dead mage’s badge on his clothes. “I don’t doubt you, just as Rose said, I’m just pointing out how… unbelievable that is.”

He had three women’s hands on him at this point. Rose was still combing his hair back, and Pinky was rubbing his shoulder.

Irini chose that moment to lay her hands on Rene’s back in an obviously possessive way.

“Rene is stronger than anyone would ever know,” growled the Alis. “I could fully accept him killing a mage.”

Aurora sighed, her masked face turning as she clearly surveyed all the women around him.

Reaching up, she removed her mask and then hung it off the hilt of her blade. Apparently wearing a mask wasn’t something she wanted to do either. Walking over to the door, she firmly turned the locking mechanism, and then dropped the security bar in place.

“Agreed,” Aurora declared as she walked back. Pinky and Rose were both watching her. There was clear recognition in their eyes. “Rene is Rene. Though… mages don’t just die. How’d you do it? And what is… sensing.”

Rene didn’t consider how to respond. He knew his answer.

“Push your awareness out from your forehead. Into the area around you. Believe that you can feel who’s there. That you can actually sense people,” instructed Rene. “That you can even do this through walls. That is sensing someone.”

 

 

Your skill in Instruction has increased (29)

Your skill in Instruction has increased (30)

Congratulations, you’ve achieved Journeyman status in Instruction.

 

“I can feel you!” Rose said excitedly, bouncing in place.

A chorus of agreements from everyone else around him told him they’d all understood the brief lesson.

“As to how I killed the mage… I used a martial arts form. It’s called the Elemental Way,” Rene said. “I teach it to the kids at my orphanage in the mornings. I’ll… teach you all the same. Along with how to hide yourself.”

“Ah! The Ways of the Watcher,” Rose said, looking surprised. “I… you know, I completely forgot that you really are Rene at the same time, Baby. You’re just my sexy Boss now who makes me feel real good.

“Anyway, uhm, I hate to change the subject, but a lot of my street girls… they have kids at your school. Some of them have snuck over to see them at the gates. They may not be good moms but… they do care, you know? Can they visit?”

Of course, they can! Mothers should always be allowed to see their children if they truly care.

If they care.

Fighting down a grimace at his old life, before he’d had a real mom, Rene forced control into place.

“Certainly. We can start having visits,” said Rene. “Maybe hosted lunches, or dinners, or something.”

“Oh, good. I’ll just tell my girls I got it for them by letting you ravage me completely,” Rose said with a smile and a nod of her head. “Oh! I also finished my first full paragraph of words! I made a little story about a stupid gutter-girl who’s rescued by her handsome Boss.”

“Great. You can hang it on my wall with your other trophies. First, though, we train. Lots to teach you. All of you,” Rene commanded. “Because there’s one last thing I need to have you all do. We’re putting a bounty on the Bounty Hunter’s Guild itself and any bounty hunter in the city. With the exception of the Black Hood.”

Not going to allow anyone to remain in the city that can challenge me.

Not at all, never ever. To stand atop the rest is the key.

“We’ll start the purge of their kind in two days. That’ll give them time to leave my city rather than being buried here,” Rene said with a growl in his tone. “Anyone who’s left after those two days is fair game. I’ll pay fifty gold pieces to anyone who brings in a bounty hunter’s badge, or a known bounty hunter’s head. We’re ending the guild’s operations here in Felicie. Of all bounty hunters. We’re going to train you all to help me in the assault on their guild building.”

 

***

 

Having gone from training at the Tail, to work, and finally back home, Rene felt drained. He had today and tomorrow to clear up his calendar and get things ready for him to break the Bounty Hunter’s Guild. Then he could finally take care of the guild leftovers.

The Snakes and the Ravens had gotten a pass so far only because of how busy he was.

Opening the door to his home, Rene paused.

Standing in front of him was Alana.

She was wearing a beautiful green dress that hung on her perfectly. Clearly, it’d been tailored for her specifically. Her ears had several earrings in each in what Rene recognized as a very culturally Elven style. One set that was quite visible was at the tip of each ear and proclaimed her as married.

Oh.

Shit.

“Welcome home, Husband,” Alana said, reaching out to take his briefcase from him. “Please, come inside. I’m rather grateful to be home to welcome you today.

“I excused Mira for the evening as I’m here.”

Stepping into his home, Rene shut the door behind himself.

Alana stood there, his briefcase in her left hand, with her right hand held out in front of herself. A wide smile was on her beautiful face.

Staring at her, Rene was too tired to think about how to respond.

“You’re too pretty to ever be confused as a man,” he said stupidly, starting to empty his pockets into her hand.

Alana’s eyebrows rose at that, and her smile grew larger, exposing her exotic teeth.

“Thank you for telling me so, Husband,” Alana said demurely. “I’ll be sure to reward your honeyed words tonight. I’ve decided that I’m going to do as Odelia and Olivia suggested and simply move ahead. I am notifying you of this.”

Doesn’t this mean we also get to bed our sweet, Irini?

Shush. We already did, remember?

Yes, but we could do it again.

“Thank you for not arguing,” Alana said and then closed her hand after Rene put the last item from his pockets into it.

Realizing that her statement had the ring of finality to it and that arguing really would be pointless, Rene nodded his head.

It didn’t hurt that he actually did want to sleep with Alana.

He might not let his sexual needs control his life like a weak-minded fool, but he was still a man.

Sex was great.

Walking over to the wardrobe and humming to herself, Alana seemed to be in a good mood. While she’d been taking her extra classes, Mira had been doing this exact chore in her place.

“Ah, Lori asked to stay over at a friend’s house tonight. Daughter of a count. It isn’t that surprising since Lori is now officially Lori Anatolis. And speaking of that, after discussing it with your mother and father, I had her legally entered as your younger sister. Not your daughter,” Alana said as she began to put everything away. “Considering my own plans for the evening, I encouraged her to go on the sleepover. Not to mention, it would be good for her to make friends with some of the other noble children. They will be her peers by the time she reaches the age to enroll in university after all.”

Locking the wardrobe up after finishing, Alana turned around and gave him the same smile he’d seen earlier.

“Now, we’re going to have a private dinner,” stated the Elf. “I had Mira and the other servants prepare it so it’d be a surprise to me as well. Then ordered them all to remain out of the main house for the rest of the night.

“And after dinner… dessert. And before you ask… yes, I secured a supply of Bed-Quitter from Odelia’s source.”

Nodding his head once again, Rene couldn’t possibly tell her all he wanted to do was sleep.

That’d be an answer that would ensure he didn’t wake up again.

Hours later, Rene let out a long breath and then slid off Alana. His heart pounding away inside his chest.

 

Your skill in Sex has increased (37)

 

“By Fearn, that was amazing,” panted the Elf, turning her head to look at Rene. Her eyes were wide and sweat glistened on her brow and face.

Clearly. I even got a skill-up. I must’ve done something right.

“I think I might have made a mistake by not doing this earlier,” Alana said, her chest rising and falling rapidly. “Again tomorrow? And the next night?”

Chuckling at that, Rene got his head into his hand, his elbow resting on the bed. 

“Glad to be of service. Tomorrow is certainly doable but the day after that I have to go end the Bounty Hunter’s Guild,” admitted Rene. “I’m afraid my list of enemies grows every day it seems.”

“The bounty hunters?” asked Alana, looking somewhat confused.

“Indeed. And then I have to meet with the regent as Rene and figure out a way to neutralize him. He’s out to end me as assuredly as the hunters are looking for the Mask,” explained Rene with a sigh. “No idea why he’s after me though. I’ve done nothing but assist the city as far as he’s likely concerned.”

Alana’s face became little better than a mask at that moment. Her eyes unmoving and locked to him.

“He’s after you as Rene?” she asked.

“Uh-huh,” explained Rene. “Sorry, you’ve been so busy I haven’t really been able to talk to you about it.”

“But… why you?” Alana asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“I don’t know, honestly,” admitted Rene. “Him being after the Mask makes sense. I imagine he won’t be happy once I sink all those nobles with kidnapping. That and everything else that probably happened at the ambassador’s home.”

“His home?” Alana asked, her voice going up in pitch.

“Err, yeah. His home. I found a sex dungeon in the Elven ambassador’s home,” Rene said. He hadn’t realized it before, but now that he thought about, Alana had been killing herself with her school work. She was pretty far out of the loop. “I have people in the Mask gang running down all the names and the like.”

Alana slowly closed her eyes, her head sinking onto the pillow.

“It’s because Rene Anatolis is an outsider,” whispered Alana. “If someone is looking into a group of nobles that dealt with the ambassador—who was vanished into nothing—that could only bode ill for the regent.

“And so, he’s going to go looking into anyone new. Doubly so for someone who is the right age to have been kidnapped. Or was kidnapped.”

Frowning, Rene couldn’t help but find her statement accurate. It was a logical and reasonable line of thinking.

It also tied back to the fact that the ambassador said it wasn’t his first time being caught. If he’d been caught in the past, it meant the regent would have known.

There’s no way he couldn’t have.

In other words… the regent is involved, one way or another. And I’m the one who put the target on my back.

“I… guess you’re right,” said Rene with a nod of his head. “I’ll have to push on that kidnapping and sex dungeon plot more firmly with the Mask.”

“It won’t matter,” Alana said, slowly shaking her head. “More so because I know for a fact who all those nobles are. Who they all work for and even why the ambassador was doing what he was doing.”

Frowning, Rene felt his heart quiver in his chest.

“I only knew about the kidnapping,” Alana said, opening her eyes and looking at Rene. “I swear that’s all I knew about.”

“You… knew about it?” Rene asked, feeling very behind.

“I’m an infiltrator,” muttered Alana. “I was sent by the Elven government to help… work for Elven interests.

“The kidnappings help keep the Human government off-balance. And as long as they’re off-balance, they’re not going to band together and decide to storm the Elven kingdom.

“The regent is actually an Elven collaborator who… helps… keep everything going.”

I… what?

“I swear I didn’t know about the sex dungeon!” Alana said quickly. “And I never told any of my handlers that you were a kidnapping target that escaped. I didn’t tell them anything about you, us, or the Mask. Nothing.

“They really only ask me about the general feelings of the city and what I think the state of morale is. I’m just… I’m like a thermometer for anti-Elven resentment.”

“You’re… a spy?” asked Rene, feeling floored. He’d never considered at all that anyone in his group could be an enemy.

“Yes, but not against you!” Alana said, reaching out to grab his forearms. “I never said anything about any of this to anyone. I swear it. I’m… I’m just a racial bias gauge anymore. That’s all they use me for. I’m a royal guardsman and this is my second assignment. The first was just guard duty for a prince.”

Closing his eyes, Rene turned his head down and to the side.

He believed Alana, in truth. She hadn’t betrayed him personally, or his group. She wasn’t a concern to him at all.

“There was one leak, but I had an Elven operative kill him. I claimed he was spreading anti-Elven propaganda,” Alana said, her hands squeezing his arms. “It was Davis. His body was dumped outside city limits. The operative left after that. They haven’t come back since the ambassador was killed.”

Davis…? Wasn’t—ah! The man who hung around after the Mask took over.

Yes, the little rat.

But… we now have another rat… but… she’s our sugary sweet Elven Maiden.

And what does she want?

“Why tell me this?” Rene asked, opening his eyes and looking to Alana again. “Either you’re going to try and kill me, I’m supposed to kill you, or… or I don’t know.

“I’m telling you because you need to know,” Alana said. “And… and I love you. I’m… willing to throw away my life for you. All I knew back home will be lost to me and I don’t care.

“I love you and only you. I’ll do all that I can to help you. Assist you. Make things right. I truly didn’t know, Rene, that you were being pushed by the regent. Or that the ambassador had a sex dungeon.

“If I had, I would have come to you sooner, I swear it.”

I… Watcher? Any chance… any chance you could just give me a hint here?

A cheat code? A peek behind the curtains?  A reason to not give in to fear?

Rene could feel the Watcher. Feel him hovering over him.

He could actually feel the anger the Watcher felt at his inability to act in this situation. Because something bound him from responding to Rene.

“Ah! I’ll answer for you. Do remember this later, alright? I’m doing this for you,” said a feminine voice from nowhere that Rene instantly recognized as Fearn, the goddess of the Elves. Alana was absolutely still in front of him. As if she were little more than a mannequin. There was no life in her eyes. Whatever Fearn was going to say was for his ears only.

“You owe me. I’ll collect it. Don’t you forget it. You can trust her, Rene. Everything she told you is the truth,” Fearn proclaimed. “She is desperately in love with you. She really is throwing her life away to tell you this. And perhaps the lives of her family members back home. Any Elf looking to make a name for themselves will be hunting her the moment this gets out.

“Gotta go. Broke a pretty big rule. Remember this!”

Something dark and malevolent tore through the world in that moment. An ugly flash of what felt like lightning that chased after what Rene felt could only be Fearn.

A warm and comfortable presence that slipped to one side of the lightning bolt, then scampered away. Sprinting off into the distance and away from Rene.

The bolt followed.

“I swear it, Rene,” Alana said, tears trickling down from the corners of her eyes now. All that had occurred a moment ago was unknown to her. “I love you. I would never harm you. It… it’s all a bit rushed and I don’t know what I’m doing and everything is just a blur and… and… and—”

Alana’s words trailed off as she looked up at him.

“And all I know is ever since you showed up, you’ve been interesting. Different. Unique. A presence I never expected to find, least of all in the Human territories. A binding I never knew could exist. A calling,” Alana explained. “And I just… I fell in love with you. Like something out of a trashy whirlwind romance novel. I wouldn’t hurt you.”

“I know,” Rene said after a moment and then sighed.

Alana ducked her head and pressed her face to his shoulder.

“I know you wouldn’t,” repeated Rene. “But now we need to figure out what to do next about this. Because it sounds like I have to somehow bring the council’s attention to the regent. And… that won’t be good for anyone.”

Most especially for Alana.

She’d end up in a very ugly dungeon cell if it came down to that.

And that was the last place he wanted to see her.


Chapter 24

 

Casually as could be, Rene, Aurora, Irini, Pinky, Darla, and Rose strolled down the street toward the Bounty Hunter’s Guild building.

Two days had passed since the formal proclamation from the Mask.

The city guard, regent, and everyone who wasn’t part of the underworld ignored it. They either thought it was bluff and bluster, or none of their business.

Or both, in some cases.

Aurora had made sure that there were no patrols scheduled to pass through at this time, or that any of her counterparts were doing anything out of the ordinary.

This time of day, right in the middle of business hours for the citizens and civilians rather than the underworld, would be ideal. The Mask gang could come out in a show of strength and end the Bounty Hunter’s Guild.

And our Masks are ever so well-trained for this raid.

I can’t wait to see our Rose dance with a blade.

Rene agreed with that sentiment.

Rose, Darla, and Pinky had been trained by Irini, himself, and Aurora all day and almost all night. They weren’t quite up to the point that they could fight Irini to a standstill, but it wasn’t a guarantee for Irini to win outright anymore.

Aurora had proved herself to be much more versatile than expected. Her athletic prowess and sharp mind gave her the ability to beat Irini in half of their sparring sessions, and even to give Rene pause. Which Irini still could not do.

It’s those damn long arms of hers. Her reach is incredible with a sword. Even a short sword.

Yes, but that’s why we’d just shoot someone like her with a crossbow. You don’t fight a Swordmaster with a sword.

I don’t know… her reflexes are getting preternatural. She’s combining her fighting with using her senses. Just like we do.

Irini hasn’t been able to do that as well yet.

That’s fair. Fair.

Mmm. I do love our Lady Aurora. She’s so complicated and interesting. I wish she’d sleep with us… of everyone, I didn’t think she’d be the one to stick with her pre-marital beliefs.

Even Irini gave in.

Men and women gave them a wide berth on either side. No one wanted to get anywhere near the group of six masked individuals.

Rene imagined that even if they didn’t know who the Mask gang was, their appearance would be more than enough to deter people from getting too close.

“Ooh, Baby, I’m really nervous,” Rose said quietly from behind him. “I’ve never actually hurt anyone. I’m just a good girl who loves her baby.”

Smirking at that, Rene agreed with her assessment. Rose really was a soft-hearted, kind, young woman. She also hid her intelligence rather deeply.

He was beginning to suspect that she was at a similar level to Pinky, just in a very different way. One that worked in lateral ways, letting her hide away entirely.

I bet her father is an intellectual.

How many people can learn how to read and write as quickly as she did? Even Darla had a base to work with.

Indeed. Rose had nothing.

“You’ll do fine, Ruby. And you’ll be working with Sapphire and Emerald. Between the three of you, I think you’ll be more than a match for anyone,” offered Rene.

It was the truth.

When the three of them fought together, they were able to successfully bring Irini and Aurora down. They’d even forced Rene to take them seriously and fight to the limit of his ability.

“Exactly,” Pinky agreed. “The Mask’s Jewels can do anything.”

“Yes, anything,” seconded Darla.

Mask’s Jewels? Hm.

People do tend to label things like that. It isn’t that surprising.

True enough.

Coming to a stop in front of the Bounty Hunter’s Guild house, Rene pulled out his black short sword with his right hand.

“Dark, in through the top floor. Do your thing. Bounty hunters only. If they’re willing to surrender… let them. Take their badge and tie ’em up,” Rene commanded. “Light, around the back. Hold the door, same instructions as Dark.

“My Jewels… remain here and hold the front. Same restriction. Bounty hunters only. Sense them, just like I taught you.”

Irini pulled out the Glauca and then leapt upward. Jumping far higher than any normal person had a right to do.

Aurora unsheathed Promise and started off at a jog to get around behind the building.

There were only two exits, really, and one window.

With a crash, Irini dove straight through that single window.

“Don’t die. I need you three,” Rene said and then started forward.

Lifting his foot up, he booted the door with all the strength he could. His foot slammed down into the spot right next to the doorknob.

With a splintering crack, the door broke away from the frame, then broke in half from one corner to another. Most of it fell inward, though part of it fell toward Rene.

Stepping in through the doorway, Rene held his blade up.

He was standing inside a large open room with a number of tables, a barred window where people were standing, and one wall that was full of papers.

Huh. They must do deals at the tables, contracts on the walls, and then talk to the cage.

I like the setup. After we take them over, let’s use their layout.

Men and women of every walk of life were here. Almost all of them were wearing a bounty hunter’s badge on their clothes.

“Greetings from the Mask! I’m here to claim this building as my own, and kill any bounty hunter that—”

A crossbow bolt was launched from someone off to the left.

He could already tell if he didn’t move it’d blast into his right shoulder.

Let’s use this opportunity to spread our reputation.

Letting it strike, Rene glanced down at the crossbow bolt.

“Oooh. That wasn’t very nice,” he said, then reached up with his left arm. Ignoring the pain, he casually pulled out the crossbow bolt and held it up.

There was a new red box in the corner.

A serious puncture wound that would heal in two hours.

Except that the pain of the wound was already muted. It wouldn’t bother him at all.

“Did you want this back?” Rene asked, holding it up toward the man who was rapidly trying to rearm his crossbow.

No one moved otherwise. They were all staring at either Rene or the man who’d shot him.

“Hey… did you want it back?” Rene tried again. “Ignoring me is really rude, you know.”

Pulling up his crossbow, the man fired at Rene again.

This shot was going straight for his chest.

Snatching it out of the air with the same hand that held the first crossbow bolt, Rene then held them both up.

“Did you want this one back, too?” asked Rene with a loud giggle. “I mean, I don’t mind you giving me crossbow bolts, but… they look kinda cheap. I can get better.”

Staring at him, the crossbow user apparently had a change of heart.

“No, I—”

Whipping his arm forward, Rene flung both bolts back at the man.

One sunk into his forehead, actually splitting his skull and sinking into his brain.

The second hit him low in the groin and passed between his legs. Most of his genitalia was embedded on the bolt that was now pinned to the ground.

“Never mind, I don’t want them. Keep ’em,” said Rene with a cackle as he glanced at his hand. A razor-thin line of his blood was on his palm from snatching the bolt out of the air. “Now! All you silly bounty hunters…”

With a loud whump, the dead man slumped, hit the ground, and then laid still. Up above him, Rene could hear what sounded like shouts, yells, and people fighting.

“You were all given the warning to clear out. That your kind would no longer be welcome here. That you’d be hunted to death if you didn’t escape. I know for a fact you all got that message,” Rene said, nodding his head. “Because I had agents come here and deliver pamphlets. Spread rumors. Leave notes out.

“There’s no reasonable way you didn’t know. So… now you die. I’m sorry about that. I’m sure your presence will be missed. But I—”

“I surrender!” shouted a man, throwing his arms up above his head.

“Ah… fine, fine. Just go ahead and lay down on the ground right there. Put your arms out to each side. I’ll take your badge and set you outside the city limits later,” Rene said graciously.

The man wasted no time and dropped to the ground, spreading his arms out.

“Great, now… anyone not on the ground… dies,” said Rene and held up his sword. “Let’s begin in… ten seconds.”

Waiting a beat, Rene cleared his throat.

“Ten, nine—”

A number of other people laid down on the ground.

“Eight, seven, six—”

No one else seemed to be laying down on the ground. In fact, everyone who was standing had unsheathed weapons, started stringing bows, or were generally getting ready for a fight.

“Zero,” Rene said, skipping straight to the end. Then he lunged forward, skewering a man with a long sword in his hands. Whipping his blade out to the side, Rene let the movement carry him towards his next target.

The young woman didn’t even see what happened. Her head was removed from her shoulders before she could even understand she was dead. 

A sword was traveling in from behind Rene. It was aimed at his back.

As if it were as easy as taking a breath, he casually twisted and brought his right arm around.

Practically flowing around the attack, Rene’s sword traveled back along the path of the incoming sword. Straight up into the throat of the man.

“Hush now, you shouldn’t have done that,” murmured Rene as he moved forward. Grabbing the dying man around the waist he held onto him and moved toward another bounty hunter.

An arrow came speeding at Rene, who shifted the dying man in front of the arrow and then let go of him. Thunking into his chest, it sent the man crashing to the ground.

Grabbing a throwing knife from his inventory with his left hand, Rene tossed it at the archer without looking. With his right hand, he ran a woman through right between her breasts. His blade sunk all the way up to the hilt.

Lifting up his left leg, he kicked her with full power right off his blade and launched her into the crowd of people behind her.

Taking several steps backward, Rene realized he’d gotten a bit too far from the door and two people had slipped out when he was distracted.

Pushing with his senses, he could tell that his Trio had handled one of them already. Rose was in the process of retrieving her dagger that she’d stuffed into a man’s guts.

The second was cornered by Darla and Pinky, the two of them picking him apart one dagger slice at a time.

Like wolves.

I love them.

“Okay! This is a good opportunity to offer more of you a chance to surrender!” Rene called out, holding up his black blade. “Because honestly… when Dark Mask joins me, I think—”

A loud shriek from the second floor split the air. It was joined a second later by a man yelling.

“Well, you get the idea,” Rene said with a laugh. “Once Dark joins me, there won’t be any more time to surrender.”

“If you let me leave right now, and not surrender to you, I’ll give you information you need,” said one pretty little woman with raven-black hair. Her dark eyes had heat in them and Rene found she was definitely what he’d personally consider lovely. She was somewhere between Aurora and Odelia in her figure. Finding a middle ground between the built-for-womanhood shape that Odelia had and the made-to-be-an-athlete body like Aurora.

She had a similar accent to Mira’s which made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He couldn’t deny he loved the sound of Mira’s voice.

“I’m not so sure. Maybe I want you to surrender, instead. Keep you all for me. Has anyone told you that you’re lovely? Especially your voice?” Rene asked, tilting his head to the side as he considered her. “And I like the bravado. A lot. Let me keep you? Make you sing my name so sweetly every night?”

“Flattered. I’d even be interested if I wasn’t busy with the job I’m working. I imagine our work lives have a lot of overlap. Right now, I have to decline,” said the woman with a dismissive hand wave, though she did have a rather flirty smile on her face. “But I’ll drop by another time to see if you’re still interested. Information for my release for now. Deal?” 

Contemplating that, Rene wasn’t sure how she would have any information he’d want.

His persona was spontaneous and wild. Flirting with her while killing others definitely fit that. He wasn’t quite sure how it would fit letting someone go for information.

“And I get to take you on a date,” added the woman, her eyes staring into his own rather deeply. Hotly even. “Information for my release and you let me take you on a date. You and me. No other Masks.”

Ha. That’s weird enough that it’d work. Let’s get her name.

Rene focused on her and Analyzed her.

Something he didn’t like doing that much anymore since he’d become too reliant on it. He needed to sharpen all his other senses more.

Analyze was something he’d use if he had to, but not if he didn’t have to.

 

Aurelie Solange

Age: 22

Sex: Female

Race: Dhampir

 

The fuck is a Dhampir?

No Watcher-damned clue.

“Okay. I’m not a cheap date, though. All kidding aside, I don’t just put out all willy-nilly. You’ll have to wine and dine me, miss sexy bedroom-eyes,” Rene said, and then held his left hand out to Aurelie. “Come on over, whisper to me sweetly with those lips and that voice of yours and be on your way.”

Grinning and showing off better teeth than he’d seen in a long while, Aurelie came over to him, her leather armor creaking as she walked. The sword on her hip, and the dagger on the opposite side, gave her the look of a duelist.

Stopping next to him, she leaned up and whispered in his ear.

“Chris Guerrero is going to burn the Tail down tonight,” whispered Aurelie. “He bought a bunch of magic talismans from a mage. Going to turn the whole thing into a bonfire. Probably as soon as you were likely to show up there.

“But now that you’re here… who knows what he’ll do. And I’d say that’s more than enough to let me go, right?”

Rene blinked slowly, then slowly nodded his head. It was indeed more than enough to let her go. More so than he’d admit to.

Irini chose that moment to leap down from the second-floor stairway. Landing atop someone, she slammed them to the ground and vanished from view.

Turning his head, Rene pressed his mask to Aurelie’s ear and then grabbed her forearm with his hand.

“You’ve bought your freedom, Aurelie Solange the Dhampir,” whispered Rene. He felt her entire body tense up at what he’d said, her arm twitching in his grasp and going nowhere. “When you come back, do look me up for our date. Alright?”

“I—yes, of course, Mask. Of course,” said the Dhampir, moving a little closer to him. “Do keep my secret? I can’t come back if you don’t.”

“Easily. Come along, I’ll introduce you to my Jewels so they’ll let you pass,” Rene said, turning on his heel. Holding tight to Aurelie, he escorted her out.

Irini was a whirlwind of death right now and was killing everyone who was close.

Stepping outside, he found his Trio waiting for him a foot away.

Two corpses laid not far away. One looked like he’d been stabbed once in the gut, the other had been hacked to bits. One slash at a time.

Even the back of his hamstring was cut.

Wolves indeed.

“This is Aurelie Solange. She’s being allowed to leave the city,” Rene said, moving the indicated woman forward. “I’m heading back to the Tail by myself. Let no one out. Dark Mask is currently clearing the room.”

“Of course, Baby,” Rose said with a lovely little bounce. “And you were right. This is a lot easier than I thought!”

“You can count on us, Boss,” Darla said seriously.

“I do count on you. Now, I’ll see you later,” said Rene, passing by the three lethal women while holding onto Aurelie.

The street beyond was empty and devoid of life. No one wanted anything to do with what was happening in the guild.

Turning down the street, Rene kept a hold on Aurelie for a bit longer. He wanted it to look like he was taking her prisoner.

Another turn later and he’d passed out of sight into an alleyway.

“You’re… letting me go right?” Aurelie asked. “I meant letting me go without harming or raping me when I made the deal.”

“Obviously,” said Rene acidly. “Don’t be stupid. But I can’t just let you walk free where anyone can see it. People have to wonder. Maybe I had my way with you, maybe I killed you, or maybe I let you go. They don’t need to know.

“Alright. Get going. I have to go kill Mr. Guerrero.”

Releasing Aurelie with a gentle shove forward, Rene simply got down into a crouch and vanished from view.

Turning around, Aurelie looked to where Rene had been.

“Shit. You’re far more dangerous than people said you were,” she muttered, her eyes scanning the area he’d been in.

“Thank you,” Rene said as he passed by her.

“I—you’re welcome. Don’t forget our date. I’m going to come back,” Aurelie said, her eyes jumping to where his voice had come from. “I’ll take you out to dinner and spend good coin on you. I promise it. I’ll definitely say your name if you let me. Whisper it into your ear as we go. Scream it, maybe.”

“You don’t want that. My other women will probably kill you if you do come back,” Rene warned and kept going.

“Maybe it’s worth it!” Aurelie called after him.

Smirking, Rene knew he’d never see her again.

It was fun to flirt a bit, but her life was different than his.

And even if she did return, he couldn’t entertain her. He wasn’t allowed any more strays, after all.

To the tail, we go.

Off and away, hi-ho!


Chapter 25

 

Squatting at the top of the Tail’s roof, Rene kept his eyes closed shut.

He was pushing as hard as he could with his senses in every direction. Trying to blanket the area outright.

Rene figured that if he could spot Christopher as soon as he got within range, he had a chance to run him down before he could set up.

Because if the hunter was allowed to set up, it would be that much harder to protect the Tail. Rene didn’t trust himself to be able to deal with magic. His encounter with the mage was as much luck as it was skill.

What if he’d used some type of poison-like spell? Or a spell that didn’t have to be thrown, but caused the attack closer to himself.

I know nothing of magic at all and with how rare it is, it isn’t like I can just ask someone.

Agreed. Staying away from casters is likely in our best interest. If we’re forced to deal with them, we’re forced to deal with them.

Ah, there he is.

Though he’s not alone.

Prowling to the edge of the roof, Rene turned his head and looked out in the direction where he’d felt the bounty hunter. It was at least two streets over, but it was clearly the hunter.

Making a snap decision, Rene stood up, ran in the opposite direction, and then sprinted back. Hitting the edge of the roof, he leapt with all his strength.

Sailing across the street, he landed atop the building across the way from the Tail.

Not stopping, he kept running, then jumped again.

Once more clearing the wide street and landing with a pop of his boots.

Sliding to a stop, Rene hustled over to the edge of the building and looked down into the street below. He could see Christopher along with three others.

They were moving in a small group without hurry, heading towards a perpendicular street. From there they’d be able to travel down it and reach the Tail after one more turn.

She told me the truth.

Does that mean we keep her?

Smirking at that, Rene shook his head.

He couldn’t deny that some part of him wanted the Dhampir for himself. Wanted to hear if she could make all the same sounds Mira could.

It was likely why his Monster had said what it did.

But that wasn’t going to happen. The Dhampir wouldn’t be returning, and Rene was keeping his mind and business to himself.

No more strays.

Rene was able to pick out Christopher Guerrero easily enough. Then he looked at the three that were following behind him.

Standing just to the right, was a man that was taller than most Rene had seen since coming here. Easily coming close to six and a half feet, if not slightly taller, he had short brown hair and when he glanced over his shoulder, Rene saw he had green eyes as well.

Analyzing the slender man, Rene found the information lacking.

 

Christopher Bastian

Age: 31

Sex: Male

Race: Human

 

Another Christopher? Must be the mage. Looks like it.

Agreed.

Glancing at the next two, Rene ran to get ahead of the group. Unable to help it, his eyes went to the larger of the two people. A big man in thick, heavy, plate mail. His helmet was under his left arm which exposed his short brown hair and medium-length beard. His hazel eyes were sweeping the street back and forth in front of them.

Hm. Knight?

Swordmaster, maybe. Something.

Checking the man with Analyze, Rene hoped for better information.

 

Joshua Tumlinson

Age: 27

Sex: Male

Race: Human

 

Maybe. Where’d the smaller one—

Rene felt a presence out to his side and dropped down low. Then he crawled backward and looked over his shoulder.

The person who’d been standing next to the mountain of a man had just come into view. Climbing slowly up onto the top of the building, the man was looking around. As if he were expecting to see Rene up here somewhere.

They were wrapped up and drowning in dark linens, a hood pulled up and over their head.

Noticed me somehow. I wonder what it was.

Indeed. Let’s kill him quickly and get to the others.

Yes, we can’t let them get close to the Tail.

Withdrawing the black blade from his inventory, Rene moved forward quickly. He had things to do. This had to end immediately.

Clearly, the man could feel something was wrong. He went still and looked around himself even as Rene closed in on him.

Except they weren’t good enough.

The black blade of the Mask slid into the man’s chest and straight into his heart. Rene pushed until the hilt was pressed up to the man’s rib cage.

Turning, Rene shoved the man who was currently impersonating a sword sheath toward the center of the roof.

Groaning, they slid off the blade and collapsed to the ground, their arms and legs twitching weakly.

Rene quickly looted the man and spun away. He needed to catch back up with the others.

Because if they sent this man up here, they likely suspected they were made.

And that could mean they were no longer willing to take their time.

Reaching the edge of the roof, Rene found his quarry gone, but he could feel them. They were up ahead and moving fast.

Damnit!

Rushing forward, Rene didn’t wait.

He couldn’t, really.

Getting to a point where he judged he could launch himself and reach the Trio, he did just that. Jumping from the top of the roof and sailing through the air like a slung stone.

This is an idiot’s plan!

Agreed!

The thought was dashed from his mind as he slammed down into the back of the armored mountain named Joshua. With a ping, and dropping to the ground right there, Rene accomplished nothing.

There was so much mass in and on Joshua that he went nowhere at all.

Stupid! Like throwing a baseball at a tank and expecting it to move!

Yeah, that was pretty dumb.

Funny, though.

Scrambling to his feet, Rene slashed out with his sword.

By the time he’d managed it, however, all three hunters had turned to him. Joshua’s blade had swept out of its scabbard and neatly intersected with Rene’s weapon.

The mage had chosen that moment to begin throwing magic at himself and his companions. Shimmering translucent bubbles appeared around the three of them.

Christopher Guerrero had rolled away and come up with a throwing knife in his hand. In the next moment, he’d thrown it at Rene and pulled a second one free.

Damnit!

Unable to break his sword away from Joshua in time, Rene did the opposite.

He released the weapon and rolled backward, neatly tucking himself under the throwing knife and gaining some distance.

As he tumbled away, Rene got his palms to the ground and shoved. Propelling his body upward, he landed on his feet.

He was just in time to see a ball of magical fire heading his way, as well as a throwing knife coming in at a slightly different angle.

Dipping straight into the Water form of the Elemental Way, Rene casually kicked with his right leg straight through the spell. Spinning with the kick, Rene brought his other leg up and kicked his heel right into the throwing knife.

Making a sound like a frying pan being dropped, the knife shot away from Rene.

Straight into the stomach of the mage.

Unfortunately for Rene, it’d struck hilt first.

It did cause the mage to double over and then partially turn away in a panic, but it didn’t actually remove him from the fight.

Joshua was on him in the next moment, the big sword coming out in a swift slash.

Shit.

I’m no Swordmaster.

And we don’t even have a sword.

Dodging backward, Rene found he was being pushed away from the Christopher the mage and Christopher the hunter both.

The latter of the two was working around toward Rene’s right side with another throwing knife in hand. 

Joshua had pulled his blade back up and was now moving toward Rene again.

“You dare fight Kadrothan Darklore? I shall end you!” shouted Joshua.

The fuck kind of name is that? Like something out of a bad fantasy novel.

Nor is it his real name.

Rushing past Rene came three people who quickly circled around Joshua.

Rose, Pinky, and Darla immediately took up positions around the swordsman. Each held their dagger and looked ready to fight to the death.

Not bothering to think about the situation, or that they’d managed to find him, Rene started moving around his Trio.

“What? You dare—”

Joshua’s voice was cut off as Rose stepped in behind the man and slashed her dagger across the back of the man’s left leg.

Screaming, Joshua lunged forward at Darla as Rene went past them. He headed straight toward Christopher the mage who wasn’t paying as much attention as he should.

There was the clang of metal on metal followed by what sounded like shuffling feet.

“You think—ahhhh!” screamed Joshua again.

Reaching Christopher the mage, Rene snatched at the man’s head with his left hand. He’d been completely focused on his stomach, as if still not realizing he hadn’t actually been hurt.

Getting a handful of hair, Rene pulled a dagger from his inventory and drove it straight into the mage’s throat. Tearing it through to the other side, Rene let go and moved around the falling corpse.

Christopher the hunter was practically on top of him. A small two-foot length of wood was held in his hand.

Beyond him, Joshua was backed up to a wall now. Blood was running down both of his legs. Darla, Pinky, and Rose were spread out around him, their bloody daggers held casually.

Waiting for him to move or drop as he bled out.

Wolves. Just like wolves.

I love our wolves.

A blast of fire shot out of the rod and headed for Rene.

Realizing it wasn’t actually a spell, there wasn’t anything he could do to counter it. Despite having thought about it earlier, he’d put himself in a situation he couldn’t affect.

Turning on his heel, Rene hunched his shoulders, covered his head with his arms, and scurried away.

Flames washed over and around him, heating the air up considerably. On top of that, it felt like his clothes were a second away from catching fire themselves.

Then he was suddenly out of the fire. Glancing over his shoulder, Rene found Christopher chasing after him. Forgetting the swordsman and the trio of women entirely.

He was focused on Rene and Rene alone.

Better me than my girls.

But… now what?

Planting his foot, Rene spun and launched himself toward Christopher.

Only to be met with a blast of fire that was larger than the first one.

Shit, okay, can’t… get close.

Reaching the wall just before the fire rolled over him, Rene planted his foot on the stonework and pushed. He launched himself upward, over the flame, and to the other side of the street.

Landing gracefully, Rene set off in a run. He needed to get to an open area where he had a better chance to reach the man. Doing this in a street with high walls was just going to pen him in.

But where do I go? There aren’t that many—the orphanage.

We’ll take him to the back field. To fight him with courage.

That or… or we ask the Watcher to intervene.

Maybe, he might be willing. If he’s keen.

Rene pushed backward with his senses as he ran on. He didn’t want to leave Christopher behind, but neither did he want him too close.

Acting the part of a slightly wounded man who was trying to escape the guild master, Rene stumbled on. Running ahead, but also acting as if he weren’t completely well.

The goal was to drag the man all the way to the school.

Which would be a bit of a run, but it was the best idea he had.

It’d get him away from his Trio so they could finish their kill, give him room to draw his hunter out into the open, and pull him further from the Tail on top of everything else.

Rene just wasn’t really sure about the end. Once he had some space, he’d try his mini-crossbow but he had the feeling that likely wouldn’t work.

Other than that, getting Christopher into the open would help Rene for certain. There just wasn’t that great of a way to close the distance otherwise.

Running along, Rene kept widening and closing the gap. Keeping Christopher on the hook even as they went street to street.

There were no guards out at all. As if they’d been waved off and told not to intervene.

It was something Rene would have to look into, but he suspected the regent had involved himself this time.

Because if the Mask died, that’d only be to the regent’s benefit.

Making himself look like he was struggling more and more, Rene could finally see the wall that led to Redemption House. It was the back corner of the grounds. All that was out this way was a tool shed and some grass.

A perfect place to battle Christopher and bring him to an end.

Reaching the wall, Rene resisted the urge to simply hop over it.

Instead, he slammed into it and nearly rebounded backward.

Lifting his arms, he dug his fingers in. Getting a boot tip into a small crevice, he started to slowly climb up. Lifting himself halfway up the wall even as he monitored Christopher’s progress with his senses.

Just as the man got within range, Rene got to the top and flopped over the wall. At the same time, a massive blast of fire washed over the wall and through the air itself.

An extreme sense of being watched washed over Rene from head to toe.

Angry, undirected, and full of wrath, the sensation made Rene want to run and hide under a rock.

Then it vanished in a flash as if it’d never been there with a recognition Rene could feel. That the Watcher was now aware of his presence and was paying attention.

Watcher! Watch over me!

“Watcher, watch over me,” repeated Rene in a whisper as he got to his feet and started to walk away. He needed to get some distance from the wall just in case Christopher stopped at the top. He needed the man to jump the wall and follow.

There was a shuddering in the air as Rene finished speaking. As if something were rising up from deep in the earth.

Like a mountain range being formed during a massive earthquake.

Christopher came over the top and landed on the grass.

“Time to—”

A massive fist of power slammed into the hunter and flattened him to the grass with a wet squelching noise.

Rene got the distinct impression that Christopher had just been forcefully buried into the dirt.

With his own body being used as the shovel to do it.

There was a derisive snort as the angry presence of the Watcher calmed down.

“You know,” murmured the Watcher, his voice coming from nowhere. “It’s rather annoying to literally become… well… Deus Ex Machina for others. Happening more often, too.

“I mean, I just turned that guy into paste. His guts literally shot out of his asshole.”

Standing there, Rene really didn’t know what to say.

It was true.

The Watcher had just stepped in and ended the entire situation with little more than a negligent thought.

Admittedly, Rene could have handled it, but in a way, it was anticlimactic.

“Well… you are a god,” Rene replied.

“True. You weren’t really in trouble though, either, were you? No, you weren’t. Your crossbow would have been fine,” said the Watcher with some annoyance, which was followed by a laugh. “Whatever. I just got annoyed that someone like him showed up here on my own turf. I may just be a god of orphans and the lost, but still. My turf.”

“As to my crossbow… that kinda means it wasn’t Deus Ex Machina then, I’d say. I’d have won anyway,” countered Rene. “Though… you know… if I had Cinnamon, I could have probably handled this better.”

“Ugh. She’s not someone you can bring here. Give it up,” growled the Watcher. “I put her with a few others that ended up being lost or forgotten.”

“Lost or forgotten?” Rene asked, curious now.

“Yeah. A priestess I stole, someone a friend of mine buried alive, and another that his wives put in a stasis shell and forgot about. That whole group of people is kinda forgetful, actually,” said the Watcher with a rapid-fire laugh. “Kinda becoming an interesting little group if I must say. No idea what I’ll do with them yet.”

Plans within plans within plans.

“Anyway. Don’t do that again,” the Watcher said. “I know you were afraid of him breaking contact and going for your Trio or the Tail, but we both know you could have made that work, too.

“You were just being lazy.”

Rene couldn’t argue that. If he was being honest with himself, he’d rather been hoping that exactly what happened, would happen.

“Yeah, I was,” agreed Rene. “But if I had Cinnamon—”

“No. You saved her, she’s somewhere else. Just forget about her. She’d make too many waves if I brought her here,” the Watcher explained. “If you want another woman so bad, fine. But not her. Don’t say I didn’t do anything for you in the future.

“Now hurry back, your Trio finished up with the Swordmaster and are hunting for you. Just hop the wall, they’ll find you right there. And uh… you should make sure you watch Darla drink her Bed-Quitter later today. She’s going to get distracted and forget it. By the time she realizes it later, it’ll be too late and she won’t be able to go through with it.

“Just helpful advice there. From one idiot harem leader to another. Should be fine after that.”

Nodding at that, Rene moved over to the hole in the ground that’d once been Christopher. Pausing to look down at the flattened and bloody presence, Rene hesitated.

Then he looted the man and shrugged his shoulders.

“You got him? Or should I bury him?” Rene asked, moving to the wall.

“Oh, uh, I got it,” the Watcher said.

“Thanks,” Rene said and leapt up, grabbed the edge of the wall, and flipped over it to the other side.

Landing lightly, he leaned up against the wall and nonchalantly began to whistle.

People walked by him, giving him more than an eyeful. Only to realize who he was and then hurried off on their way.

It wasn’t late enough in the day for the Mask guild to own the streets.

The Mask standing around in broad daylight was a clear challenge.

At the edge of his senses, he could feel Rose, Pinky, and Darla, heading his way.

Ah, there they are. Well. That was exciting.

Now… the hard part, though.

Alana, her confession, and the regent.

Yeah… the hard part.


Chapter 26

 

Coming down the stairs from the attic, Rene paused when he reached the bottom.

Lori was standing there, watching him. Waiting for him, in fact.

Dressed in a leather apron with heavy leather gloves tucked into it, she looked as if she’d just come in from her backyard smithy. It was where she often spent her days—heating coal, practicing with low-grade metal, and generally getting a feel for her chosen profession.

Her hair was barely longer than the length of a finger now. The long brown hair had been burned away in the fire that claimed the rest of her family. Then trimmed even shorter when she complained that she could still smell the smoke.

Steady brown eyes regarded him like a placid lake. It was the same way her older brother had often looked at him, in fact. The black smudge of soot under one eye where she’d wiped at her face made her look far paler than he normally would say she was.

Rene couldn’t deny she was a cute little girl and would likely grow up into a lovely young woman.

Until that happened though, she was officially in the process of becoming his little sister.

Lori Moon Anatolis.

“Welcome home, Rene,” Lori said in a flat voice.

“Thank you,” he replied, nodding his head to her. “How was… school today? How was your work?”

Lori smiled with one side of her face. The burn scars that covered a great deal of her body showed on her neck as she turned toward him.

Thankfully, they were healing quite well and were fading.

The amount of money Rene had dropped on her treatment was showing fantastic results. She had to keep going in for treatments every week for a while yet, but they all assured him she’d have almost no scar tissue at all.

“School was interesting. Learning,” Lori murmured then shrugged her shoulders. “You should be getting my first set of marks in a few weeks, I believe.”

“Oh? And how do you think you’ve done?” Rene asked, tilting his head to one said. He had been somewhat absent from her life with everything that was going on recently.

He’d actually found himself missing dinners with Alana and Lori.

“I’m succeeding. I promised you I would do well enough to enter university, and that’s my goal,” affirmed Lori. Her tone had an adult’s complete understanding and wariness of the world in it. “I’ll graduate university then turn towards my true purpose in life. Being your blacksmith.

“And speaking of that—”

Lori turned toward him fully and put her hands on her hips.

“You’re my hero, Rene. That will never change,” stated Lori firmly. “Now show me your mask. I haven’t seen it.”

Without hesitation, he reached into his inventory and pulled out the mask.

The black and white mask had only eye holes, and a bloody hole in one cheek where a dagger had gone into Rene’s face.

He hadn’t bothered to fix or clean it. In fact, he rather liked the look of it.

Sliding it over his face, he looked to Lori.

“There,” Rene said in his Mask voice. “As you see, I am indeed the Mask.”

Lori watched him intently for several seconds and then nodded her head.

And promptly shook it.

“Still my hero. Because you’re not the Mask. Not the Hood, neither. You’re not even Rene Anatolis,” Lori said with a conviction he couldn’t doubt. “You’re a hero. That’s who you are.”

“That’s exactly who he is,” said a clear voice.

Turning toward the speaker, Rene found Olivia and Odelia joining from the other side of the hall.

“Did you know that, Lori?” Olivia asked, smiling at the younger girl. “I’m an Oracle. The Elven Oracle, in fact. And I named him as Hero. So you’re absolutely right, he really is.”

Lori looked at Olivia for several seconds then nodded her head with firm finality.

“Yes. You’re right. A hero,” Lori agreed then looked back to Rene. “I made you iron throwing knives. I had Alana help me fix the balance.

“They’re cheap material so don’t worry about wasting them. I gave them to Mira to hold onto for you. I like her, by the way.”

Turning her head to look at Olivia and Odelia, Lori curtsied to them despite being in her work clothes.

“Welcome home, Olivia, Odelia,” said Lori before turning to leave. “Need to bank my coals.”

“Of course, dear,” Odelia said with a smile.

“I’ll come get you for dinner, hon,” Olivia added.

Not responding, Lori kept walking.

“You know, it’s still weird seeing you in the Mask,” Odelia murmured as she and Olivia looked back to him.

“Well, let’s just have him put it away,” Olivia said, smiling widely at him. Which made his heart pick up its pace a bit and start to beat hard in his chest.

As casually as he could manage, Rene pulled off the mask and dropped it into his inventory.

“Thank you, my Hero. Let’s go talk in the dining room and join Alana,” finished Olivia.

“Yes, the poor dear has been working on dinner for us all. We shouldn’t leave her alone in there,” Odelia agreed as Mira stepped into the hallway.

“Ah, my Master. Welcome home,” Mira said, curtsying low to him and showing herself off to him once more. “May I attend you in any way? Do you need me to draw a bath, dispose of anything, or attend you personally?”

Rene was somewhat shocked by Mira’s clear offer to bed him.

Right in front of Odelia and Olivia.

“No, Mira. Thank you. I’m alright at this time,” replied Rene. “Anything I need to know?”

“Ah, no. I don’t believe so, my Master. As Lori mentioned, I’m holding some tools for you,” said Mira, smiling at him. “As you can also see, the mistresses have returned, and Mistress Alana is making dinner.

“Should I send a note over for Mistress Aurora to attend dinner?”

“Oh, yes, that’s a good idea, Mira,” confirmed Olivia, turning her beautiful smile on the other woman.

“Should I invite the mistresses from the Tail?” Mira asked in a smooth tone.

“Ah—” Odelia said, her breath catching.

“Not tonight,” said Rene, unsurprised. Mira knew everything as far as he was aware.

“I understand. Perhaps another night. I’ve gone ahead and procured a new coach for you as well as a team of horses. The appropriate handlers as well,” explained Mira, coming over to him. She reached up and lightly brushed her hands across his shoulders. Then picked something off the front of his shirt. “This coach will be kept at livery near the Tail and can be used to transport the Tail Mistresses as you need them to be. I, of course, have not informed them of this.”

Mira leaned in close and sniffed at his clothes, then slowly turned him around and looked at his back and shoulders.

“Goodness, these are damaged. Come with me, my Master. We’ll get you changed shortly before you attend the mistresses. You shouldn’t do such a thing looking as you do,” Mira commanded as she sunk her right hand into his elbow. Then she began pulling him away.

“Ah, yes, he does smell like a burnt log,” Odelia said wrinkling her nose. “Good work, Mira.”

“Of course, Mistress,” replied the maid, pulling Rene off toward his bedroom.

She glanced back behind them as they turned the corner.

“And it’ll give me just enough time to make sure you’re free of worries,” purred Mira with a promise in her voice.

Rene didn’t doubt her words. Despite having tumbled Darla before coming home, he felt like he could easily partake in Mira’s services.

Five minutes later, Rene was in a fresh set of clothes, drained of his concerns, and more than ready to face whatever might come his way.

“Oh!” Olivia said as he rejoined them in the kitchen. “That was quite quick.”

“She even managed to get his hair set. Impressive,” Odelia murmured, watching him from where she sat at the table with Olivia.

Ha… she’s definitely impressive.

I really do like our little ball of fun, Mira.

Alana was busily cooking away, her left hand holding the handle of a pan as she stirred with a spatula in her right hand.

“Welcome home, Husband,” Alana declared boldly, looking at him for a second with a smile.

“Ah, thank you,” answered Rene, coming over to the table.

“I’ll have dinner finished shortly,” said Alana. “And I’ve already told them about my employment history. We’ve been discussing it while you were out and what we should do about it.”

“We even have a few ideas,” Oliva said tapping her fingers against the table. 

“Oh. That’s… honestly, that’s great,” Rene said with a laugh as Mira came into the room. Taking her place at his right side, she folded her hands together and remained. “I really couldn’t come up with anything other than just killing the city regent and then everyone involved.”

Glancing at Mira, he saw she’d cleaned herself up of his attention and looked as she always did.

Catching him looking at herself, Mira gave him a smile, her eyes holding his for a second. Looking away from him, she smoothed out her countenance and became “furniture”.

The role most servants were expected to be in this day and age.

“I… uhm. I don’t think—” Odelia said then sighed. “I don’t think we can do that.”

“No, not at all,” said Olivia in a much firmer voice than her compatriot.

“Agreed. That’d plunge the city into a massive power vacuum. That would be exactly what the Elves want,” Alana finished. “You could probably eliminate most of the nobles who were part of the trafficking ring but… that wouldn’t create lasting change.”

“Most definitely not,” muttered Odelia.

“I really am sorry, I truly didn’t know,” said Alana in a tone that sounded like to Rene she’d apologized a number of times already.

“I know. I believe you. I don’t think for an instant you would have participated at all had you known,” soothed Odelia, turning in her chair with an outstretched hand. She laid it on Alana’s back and gently rubbed it back and forth.

“As an Elf as well, I know for a fact you didn’t know,” remarked Olivia, watching Odelia console the other woman. “Especially given that I suspect you fell for our hero as soon as you met him. Or nearly so. Was it a partial calling that grew or a full one?”

Alana’s shoulders hunched up at that for a second. Her entire body posture was that of being caught doing something.

A second after that, her shoulders returned to their normal position. With a shake of her body, she let out a short breath.

“Full. At… at the start,” Alana grumbled and then visibly leaned into Odelia’s hand with a shake of her head. “Anyway. We’re… we’re thinking that if we go to the council directly, I present my evidence… and myself… and that they’ll listen.”

Full calling?

I begin to think that perhaps my cultural tutors left some rather large gaps.

Of course, they did. They were Human, not Elven. They knew only what they had researched and studied.

We’ll need to go read more about Elves.

And this calling.

“Before Rene goes off on a quest to determine what that is,” said Olivia in what felt like a subject change. “A calling is an instinctual level… attraction… to another. A near-Human equivalent would be love at first sight, I suppose. But not so intense.

“Now, back to the main point at hand. I do think that the most likely to succeed plan is going before the council.”

Oh.

Neat.

“Yes… if we’re being simple about it, the council would act if they believed their authority was in jeopardy,” Odelia said, her hand still moving back and forth across Alana’s back. “We’ll have to… figure… out… some way to make sure we get you back, though, Alana. Leaving you in the council’s dungeon is unacceptable.”

“That’s not even a discussion point,” said Olivia in an offhand way. Turning around, she also laid a hand on Alana’s back. “Of course, we’re getting our Elven housewife back. There’s no way we could be a proper family without her.”

Rene knew for a fact that Alana really didn’t like being touched. The fact that she was practically leaning into the hands of both Odelia and Olivia, was very much outside of normal.

Alana picked up the pot she’d been using and then stood there.

“Mistress Alana, may I finish? I’ve made Raesl before. Back home,” Mira offered.

Alana let her head droop, then nodded it slowly. Releasing the pot, she slowly trudged over to the chair next to Rene’s.

At the same time, Mira went to the stove. Passing around to it on the opposite side of the table.

Taking the seat next to Rene, Alana sat there almost like a sack of flour.

Uh… take… take her hand.

Ah! Yes.

Reaching out, Rene took Alana’s hand in his own and squeezed it, pulling it up onto the table. Holding her hand there, he looked to Odelia and Olivia.

“So… we go to the seat of the council itself, Beril, and have Alana present everything she knows. Which… will definitely get her arrested,” summarized Rene. “At which point, we three testify as nobles against the regent as well. Two of us being kidnap victims and adding our own pieces to the puzzle.”

“Exactly right,” Odelia said, reaching across the table to lay one of her hands atop Rene and Alana’s. “Then you slip in, get our housewife back, and sneak her off into the city. Then get here back here lickety-split.”

“Then we just disguise her,” Olivia said with a chuckle. “A little makeup, hair color, haircut, and a few… papers… to be purchased.”

She had said the last while looking at Rene.

“In other words, I’ll need to get Pinky working on that. Most likely at the same time that the regent is being… shown the door,” finished Rene. “That about right?”

“More or less,” said Olivia, reaching out and laying her own hand on the pile. “That’s the worst-case scenario, though. For all we know, they might be willing to let Alana leave the dungeon for coin.”

“True, that could happen,” admitted Odelia, turning to look at Olivia. “And it isn’t as if we don’t have that in abundance.”

“Any price is cheap to get her freedom,” declared Rene, holding to Alana’s hand inside the pile.

“Well! It seems we’ll be back on the road then,” Olivia said, looking to Odelia with a smirk.

“Indeed. Not even a day at home and already getting back into a coach,” lamented Olivia. “Yourself, Alana, Rene, and I, then?”

“Gideon,” added Rene. “Or some of his people.”

“And me, of course. I go where my master goes,” Mira threw in from the stove.

“We’ll need a large coach for the five of us,” said Odelia. “Though I’m not really sold on the idea about Gideon. I think it would be too large a procession at that point. And you can defend us, can’t you?

“Irini can… stay… here… and act your part while we’re away. Beyond that, we’ll just state that you’re sick and can’t see anyone. Slip out in the middle of the night.”

“Oh! Yes. That’ll be ideal. That way we can leave and come back as if there was never a problem at all,” replied Olivia. “We’ll just have to make sure we have a few people to vouch for what’s going on with us while we’re gone.”

“It shouldn’t… take that long,” offered Alana, looking at the pile of hands atop her own. “Two days there, one day to… to tell them. Two days back.”

Nodding, Rene had to agree with that. That really was likely the shortest possible time frame. He’d never been to Beril, but he’d certainly looked over more than a few maps.

“Though… I do fear that we’ll have… problems,” Alana continued. “Either on the way there or on the way back. It’s very likely that we could have Elven agents looking into us. And if they find me there… well, they’ll know something is going on.

“It isn’t as if there are very many Elves in the city. Certainly, no Elves that weren’t sent here by the embassy at least.”

What about Oliv—

“Except you, of course, Olivia,” Alana said quickly, realizing her own mistake even as Rene thought the same.

“I can handle any Elves that show up,” Rene said with a soft exhale. He felt confident in that statement.

With all the gifts, benefits, and abilities he’d learned and what had been given to him by the Watcher, he felt unstoppable.

“If it comes down to it, you and I can drop out of the coach and follow,” offered Alana. “The other agents wouldn’t follow the coach. They’d want to make contact with me. See what I’m doing.

“Perhaps even my handler might show up. If they spot me on the way out or notice that I’m not here, he’s likely to come looking for me. After that, they’d just start looking into all the coaches that went out. Regardless of the time of day.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that for a minute,” Olivia said with a laugh. “I’m almost certain the king’s agents will be watching. I’m sure there’s quite a few all over the city and outside of it. Just waiting for everything.”

“Do you think it’ll be an issue, then?” Odelia asked, looking to the other noble.

“No. Rene and Alana will just drop out, as they said. We can go ahead and clear the way, so to speak. Make all the preparations,” Olivia said. “No need to trouble Gideon or his men.”

“Mm. That does seem about right,” Odelia said as Mira began moving things around at the stove. It was obvious she’d finished with her cooking by this point. “Well! Before we dig in, Olivia and I got you a surprise, Darling.”

Releasing the pile of hands, Odelia reached down toward her feet and came back up with a brown-paper wrapped package.

“Good idea, Del,” Olivia said with a grin.

“Thanks, Liv. Seems like a good time for it,” said Odelia, setting it down in front of Rene. Olivia and Alana pulled their hands free as Rene sat there, staring at the gift.

“Open it!” said Olivia excitedly.

Rene had an idea of what it was due to the sizing, but he couldn’t be sure.

Taking the parcel in hand, he peeled back the paper to find exactly what he suspected.

A hardbound book.

Something that looked suspiciously out of place in this world. Out of place and didn’t belong in any way. An item that belonged in a bookstore from his old world.

Looking at the cover, Rene found gold-embossed letters. It was three words.

The Count: Rebirth.

“It’s a first edition print from Brit itself. We found it in a bookshop when we went shopping with Olivia’s mother,” explained Odelia, reaching forward to flip the cover open. “I’ve never seen such beautiful, perfect, clean handwriting. It’s almost as if it were done by magic!”

“But there’s nothing magic about it. I checked it, as did my mother,” added Olivia, standing up partially to look at the first page.

The title was printed cleanly. 

Flipping it a few pages forward, Rene found everything was perfect. All in rows, neatly arranged.

Clearly from a printing press.

“I’ve never seen the like, it’s amazing,” Alana said, reaching out to run her fingers over the printed words.

“I have. Seen something like this, that is,” whispered Rene, tapping a fingertip to the page number at the bottom. He had to be careful about what he said. Mira knew a lot, but she didn’t know about him being from another world entirely. “Certainly not… lately though. Not here in Felicie.”

Moving the pages back into place, Rene flipped it once more to the title.

Alana and Olivia both stared at him, their faces blank.

“Well, that’s certainly noteworthy,” murmured Odelia in a strained voice. “This is only the first trilogy of the count’s stories, though. We couldn’t find the second trilogy. Otherwise, you’d have the set.”

Nodding his head, Rene wondered if he should send a letter to the count.

Could be interesting.

We might consider repositioning.

To go see him and see where he came from.

I’m not so sure. We might write it, and here he might come.

“Thank you, my loves. It’s a wonderful gift,” said Rene and meant it. “I look forward to re-reading the story of Alexander Brit all over again.

“For now, dinner. Then, I’ll go talk to Gideon, then off to the Tail to let everyone else know. Aurora and Irini will be there if they don’t end up coming here.”


Chapter 27

 

Rene left the others, exiting the front door out onto the street.

The two knights who were on duty looked at him as he appeared, then they both stood up straighter.

“I’m looking for Gideon. I need to run some things by him,” explained Rene.

“He’s in the bank, young master,” said the knight on the left.

Honestly, Rene had expected that answer. In the past, he’d been told that if he was at home, Gideon would be at the vault. As that would be the most likely target if Rene was safely secured in the manse with Gideon’s men surrounding the building.

Nodding at that, Rene started moving toward his business. It being next door had made his life considerably easier.

The fact that he now had the full extent of all his wealth on hand, along with the Mask’s, and everything he’d taken from his victims, certainly made the vault a massive target now. Having Gideon personally watching over it, or those he handpicked for the duty, made Rene feel infinitely better about it.

His father had paid a considerable amount of coin to hire the most trustworthy men to watch his vault in Laetus. To the point that it was practically its own garrison anymore.

The world is certainly a different place with banking having come into the light. Surprising that Junk still used the temple.

There are those who will always resist the new ways. The old ways must give in.

Yes, yes, and the new ways come in sin.

The two knights positioned at the bank entrance opened the door for him as soon as he walked up. The two who had followed him from his home came into the building with him.

Gideon and a full squad of his people were set up in the middle of the room around a table. They were directly in front of the only way into the vault.

Most of them were reading books, playing a quiet game of cards, or just sitting quietly. Rene didn’t doubt for a second that they weren’t paying attention, though. This was merely them passing them time while also remaining at full alert.

Considering each and every knight had stopped their actions and leapt to their feet, hands on hilts, as soon as the door opened reinforced that belief in a heartbeat.

The door to the vault was open at this time, though it was closed during regular office hours.

Rene knew for a fact that there was another squad of people inside the vault as well, just in case someone tried to enter it from below. Having the door open allowed the two squads to remain in contact with one another.

The sound of people getting to their feet and weapons being drawn from inside the vault signaled that the other squad had noticed the change as well.

“Stand down. It’s simply the young master,” Gideon said loudly, turning his head partially toward the vault. Then he looked at Rene and bowed his head slightly to him. “Good evening, young master.”

Gideon was a large and heavily armed knight. He was wearing a surcoat now with the Anatolis family colors over his brigandine armor.

At his sides were a long sword, a dagger, an actual flanged mace, and a small shield. His helmet was resting on the table in front of him, and his short black hair actually looked presentable for once and not as if it’d been crushed down by a helmet for hours.

To Rene’s eyes, the big man looked exactly like what one would expect of a landed knight. There was something else Rene knew well of the man.

Gideon’s eyes were a blank blue stare. A flat gaze that regarded most everything around him as a problem or a solution. Life itself was something to be measured and weighed.

Rene had seen a variation of those eyes in the mirror in his old life. Every day staring back at him wondering where the color in the world had gone.

“Sir Gideon, good evening to you,” Rene said, inclining his head in return to the man and just as deeply. He had a great deal of respect for the knight. Despite Rene being on what most would call the opposite end of the law. “I was hoping I could talk to you privately. If you have the time?”

“Of course, not a problem,” Gideon said with a small smile. “Your office?”

“That’d be ideal, yes,” agreed Rene.

Without another word, the two of them retreated to his personal office. Gideon closed the door behind them and Rene wondered how to begin.

“How much do you know?” asked Rene, deciding to start there.

“More than I likely should,” admitted Gideon. “I’ve admitted very little to your father, however. As you’re the one who holds our contract now. Not him.

“Anything relating to your life as Rene, he knows. Such as your hired master assassin.”

“And of my other… masks?” Rene directed, moving over to his desk and leaning against it.

“He knows nothing. Neither of the Hood, nor the Mask,” said Gideon. “Truth be told, I only know about it at all because it’s my job to know everything about you, young master. My access to you granted me the ability to confirm my suspicions. It isn’t likely anyone else would know or be able to find out.”

“What about your people?” Rene inquired. He had to be careful here.

“They don’t know, nor do they suspect,” Gideon said with a shake of his head. “Again, this is entirely because of my need to know everything about you. A personality trait, and the job.”

“Alright. Well,” said Rene, not quite sure how to continue the conversation other than to jump into the deep end now. “It’s exactly what you expect. I have three women who help me in that role over at the Tail that you’ve never met.

“I’m also going to have to leave the city for a time to run down a problem that’s come up. The Regent is working with or for the Elves. City is dealing in child trafficking, sex slavery, and… well… a whole lot else, I’m sure.”

Gideon stared hard at Rene for several seconds and then blinked slowly as if he finally processed what was said.

“I understand,” he said. “That’s rather disappointing about the city. It’d clearly been going in the right direction with the current situation.”

“Thanks. I’ve been working hard to curtail and end all violent crime,” said Rene. “That and I have my people going after murderers and rapists. No reason for either of those things. My brothels are incredibly reasonable on price regardless of the clientele.”

“Some of my men have certainly found that to be true,” said Gideon with a snort. “And with everything that’s going on, most of those with families are bringing them here, in fact.”

“Considering I plan to hire you on permanently, that seems like a wise thing to do,” admitted Rene. “But that’s a conversation for another time. Though, you should probably start thinking about that. How you’d train, recruit, and continue as you are, but as a permanent fixture to Felicie Lending.”

Letting out a slow breath, Gideon finally broke eye contact with Rene. Letting his gaze slowly drop down to the floorboards.

“Your father mentioned you would likely do that,” murmured Gideon. “After I saw what he’d done with his own guards, I suspected he was right. Given that you are your father’s son, after all.

“I’ve already put a great deal of thought into it, in fact. I think we’d be more than able to function as we have in the past, in this new role. We’d only have to buy an actual garrison house nearby.”

“Okay. Well,” said Rene, stretching out his thoughts. He hadn’t wanted to talk about this at this time, but if Gideon was going to push forward, Rene wasn’t going to back up. “Just pick out a building and I’ll buy it for you and we can move forward. We can sign a new contract that invalidates the old one and just keep moving.

“You and your men are exemplary. I honestly can’t imagine finding anyone better than you and yours. I hadn’t realized becoming a stationary force appealed to you all.”

“It didn’t,” admitted Gideon with a laugh, looking at Rene. “Not until the last contract we had went as it did. The world is getting harder out there and things are changing. With all the changes in the militaries of the west and what the Count did… well, being a cavalryman or a landed knight is growing more dangerous by the day.

“Being what I am and being allowed to guard a stationary location at the same pay, though? That’s considerably easier.”

Suppose he’s right. The world is changing and continues to change. Cavalry charges only lasted so long in history.

Foot knights did well enough but not in the way Gideon is. That’d require a change in armaments.

“Great, well, happy to do that whenever you’re ready. Otherwise, I’m heading off for the Tail to let my people know I’m leaving,” Rene explained. “Tonight, in fact. I plan on having a coach brought to the outskirts of the city, then sneaking out to it and riding off to Beril with no one the wiser.”

“I understand, I’ll have a squad move out while concealed. They can meet up with you outside and provide escort,” said Gideon.

“No. No need. If anything, that would actually make it harder,” Rene argued. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll be more than enough to handle any problem that arises.”

Because if a problem does pop up, I just have to step off with Alana.

And that’s that.

Next is… a slightly harder problem.

Our Jewels. They may not like this.

 

***

 

“No, you can’t leave, Baby,” Rose declared, staring at him with a trembling lower lip. “I need you. You can’t leave. I love you.”

“I’m just—”

“I’d really prefer it if you didn’t leave, either,” Darla said, interrupting him. The dark-haired woman had been growing closer to him steadily after he’d begun bedding her as well. Most especially after having saved her. “You should have your women go on your behalf. We need you here.”

“It really is just—”

“Stay, Rene,” Pinky demanded. “Listen to me since I’m older than you. Stay here, where you’re needed, and let them run off. You don’t even need to be Rene anymore, just be the Mask.”

“It’ll only be a week or so. I’ll be back before you know it,” said Rene, feeling rather bad about this. As soon as he’d started talking about it, they’d been very against it.

“Stay here,” Darla said, getting out of her seat and moving over to sit down in his lap. They were thankfully in his office area where no one could see them. Which meant their masks were all on the table between them.

Darla leaned her head down and pressed her lips to his ear.

“Stay here, Daddy. We’re just—your Jewels need you here. With us. And we’re having fun, aren’t we, Daddy?” whispered Darla. Out of nowhere, and without requesting it, she’d started calling him that right in the middle of their sex play recently and hung onto it. Rene chalked it up to father issues given her background. If he was being honest, he expected more of that from Rose, than Darla. “And I really liked what you did to me earlier today. Stay, Daddy. Stay and play with me. I need you. I… love you, too.”

“Baby, stay,” Rose implored him.

“I can’t. I want to. I can’t deny that you’re driving me to really question going, but I have to,” said Rene, laying his arms around Darla as she cuddled into him. She’d surprised him just now with her actions and words. “It’s something I promised I’d do, so I must. I’ll bring you back presents, though. Each of you. And after I get back, we’ll be able to push a lot more authority over everything. The regent will be arrested and we’ll have a new one. One we can take over.”

“I don’t care,” pouted Rose. “I don’t care at all. Baby, I’d rather have you than more power. I know this is usually when Pinky would tell me I’m giving up a short-term gain for a long-term one, but I don’t care.”

“Honestly… I don’t care either,” Pinky admitted before Rene could respond. “I’d rather you stay, Rene.”

“Really, it’ll be fine. I promise. I’m leaving tonight,” said Rene, laying his cheek to Darla’s brow. “And I’ll be back before you know it. Presents and all.”

“I don’t want presents, Daddy,” Darla pouted, pressing her face to his shoulder. It was strange hearing such a tone from her.

Are these the same girls who were afraid of me, talk about robbing and killing people as casually as dinner, and see the world as someone to be robbed?

Yes. Yes, they are.

Sighing loudly, Pinky shook her head, then slowly nodded it.

“I understand, Rene. Darla, Rose. Please go talk to Dephan about what’s going on. I’ll need to go over final instructions for us,” commanded Pinky.

Clicking her tongue, Rose bounced out of her seat and came over to him.

“Come back fast, Baby. I need you. Love you,” declared Rose. Then she leaned over Darla and kissed him hotly, her hand cupping his face. When she pulled away, she rubbed her nose back and forth over his. “Fast. Back as fast as you can, Baby. I’ll have an entire page of words for you. A little story about how I missed you. You can put it on your wall.”

Rose stood up and walked away.

“Rose is right,” muttered Darla, her face still pressed to him. “You have to come back fast, Daddy. I need you.”

Darla lifted her head, bit his neck roughly for a second, and then kissed him. Over too soon for his taste, Darla was gone, chasing after Rose.

“Well,” Pinky said as the door closed. “I didn’t expect my girls to fall head over heels for you, but considering my own feelings… it’s not surprising.”

“Seems a little fast to me,” said Rene, leaning back in his chair and focusing on his Trio leader.

“Life is cheap. Short. Could be dead tomorrow,” explained Pinky with a shrug of her shoulders. “You’re offering a lot of warmth and affection for the same in return from us. It’s hard not to… want to grab it and hold onto it. Regardless of anything else. To get absolutely drunk on it until that’s all there is.

“Now, is there anything you need me to handle while you’re out, Rene? Dephan has… well, honestly, she’s become more like you. She does all the day to day tasks and things that we don’t handle for you for the guild. Your Jewels run everything that you need.”

“That’s fine. Dephan is more or less what I would want her to be. She does all the shit I don’t want to, or if I’m not around to do it,” Rene said. “Unless she does something to circumvent my power or my hold, or she’s going against my desires, I don’t mind her keeping things running.”

Pinky grinned at that and bobbed her head once.

“I assumed that’d be your response,” Pinky said. “What about your Mask persona while you’re away?”

“Dark Mask or Light Mask will handle it. I’m leaving my mask here in the office. They can wear it and pretend to be me while I’m out. That way no one ever knows I’ve been away,” explained Rene. “Just make sure they go out a few times so people know I’m around.

“That’ll make it harder for anyone to link it back to me later on if anyone gets curious and looks into why the Mask, the Hood, and Rene were all vanishing at the same time. Or in the same time frame, at least.”

“That makes sense. I’ll be sure to relay those instructions to them in case I see them before you do,” Pinky offered.

“Great. I’m leaving letters for them here, as well as at my home. They say different things but both amount to the same thing in the end,” said Rene and pulled out the two letters. Laying them and his mask down on his desktop, he sighed. “They’ll find one of the sets of letters and move on from there. I think Light Mask is just working a late shift tonight. Dark Mask is… well, who knows. Probably still cleaning up bounty hunters.”

“Ah, yes, about that,” Pinky said as they jumped subjects. “What are your orders with them? We captured quite a few and we’ve cleaned out the guild building. Those who surrendered were taken outside of the city and released, minus their badge.”

“We’ll obviously need a new Bounty Hunter’s Guild. But this one will be operated by us. Only approved bounties and the like,” said Rene, leaning back in his chair. “Just put someone in charge of it and get it spun up. Normal as any other guild, just… no targets we don’t like.”

“I understand. We’ve collected all the badges so far of everyone that we killed. I’ve had them all put together into a case that can be displayed on a wall,” murmured Pinky. “I… took the one you’d been wearing as well when I did your laundry you left here.”

Ah, that’s where it went.

“Sounds good. I think… that’s it, honestly. Everything else is just a continuation,” confessed Rene.

“Wonderful. If that’s all, Rene, then we’re going to the bedroom,” Pinky said, using his name once again. She’d taken to saying it frequently when they were alone. “You and I are going to the bedroom, and you’re going to give me a good hard go of it. Twice, if you can manage it. If you’re going to be gone that long, there’s no way I’m not taking my own piece of you for myself before you go.”

Still not quite over everything that’d been said in the last ten minutes with Rose and Darla, he nodded his head slowly.

“Come along then,” Pinky said, getting up and taking his hand in her own. “I want you to treat me like a piece of meat and maul me. Really lay it into me and use me bad. Use me up.”

Rene followed along behind her quietly, holding onto her hand.

“A piece of meat, huh?” he asked as she opened the door to his bedroom.

“Oh, yes. I enjoy the way you make love to me, but tonight, I want you to just… treat me like I thought you would. When I was dreading the rest of my life,” Pinky confirmed, pulling him through the doorway. “Just… for fun this time, really. I don’t want this regularly. Maybe here and there when I feel trashy.”

Then she shut the door and locked it. Moving up beside Rene she put her hands on him and started guiding him to the bed as she went.

“Make sure you mark up my neck, Rene,” commanded Pinky as she moved, her hips swaying back and forth heavily. “Lots of bite marks, please. I need to make sure people understand that I receive your attention differently than the other two. Since they’ve never displayed anything like that.”

His Trio had issues.

From parent problems to toxic interpretations of love, emotional stability, or just a complete lack of confidence and understanding of themselves.

But they were his Trio.

He wouldn’t change them or try to make them better. They were just fine the way they were.

“Make sure you get in a few that show clear teeth marks. Maybe one right on the front of my throat,” clarified Pinky. “And by the way, I love you, too.”


Chapter 28

 

Not for the first time, Rene was feeling rather odd about Mira.

She knew too much, had dived into his life too deeply, too quickly, and accepted it all without a concern. As if all of what was happening was perfectly acceptable.

“Now, the rearward one must be your own trunk, my Master,” commanded Mira, standing next to him. She’d held up her hand as she spoke and indicated the back of the coach.

His luggage, along with the trunks for Odelia, Alana, and Olivia, had all been moved into his inventory, along with a smaller trunk for Mira.

Since they were sneaking out of the city, it wasn’t as if they could just have servants load everything onto a coach. Or have laborers carry everything out of the city to the coach.

Rene’s inventory window had become the logical solution.

Except Mira had taken it as her own little personal challenge to organize it for him. Going so far as to sit with him and look over everything he had in his inventory while nearly sitting in his lap.

Now she was making sure everything was loaded onto the coach correctly.

Sighing, Rene leapt upward and landed atop the coach without any effort.

“Well, that was impressive,” Olivia said from the side. She was watching everything with a small smile. Odelia and Alana were at the front of the coach discussing their route.

“You should see what else he can do,” Mira said in a purring voice, staring up at him with some heat in her eyes.

“I plan on it. I think I’m going to wait for our marriage to be official, however,” Olivia said, wandering over to stand next to Mira. “Aurora and I like the idea of being the last ones. When I had my Calling with him I nearly took him in his office. Since then, I’ve been able to calm it down.”

“Ah, that does have a bit of romance to it. I’m afraid I’m just in it for his personal attention, his care, and the luxuries, of course,” Mira admitted, watching Rene as he summoned up his luggage and put it down into place. “Right there, yes. Put mine next to yours. That will provide a buffer for everyone else’s in the middle. You and I have considerably less to lose, my Master.”

Keeping his complaints to mental mutters—since Alana and Olivia would both likely hear it—Rene did as instructed. Pushing his luggage hard up to the rail in the corner, he then retrieved Mira’s and moved it next to his.

“I was rather surprised to hear what your goal was. I certainly don’t blame you for your wants, I’d likely do the same in your position,” Olivia said to Mira in a warm and conversational tone. “Especially given how lovely and pretty you are, Mira.”

“Why thank you, Mistress,” replied Mira. “Load Mistress Odelia’s and Mistress Olivia’s next, my Master. The handles facing one another.

“And yes, given my looks, I felt it was the best possible option for myself. It also provides me with a great deal of security from others. Such as nobles who would try to take me for themselves.”

“Yes, I’m afraid I’ve heard of that happening myself,” Olivia said with a sigh. “And… yes, you’re absolutely right, now that I think about it. A marriage, unless to someone quite strong, would leave you at risk. A paid servant and mistress with a contract lets you reach quite high and safely.”

“Exactly. It doesn’t hurt that I do care for my master and he obviously cares for me,” Mira said with a shrug of her shoulders and a bright smile as Rene finished up with the two pieces she’d asked him to. “And he spoils me quite a bit.”

“Yes, he is rather fond of you,” Olivia agreed, looking up to Rene. Mira turned her gaze to him, as well. “It’s made me a little envious at times.”

“The next row should be our valuables, and Alana’s trunk,” instructed Mira. “The last row is just the secondary trunks I packed, my Master.”

“You’re gonna get me in trouble, Mira,” complained Rene, having noticed the way Olivia had eyed him.

“Of course, I’m not, my Master,” countered Mira. “If Mistress Olivia wished to take my place, she could quite easily. I’d welcome her to it. She has no reason to have resentment or anger at you. She’s only teasing with her commentary.”

Even as Mira spoke, the annoyed look on Olivia’s face vanished, the line in her brow smoothed out, and her eyes held an obvious dose of shame and embarrassment.

Mira had chastised Olivia without doing it directly. Putting her in her place, above herself, and neatly obliterating any fault on Rene.

Huh. That was… unexpected.

Our sweet, sweet Mira. She knows the ugly parts of our hearts.

Even our dear maiden Oracle’s darker parts.

Olivia laughed softly and then looked to Mira as the other woman looked back to her.

“Point taken, Miss Mira. My apologies,” Olivia conceded. “Now… please, come along with me? I want to talk more with you. He can finish tying it down without our help.”

“My place is at my master’s side, Mistress. Though I appreciate the invitation,” said Mira, not looking away from the other woman.

“Go with her,” Rene commanded. “Make sure you get the spot next to me on the coach, as well. I want you there.”

“Of course, my Master,” Mira said easily and then took a step closer to Olivia. “Lead on, Mistress.”

It’s nice to have someone dedicated to us and only us. No one else in our little… relationship.

Isn’t it though? Let’s reward her. She needs a new necklace and earrings. They’d look lovely on her.

Rene nodded his head at those thoughts as he began tying everything down in place.

Let’s get her some things in Beril.

And some things for Alana and the Jewels. We need to get them up to the same level as the rest of the girls.

Oh, that’s fair. I don’t think we can give them the same necklaces that we did our nobles.

No, that wouldn’t be proper. But there are lots of other things we can do.

Finishing up with his lashings, Rene stepped off the back of the coach and landed with a soft thump.

They were ready to go and be on their way. By the time they met the main road, the moon would set and they’d be in full dark. A perfect time for Alana to be leading the horses along.

He could take over for her during the day and give her a chance to rest.

Pausing in place, Rene felt a presence nearby. He’d sensed it almost by accident, his awareness passively checking his surroundings at the time anymore.

Flicking his eyes to the spot where his senses told him someone was hiding, Rene had already pulled out a throwing knife.

And stopped.

It was Irini, crouched low, watching him. She had a strange look of annoyance on her face.

Snorting, Rene dropped the knife back into his inventory and held her gaze with his own.

“Well?” he asked.

Looking more annoyed by the second, Irini slowly stood up, coming into view.

She didn’t speak or move. She just stood there. Watching him.

“You okay?” Rene asked and started to walk towards her.

Coming to a stop in front of her, he reached out without thinking and cupped her face. He trailed his thumb back and forth along her cheekbone.

“My Pretty Kitty, you alright in there?” Rene asked in a soft voice.

Irini’s eyes scrunched up at that and then she pushed herself into his arms, pressing her face to his shoulder. Her arms were wrapped firmly around his middle. Holding on to him tightly.

“We’ve not separated since we met,” she said into his clothes. “I don’t like this. At all.”

He could feel her nails slowly sinking into his back and likely making small holes into his clothes. There was also a certain desperation to her tone.

“You’re my true mate. And… and… I love your ugliness. It’s handsome in its own way,” grumbled Irini. “You’re not ugly at all to me anymore.”

Then she suddenly bit the spot where his neck met his shoulder, where there were no clothes covering him.

Holding onto him, Irini bit down more than hard enough to draw blood. Hard enough that he wasn’t quite sure if she was going to pull a chunk out of him.

“Ow, that’s a bit rough, my Pretty Kitty,” Rene said, doing his best to ignore the pain. Reaching up with his right hand he began to run his fingers through her hair.

Petting her.

Irini grunted, her arms tightening further around him. Holding him even as she kept her teeth buried in him. Behind her, her tail was swishing back and forth angrily.

“It’s… okay. I understand,” Rene said with a soft sigh, his left hand sliding up and down her back. “It’s a bit of a whirlwind. It’s too fast, and yet not fast enough at the same time. I get it.

“I feel the same way, my True Mate. And when I get back, I’ll make sure to show my need of you. That regardless of anything else, you’re my one and only Alis. My True Mate. My Pretty Kitty.”

Irini finally released his neck and then began to run her tongue over the wound.

“I hate that name. But… I… also really like it,” she complained as she continued to lick. “It’s infuriatingly insulting but… not something anyone else could ever call me, but you.”

Probably the same way I feel about Darla calling me Daddy.

I dunno. You got a weird thrill out of it when she called you that while you—

Deliberately ignoring the Monster, Rene just held onto Irini.

“I saw your note. Wanted to come say goodbye. Then hated myself for wanting to say goodbye,” explained Irini. “You took my professional pride away. You mutilated my beauty. You destroyed my career and future.

“Then… then gave me love, attention, and desire. I always can tell when you’re looking at me. Your scent changes so sharply. You want me. Constantly.”

Rene couldn’t deny that, so he didn’t bother to say anything.

“I gave you all of myself, and you took it with glee. Greedily. You want more of me,” mumbled Irini. “And I hate it and love you. Love you and I don’t know what to do with myself anymore. I shouldn’t want to say goodbye to you. I’m an Alis.”

“Love you, too. I’m glad you came to say goodbye. I regretted not being able to see you or Aurora before I left,” Rene said, addressing nearly nothing of what she said.

“I… yes. I’m glad I came, too. I must… I must see my true mate off. That is my role as your Alis,” Irini said, her tongue still moving over the bite she gave him. “As your true mate. The mother of your kits. Aurora and I will take care of things until you return. Which you must. You’ve taken, and are, everything I value now.”

“I’ll be sure to do that,” promised Rene, letting Irini do what she wanted.

He just kept petting her.

 

***

 

The sun had hit the horizon a few hours ago, prompting Rene to take over the reins from Alana. She handed them over willingly, got into the coach, and hopefully had fallen straight to sleep.

If they were going to make the trip in two days as they planned, they needed to make good time. Almost impossible time, in fact. They could stop briefly on occasion, but the time spent at a rest stop would be limited. They needed to ride through early evening and early dawn both to make time.

The only limiting factor was the horses.

Rene flipped the reins lightly at that thought. As far as he could tell, he was keeping them at a good pace that wouldn’t spend them. They could go for a while yet before they’d need a full stop.

Moving across the open, barren grass fields, Rene couldn’t help but wonder about them. So much open space existed without being utilized for anything.

Well… it’s not like it’s any use to me.

I’m no farmer.

No, our name is too refined. Too excellent.

We’d need a stupid name. Like Steve.

Right? Or maybe a farm dog that just does what people tell it to. A name like Ryk—

The Monster stopped talking at the same time that Rene felt people. People following after them from behind. They were just at the very edge of what he could sense.

He couldn’t tell what or who they were, but they were likely following them. It wasn’t anyone they’d passed on the road. Nor were they traveling at a speed that would be acceptable on such a road.

If Rene was honest with himself, he was simply too paranoid to believe that they weren’t after him. Or more specifically, Alana.

“I need someone to come up here and take the reins!” Rene called out. “And not Alana. Because I think she and I have to jump off. We’ve got people coming up behind us.”

The door of the coach opened and a rather lovely leg stuck out from inside the coach. The dress the leg should be under had already blown up to the wearer’s hip, her foot trying to find the floorboard.

Mira climbed out a moment later, her hands clutching at the top of the coach. Panicked, frightened, and looking extremely pale, the maid began to shuffle her way to the front of the coach. 

Reaching down, Rene offered a hand to the young woman.

Grimacing, she grabbed his hand and started to clamber up onto the driver’s bench.

Our brave little thing.

She isn’t meant for this.

Giving him a wide-eyed look, Mira sat down on the bench, her dress flipping up and revealing her legs. Pushing her hand down between her legs, she trapped her dress between her knees.

Still looking extremely nervous and worried, she held her hand out to him.

“Reins, my Master?” she said loudly, with more courage than he expected.

“You’re wonderful, my sweet Mira. I’m going to reward you,” Rene said and then kissed her briefly. Putting the reins in her hands, he nimbly swung over the side of the coach.

Landing in the door, he glanced inside.

“Alana, ready? I’m pretty sure those behind us are your compatriots, guards sent by the regent, or—well, it doesn’t matter,” finished Rene. “Whoever they are, I don’t think they mean us well.”

The coach hit a ditch or a rut, and the whole thing bounced upward.

Rene bent his knees, moved with the large jolt, and rode it out. It reminded him of the few times he’d tried surfing.

All three women inside the coach were looking far more shook up.

“Sorry! I’ve got it now!” Mira called out from the front. The coach slowly started to drift back to the center of the road.

“I… I’ve never driven a coach,” Odelia said almost apologetically.

“Nor I,” confessed Olivia.

“I don’t think Mira has either,” Alana said, getting up into a crouch. “Looks like we’re all learning new things.”

“I know. Thrilling, isn’t it?” Rene asked, feeling his heart starting to hammer in his chest. He was getting incredibly excited. Because he’d get to use himself in the way he felt he was meant to live anymore. “We’ll do what we can to catch up after this. No matter which way you go, I’ll be able to follow, whether at the next rest stop in Biral. And keep an eye on the horses. They were looking like they’d need to stop soon.”

Rene nodded his head and then simply leapt backward off the coach.

I really do enjoy all the abilities we have now.

I know. Isn’t it great?

Hitting the road, Rene rolled along his back with his head tucked in, hit the ground with his hands, and landed on his feet. He slid for six or seven feet before he came to a stop, the momentum of the coach having moved him a lot further than he expected.

Looking at the coach, he watched as Alana lightly stepped out of it.

Shit. She’s going to get—

Her feet touched the ground and she rapidly backpedaled with an odd skip. Then her boots skidded along the dirt just as his had, though for significantly less distance.

Walking toward him, Alana tilted her head to one side and smiled at him.

“I’m a royal guardsman, you know,” she said as she approached him. “Just because I like dresses, know nothing of being an assassin, and prefer cooking, doesn’t mean I’m helpless.

“Now… do you have any one-handed swords? Preferably a saber, if possible.”

“You like dresses?” Rene asked, sorting through what he had in his inventory as quickly as he could. Which he was finding was a much smoother process now that Mira had intervened.

Everything was laid out neatly, by type, and alphabetically. Giving him an excellent idea of what he had available.

“Of course. I love them, in fact. They show off my legs quite well. I was only dressing as a man because it was part of the disguise I was given,” Alana said with a casual flick of her hair. “Dresses suit me far better. That or my armor. I find I quite miss having it.”

Right.

She’s… much more than I thought she was.

Isn’t it wonderful? It’s lovely!

Finding a straight one-handed arming sword, Rene removed it and held it out to her.

“No idea when I got it, but there you go. That’s the best I have fitting your requirements,” apologized Rene.

Taking it from him, Alana gave it an odd look. Holding it up, she looked down the edge of the blade. Flipping it over her hand, she balanced it against the edge of her hand and then nodded her head.

“A very well-made blade. Not something I would choose, but something I can certainly use,” murmured Alana, looking back to him. “Thank you, Husband, for the blade. I’ll be sure to use it well and give you back something in trade.”

Mm. That… mm. Mmm mm mm. She rhymed.

Our sweet little Elven maiden. We have to… to tell her… I need to…

Tell her how lovely she is.

“I want to make love to you in the grass when this is over,” Rene said, unable to quell his demanding thoughts. The Monster had wanted it, but Rene was the one who said it in the end.

Raising her eyebrows at that, Alana gave him a small smile and seemed to be considering what to say.

“I see. Well, far be it from the Elven housewife to decline her husband’s advances,” Alana replied smoothly and hesitated for a second. As if she were testing something. “Especially when asked for in the wonders of nature, just think of the chances.”

Forget later, take her now!

Almost unable to help himself, Rene stepped in toward Alana and kissed her suddenly.

The riders were rapidly approaching in the distance. Rene could hear the beat of the horses’ hooves now.

Eventually, Rene stepped back, breaking the kiss.

“How lovely that was and such a kind and tender sweet kiss,” Alana said, watching him with the same smile. Though the look she gave him was very different. “Now I most certainly can’t die here, or waste away in a dungeon, missing such bliss.”

“I’m going to make you call out to Fearn. That’s the only way you’ll get me off you once I pin you in the grass,” Rene promised in a growl, unable to help himself. “Hours on hours of trying to push you into the grass.”

Turning her head, Alana looked down the road, her cheeks rapidly turning a deep dark crimson.

“And those do seem to be infiltrators just like me. Elven agents,” she said with a soft sigh. “Time to betray my homeland, my family, and my king, to keep my Human engagements.”

“Are all Elven housewives like this? Or just your lovely self. You’re going to scream my name out, by the way. As your fingers claw at the ground and I ravage you. Over and over,” asked Rene in an unsteady voice, pulling out his black blade. Hearing Alana start rhyming from out of nowhere had called to a deep and dark part of himself.

He was desperate to love her right now.

“Is that so? I look forward to it. I’d like to talk more later about the rhyming. I’ve heard you often mutter to yourself in rhymes.

“As to other Elves… I don’t know. I have only my mother to compare myself to,” Alana replied calmly without a rhyme this time. “I’m considerably tamer than her, however.”

“Oh?” asked Rene, feeling his raging need for her plateau, then slowly start to dip.

We mutter and rhyme?

Of course, all the time.

“She killed the other women who wanted to date my father the second week of their courting,” said the Elf in a deadpan voice.

Unable to help himself, he looked over at Alana who was holding her blade in a very professional manner. He found himself wondering how much was hiding inside that pretty head of hers.

Not to mention that he wanted her desperately right now. The idea that she would kill others for him hit an even darker note inside him he didn’t know he had.

“Don’t worry, I won’t kill them,” said Alana in an offhanded tone. “Well. At least, right now. They all serve my purpose for the moment. And I like them. I care for them. Especially Odelia and Olivia.”

Her head turned slightly and she looked at him out of the corner of her eyes. Rene saw a fleeting emotion slip through her eyes and then it was hidden again.

An emotion he could identify quite well.

Madness in one way or another.

Then her smile grew wider into a grin, her extra canines appearing.

“Truly, it isn’t an issue. Olivia agreed with me, as well, that there’s no need for her or I to kill the others right now. Your Elves will remain domesticated,” offered Alana as if she were consoling him. “Besides, Olivia knows she’d lose to me and would already be buried in a shallow grave if she tried.”

His tutor had told him long ago that Elves were not Human, and only a fool expected them to behave like one. Their lives were organized in tribal allegiances that were couched in similar terms to Human society.

But those similarities only ran at a surface level for many things.

They were their own species entirely, and while they could breed with Humans, that didn’t mean they held the same sensibilities.

That by and large they were quite brutal, aggressive, and often had very alien thoughts compared to humans.

“You’re not allowed to kill the others,” declared Rene.

“I’m aware,” Alana said, looking back down the road. “Doesn’t mean I don’t want to. Or that I won’t try later. You’ll have to help me resist that.”

Great.

I dunno, I kind of like it.

Hush, now.

Even… even if I agree with you.

Obviously.


Chapter 29

 

Standing there, Rene and Alana watched. Standing in silence for what felt like half a bell.

They waited.

There was no reason to leave the road or change their positioning.

“Is… that a normal thing?” asked Rene as the Elves continued their advance, though, they were moving slower now. They’d clearly noticed Rene and Alana waiting for them.

“What, slowing down? I don’t know,” answered Alana. “Probably?”

“No. I mean… killing the others,” inquired Rene. His mind had been churning over that single bit of information since she’d brought it up earlier.

“Very. A few die to solidify positions. It helps the solidarity of the marriage,” offered Alana. “My mother simply refused to allow any other contenders at all.

“Olivia’s mother has had several of her husbands die unexpectedly. Her father is rather weak comparatively and so they left him alone. Or that’s what I understand from what we’ve talked about.”

“I… well, I see,” muttered Rene.

“Elves almost always have more than one partner,” said Alana. “It’s how we live in families and in clans. Some have lots of husbands, some wives. It makes it easier for our loyalties.”

Shaking his head, Rene just didn’t understand it. Though he definitely understood why Alana and Olivia were so quick to join a large relationship now.

Coming within a hundred feet of them, the Elves had slowed their mounts down to a walking speed now.

Still reaching out with his senses, and not just relying on his eyes, Rene could feel that a number of Elves had peeled away from the group. They were now in the fields, moving along through the low parts of the land to keep themselves hidden.

“Three on the sides. Two on the right, one on the left,” Rene said in a whisper. “That means there’s seven in total with four still on the road.”

“I didn’t even notice them,” replied Alana. “I believe I can hold two at bay, but I will not lay any of them low or kill any. But I’ll be backing up a great deal so they can’t circle me.

“I don’t recognize any of them, by the way. None of them that I can see, at least.”

Need to train her in sensing.

She’s not wrong, though. For someone without our skills, two would be enough.

Two would get many killed. Movies and books always get that wrong.

Look no further than our Jewels. Even we have issues with them.

Coming to a stop ten feet away, the four Elves on horseback were silent. Dressed in leather armor, along with leather helmets, they had the look of a group that was expecting trouble.

Not to mention, they were also armed. Each had a sword on their hip, along with a quiver attached to their saddles and bows.

All their equipment looked to be Human-made. Everything on them was part and parcel of something a Human would wear, own, or utilize.

Nothing on them would give the impression that they were in fact Elves, outside of their looks. 

The riders looked from one another to Alana, to Rene, then back to one another.

One of their number moved their horse a few paces forward and cleared his throat.

Or maybe her throat.

Most elves looked too effeminate and often confused Humans on their gender.

The man, or so Rene guessed from the slightly deeper voice, began speaking to Alana in a language that Rene didn’t understand. The log no longer presented him with a history of dialogue or a translation either, and he didn’t have the ability to see nameplates anymore. He was completely locked out of any sort of information gathering outside of Analyze.

And as that would only give him their names and the fact that they were Elves, it wasn’t enough information to dig for.

Rene began to regret what he’d given up to work for Runner.

We gained more than what we lost.

Alana let her blade move to her side and held it with only one hand. After a pause, she responded. It sounded like it was partly an affirmative response, and partly a negative response.

As if there’d been more than one question in what was asked of her.

When she finished talking, she looked more confused than anything else.

Turning his head, Rene looked back to the original speaker.

There was an equal amount of confusion on their face. Except there looked to be an equal amount of contempt or disdain on the man’s face. Whatever Alana had responded with had provoked curiosity and disgust in him.

Making a hand gesture at Alana and then a waving motion, the man clearly demanded something of Alana. It’d been curt, to the point, and offered not much in the way of a discussion.

A command or an ultimatum.

Even without knowing exactly what was said, Rene had a fair idea that Alana had probably just been asked what she was doing. Why she was with him.

More than likely the command involved killing him or stepping aside.

Heart beating harder, Rene could feel the adrenaline spiking through him. His hands began to itch, he could feel each thud of his heart, and his mouth started to dry up.

They’re going to attack us. I know it. It’s coming. I can feel it. A battle.

Yes. Yes! It’s time to dance, to fight, and begin the killing of cattle.

Glancing down at his boot, Rene moved his foot to one side. Looking to his heel as if something were there, he took a step. Putting himself further away from the Elves and closer to Alana’s back. Appearing more the part of someone who had no idea what was going on, and wasn’t actually paying that much attention.

As if he were nothing more than the heir to the Anatolis fortune and a spoiled Human.

Alana responded to whatever had been asked with her along with a shake of her head. No one had paid Rene any attention in his little theater production. Even as he continued to look at his boot as if he were considering taking it off, like there was something inside of it.

The one he considered the leader of the other group made another statement. This one definitely felt like an ultimatum this time. The telltale tonality of “or else” without being the actual words made his senses go taut.

Sighing, Alana responded in the same way as she had last time.

Or she tried to.

One of the Elves in the grass took that moment to fire an arrow at her.

Stepping past Alana, Rene snatched the arrow from the air and slammed out one of Lori’s throwing knives. The blade moved much faster through the air than the arrow had been going.

An audible whoosh of air and a groan was all Rene heard from the attacker.

Bringing his arm around, he threw the arrow at the rider who’d been talking while drawing free another throwing knife.

Cracking in half with the force of the throw, the arrow splintered apart and went nowhere at all. Bits of wood sprayed out across the road.

The four riders spurred their horses on toward Alana. Likely looking to just run her down and end her before anything else could occur.

The fuck? It exploded.

Threw it way too damn hard.

Getting the throwing knife around in an underhanded throw, Rene aimed for the horse that was closest. He felt bad doing it, but he needed to deter the horse, not the rider.

Even if he somehow managed to kill the rider, the horse would continue on. Quite likely through and over Alana.

Blasting through the horse’s chest, between its forelegs, the blade vanished outright. In the next instant, the horse did an incredible face plant. It kept going. Its hindquarters coming up over the front as nearly the entirety of the beast’s body rolled over the Elf who had been riding it.

A hideous crunch of bones, both from the horse and the Elf, could be heard. Both still moving on the ground.

Alana darted forward, putting herself near the fallen rider and mount. Preventing the other three riders from getting at her.

Lunging forward at the closest rider, she managed to get her sword tip up under their side. A half-foot of the blade glided into the Elf’s flesh before they rode away from the attack.

This works. She can handle the riders while we—

Rene spun on his heel as an Elf rushed at him from the other side of the road. They were already mid-swing by the time Rene was able to get himself into position.

Trying to utilize the least amount of energy so he could counterattack effectively, Rene dodged to the side. The attack passed harmlessly within an inch of him.

Getting his right foot planted, he then slid it forward, extending a long lunge at his opponent. The black blade moved in underneath the swing of the attacker.

Landing lower than expected, it caught the Elf just under their sternum.

Dancing forward, Rene tried to skewer them completely, getting his blade stuck into them all the way up to the hilt. Snatching his weapon free as he passed by the Elf, Rene lashed out at a rider who was turning past him.

He missed the Elf entirely but managed to slash the horse’s side. The blade sliced from the saddle cinch all the way to the hindquarter.

Shrieking, the horse stumbled away from Rene, the saddle coming free at the same time. Both Elf and saddle dropped to the ground in a whump as the horse continued to circle. Trying to put its injured side out of reach while moving away.

That’s… two dead? I think?

Uh, yeah. For us.

Glancing around himself quickly, Rene found that two more Elves were closing on him. Two riders were with Alana, the third trying to get back to their feet from under their own saddle.

Spinning again, the same horse that’d dislodged its owner, came round. It was kicking out its back leg as it did so, trying to dislodge some sort of pack that’d come free and was hanging over its rear end.

The bone-shattering kick it put in its rider’s face as it spun away again sent the Elf back to the ground. Blood began to fountain up from their mouth and nose to cover their face.

Shit.

Fuck.

Four, then.

The two Elves got to Rene at the same time and did their best to stay on either side of him.

Having trained often with his Jewels, his lovely Trio, this didn’t seem as terrible to him as it could be. Two were still one less than the Trio, after all.

Behind him, he could feel the Elf there preparing to lunge forward toward his back. Stepping forward, Rene closed in on the Elf in front of him. Acting in this fashion had completely removed his ability to use his sword.

Drawing out a throwing knife instead, Rene jammed up into the Elf’s guts. Letting go of it, he bent low and kicked out to one side. Trying to get some distance on the Elf that’d chased after him.

Spinning, Rene flicked his sword upward in a defensive guard maneuver.

Unfortunately, the Elf hadn’t attacked, and Rene’s block only put himself at a disadvantage. His blade was higher than it should have been to defend his lower half.

Moving with more speed than he’d ever seen, the Elf opposing him brought their sword across. Slashing sideways, the blade bit deep into Rene’s leg. Having only a moment to react, he did what he could to mitigate the blow, turning his whole body with the blow.

As the resistance to the strike was almost negligible, the Elf tripped over themselves trying to recover their weapon. They ended up taking a stuttering step forward.

Uncoiling himself from the partial turn Rene had made, he stabbed out with his sword. He caught the Elf just under their ribs and felt it when the tip of his blade slammed into their spine.

Letting out his breath in a grunt, Rene twisted the blade around and pulled it to the other side. Using the Elf’s spine as a point of leverage, he worked his sword across their abdomen.

A wet splat accompanied the motion, as the entrails of the Elf splattered all over their boots and the ground beneath them.

Groaning, the Elf collapsed atop their guts and landed in a fetal position.

Checking the field, Rene saw there was one Elf on their knees not far away. Both of their hands pressed to their middle. Beyond that, he saw Alana dealing with the two riders.

Her arming sword flicked up, parried away the chop by the rider, and then came around in a blur. In a fraction of a second, her blade had slashed into the rider’s hand.

Falling from what looked like nerveless fingers, the rider lost their sword. Their hand appeared more like a claw with unmoving digits.

Must have broken it or cut something important.

The second rider started to wheel their horse around, aiming back the way they’d come from.

Snatching at the reins of the rider she’d disarmed, Alana unseated them and sent them toppling to the road. In a single bound, she mounted the horse and was riding off in pursuit of the now retreating rider.

Far more accomplished than I thought.

Hm.

Walking over to the rider Alana had unhorsed, Rene casually pushed the tip of his sword through their chest. Parting the leather armor easily, the blade sank in to where their heart should be. Watching Alana while he took the Elf’s life, Rene twisted the blade. Rending the beating and bloody mass of muscle into a torn, leaky piece of meat.

Sniffing, Rene looked around himself to confirm the locations of the Elves.

They were all where he left them, including the one he’d eviscerated and the one with their hands on their stomach.

Interrogate that one, give them an easy death. Everyone else… make sure they’re dead, drag to the side, and loot them.

Indeed and agreed, it’s done. We might even be a little out of breath. Alas for the last female Elf, we must condemn.

Nodding his head, Rene went about planning who to move first. He wasn’t looking forward to moving the dead horse.

Beyond that, he was certain Alana would take care of the one who got away. One way or another.

All he could do was wait for her. It wasn’t as if he could run them down on foot.

He was way and above average for a Human, but he was still a Human.

Though… it’d be neat to be able to leap really far. Do super-human things.

Wouldn’t it?

Price would probably be high, but we could ask the Watcher.

Shrugging his shoulders, Rene opened his inventory. After a moment of staring at the remains of the ambassador, he pulled it and realized that corpses in his inventory didn’t rot. Shrugging, he stuffed the remains back into his inventory window. He might still have a use for it later.

Glancing over, Rene looked at the corpses. Amongst them was an Elven woman that resembled Alana in general appearance and build.

I could use that, too, couldn’t I?

 

***

 

“Okay then, now that all your friends are put away,” said Rene coming over to the last living Elf. Her short light-brown hair was pushed back from her face, her helmet long since removed. “It’s your turn. You can make this really easy, or really hard.”

The woman was laid out on her back, her hands still pressed to her middle. Which was bare from her shoulders to her waist.

He’d removed her armor and the blade that was stuck in her when he had inspected the wound. Finding it surprisingly minor, he realized she would actually live if he left her alone.

It’d take a while to heal, she’d likely have a good scar there, but she’d live and without any lingering issues.

Provided he let her live.

At the moment, he was undecided.

She was a pretty Elf, which somehow managed to weigh more heavily on his mind than he wanted to admit. Especially when he’d pulled her out of her armor and found her far more chesty than Alana was and fuller in the hips.

But she’d also tried to kill him and Alana.

Then again, she was more likely a soldier than an assassin or a thief. Doing what she’d been told to do in the line of duty. Something Rene could understand quite well. Having been enlisted in his last life gave him an easy view into the mind of that mentality.

Opening her eyes suddenly, the Elf looked up at him. They weren’t as deep as Alana’s—whose eyes felt almost bottomless—but they had a sharper quality to them. Though they were the same abyssal black color.

She said something in her own language with a grimace, her two sets of canines far more pronounced as she spoke.

Our sweet maiden hides her teeth.

“Don’t speak Council Common?” asked Rene, getting down in a crouch next to her.

Glaring up at him as he got closer, the Elf didn’t move to cover her breasts. Nor did she shift away from him. She just stared up at him.

“Common? Council Common?” Rene tried, pointing at his mouth. “Do you speak it?”

Making a talking motion with his hand, he raised his eyebrows.

Frowning at him, the Elf slowly shook her head, then spoke something in her own language.

“Well, if you don’t speak Council Common that makes it hard to question you. So we’ll just wait for Alana,” remarked Rene, looking the Elf over once. He’d already searched her and cleared her of anything that could be a weapon. She hadn’t moved since he’d checked her last and nothing was in reach for her either.

Her blood was liberally smeared across her stomach and sides, but it also looked like it wasn’t fresh. The pressure she was applying to herself was definitely doing its job.

She’s lovely. Lick her blood.

What? No!

And weren’t you done with this? You stopped talking about tasting Alana, so why bring that up now?

Because it would scare her, and I really am curious what her blood tastes like.

Contemplating that thought, Rene couldn’t help but also wonder what her blood tasted like. He hadn’t really checked but the smell in the air didn’t seem as iron-like as he’d expect from so much blood around him.

Looking back to the Elf, he found she was watching him intently. It was a strange feeling when he looked back at her. As if she were trying to figure him out even as she was terrified of him.

Likely wondering if he’d kill her, rape her, or both.

Reaching to her middle with his right hand, he dipped his finger down between her own and into the wound. Then he brought it back up.

A bright red drop of blood was on his fingertip.

Rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger, he found it felt just like Human blood. Lifting it to his nose, he gave it a sniff.

There was a bitter smell to it, quite different from the iron or copper smell he expected.

“Do you taste like iron?” Rene asked, looking to the Elf, who was staring back at him with wide eyes. “If you don’t, does that mean you’d taste different if I ate you? Would you be bitter?”

Curious at the implications of that, Rene touched his tongue to the blood.

It was indeed a metallic taste, but quite bitter.

Very bitter, in fact.

Okay. I regret that.

It isn’t sweet at all.

Not in the least.

“What are you doing?”

Turning his head, Rene found Alana had walked up on him from the plains, rather than the road. He hadn’t even sensed her at all. She was bringing two horses with her by the reins.

“Didn’t smell like Human blood. I was curious what it tasted like,” admitted Rene, looking at her. “Elf blood has a bitter taste. Really bitter, in fact. Human blood tastes like iron if you didn’t know.”

“I did not. And yes, we… do have a bitter taste,” Alana said, coming to stare down at the Elf on the ground. “You… exposed her?”

“Just the torso. I wanted to see how bad the wound was. Make sure there were no weapons on her,” answered Rene. “She’ll live if we don’t kill her, by the way. Doesn’t speak Council Common though. You’ll have to question her.”

Alana pursed her lips in contemplation of that. Apparently, she hadn’t expected any of them to be alive.

“No need. She knows nothing at all,” she replied with a shake of her head. “Just a soldier. Younger even than me.”

“Oh? Well. Hm,” Rene said, looking back to the Elf.

She was looking from Alana to Rene and then back to Alana.

Licking her lips, she asked a quiet question that sounded like two parts to Alana.

“She wants to know if you’re going to rape her or kill her,” Alana translated.

“Not a rapist,” muttered Rene. “Crazy, a murderer, and an assassin, sure. Rapist, no.”

Considering the question at hand, however, he gazed at the Elf.

“What would happen if we let her go? Does she have any idea who you are? Could she report on you and make your life hell?”

“She has no idea who I am. Her colleague didn’t know either. I questioned him before I killed him. They’re merely watchers who used some heritage magic to reveal an Elf was in the coach.

“Her group as a whole is dead. She could try to contact another but that probably wouldn’t work out well. They’d be more likely to kill her as a spy,” mused Alana, thinking through it. “Leaving her here is likely to kill her as well. She wouldn’t have the documentation that I do. She’s here illegally, I imagine. Especially if she can’t speak the language.”

Sighing, Rene tilted his head, looking at the beautiful Elf.

She was looking back at him, her eyes wide, but unafraid. Gazing back into him.

“Is she pretty?” he asked, wondering if this was how Irini looked at him.

“She’s… ah… there is no direct word for it. She is what we’d call Human-pretty, or as close to that translation as I can get. Attractive to Humans,” explained Alana. “Wide hips, larger bust, more… Human. Humans would attempt to court her.”

Nodding his head at that, and agreeing with Alana, Rene made up his mind.

He started to pull out what she’d need to survive in the wild for a time on her own. Hopefully, long enough to head back to her homeland.

“Translate for me,” Rene commanded and set a bag down next to the Elf. He’d done his best to disguise pulling it from his inventory as if it were behind him.

Reaching into the bag, he hid the fact that he was filling it with provisions as if they were already in there.

“Bandage. Change this every day, once,” Rene said, holding up a full gauze roll he’d made for himself. Then he pulled out a suture kit and held it up. If he was going to sew her up, he didn’t want her to spoil it by pulling them early. “Don’t pull the stitches out for two months.”

Alana was translating as they went, the Elf on the ground nodding her head slowly as she watched Rene. There was a growing sense of disbelief on her face.

“Now, I’m giving you enough food for five days if you eat sparingly. You’ll need to hunt and gather a bit on the way, but you’re an Elf. You should at least know how to do that, right?” Rene continued not really waiting for a response. “The water, however… I’m giving you two weeks’ worth. There’s no telling what the water around these parts will do to you if you’re not from here.”

Rene continued to detail out what he was providing for her.

Even though he didn’t know why he was doing such a thing.


Chapter 30

 

“Do we go in?” Alana asked, looking over at Rene.

They were riding the two horses she’d taken from the Elves. However, riding them without causing them harm—as they needed the animals to last them all the way to Beril—had put them significantly behind. The trail for Odelia was six hours old and Rene and Alana desperately needed to rest their horses.

“Don’t have a choice, horses need rest,” grumped Rene. “So we either buy horses or wait for these to recover.

“But if I’m being honest… these horses are quite fine. I don’t think we’ll find similar beasts in this little backwater. Giving these a rest might prove to be the better course of action in the long run. They can probably go for a lot longer.”

“This is very true,” agreed Alana. “Or we buy a coach and let a team do the work and press on for a while.”

That’s… certainly a workable option. Might be the right one.

Do we keep the existing horses?

Could try to put them into the inventory window? But they’re technically not ours. We kinda stole them.

If not the inventory window, do we have them follow the coach, or just sell them?

Sighing, Rene wasn’t sure how to proceed.

“Let’s get to the town exit, check the trail to see when they left, then decide,” muttered Rene. “If we’re only an hour or so back, I’d rather sell the horses and get new ones. Even bad horses would catch up to a coach if they weren’t that far out.”

“Good idea,” Alana said and pulled on her reins, guiding the horse across the field. “Let’s go straight to the road out then. We can just take a look and decide from there.”

Doing the same, Rene pulled his own mount in line with Alana.

Really glad Mother got us those riding lessons.

Father didn’t think it worthwhile, but Mother didn’t want us to be without an option.

Crossing over the low-cut grass, Rene wondered why it wasn’t all farm fields around here. There was so much arable land without any sort of crop in it.

Peering down, he couldn’t see anything that would tell him why it wasn’t being cultivated. It all looked like very normal ground as far as he could tell.

Does it matter? It’s grass.

I mean… no, it doesn’t matter. I guess I’m just curious.

I feel like we could invest in small places like this and turn them into breadbaskets.

Probably, but then you’re more like a regent than a lender.

And we’d have to start paying for guards and everything else.

Father always said it was easier to be the financier, than the worker.

With a grunt, Rene couldn’t argue that point. As far as he could tell, that was absolutely correct. There was no reason to get involved in the minutia if all he had to do was back it.

People management was not his forte.

Leave that crap to that VIP we saved. Felix.

He did seem like quite the little pencil pusher, but he wasn’t terrible.

Reaching the road, Rene looked down to the hard-packed and rutted dirt.

“Three hours ago,” he said aloud. “No way are we catching up to them.”

“Alright. Stable the horses, find an inn, rest, and get back on the trail,” Alana said confidently. “And… while I appreciate the idea of… ah… fornicating… in the grass, I don’t think that’s for me. I was raised in a city, not an Elven nowhere. I’d prefer a bed.”

Bed, it is.

Turning the horse around, Rene headed into the small village.

There was no windmill, no farms, and no export as far as Rene could tell. Which meant this little village existed based on travelers, an undisclosed or not easily visible marketable good, or something else altogether.

There were a good number of men and women moving about the street. Going to and from shops, homes, and what looked like several inns.

Alana pulled her horse up next to his own.

“Travel town. Waystation,” she said under her breath. She pulled down the cap on her head a bit more firmly. It was covering her ears sufficiently well. Though anyone who looked at her face would be unable to see her as anything other than being of Elven heritage. “And probably a good spot for people like me.”

Ah.

We’ll need to be on our toes. Maybe we could capture a few more Elven ladies?

I’m rather regretful we let the “Human-pretty” one go, in the end.

That’d be kidnapping and rape.

I didn’t say I wanted to harm her! I said… I just kind of regretted it.

She was lovely.

Once more, Rene realized that Monster really was just an affirmation of his own deeper, darker desires. His ugly wishes and wants.

Fighting his inner demons wasn’t the same as acknowledging them. Especially when the feeling behind them was actually easy to understand.

The Elf had been lovely.

Yes, she was.

Looking around as they went, Rene was able to identify what looked like a livery. There was no sign hanging— symbolized, written, or otherwise.

It was a squat building which wasn’t that large, though next to it was a large barn along with a good-sized enclosure with a number of horses inside.

He had no recourse but to go up and ask to see if they took in horses for rest. And if they were a stable or livery, what their rates were. Rene was pretty certain this was what they needed.

“You looking to stable those?” asked a man as he exited the door. He appeared to be in his mid-fifties and walked with an odd bow-legged gait. Either he’d spent too much time in the saddle or he’d had something happen to him. His brown hair was starting to fade to a lighter color and his eyes were a hard stone gray.

“For a few hours,” Rene said and nodded his head. “Then we’ll be back on the road. Have to catch up with our companions. These brutes of ours need water, food, brushing, and probably to have their hooves checked.”

The older man grunted and looked from Rene to his horse, then to Alana’s horse.

“Right, well, put ’em in the pen. We’ll talk for a short spell,” grumped the old man, heading back into the building.

So… yes. This is the correct place.

What gave it away? The horseshit, or the horse shit?

Mentally sighing at himself, Rene got off the horse and looked to Alana.

“I’ll go get a room,” Alana offered, dismounting from the horse. Getting to the ground, she pointed to a building across the street. “Right there. I’ll wait for you in the common room. See if I can’t hear anything.”

“Sounds good,” Rene replied and took the reins from her. Leading both horses into the pen, he closed the gate behind them.

Now he just had to barter on the price with the owner.

Ten minutes later—feeling like he had been robbed—Rene got to the inn’s common room. Alana wasn’t visible when he looked around.

He was fairly certain he’d be able to pick her out of a crowd which meant she wasn’t in the room.

Realizing he’d have to open his tracking window and pick her out, he moved to the counter. The whole time, he was looking at his feet as he activated his tracking skill.

Her name was right up near the top.

Selecting it, he veered off to the right, following the bootprints she’d left behind. Keeping to himself and trying to not make eye contact with anyone, Rene went about his own business. Disregarding everyone and everything else.

Up the stairs, down a hallway, and into a room her tracks went.

Rene stopped outside the closed door. De-selecting her as his target, he brought up his window again and found two names. Both of them went into the room seconds apart. Which meant Alana wasn’t alone, and she had someone in there with her.

The other name on the list was Arwan Aatil.

Stupid name for what’s likely a fool.

Their parents named them, no need to be cruel.

Pulling out a throwing knife with his right hand, Rene tried the door handle with his left hand. It felt unlocked when he gave it a slight pull. He didn’t want to fully test it, though, as Elven hearing was certainly far more sensitive than that of a Human.

Deciding it was now or never, Rene shoved the door open and stepped inside the room.

A male Elf was standing in the center of the room with a blade held at his side. Alana was sitting on a bed near the corner of the room.

Whipping the weapon out in an underhanded throw, Lori’s ugly little knife zoomed across the room. Spinning end over end, it slapped into the Elf’s chest.

There was a nasty crunch as it smacked home there. As if it had broken the ribs it came in contact with.

Rene shut the door without a word but before he could advance on Arwan, Alana had acted.

Having stood up as Rene entered, she’d been able to close the gap almost instantly on Arwan and get inside the range of his sword in a flash.

As the Elf took two steps backward from the impact, Alana followed him. Her hand snaked out and jerked the dagger free from Arwan’s side. Flipping it around, Alana drove the tip up under the Elf’s rib cage.

Pulling the blade back out, she plunged it right back in. Pumping the short blade in and out several times in a single breath.

Dropping to one knee, the Elf had let go of his sword by this point. Pitching forward to the ground, both hands braced on the floor, he groaned and started to say something.

Until Rene’s boot caught him upside the temple.

Flung backward before collapsing completely to the ground, the man went still.

“Sorry, Husband,” Alana said, rolling the body face down. Dropping down on the man’s back, she grabbed his hair and pulled up his head. Nimbly—and as if she’d done it before—she reached around with the dagger and slit the Elf’s throat, making sure that the cutting edge got in deep. “It’s my handler. Apparently, he noticed I was gone and managed to get out ahead of me. It’s… very likely my cover is blown.”

“That’s fine, we expected it from the start. Now get off him so I can throw him in my bag. Nothing I can do for the blood, though,” complained Rene. “We’ll just have to leave a few coins for the mess I suppose and claim we were attacked. Robber got away.”

“That’ll work,” Alana said, running the dagger back across the man’s neck a second time. As if to make sure she got every little vital thing in there.

Hm. She should have been a Jewel. A Quad instead of a Trio.

 

***

 

Making good time, Rene and Alana had slowly closed the distance on their comrades. Catching up more on the road itself and getting within two hours of them by the time they reached Beril.

They hadn’t planned on making the trip so quickly, but given what’d happened, the number of breaks and rests were considerably fewer than originally planned.

Practically halving the travel time they were expecting to take.

“They’re probably already sleeping,” Alana said in a grumble. “I know I would be if I could.”

“Likewise. I’m actually… I’m probably the single most tired I’ve felt in a very long time,” agreed Rene with a short shake of his head.

It did little to invigorate the sluggish thoughts he had. Or dispel the lingering worries.

He couldn’t quite shake the concern he felt for Olivia, Odelia, and Mira. The three of them certainly weren’t wilting violets, but there’d been other names on the road besides them.

Rene and Alana had never caught up to those others, either. Which meant they were somewhere between the two groups. Having left after Odelia and the others, but before Rene.

Walking their horses up to the city entrance, he couldn’t help but feel somewhat awed. It was a big gate. One with an actual portcullis, towers, and murder holes.

Not to mention the number of guards that were atop the wall, in the tower, and outside the gate.

Apparently, Beril was always ready for anyone attempting to break into the city or to attack it head-on with an army.

“Hello, welcome to Beril. Reason for your visit?” asked one of the guards looking very bored.

“Sightseeing. It’s just myself and my servant,” Rene said, gesturing to Alana. They’d agreed on the story earlier as it would be far less likely to draw interest. An Elven servant would be far less remarkable than an Elven wife or mistress. “We’re out from Laetus.”

“One silver, one copper for entry,” said the guard in the same bored tone.

Having expected such a request, Rene had pulled out a number of coins ahead of time and put them in the coin purse at his side.

Fishing out the needed coinage, he handed it over, leaning down from his horse.

“Thank you for your patronage. Stay out of trouble,” relayed the guard as if he’d said it a million times. “Keep your servant under control please while in the city. As a reminder, slavery is not permitted in Beril.”

Rene nodded his head at that and proceeded to enter the city itself. He felt it was odd that they mentioned slavery was illegal but made no move to confirm or deny if Alana was just a servant.

He must’ve said all this so many times by rote that it no longer has any meaning to him.

Complacency breeds contempt. This becomes our advantage.

Indeed.

“Well, master,” Alana said lightly, coming up beside him. There was a smirk at the corners of her mouth. “It would seem that we have only a few tasks left to complete. Then… it’ll be up to me to prove my loyalty to you.”

“Already did that. This is us just trying to protect our city now,” argued Rene. He trusted Alana completely at this point. What she was willing to do for him wasn’t something he believed possible in his past life.

Certainly not on his behalf.

Glancing at the tracks on the ground, Rene could see the wheels of the coach rolling along the cobbled streets. People were moving in every direction, mostly on foot, and acting as if no one else truly existed.

Doing a reset of his tracking window, he couldn’t find any of the names he’d memorized from the road.

Resetting the track window back to the coach, Rene could only continue on.

Using the horse to his advantage, Rene rode it straight ahead. Moving into the pack of people and forcing them to one side or the other. Alana lined up behind him and followed along.

Moving down the main boulevard, Rene found the trail kept going.

Down the street all the way to the extent that he could see.

“Care to wager those three chose an expensive inn next to the council’s fort?” Alana asked.

“No, it’d be a fool’s bet.”

He certainly agreed with Alana’s point, though. Odelia, Olivia, and Mira would travel and book lodgings exactly as the people they were. To them, they were who they were, and they wouldn’t be hiding that.

Following the trail, Rene ended up at a very large inn with stables attached to it. Inside one of the buildings attached to the corral was a coach he recognized instantly.

It didn’t hurt that the track from the wheels led right up to it.

Getting off his horse, Rene looked around to try and find a groom to take the creature.

“I’ll handle it,” Alana said, coming up beside him and taking the reins. “Just go make sure they’re okay then come fetch me. I’ll wait with the coach. I’d rather not show myself in there if I can help it.”

“Good thought,” muttered Rene and then went straight into the building. Selecting Odelia’s trail once more, he found her bootprints went straight up to the door.

Opening it, he headed inside.

A large open common room with a bartop, couches, a fireplace, and a number of tables, were all around him. This had the look of a noble’s parlor rather than an inn.

“Welcome, what can we help you with today?” asked a young woman who was standing near the door.

They even have a greeter.

“Just catching up with my comrades. They booked a room already,” said Rene, moving past the woman. He kept his eyes on the furthest part of the track, hoping it looked more like he knew where he was going rather than looking at his own feet. Odelia had gone to the desk then moved off toward the back of the common room.

“Ah, could I—”

“No,” Rene said simply. He didn’t want to deal with the woman and he certainly didn’t want to give her information.

Turning at a hallway, the tracks vanished out of sight. Likely heading for whatever room they’d booked. Once more, Rene cycled through his tracking window twice. He couldn’t find any of the names he’d hoped he wouldn’t find. If they followed Odelia into the city, it appeared they hadn’t followed them to the inn, let alone the streets themselves.

One of the first doors in the hall was where the tracks dead-ended.

Walking up to it, Rene knocked twice.

“Hello, we made it here,” Rene said aloud. He didn’t want to give information away, but he didn’t think any of them would open the door if he didn’t speak.

“Ah!” said someone from inside.

“Sir, you really can’t—”

The door swung open just as the door-girl had started to talk to him again, having chased him back into the hallway.

“My Master,” Mira said, standing in the doorway. She looked lovely and perfectly safe and sound. Providing him with a radiant smile at the same time. “I’m so glad you were able to find us. Where’s the mistress?”

“Checking the coach,” Rene said, meeting the door-girl’s gaze. “You were saying?”

Looking flustered and embarrassed, the door-girl broke eye contact, shook her head, and left.

Rene wasn’t going to pursue the matter since she was doing her job. He couldn’t fault her for that, even if he wasn’t going to do anything she wanted him to.

Looking back into the room, he found Odelia, Olivia, and Mira, all staring at him with glittering eyes and wide smiles.

“Ah, I’ll go get Alana. I’ll be right back,” he said, suddenly not wanting to be alone with those three. They had a hungry look to them that he didn’t want to test.

For whatever reason, everyone behaved better whenever Alana was around.


Chapter 31

 

Waking up slowly, Rene shifted in the covers and opened one eye.

He wasn’t sure what time it was, but it didn’t matter.

Once he woke up, he was up. There was no going back to bed for him. It’d been that way as long as he could remember, as well. If his mind flipped into the “awake” position, it was awake.

Grunting, he rolled over to one side and ended up practically rolling over Mira.

The young woman had managed to keep Rene to herself the previous night.

Though he partially believed that was due to the fact that their rented space had two bedrooms. Regardless of whatever arrangement they made, there would be a third party in the room with Rene. Alana and Odelia had come to an agreement that they’d stay in the other bedroom together.

Olivia had happily made herself the third wheel and Mira had done everything possible to coax Rene into bedding her on the narrow single person bed.

Which he did.

“Mm, my Master?” Mira asked sleepily, her eyes slowly opening and peering at him. He could just barely see them through her mussed and slightly wild hair.

“Everything’s fine, just getting up. I need to do some things today. Find the underworld and see what they have on the city regent,” whispered Rene as quietly as he could with a pat to her bare shoulder.

“Yes, my Master. Do you need service? Or breakfast?” Mira asked, covering her mouth with her hand and yawning behind it as her eyes scrunched up. Then she let her hand fall and she gave him a wicked smirk. “Or you could feed me breakfast?”

Yes! Let’s do that again!

I… yes, but not right now. We have other work to do.

“Next time,” Rene said, getting out of the covers. His voice had been louder than he intended because of it. Pushing the blankets back over Mira, he scooted over her to get out of the bed. “I need something else right now.”

“Yes, my Master,” murmured Mira, cuddling back into the covers and the bed.

To be fair, it’s a better bed than the one we have at home. Small or not.

We should buy a larger one and have it shipped back.

Nodding at the idea, Rene quietly crept over to Olivia’s bed. If she was asleep, he’d just leave and check back later. If she was awake, he’d tell her what he was doing, as well. Just in case Mira forgot something.

Olivia was staring up at him with wide eyes and a red face. Even her ears were a deep red.

“I-I-I’m not ready,” Olivia said in a choked voice. “That is, I could be ready but… I… I really don’t—no. Okay. I can do this. Yes. I was willing last time because of the Calling, but I can certainly be ready n-now.”

Blinking slowly, Rene didn’t know how to respond.

Then he realized she’d heard his last statement but nothing before that.

He had said he needed something else. She’d assumed she was the something else.

“Not until after we’re married. You and Aurora want to wait, remember?” Rene said and shook his head. “I didn’t mean you by needing something else. I’m going to go hit up the underworld and see what they know.”

“Oh. Oh! Yes, I… ah…yes. I understand. Sorry,” murmured Olivia, gazing up at him. It reminded him of how she’d looked at him when she made him her Hero. As if she were in the middle of shattering her own little world. “I couldn’t help but listen… last night… and then… you said—anyway. Yes, I understand. Odelia and I will try to arrange an appearance before the council for tomorrow.”

“Thank you, that’d be helpful,” said Rene wondering why Olivia was still so flustered.

“Yes, okay. Yes,” Olivia repeated, her eyes steadfastly stuck to his face. As if something were wrong. Then she swallowed rather hard and deliberately rolled over onto her side, away from him, staring blankly at the wall.

That was weird.

Whatever.

Moving to the center of the room, Rene started to go over everything he’d need to get moving.

Belatedly, he realized he needed clothes.

He was quite naked at the moment.

Ah.

I mean, way to give her a preview of events and a trailer. Good thing morning wood is a thing. Cause being a grower, we don’t look so great when we’re not at attention.

Rene managed to not look down, and instead, got dressed.

 

***

 

Sneaking along the fronts of buildings and shops, Rene prowled through the streets in the pre-dawn gloom. As far as he could tell, sunrise was still a few hours away.

The lack of sleep from their mad dash, followed by going to sleep as they arrived, had created the worst situation for Rene. Having gotten his fill of sleep, he had woken up at an ungodly hour.

There were very few people out and about right now. From the small, tight streets to the wide boulevards, almost no one was moving around.

Not for the first time, Rene wished he hadn’t lost the ability to see nameplates above people’s heads. He hadn’t thought much about it at the time, but now that he wanted it for informational purposes, he was finding himself more than regretful.

I’ll find a brothel. Someone can direct me from there, I’m sure.

I mean, it’s how we did it in Felicie.

Can’t do the same thing, though. The Mask isn’t supposed to be here.

True, but I can be the Hood. And showing up in a brothel would even be relevant.

Though, that does create a link to me as Rene if someone looked into it.

Somewhat of a risk we might have to take, I’d say.

Agreeing with himself—and feeling rather weird for it—Rene kept moving. He was certain he could spot a brothel if he saw one. The problem was he needed to find one first.

Using what he knew of Felicie and Laetus as a blueprint for where one would be, he turned into a small side alley. As he did so, he took the hood from his inventory and pulled it down over his head.

Checking for tracks and trails in the alley, Rene found there were several people who had passed through six hours ago. All heading in one direction.

Deciding to follow those, Rene turned and began moving along the alley.

Ten minutes later, he was rewarded with finding exactly what he’d been looking for—a large inn-like building with the lights on. Through the windows, he could see people moving inside, as well as a handful of people coming and going.

Perfect.

Standing up, Rene gave himself a quick once-over. He was wearing all the accoutrements of the Black Hood.

It’d been a while since he had put on this “mask” as it were. As if it were a favorite suit he’d forgotten and left in the closet only to pull it out and find it still fit in all the right ways.

Moving straight for the door, Rene decided his best course of action was being obvious and direct. March into the brothel, ask if anyone could direct him to the local boss, and go from there.

Pushing the door open, Rene entered the busy common room.

There were women in very little clothes, men trying to buy some time, and a lot of people simply drinking. It was a very lively scene.

Several people turned to look at him, and quite a few others moved away from him quickly.

“You lookin’ for trouble?” growled a man with a club in his hand near the door.

“No. Just looking for the local underworld boss,” Rene said, turning to face the grizzled dark-haired man. “I want to sell information. Buy some, too.”

That apparently hadn’t been anywhere in the man’s expected list of answers. He stood there and stared at Rene with almost unseeing brown eyes.

“Uuuuh. You uh… wan’ information,” repeated the man with the club.

“That’s right. Can you tell me where I can find the biggest gang? Or more specifically, the gang boss?” asked Rene, doing his best to not actually provoke or intimidate the other man.

Looking even more confused, the man shook his head slowly.

“What are you selling?” asked a rich, warm voice from behind him. “And what are you buying?”

Turning, Rene found a woman who could certainly compete with his Jewels. Light-brown hair hung down to her waist in soft waves. Her hazel eyes looked like they were trying to pick him apart as quickly as possible. She was wearing a dress of creamy yellow that did a fantastic job of emphasizing the woman’s lovely body.

“Information. For whoever the largest gang boss is. You the madam?” Rene asked.

“No, not the madam or a working girl,” replied the woman, tilting her head to one side and looking at him in a curious way. “I just own the building and rent it out. I like to come in for drinks.

“Largest gang boss, you say? Well, I know who it is. I could probably introduce you. But I’d like to know what kind of information it is you’re selling.”

Rene made a point of looking around at their surroundings, then back to her.

Doing the same and looking around, Rene saw the moment where she made the connection. This certainly wasn’t a place to talk about such things.

“I was done here anyway. It’s rather late,” said the woman with a flick of her hand. “You look like someone who could escort me home without an issue.”

Being honest with himself, Rene didn’t like this exchange so far. She had him at a complete disadvantage. At the same time, it wasn’t as if he could force the situation to be something it wasn’t.

He had nothing he could use to rework the problem at the moment. This would be the only chance he’d have to get anything done unless he waited until tonight.

But that might be too late as demonstrated by his own refusal as the Mask to meet with those who asked for him.

“Fine, I’ll be your escort,” allowed Rene with a growl.

Smiling at him, the woman walked up next to him and then past him, heading out into the street.

Following along behind her, Rene made sure Bill’s Collector was just an easy pull from the sheath. Casually as could be, he pulled the hand crossbow free and cocked it, setting a bolt into the channel. Then he locked it into place and set it back onto his belt.

He wanted to be ready if something happened.

And walking the streets at night with a beautiful woman in a beacon-like dress is asking for trouble.

Whether she’s the trouble or someone coming for her.

The woman in question hadn’t waited for him either. She was already walking down the street, her boots carrying her onward quickly.

Hurrying to catch up to her, Rene deliberately put himself on her right side. He needed to be able to swing or shoot without catching her with either.

“Expecting problems?” she asked, giving him a sultry look with a smile attached to it.

“A beautiful woman in a yellow dress walking around in the hours when even guardsmen dislike being out?” summarized Rene. “Yes, I’m expecting problems.”

Snorting at that, the woman gave her hair a light toss, shifting it past her shoulder.

“Good thing I live so close then. It’s only just there,” she said and lifted an arm to point to a rather large manse just off to their left.

Rene hadn’t noticed it, but just by crossing a small footbridge, he’d ended up somewhere that looked like a noble quarter. There were no guards about, but he got the feeling this area was actually well patrolled.

Sheathing Bill’s Collector without a second thought, Rene felt a little better.

“Maybe I’m the dangerous one?” asked the woman. “You might need your sword.”

She’s dangerous alright, but certainly not to our physical health.

Stopping in front of the indicated home, the woman turned to him fully.

“Your name, then? And what you’re trying to sell and buy?” she asked, crossing her arms. Either intentionally or unconsciously, she’d positioned herself in a way that emphasized her bust and cleavage.

Use your weapons to your advantage, regardless of what they are.

“Black Hood. Information on a power vacuum. Going to be a massive change-up real soon,” offered Rene. “Want to sell information to buy information.”

“I see. Any chance you can tell me what you’re looking to purchase? It might help when I try to talk to the gang leader,” said the woman with a shrug of her shoulders. “Sometimes they won’t meet with anyone for any reason.”

“Understandable,” said Rene and considered how he wanted to respond.

If he wasn’t careful, he would be more likely to reveal information about what he wanted to sell based on what he was interested in. To the point that he wasn’t sure he could reasonably give her an answer without jeopardizing what he was trying to do.

“Can’t say,” muttered Rene. “And it isn’t something they could research either. If they have the info, they have it. If they don’t, they don’t.”

That apparently got the woman’s attention, her eyebrows going upward in an expression of surprise.

“Well. With that said, I think they’d want a down payment to ensure they were meeting in good faith,” countered the woman. “Or that your information was any good.”

Clicking his tongue, Rene looked away from the woman, and down toward the ground.

“There isn’t anything I can offer information-wise as a show of good faith,” admitted Rene, looking back to the woman again. “What else would you be willing to take in exchange?”

Pursing her lips, the woman looked to be genuinely considering that.

“Black Hood. And where are you from? Where do you operate out of? And in what business?” she asked.

“Bounty hunting. Laetus, Felicie, and Divis,” Rene said as smoothly as he could. He’d never been to Divis, but he knew it was quite similar to Laetus and Felicie and not that far away from either. The three being working areas was quite plausible. “Won’t hear much of me if you ask around. Better that I don’t show up since I’m not a licensed bounty hunter.”

Reaching up with her right hand, the woman began to run her index finger back and forth along her bottom lip. Her elbow now rested in the palm of her left hand.

A move designed to steal his attention to her mouth, down her arm, and to her chest.

She’s weaponized herself and her actions. To her, most would be biddable.

Yes, it’s rather entertaining. She seems quite formidable. 

We should hire her to manage the brothels in Divis.

Divis? We’ve never even—though… I… huh. There’s no reason we couldn’t expand, is there?

“Give me ten silver and I’ll see if I can make it happen. No promises, not refundable,” the woman said, dropping the hand from her mouth and holding it out in front of herself.

That’s not terrible. Well worth the price.

Pulling out a purse from inside his coat, which really came from his inventory screen, Rene opened the mouth of it and looked inside.

Reaching in with his right hand, he shuffled a few coins around, making it seem like he was having to look. Then he began pulling coins out of his inventory and holding them against his palm.

Getting ten, he handed them over to her, then put the purse back into his coat, and into his inventory.

Looking down at the coins, the woman tilted her head to one side and then bumped the coins with a jiggle. Making them jump in her hand.

Looking at the coins, he wondered what exactly she was doing.

Then he realized he’d given her nothing but silvers from Felicie.

Gold coins were only minted in Beril by the council. They were the ones who owned all the gold mines after all.

Silver mines weren’t regulated and often cities would mint their own coins. They all had to be within certain specifications from the council, but it wasn’t illegal.

“Black Hood. Felicie. Selling information,” said the woman in yellow, looking up to him and closing her hand. “I’ll see what I can do. You can meet me back at the brothel later tonight.”

Smiling at him, she turned around and started toward her door.

Ha. We fucked up.

We fucked up.

Crouching down low, Rene had an opportunity here. All he had to do was hang around the woman until she reached out to the boss.

After that, he could follow them back and get to the boss himself.

Not the way I wanted to do it, but it is what it is.

“By the way, my name is—”

The woman paused with her hand on the handle to her home and turned back to where he’d been. She had a key in her other hand and a puzzled looked on her face.

Looking one way down the street, and up the other, she saw no trace of the Black Hood. He had vanished as if he were merely a shadow dispersed by light.

Standing there for several seconds, the woman finally looked back to her door and opened it after unlocking it. Moving inside, she was pretty tight on closing the door behind herself.

Rene actually felt the edge of the door graze his boot heel as he practically dived in behind her.

“Huh?” asked the woman, pausing to look at the door. Finding nothing, she eventually closed and locked it, pushing on the lever to make sure it was firmly engaged.

Annoyed at himself, Rene finally Analyzed her.

 

Vala Krisil

Age: 19

Sex: Female

Race: Mixed racial heritage

 

Mix?

First time we’ve seen that one.

Must have some Elven in her background. Maybe other bits.

We could taste her blood and find out.

Rene was perfectly happy to assume she had some Elven blood in her heritage without tasting it. Given the closeness of the Elven lands to Beril, it was certainly quite possible.

Going through the entry of her home, Vala pulled her arms in through the straps of her dress and stepped right out of it. She was wearing absolutely nothing beneath that.

Unable to help himself, Rene did admire the view. Vala was a beautiful woman after all. It wasn’t his intention to peek, but he needed to see what she did and he wasn’t going to look away.

Carrying the dress by one strap, she dragged it along behind her. She headed up the stairs, through a hall, and into a bedroom before she finally stopped.

Vala paused at her bedside table to empty the contents of her hand. All ten coins and her key spilled out onto the wood.

Dropping the dress on the floor beside the bed, she collapsed into her bed. Not bothering to get under the sheets, she instead pulled the wrong side of the covers over her middle and passed out instantly.

Her upper body was exposed and she hadn’t even bothered to clean the makeup from her face.

Uh.

Right.

Time to read, I suppose.

We do still have the archery book to go through. That’d be nice. Or the swordsmanship one some more.

Checking a sigh, Rene realized that was the extent of what he could do.

Sitting down in the corner, he pulled out both books and began to quietly read.


Chapter 32

 

Vala began stirring several hours later.

Given how cold it was in her room, that didn’t seem very surprising to Rene. Even he’d hunkered down further in his coat to stay warm.

Having one’s torso exposed to that cold air would wake anyone up. It was more a question of when rather than if.

Clearly, the weather was shifting from fall to winter. From what he understood, Felicie got some snow but not very much. More or less what Laetus received yearly, he assumed.

With how much further north Beril was, it would snow a good deal here, he imagined.

“Unnnngh,” groaned Vala, pulling the backwards covers up higher, causing Rene to look up from his book. It’d grown slowly easier to read it given that the sun had risen a short while ago. Most of that light was blocked out by curtains and likely shutters, as well.

Vala grew still as she settled back into her bed.

Returning to his book, Rene picked up where he left off.

Only for Vala to sigh loudly and then groan again.

Unable to help himself, Rene looked back at her. Wondering what the heck she was doing now, he waited to see if she’d go back to bed.

She surprised him by sitting straight up. Hanging her head forward, she moaned again and pressed her hands to her face.

Getting up into a partial crouch, Rene dismissed his book and made himself ready.

Did… she deliberately sleep in that odd way? To try and wake up earlier than she would normally?

That’s decidedly strange.

And there is no guarantee it would even work. It sounds like nonsense.

Regardless of whether it was intentional or not, Vala swung her legs over the edge of the bed and sat there.

Perched on her mattress, with her head down, her hands on her knees, practically looking right at him, Vala stared through the space he occupied.

That answers one question. She shaves.

Looks rather lovely.

Really…? That’s… really? Really, Monster? Really?

I mean, yeah. You see it as well as I do.

Gritting his teeth, Rene stared at Vala’s face even as she gazed back at him.

Never seeing him.

Getting to her feet, she picked up the dress, tossed it onto the bed, and went to her wardrobe. Quickly, she got dressed in a tunic and pants and then left her bedroom.

Heading down the stairs, she walked into a room that had a desk, bookshelves, and a table along with two sofas.

A very normal looking noble’s study.

Vala was already sitting at the desk and had her quill in hand.

Deftly she brought the nib down into the unstoppered inkwell and tapped it twice. Her hand and quill came back over to the parchment. In quick movements, Vala began to write.

Walking over behind the woman, Rene read over her shoulder as she wrote.

By the time she got halfway down the page, he finally understood what she was doing.

The woman who was supposed to be putting him in touch with the gang leader was writing instructions to look into Rene. What she knew of him, what she suspected, and what she wanted to be done.

She’s… the gang head. Ha.

Actually fooled me.

To be fair, it was well done. She never actually lied about anything either.

“So you’re the gang leader,” Rene said and put his left hand down on Vala’s neck. “Is your gang the largest?”

Not moving a single muscle, Vala’s quill slowly made a black spot on the parchment. Her muscles felt tight and rigid under his hand.

“Yes,” she said after a lengthy wait.

“Wonderful,” said Rene, letting go of her. Moving around to the side of the desk, he leaned against the wall. Then slowly lowered himself down to a sitting position. “So, ready to deal?”

Vala had turned her head partially to watch him. Her eyes quickly picked over him before returning to his face.

“Not really,” Vala complained and set the quill down after cleaning the nib. “I’m really tired if I’m being honest here.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Rene said and nodded his head. “Been a long week. But I’m here to deal with the largest guild for information. That’s apparently you, Vala Krisil.”

Blinking at the use of her name, she practically flinched as if he’d slapped her.

“Shall we deal?” he asked, trying again. He didn’t want to have to go a different route, but he was running out of options.

“Yes, we will,” Vala affirmed. “Information for information. And… what is it you’re looking for?”

“Need to know who on the council supports the city regent for Felicie. Additionally, if there’s anything floating around regarding how the council feels about that regent,” clarified Rene. “Maybe if there’s any news of Elven sympathizers or anything that’s been leaning towards the Elven nations. Maybe if the Elves have been pushing at all.”

Taking several breaths, Vala slowly nodded her head.

“Alright. That’s… not exactly guarded information or secrets,” stated Vala. “The councilor of Beril itself is the one who forced the regent of Felicie through from what I remember. He got a majority, no idea how, but he did. No one cares about Felicie otherwise. It sends its taxes, nothing is on fire, and that’s all.

“As to what’s going on… nothing. Nothing’s going on at all. Everything is quiet. The Elves are quiet. Their supporters are quiet. There hasn’t even been a raid in a few months.”

To Rene, that actually sounded worse than if there were things going on. As if they were focusing entirely on something that needed more manpower or overwatch.

Like… calling the levies and soldiers.

Or stockpiling.

We did a lot of hurry up and wait.

Vala had a calm look on her face but Rene could see she was nervous. Nervous and panicking. To the point that he could probably take her pulse from the way the vein at her neck was throbbing.

“Now, my fee?” she asked with a rather imperious tone. As if she were still in charge and not at a complete disadvantage.

“The Mask, that’s one of the gang leaders of Felicie, is probably going to kill the regent,” confided Rene. “That, or the council is going to have the regent removed for being an Elven sympathizer and agent. He was apparently running a child traffic and sexual slavery racket. With the Elven ambassador.”

Once more Vala went still. Her eyes slowly unfocusing as she practically stared through him.

Taking in a short, quick, and shuddering breath, Vala let it out sharply.

“I understand. I can certainly see why you wanted to sell information for information,” mused Vala. “If they move to bring in the regent, you could make a lot of money by grabbing him personally before he could get away. They wouldn’t even care that you weren’t part of the hunter’s guild.”

I mean, that’s a good excuse, but we didn’t think of it.

That’s okay. Most of our women are smarter than us.

Nothing wrong with that.

Admittedly. We have our uses, they have theirs.

“—definitely make sense. Alright, I suppose I ended up the favored partner of our exchange,” admitted Vala, finally focusing on him again. “Sorry, I can’t really add anything more to what I said. There really isn’t that much out there about what you asked for.”

“It’s fine,” dismissed Rene and stood up. “It answered what I needed answered, just not in the way I was expecting.”

“And… that’s it?” inquired Vala. She was still watching him from her seat. Her hands were flat against the desk in front of herself as if she wanted to keep them visible.

Quite possibly to appear as non-threatening as she could.

He didn’t have to think hard about it to wonder what this would be like from her point of view. The next logical question for her is am I getting raped, robbed, or murdered. Or perhaps all three.

And this world… it isn’t half as nice as our old one.

Not at all. Were we from this world, it’s likely she’d already be done.

Rene couldn’t argue that. Most of the hunters he’d met were as unsavory as those they chased after. Vala would have been a punctuation mark in a hunter’s story.

Likely where her own story ended, as well.

“I see nothing else we need to barter or trade for, do you?” asked Rene. If she had other information that he might want, he would be more than willing to trade or purchase it. He’d figure out some way to do it. One way or the other.

“I’d very much like to not be raped or murdered. I’d say—”

Shaking his head, Rene ignored her. That wasn’t what he’d meant at all.

“I-if you don’t hurt me or kill me, I could probably let you—”

With the understanding this was going nowhere, Rene walked away from her. He didn’t need to hear her pleading for her life and safety.

She was no threat at all to him.

Walking to her front door, he unlocked it, pulled it open, and stepped back out into the world. Getting down low into a crouch, he closed the door behind himself and started moving away.

Before he’d even gotten ten feet away the door to Vala’s house jerked open.

Standing there in her tunic and pants was the gang leader. Looking about in every direction as if to find him.

“Wh… what?” she asked no one, audibly confused at his complete disappearance once again. “H-Hood? A-are you there? I would like—”

Ignoring her, Rene started back to the inn. He needed to check in with the others and see if they had any luck getting the council meeting.

 

***

 

Reaching their room, he found only Mira waiting for him.

She’d tidied the room, remade the beds, and had already started on laundry. The garments hung out on a line over the wooden tub.

“Ah! My Master, welcome back,” Mira said, giving him a bright and pleasant smile. “I’ve already attended to everything but your personal needs. Would you like me to address those now or later tonight? Or both?”

Both.

“Both—err, where are the others?” Rene asked, taking a sharp and firm hold over his own desires. Mira’s forthright willingness was difficult to deal with at times for him.

“The mistresses are all at the council building to ask for time. That was at least two bells ago, however, with the dawn,” Mira reported.

“I’ll have to pass on the servicing then. I want to go check on them. I didn’t manage to find anything out with the local gangs,” relayed Rene, somewhat frustrated at not being able to toss Mira into the bed.

“I’m sure we could handle it just under a few minutes, my Master,” soothed Mira coming over to him. “I would wager they’re waiting on the council rather than anything else. People that important likely only add to that feeling by making others wait.”

By the time she reached him, Rene had lost his ability to say no.

After having seen so much of Vala, and now dealing with Mira, his resistance collapsed.

In the end, she was right. It took her only five minutes to get him settled before he was off for the council building.

Only to discover that she had been doubly right. When he arrived, Alana, Odelia, and Olivia were all sitting in a waiting room. It was set off to one side in the deeper parts of the council building.

Clearly bored, with little to do, and no respite in sight as to being allowed to see the council, they were quietly talking amongst themselves. However, even then their conversation was strained.

Regrettably, Rene couldn’t announce his presence to them, appear, or even address them. The guards posted in the room weren’t very friendly and looked to any of the three women the moment they made a noise louder than a whisper.

Though they did nothing hostile, it was obvious to Rene the guards didn’t feel like the young women belonged there in the least. They also seemed to have wandering eyes—for Odelia in particular.

For the situation at hand, all he could do was wait. 

Crouched down near his friends and having nothing else to do, Rene just listened to their idle chatter. It mostly involved the trip to Olivia’s home, Elven society, and what was going on with her mother and her vassals.

All and all, it was mostly gossip.

And yet, in no time at all, he was fascinated, wishing he could ask questions directly.

Olivia and Alana talked a great deal about Elven culture. Olivia was finding it interesting to adapt to Human ways and culture. Apparently, she found it quite quaint when she realized the rumors of Humans being considerably less competitive for the opposite sex were true.

“The council has read your petition, and will see you in a closed-door meeting,” said a voice from behind Rene.

He’d been so involved with Olivia and Alana relating to one another and telling Odelia of Elven life, that he hadn’t even noticed the person had entered the room.

Moving to one side, Rene made himself ready to follow.

“Only the Elf, Alana, will be present. The two of you will return to your room and wait for the council to summon you,” stated the man at the door. He was a younger man, foppish-looking, with an overly-detailed tunic that looked more like a blouse. His dark hair was oiled and parted in the middle, and his brown eyes were the distinct color of gutter water.

“Of course,” murmured Olivia, looking angry but also resigned.

“As they wish,” Odelia said at the same time, her emotions under strict control.

There really wasn’t much one could say to the council if they ordered something. Other than, “yes” or “thank you”.

Moving behind Alana, Rene stayed close to the pale-faced Elf. There was certainly no way he’d let her go anywhere without practically being in her pocket.

Most certainly not alone with the council in a private session.

Oliva, Odelia, and Alana separated quickly without a word to one another. There was nothing to say. Not to mention the guards had taken the man’s words quite seriously and put themselves between the women.

A minute later and Alana was escorted into a large auditorium filled with benches. There were also a number of throne-like seats. They were each on a raised dais with a communal semi-circular wall in front of them.

The council would be free to look down on someone from there.

Which was demonstrated quite well by every seat being filled with an annoyed-looking man or woman in their forties to sixties.

No markers, name tags, or name designations were available. There was nothing to indicate who was who.

Going to need to Analyze them all for names, damnit.

“This the Elf?” asked one of the men to the left side.

“Yes, my lord councilor,” said the man who had escorted Alana.

“Wonderful. I will ask you a few questions, and you’ll answer. After that, we’ll decide what to do,” said a woman on the right side. Apparently, she was taking the lead in this matter.

“I understand,” Alana murmured, keeping her eyes more toward the spot in front of the council rather than on any individual.

“You’re an Elven saboteur?” asked the judge.

“A royal guardsman. Sent to spy on Felicie and assist the ambassador and the regent,” Alana clarified. “They were operating a child kidnapping and trafficking group. Proceeds were likely sent back to the Elven nations.”

Snorting at that, several of the councilors looked unsurprised.

“I told you that one was an issue, Robert,” said one of the men.

“Explains the strange reports we’ve had of Elven nations with more city silver than expected,” said someone else as if the other had never spoken.

No one at all responded to the comment to “Robert” in fact.

“I see,” said the woman leading the questioning. “And you’re here today because…?”

“Because… I…after I found out about the trafficking—and that the kidnapped individuals whose parents couldn’t or wouldn’t pay were used in a sex dungeon, and then likely sold as sex slaves—I couldn’t live with myself,” Alana explained, not mentioning Rene in any way.

For which he was very thankful. The last thing he needed was to be brought up in correlation to this in any way.

“Considering the ambassador is missing, and very likely dead, someone else must have had a problem with it, too,” said another councilor. “We’ll be forced to act.”

“Fine, fine. We’ll have this put before the session tomorrow,” said the man directly in the middle of the panel. “I’m assuming you’re all going to vote to have Riblett removed?”

“Of course.”

“This can’t continue.”

“We all knew he was trash and you were a fool to put him there.”

“Damn Elf sympathizer, last thing we need.”

Apparently, whatever happened tomorrow would be a foregone conclusion. They were already deciding the fate of Riblett at this very moment.

“So be it,” sighed the man at the center. Rene assumed this was the one they’d called Robert, and likely the councilor of Beril itself. “Take her to a cell for now. We’ll deal with her tomorrow.”

The guards quickly closed in on Alana, several guards grabbing her by the shoulders.

Without a word more for Alana, the soldiers pulled her to the door and out of the council room.

Not resisting, Alana allowed herself to be dragged away deeper into the council building.

Rene followed along behind her. There was no reason to let her spend time in a cell by herself. On top of which, Rene could only imagine all the terrible things that a bored guard might do. Or a guard that wasn’t particularly fond of Elves.

Especially if they thought Elves were less than animals.

Rene had personal experience with people who felt others were less than animals and what they were allowed to do with them.

Definitely not leaving her alone.

Of course not. We’re her Hero, too.

Odelia, Olivia, and Mira all had one another and weren’t in any immediate danger, but he’d need to check in on them later. Make sure that they were alright and not being bothered.

He didn’t think they would be given the rank of Odelia and Olivia’s families.

While one could disrespect the Elven nations and its citizens, one simply didn’t harm the daughter of a Duchess.

We’ll just stay with Alana until we can figure out what to do.

Worst case we… push her into the inventory? Like we did Cinnamon?

That’d work, wouldn’t it?

Let’s see where it all goes.


Chapter 33

 

One of the guards opened the heavy iron door set in a stone wall and held it open. The guards holding onto Alana roughly shoved her through it.

No sooner than she’d crossed the threshold, almost before she had in fact, then the first guard slammed it shut and locked it.

At least the die is not yet cast.

To be sure, but it won’t last.

The fools in charge will eventually overstep.

Yes, but that’s then our job to intercept.

Before the guard with the keys could get far, Rene pulled the keyring cleanly from his waist. The action yanked the guard an entire step to the left and sent him crashing into another guard, who then angrily shoved the first away.

Rene dropped the keys into his inventory without a care for the guards. If they discovered the keys were gone, then they’d have to go get more.

It wasn’t as if Alana had stolen them or could even use them.

Worst case scenario, it would set the guards on one another. Forcing them to wonder if one of them was the thief and perhaps had been bribed by another councilor.

Grumbling at one another, and with a few more shoves, the guards slowly left the cells.

Pulling the keys out from his inventory, Rene unlocked the cell and pulled the door open.

“Well, that was more or less what I expected, I suppose,” he said, looking at Alana. She was sitting on her bed. Her eyes were locked on him and her mouth was hanging open. “Do we stay? Do we go? It sounds like they’re more or less going to seal Riblett up regardless of anything else.”

Letting out a short chuckle, Alana visibly relaxed, her shoulders lowering and her face smoothing out.

“It does seem that way. I’ll need to remain until I can give my deposition, I’m afraid,” Alana said with a shake of her head. “Then we can see what happens from there. Once I’ve given my testimony, I’m sure Riblett’s fate will be sealed and… I suppose so will mine.”

“No. Even if they order you to only be held in jail for a time, that won’t be happening,” Rene said with a laugh. “It isn’t as if you can’t just take up a new name and persona. Sure, Alana and Alan the Elf will vanish.

“But perhaps Olivia’s extremely distant cousin—who isn’t even on the family tree—will come to stay with me. She trained with a sword as a merchant’s guard and now just wants to be a homemaker.”

Alana took in a long, slow breath through her nose and released it in a similar way.

“I always did like the name Morrigan,” she said with a nod of her head. “A haircut and laying low for a few years would help blur people’s memories of me.”

“Exactly. So, regardless of whatever may be, you won’t be staying here,” promised Rene.

Doubly so, since he still had that Elven woman’s corpse in his inventory. He would disfigure her face and leave the body here. No one would be able to prove it wasn’t Alana.

“Want a book or something?” Rene asked and tilted his head to one side. “A snack or anything? I try to keep everything I could ever want on hand.”

“Uhm… do you have an apple?” Alana asked in a hopeful tone.

“Sure do.”

Reaching into his inventory, Rene pulled out one of his apples and then tossed it over to Alana.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“No. Thank you for… being here. It’s nice knowing I’m not alone,” Alana said, lifting the apple to her mouth and taking a bite.

“You were never alone. At least, not after I met you,” argued Rene. “Now, I’m going to close this door up just to keep the charade in place. If you need anything just come tap on it. I have the keys. Stole ’em.”

Alana grinned at that and shook her head.

“Of course, you did. Thank you, Husband. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Before I go, time for you to learn a trick,” Rene said and then bent his knees, forcing himself to hide. “I need you to stand up, and then lower yourself into a crouch. Thinking of hiding and not being seen by anyone. Not anyone at all.

“And until you can at least get the basics down, I’m not leaving. While I have a plan to get you out that doesn’t involve this, I’d rather not bet on it entirely. Backup plans are always good to have.”

Looking at the spot where he’d been, Alana nodded her head and took another bite of her apple before standing up.

“Okay, teach me, Husband,” she declared, and slowly lowered herself into a crouch.

 

***

 

The tromp and thud of boots heralded the arrival of a group of guards.

As far as Rene could tell, though, it wasn’t morning yet.

That meant the guards were coming to help Alana commit suicide, assault her, or take her to someone else.

Two out of three of those situations weren’t something he was going to allow.

Getting to his feet, Rene pulled Bill’s Collector from his inventory and put the book he’d been reading away. Alana’s cell door was closed and locked right now and as far as he knew, she was sleeping.

If I use the Black Hood, I need to make sure no one escapes.

Don’t have any other masks or disguises, either.

Realizing he’d made a mistake, Rene sighed and readied himself. Pulling the hood down quickly over his head he got it in place with a few tugs.

There was no other option for him right now.

The Black Hood persona could be tossed away if he needed it to go away. He couldn’t exactly change his face as easily.

Should they mean ill for Alana, Rene resolved himself to killing every single one of them. Not one would be allowed to escape if they saw his hood.

A group of seven guards entered the narrow hall. They were moving with a uniformness that meant they were bound in whatever they were here to do.

I can’t actually let them get into the cell with her. That’d be almost impossible to deal with once it got to that point.

Then we should act the part of the assassin come to kill her. Right?

Exactly my thoughts.

Standing up, and holding his blade out in front of himself, Rene went with what he thought would sell the scene.

Taking the ugly shiv he’d used so long ago to kill his kidnappers, Rene jammed it into the key lock and left it there.

With any luck, they’d see him standing in front of Alana’s door as if he were trying to break in.

Their reactions would tell him all he needed to know about their intent.

As one, the guards noticed him finally and they came to a halt. One and all they didn’t quite seem to know what to make of him and what he was doing.

“Did… he send you, too?” tried Rene. “He didn’t say anyone else was coming to help me end the Elf.”

There was a long pregnant pause as the guards stared at Rene, and Rene stared back.

“You’re here to… what, exactly?” asked one of the guards behind their full helmet.

“Help the Elf kill herself,” lied Rene, jumping straight into the role he felt was correct. “Suicide in a cell is always easy. Got to get it done before tomorrow morning, obviously.”

The guards all relaxed at his words.

Yeah. This is likely “Robert”, then. Sending them to eliminate Alana to save Riblett, or at least, discredit the whole thing.

Even if he couldn’t save him, he could limit the damage.

Yeah.

Rene’s brows pressed together. There were times when his Monster was monosyllabic as of late. Not to mention, he didn’t seem to have the presence he used to anymore.

Or at least, the same push, or power of thought.

“Got the keys?” Rene asked, pulling his shiv out of the keyhole and flicking it to one side. It did in a pinch to look like a tool to work the lock, but any actual inspection would find it fraudulent.

“Yeah,” said the same guard moving forward.

Acting the part of the nervous assassin, Rene backed up and away from the guards. As if he didn’t quite trust them either.

Gathering in front of the door, one of the guards pulled out a keyring at his side.

A second guard looked to Rene.

“We were going to just hang her in the cell,” he said.

“Same,” replied Rene as the guard got the key into the lock.

With a pop, the door unlocked, causing all of the guards to look at it.

Taking this as his cue, Rene lunged forward.

Bill’s Collector neatly passed into the armpit of the guard who’d unlocked the door. Ripping the sword back out, Rene punched out with his left hand, smashing the helmet of the guard who’d asked him how he planned to kill Alana.

Two.

Not hesitating, or waiting, Rene got himself to the other side of the guards. Pushing through their number and jostling them around.

He absolutely needed to be between them and the exit so they couldn’t get out. Leaving them with their back to it was asking them to escape.

Crumpling to his knees, the first guard leaned against the door, then slowly slumped to the side and fell to the ground with a clatter.

Must’ve gotten his heart.

Indeed, he’ll need a crash cart.

Lifting his bloody blade up, Rene centered on the closest guard. They looked entirely unsure of what was going on and were busy watching the first guard on the ground and the second guard trying to get their helmet off.

Dancing forward, Rene swung his blade in a small slash, catching the man just at the base of his neck. His helmet didn’t quite cover that point.

Passing neatly through the man’s spinal cord and out the front, the sword beheaded the man. His head rolled forward as blood began to pump and spray into the air from the stump of his neck.

Three down, four to go.

Lining up with one another, the last four guards got themselves into a line of three with one in the rear. That was the furthest they could spread out given the narrow confines of the hallway.

“What the hell are—”

Bringing his hand up, Rene tilted his sword tip down, and thrust for the guard on the far left’s forward leg.

Unable to move backward, the guard tried to deflect the attack away.

Their sword bounced into the wall, as they were simply standing too close to the stonework.

Plunging into the small gap between the metal armor of the knee and the leg, Rene’s weapon came to a hard stop as it hit bone.

Jerking his blade back, Rene took several steps away as the other two guards moved forward.

So long as they can’t move in concert, this isn’t too bad.

I can certainly see why the Watcher was keen to hire us.

Falling to a kneeling position, the injured guard lowered their weapon to the ground, but kept their hand on the hilt. They got one hand on their knee and just knelt there, glaring at Rene through their helmet.

Four incapacitated.

“I’m going to—”

Rene dipped his left hand into his inventory and then flung his hand out.

One of Lori’s throwing knives whistled out and slammed home into the eye slit in the man’s visor.

Screaming in pain, the man collapsed backward. His weapon clanged to the ground as he panicked to get away. Both of his hands trying to get his helmet off now.

Five.

Closest to Rene was the last guard in the line of three. The one behind them had ended up falling down as the blinded guard took them to the ground with him.

Going down low in a crouch, Rene vanished from sight.

“Wha—”

The guard’s shout was cut off as Rene rammed Bill’s Collector up under the lowest gap of the breastplate. Right in line with the waist.

Aiming for the liver, he pushed with all his weight, trying to wrench the blade across and possibly get the abdominal aorta at the same time.

Groaning, the guard fell atop Rene’s blade and took it from him.

There was no way Rene was going to keep his hold given how much the guard weighed in full armor. Unable to do anything else, the blade was released.

Seeing that the guard he’d blinded was still struggling with their helmet, and the one unwounded guard was pinned at the legs beneath them, Rene went for them.

Leaping atop the man screaming and clawing at his helmet, Rene withdrew a poniard from his inventory that he’d taken from someone. He rammed it down with all the force he could muster into the blinded guard’s helmet. Right about where his ear should be, Rene guessed.

With a weird squawk followed by a groan, the guard went limp beneath him, locking the one unharmed guard practically to the ground.

Rene couldn’t pull the blade back out of the man’s head, though. It seemed to be permanently trapped.

Letting it go, Rene looked around himself.

The guard with the wounded knee wasn’t far away, glaring at Rene, but unable to rise. The one with the smashed helmet front was still trying to pry it off. Behind him was the guard who’d had his liver turned into sliced meat.

Picking up the long sword of the guard he’d just killed, Rene lifted it up and looked at the guard pinned beneath the body.

“Look, it’s a job and I had to do this,” said the guard, holding up his hands.

“Yeah, I get that. But this is a job for me, too. And I have to do this, as well,” apologized Rene. “If you put your hands down… I can at least make it really quick. Realistically, you’ll lose consciousness as soon as it happens due to a lack of blood pressure to your head.”

Other than the sound of groans, panting breaths, and the guard trying to peel his helmet away, the hall was quiet.

As if realizing the situation was indeed hopeless, the guard that was pinned lowered his hands a fraction.

“I’d be willing to—”

Rene stabbed forward with a strength and ferocity born of wanting to spare the man but also the need to move on and finish this up. There was a time limit on all of this.

Skewering through the man’s throat, sliding in just underneath the bottom of his helmet, the blade practically decapitated him.

Fleshy remains on either side of the sword were all that held his head on.

Instantly, he went limp. The spinal cord, his windpipe, and all the vital arteries and veins had been severed. Truthfully, he was long dead before his body would die.

Nor would he feel it.

A pang followed by the blade jolting in his grasp signaled that the sword had broken when it hit the stones beneath the guard.

“Damnit,” grumbled Rene and got to his feet.

Everyone was down or incapacitated. He could take his time now. He had two people he could question.

“Robert did this, right?” Rene asked, looking to the man he’d stabbed in the knee.

“Yes,” hissed the guard, his weapon still now held out in front of him in one hand as he continued trying to slow the bleeding with the other.

“Didn’t want Riblett to go down?” prompted Rene.

“That’d be my guess, he didn’t tell us. Just to ‘suicide’ the Elf,” growled the guard.

Nodding his head, Rene accepted that. It made sense. It was what he expected. What he would have done, and had done, in a similar situation.

Ronder comes to mind.

“Okay. Did he give any other orders?” inquired Rene, standing up to his full height.

“Just get it done quick and quiet. Make sure the other guards don’t find out or come in,” said the guard. “We relieved them of duty and took over for the night.”

Sighing, Rene considered what to do about the whole situation.

The most logical answer was to make sure Alana remained here. Locked in her cell. As if she had nothing to do with what happened out here.

That meant Rene would have to arrange the bodies in a way that would make it seem odd. A response to this that was calculated, expected, and disrespectful at the same time.

Robert would suspect the other councilors of having preempted what he was going to do.

That would certainly make him rethink the situation. Or move forward as quickly as possible.

Unable to think of anything else that would serve their needs Rene stood there and kept thinking.

He wanted to simply take Alana, grab the others, and leave. To put this whole thing behind them and let the council do what they wanted.

Except that they’d expected this. Had bet on it. Knew that things like this likely would happen.

Running away from it now was pointless given how much they’d done just to get put into this situation. Let alone the fact that Alana was the one who wanted this to happen the most.

Guilt was heavy when it got purchase on someone. It was able to drag anyone to the ground in a mere matter of moments if given the chance.

Okay. Kill them all, stack the bodies in the entry to the hall, and make sure the cell door is still locked. Leave them all out to be discovered and reported on.

Make it very hard for someone to cover this up.

That means… doing something extreme.

Indeed! I say… let’s paint the walls in blood. We can just coat every surface in blood.

Liberally.

That’s quite showy, can’t be hidden, and there’s no way someone could cover it up without the other councilors finding out.

Ugh. That’s going to be incredibly messy.

Yeah. It is. But… the alternative is chopping their bodies up and sorting them out by pieces. That seems more disrespectful to the guards.

And they could easily just cart all the pieces off quickly.

That, too.

”—let me go,” said the kneeling guard, having continued talking even while Rene tuned him out.

Looking back to the man, Rene drew out his black blade.

“Hush, now. I’ll make this merciful,” said Rene.


Chapter 34

 

Rene was mildly amused when the next group of guards came down.

He imagined that they were curious where the previous guards had gone. Likely wanting to check and see if Alana was still in her cell, as well. Perhaps an actual breakout had occurred and things had gone horribly wrong.

Watching from the shadows in a crouch, in a hallway quite literally painted in the blood of the guards, Rene had wondered if this was what horror movies were like.

Shocking the guards more than the coat of paint Rene had painted the hallway in, were the orderly stacked body parts—separated neatly at the joints, piled up with only like parts, and arranged from smallest to largest.

In the end, the answer to the question he’d asked himself on how to make the biggest impact was both.

He’d been right.

Guards had come.

Gone.

Come again with more guards.

Confirmed Alana was in her cell.

Gone once more.

Then came back with more than half of the councilors.

Those distinguished and important—and self-important—men and women probably spent more coin in a day than most of the citizens did in years.

Looking at the carnage Rene had wrought upon the guards sent to Alana, they had fled even faster than the original guards.

This time, the guards remained long enough to collect Alana before leaving.

She had a strange look on her face. Morbid fascination mixed with what looked like… amusement.

Rene didn’t think for an instant that anyone else would notice it. He’d simply spent more time around her and had learned to interpret her facial expressions.

Though, to be fair, that had become significantly easier after having spent the night with her.

Moving in behind her, Rene followed Alana as she was led out of the hall.

Everything was coming down to this particular day as far as the regent’s fate was concerned.

Once he was gone, there would hopefully be a time when Rene could finally settle into his life. Settle into his life, and enjoy both aspects of it.

The Mask and Rene, since he was both and in some ways, always had been.

Rushing her along, they took Alana straight to the council chamber. No deviations, no threats, no commentary, just a straight shot to the council room.

A considerable number of people were in the audience today, filling the benches. This wasn’t a closed session like the previous day had been.

Every councilor on their thrones had a rather odd expression.

Fortunately, Rene recognized that look. He knew it. Knew exactly what it was and how it’d gotten there.

They were all spooked.

Uncertainty, anxiety, fear.

Not one of them had any idea what’d actually happened in the cells. Each one of those councilors had probably looked into the situation.

They’d questioned each other, questioned their people, and questioned everyone they could in the short time they had. Digging into everything that they could and spending more than enough money to buy a small nation.

Or so Rene supposed.

He’d dealt with their types before. Had killed a number of them. Their world was built around their power, knowing what was around them at all times, and being in control.

In one act, he’d demonstrated they weren’t in power, but merely being allowed to continue at someone else’s discretion.

His.

Crouched there behind Alana, he realized he needed to change his plan. Change it right now and make a long-term play that might eventually give him the peace and quiet he wanted.

But it was risky.

It could backfire horribly.

Except this would be his only chance to make it work.

”—to begin a hearing that involves treason,” said one of the councilors. “The treason on the part of a city regent, no less. They were in absolute and direct coordinated efforts to sabotage our great state.

“And all of this was done at the behest of a foreign nation. Supported no less by an ambassador, sent to assist in relations, yet truly only working to sow destruction and violence.”

There was a general consensus from the crowd about this being a terrible thing. Mutters, mumbles, and growled curses abounded.

“We’ve called forth the ambassador of the Elven nation to speak on this matter,” said the same councilor, gesturing to an older-looking Elven man standing off to one side. “Would you care to come forward and speak to this matter?”

Looking confused, alarmed, and certainly not prepared, the Elven man slowly walked to the indicated point and stopped there. Taking a slow breath, he tried to control his expression.

“I’m afraid I’m not sure what I’m answering to, as nothing has been stated other than an accusation of treason against one of your own,” murmured the Elf rather calmly.

“The Elven ambassador of Felicie engaged in trafficking, sexual slavery, slavery, kidnapping, extortion, murder, and accessory to treason,” announced a female councilor with iron-gray hair.

“I… see. Well, as an ambassador myself, I would say that any charge leveled at them would need to be brought to the embassy here in Beril,” said the Elf in the same tone. “As of course, we aren’t citizens, and cannot be charged.”

“So you have no formal response other than to admit guilt, and hide behind it,” growled the first councilor who’d spoken.

As if realizing this was a set-up, the Elf merely smiled and stood there.

Even if they did know what was going on, they would never admit to it. If they didn’t, they would just stand there, offering neutral political responses.

The fact that the councilors were pushing so hard neatly told him all he needed to.

“We formally request that all ambassadors of the Elven nation be recalled and retrained. We will settle for nothing less than everyone being removed from their positions, and replaced with representatives who have served as ambassadors previously, no one new,” Robert stated, leaning forward on his seat. “Yourself included. We appreciate the Elven nation’s cooperation in this affair as I’m sure they would want to respect our sovereignty and our rights as the receiver of your embassy.”

That’ll be… a lot of work.

Yes. The council certainly can’t act against them, not really, but they can do that.

“I… ah… that—”

“You will remain until the end of this council session,” stated the first councilor again. “At which time, the guards will help you pack up your personal belongings and see you escorted to the border.

“After you’ve written the orders for all ambassadors to depart immediately, of course. We wouldn’t want the missive to get lost.”

Standing there like a statue, the Elven ambassador said nothing.

Finally, he bowed his head incrementally to the council, then stepped off to one side.

“Originally, we were going to have a formal disposition from an involved party, but it seems there’s no point in doing so,” said Robert, folding his hands in front of himself.

I… what? They’re not going to—

“I have an order for the city regent Cody Riblett to return to Beril immediately and face prosecution for treason,” continued Robert. “A detail of the council’s guards has already left to retrieve Mr. Riblett after presenting him with the order.”

Huh.

So… in other words, they don’t want to deal with this at all anymore.

Makes me wonder if they found confirmation elsewhere.

Exactly. They know it’s true, and see no reason to bother.

That… that or my little attention grabber made them reconsider.

Rene had a hard time confirming or denying in his head if he’d done too much.

At the time, he’d felt correct in what he was doing. He didn’t want anyone coming for Alana for any reason, and he had demonstrated the price others would pay.

But it wouldn’t be the first time he’d overacted and committed to something so deeply that his original goal was completely overshot. Skipping off into an entirely different and unexpected direction that wasn’t what he wanted.

“With that stated, the council is going to retire early. Given what we’ve discovered, we have no choice but to plan and prepare for what we believe is likely on the horizon,” said one of the other councilors while also looking straight at the Elf. There was no hiding what they meant in that statement. They believed the Elven nation was preparing for war.

Given what Rene had heard from Vala, he was under a similar belief.

“Good morning, everyone. Have a pleasant day,” said Robert in a firm, dismissive tone.

None of the councilors moved. Nor did the guards.

Alana didn’t have the opportunity to speak her piece, nor was she allowed to leave the council room yet.

They’ll want to question her about what they found.

A perfect opportunity to bring them to ground.

Digging into his inventory Rene pulled out a piece of paper and a piece of twine.

Working quickly Rene used a throwing knife to cut eye slits in the paper, holes for the twine and got it into a rough shape of his mask.

It would be an infantile version of his actual mask, but it would convey the points he needed to be made. That he was the Mask and that he was here in Beril to see the council about the city regent.

That, in fact, the city of Felicie was now his and that they would be allowed to operate it efficiently without his interference by his good graces.

Realizing the mask needed a certain detail, Rene pricked his pinky with the sharp tip of the knife. Then he let the blood drip onto the mask, right where he’d been stabbed originally.

He’d never cleaned off the blood. It was now simply part of the mask, along with the narrow cracked slit in the material that the blade had made.

Leaning back, Rene looked at his handiwork.

It’s awful, but it’ll do.

 

Item Name: Imitation “Mask” mask.

Description: Made from wishes, a piece of paper, no artistic skill, and a ratty piece of twine, this mask is terrible.

 

Damage: Your pride

 

Functions- Will suitably convey that this is meant to look like the Mask.

 

None. 

 

Attributes-

 

None. 

 

Rene shrugged his shoulders. He couldn’t disagree with the Watcher’s assessment. It was completely accurate. This would be little better than holding up a sign in front of himself.

Whatever.

Pulling the mask down over the top of his hood he sighed. This would have to do.

Turning back around to look at the council and the room, he found it was almost clear of the audience.

They’d come expecting a spectacle but were sent away in less time than they’d spent waiting for the council session to commence. The departing people looked rather forlorn at not being able to see something dramatic go down between nations.

The Elven ambassador was escorted out, as well, though under a large number of guards.

Apparently, the council was taking this entire situation seriously. Whatever their disagreements had been before, either Rene’s action or something they’d learned after that had changed their stance.

The doors shut with a soft boom, closing the councilors, guards, Alana, and the unseen Rene, into the council room.

“You, Elf,” growled Robert. “What happened outside your cell last night?”

Before Alana could respond to that, Rene stood up and walked toward the councilor’s bench.

“I happened,” he said boldly, holding his hands up and wriggling them back and forth.

Guards began to immediately head towards Rene with their weapons out.

“Unless you want a bloodbath, I would tell your guards to do nothing,” Rene said in an almost sing-song way. “I could paint the walls, floor, and ceilings in their blood today. Maybe this time, I’ll see if I can’t make an actual painting! It was very dull getting everything to be the same blood-red color.”

“Hold!” said Robert, standing up behind from his seat with one hand raised. “Hold… hold. Everyone just… hold.”

“To what? I could hold the Elf,” Rene said, turning toward Alana while opening and closing his hands. “She looks very holdable. I can think of four handholds right off the top of my head.”

Alana was staring at him with slightly widened eyes, her cheeks blushing a deep, dark red.

“Who the hell are you?” asked one of the other councilors.

“Me? Oh. Hello!” said Rene, turning back toward the councilors. “I’m Mask. I’m the underworld city regent of Felicie. I’m going to kill Riblett, break his body down, and lay it out in his throne room.

“You’re welcome. Sounds like you were getting rid of him anyway. That makes my job easier.”

“You… you dare to address us this way? You insolent little peasant of a—”

Flinging his hand down, Rene smashed a throwing knife into a bench just in front of the councilor who’d been speaking. Her voice immediately trailed off as the blade made a slow whining noise, vibrating against the wood.

“Hush, now. You wouldn’t want to say something you’d regret,” Rene said in a deathly voice. “I came to you to discuss Felicie and its regent. Because it concerns me and I’d hate to kill whoever you send next. Their death would be on you, not me.”

No one moved. They barely breathed. Everyone was completely focused on Rene now.

His action had made every councilor acutely aware that it would be quite easy for him to murder them here and now. That it would take very little for him to do so.

They were likely thinking about the fact that he had appeared out of thin air and there’d been no trace of him the night before.

“So! I’m the Mask. Felicie is mine. If you do something stupid, I’ll come back and have a… talk… with you. Probably your families, too. Maybe your pets? Pets might be too far,” said Rene, slowly looking to one side as if he was thinking about it. Then he jerked his face back around, staring hard at the councilors. “No, pets aren’t too far. But your servants’ pets are certainly too far. Much, much too far.

“And with all that being said, you’ll need to send someone who doesn’t want to make waves, wants to retire to a nice city that won’t bother them, and is just looking to collect a paycheck.”

Rene nodded his head to his own points, agreeing with them.

“By the way, I killed the Felicie Elven ambassador,” exclaimed Rene and then bent down. Reaching under a nearby table to disguise accessing his inventory, he pulled out what remained of the Elven ambassador and then tossed it on the floor in front of himself. The torso landed with a splat and laid there though the Elf’s head rolled around for a few paces. “He was part of a—eh, you know. The Elf here was ratting him out. I didn’t want him in my city anymore.”

Everyone was staring at Rene.

“That a deal? I can’t leave here without knowing if we have a deal on the line,” said Rene, using his arms to gesture at the council. “Deal? No deal? More killing? Less?”

“Deal,” said Robert, recovering before the rest of his councilors could. “We’ll send someone agreeable. You’ll make sure the taxes are sent up accordingly?”

“Of course. I’ll even be sure to put in a tithe from the underworld as a show of good faith,” said Rene in an offhand way.

“Then… yes. It’s a deal. We’ll have someone sent to Felicie who can… be… useful to you,” murmured Robert.

The other councilors behind him began to nod their heads in line with that. Clearly, none of them wanted to attempt to have Rene killed.

Which was certainly a good thing for the guards. Rene would dislike having to kill each and every one of them for no reason.

Killing wasn’t an issue to him, but killing without a reason did cause him some annoyance at times.

“Wonderful, wonderful. I’ll take the Elf with me if you don’t mind. She does look like she has some nice handholds and I want to try her out,” said Rene, moving toward Alana. “I’ll dispose of her when I’m done. I’ll put the bits in her cell. You can do what you want with her from there.”

Closing in on Alana, Rene deliberately grabbed her by the breast, and the rear end. Doing his best to look like the psychopath he was portraying him to be.

“Oh, so soft. Lovely. Fits the hand nicely. Let’s go have some fun,” he said while flexing his hands on her, then crouched down. At the same time, he yanked Alana out of her seat and down into a crouch in front of himself.

In an unremarkable moment they were both completely hidden from all. No one could see where Rene and his victim had gone to.

Not waiting around, the councilors fled the room without a word. Rushing off their thrones and away from the room. The guards fell in around them and cleared out just as quickly.

Alana was staring at him blankly, her mouth a flat line. She looked rather annoyed if he didn’t miss his guess.

Oh, uh.

Pulling his hands off Alana’s body, he gave her a smile, then nodded his head to the side toward the front door.

He needed to break down the corpse of the Elf girl in his inventory and lay it out in the cell. Though he’d have to wait thirty or forty minutes before doing that.

If the “Mask” was going to do what he said, there needed to be a reasonable amount of time between what he said he was going to do, and what he did.

Moving with him, Alana kept close to his side as they left the council room. He’d drop her off with Odelia, Olivia, and Mira first, then return to the cell.

After that, he had to race back to Felicie ahead of the council’s attack dogs, kill Riblett, and put him on display as he said he would.

First, though, he had things to do and plan for.

Because he was fairly certain the Elven nation was going to attack.

And soon.

Damn, I need to get gifts for everyone before we leave. I can’t forget that.

It’ll just take a few minutes.

And a few minutes won’t really change the chances of me beating the councilor’s goons there or not.


Epilogue

 

Slipping into the city regent’s bedroom, Rene checked a groan.

He’d been on the move since the moment he got Alana back to Odelia, Olivia, and Mira.

Rushing ever onward, horse to horse, way-stop to way-stop, he pushed himself to beat out the councilor’s goons.

If he was going to make a point of all this, it needed to be made with Riblett’s corpse.

People needed to think that the Mask could practically be in two places at the same time, with the same amount of efficiency. As if he actually were in two locations.

The regent was sleeping peacefully in the large bed. As if nothing were wrong at all and he wasn’t about to lose his position.

And his life.

Ghosting up to the side of the bed, Rene paused and considered how to do this.

He wanted to ask the man why he’d targeted Rene to begin with. The answer he would get back would likely help Rene tune his personality in the future to make fewer enemies.

After all, he just wanted to live his life and go about his own business.

Getting involved as the Mask was really just a means to an end. He wanted to end the crime he didn’t agree with in the city, and make sure the street children had a place to be.

To go.

Grabbing the regent with his left hand, Rene placed a heavy dagger under the man’s chin. Pressing it up against the man’s throat, he held it there.

Cody’s eyes shot open, his body going rigid at the feeling of Rene hovering over him and at the chill touch of the blade at his neck.

“Hush, now,” Rene said with a laugh, his paper mask covering his face. “I’m afraid your time as the regent has come to a close. The council has sent a group of people to collect you and bring you back to Beril.

“You got caught working with the Elves. Exposed for treason. They’re probably going to hang you.”

Groaning, Cody didn’t move. He just laid there, staring up at Rene.

“How?” the regent asked finally.

“Elf. Spilled their guts to the council. Every Elven ambassador is under a forced recall at this moment,” explained Rene. He had no problem giving the man information. He wasn’t going to leave this room alive.

And I’m not doing the evil villain monologue either. I’ll slash his throat even if someone walks in on us.

The Monster said nothing to that.

“Ah,” murmured Riblett. “That’s it then. Okay.”

“Personally… I just want to kill you for what you did to all those kids. Sexual slavery is a terrible thing,” muttered Rene, pushing down on the knife at the man’s throat. It wouldn’t take much more to break the skin.

Wheezing, Riblett didn’t argue with that. He didn’t say anything to it, in fact.

“Before I end your life, maybe you should tell me why you did it?” asked Rene. “And while you’re at it, why you were after Rene Anatolis? He’s a friend of mine. You had Trevor looking into him.”

At that moment, Rene paused and then chuckled softly.

“By the way, Trevor’s dead. I killed him, too. I butchered him up and dumped his corpse in a lake,” Rene said honestly. It’d been a loose end he didn’t want. “I dealt with him first before coming for you.”

“Money,” Riblett said with a shake of his head. “Money. It was all money.”

“Money,” repeated Rene. Then he started to work the knife back and forth, sawing Riblett’s head from his shoulders. “I see. Money. Okay.”

Groaning, hunching his shoulders, and trying to twist away, Riblett only prolonged the ordeal. Eventually, his head was cut free from his body, and his life was ended.

Gathering the body and the head, Rene snuck his way back to the regent’s throne room.

Before the sun rose, Rene had dismembered the man completely. Breaking him down in the same way he had the guards and the Elf who took Alana’s place in the cell.

Though with the Elf, Rene had carved her face from her head. To make sure no one could ever confirm if it was Alana or not. In his mind, he figured that those who saw it would just assume the Mask really was that insane.

Rene had sent orders out using the regent’s paper and a falsified signature as well.

No one was to enter the throne room for any reason, apart from Geraldine and Aurora. Both of whom were summoned to see the regent as soon as the sun rose.

Sitting in the regent’s throne with one leg crossed over the other, wearing his paper mask, Rene waited. This would be his final move before he went home to rest and relax.

To finally take some time for himself.

With a clacking sound, the door to the throne room was partially opened.

Geraldine and Aurora walked inside and then stopped dead even as the door was closed behind them.

“Aurora! Dine, my love,” said Rene, motioning at them with one arm. “Come, come. I put out two seats for you. Please, make yourselves at home.”

They were both wearing their parade armor, as he called it. The silver, gold, and blue of it was polished and marked them as someone above the normal troops of the city.

“Although, Dine, you could come sit on my lap. If you wanted,” Rene said, putting both of his feet on the ground and then patting his lap. “Come, sit on daddy’s lap, Dine. You can give me a kiss on the cheek and we’ll cuddle for a bit.”

Geraldine alternated between looks of horror, anger, shock, and what was likely insult.

Aurora sat down in one of the two chairs, looking confused and annoyed.

“Dine, up here. In my lap,” said Rene, patting his lap encouragingly. “Come, Dine. My love, my sweet. After this, I’ll take you away and love you. As soft—or as hard, if you’re into that—as you like.”

Pausing next to the chair, Geraldine took a hesitant step forward toward him.

“That’s right, come ’ere, Dine,” said Rene in a warm whisper. “Come, Dine.”

Her foot slid forward as she took a second step, actually doing what he was asking her to. The look in her eyes was that of a woman about to jump off a cliff.

One who wanted to jump off that cliff.

“Sit down, Geraldine,” Aurora commanded.

The words snapped the hold Rene had on the woman and she sat herself down quickly in the second chair, looking embarrassed and very angry now.

“What’ve you done?!” growled Geraldine, her hands gripping the sides of her chair.

“Oh, I killed Trevor and the regent,” said Rene with a sigh, leaning back in the throne. “After I threatened and blackmailed the council in Beril.”

Aurora and Geraldine both looked floored at that statement.

“I’m more or less the unofficially recognized city regent now. You two work for me,” Rene said then pointed at Geraldine. “And you, Dine, my love, you’ll be working under me. While I try to talk you into truly working under me. Or on top. Either, or. Maybe both.

“You’ll be my Ronder, so to speak. Aurora will be your Ronder. You two will need to hire replacements for Geraldine and Trevor.”

Spluttering, Geraldine offered nothing intelligible.

“And what about an actual regent?” Aurora asked, taking the lead.

“The council promised to send me what basically amounts to a puppet. They’ll arrive at some point, and I’ll tell them what’s what,” said Rene with a shrug of his shoulders. “Until then, we’ll just operate between the three of us. When the regent does arrive, I’ll hold meetings like this where he’ll attend and do as I tell him.”

“Just like that? You’re going to force me into your bed?” Geraldine said in a hiss. Clearly, she was focused on her own problems at the moment.

“Force you? No, no. I’m no rapist,” disagreed Rene. “I’m going to talk you into my bed. And love you so sweetly. So tenderly, Dine.

“Or so wrongly and violently. Whichever way you want it. Maybe you want to be used like an object and put away wet? We’ll find out. Working under me, to work under me, remember?”

“What if I refuse to do either?” demanded Geraldine.

“Then… you’d have to find a new job? I mean, if that’s what you want, so be it. Is that your way of resigning your commission?” Rene asked, tilting his head to one side.

“I… I don’t—yes. No! No. I…”

Geraldine’s voice faded away as she looked down to her knees.

“I won’t force you into my bed, Dine. I’m going to keep coming at you, though. I won’t let up. You’re too lovely,” said Rene and then turned to look at Aurora. He could see she was angry now. “Or… maybe I’ll let you go after all. I’m sure I can find other entertainments now that I’m the unofficial regent. I’m sure I can talk any number of noble ladies into having a rendezvous with the Mask.”

“I’m sure,” muttered Aurora.

“Well, anyway. There it is. There we go. I’m going to head off back to my little hole and amuse myself,” exclaimed Rene as he stood up suddenly. “Don’t bother cleaning up the regent. Leave it all for the councilor’s hit squad. They’re coming. Probably today.”

Getting down into a crouch, Rene vanished away.

Pulling his paper mask off, he set it down on the throne. He wanted those councilor’s men to see it. See it and hopefully bring it back to the council itself.

The Mask can be anywhere.

“And don’t touch the mask,” he commanded before leaving the throne room.

 

***

 

Groaning, Rene leaned back in the expensive recliner. A piece of furniture he’d paid a hefty price for simply for the tech involved in making it.

He was feeling quite comfortable at the moment and enjoying his purchase.

He had a nice warm blanket over him, a cup of delicious tea that Odelia stocked his pantry with, and was enjoying the silence.

The sheer pleasure of not having to move, do anything, or change anything.

There was no one to kill, flirt, intimidate, fuck, fight, teach, bribe, steal, or collect money from. At the moment, only Aurora knew he was home, and she’d probably be busy for a short while yet.

Closing his eyes, Rene let his mind wander.

So much had happened in such a short time that he hadn’t really had time to process it all. If he took in the whole year and how much had happened, it was significantly more mind-boggling.

From being kidnapped to getting engaged, to bedding more women in a month than he had in decades, to technically taking over a city.

Snuggling deeper into the recliner, Rene felt quite warm and comfortable.

Slowly, he began to drift off into a nice nap.

The pop and clack of the door unlocking woke him from either a long nap or just after he’d closed his eyes. It felt like both at the same time, if he was being honest.

Reaching out, he grabbed his teacup and found it still quite warm.

Right. Just… just closed my eyes. Ugh.

Turning his head, he looked at the door.

Knowing his luck, it was probably Gideon, already having figured out he was home and wanting to—

Odelia, Olivia, Alana, and Mira walked in through the open doorway.

“Ah! See? I told you we’d catch up to him,” Odelia said with a laugh and a shake of her head. “Driving a coach wasn’t even half as hard as I thought it’d be, either.”

The four women trooped into the room.

They looked tired, one and all, but were clearly quite glad to be here.

Sounds like they just took turns at the reins and kept the horses going the entire time. Even at a slow pace with a few rests for the team, that adds up quickly.

“Indeed, I’m so glad to be able to take care of my master again,” Mira said coming over to him straight away. Reaching down, she adjusted the blanket a little, smoothed his hair back and tucked him in a bit more firmly. “Does my master need anything? May I fetch you something? Service you?”

Before he could respond, Alana was there, hugging him around the head and shoulders. Pressing his face against her chest.

“You didn’t even give me a chance to say thank you,” she complained, then kissed the top of his head. After a few seconds, she released him and moved over to stand near Mira, who was watching him with a smile.

Olivia and Odelia were standing on the other side, looking amused.

“Well! That was exciting,” Odelia said with some energy to her voice. “I think I’d like to take some time to rest and relax though. All this running and mucking about… it’s energizing, but I’m still just a lady.”

“Most assuredly,” agreed Olivia with a head nod. “Speaking of, Del, we should move Aurora and Rene’s wedding ahead. We’ll also need to get this house renovated for all of us to live here.”

“Splendid thinking, Liv,” laughed Odelia as she clapped her hands together. “Oh! Or do we just buy a bigger, newer house? Or have one built?”

“I would prefer a new house built, Mistress Odelia,” Mira offered. “We could build in guests’ quarters, servants’ quarters, and children’s quarters for future… needs.”

Olivia and Odelia both lit up at that suggestion.

Sighing, Rene looked at Alana and gave her a smile.

“You can kill them now,” he said in a flat tone.

“Oh? I’ll keep that in mind,” said Alana with a wide smile that showed off her teeth.

Olivia’s eyebrows went upward and she had a slightly ill-at-ease look to her.

There was another clack at the door as it opened again, causing everyone to go quiet and look that way.

Irini and Aurora both walked into the room.

“You were right,” Irini complained, giving him an annoyed look. “He really is just being lazy.”

“I’m not lazy, and I got you a really nice brush, by the way, Irini,” Rene offered, hoping to mend her mood as quickly as possible. “As well as some little ribbons attached to earrings that you can wear.”

Brightening like a sun rising over the horizon, Irini became all smiles and came over to him with a slight bounce in her step. She lined up with Mira and Alana, watching him.

“Well, thank you, my True Mate. I’ll be happy to receive them,” she practically purred.

“And before anyone gets upset, I got presents for everyone. I didn’t forget,” said Rene as he turned his head to look at Odelia and Olivia. Odelia had already developed a pout and Olivia looked like she was considering one.

Both expressions vanished in a flash.

Aurora came over to stand with those two and then sighed.

“You need to leave Geraldine alone. She’s questioning everything,” she said, not bothering with anything else. “She actually told me she wouldn’t tell you no, next time you pushed on her. She wants to give in to you.”

“Fine, fine. Only because you asked, though,” allowed Rene with a smile. “I might sneak into your home later to collect payment from you. Premarital or not.”

All six women stared at Rene as if he’d just said something ludicrous.

“He… he always… just flirts… with me,” muttered Aurora, looking very unsure all of a sudden.

“Well!” Odelia said, raising her eyebrows. “I’m sure I’d love to hear more of that. But we need—”

There was a click that sounded like the back door to his home had opened.

Except… there should be no one coming in that way except for perhaps Gideon.

Turning, everyone looked that way and waited.

Pinky, Rose, and Darla entered at the same time. Each one was dressed and made up as they always were, their beautiful selves on full display.

They were who they were, and they flaunted it at every opportunity. It was part of their personalities.

Coming to stand in between the other two groups of three, his Trio looked around at the other women.

“Hi! I’m Rose!” said Rose excitedly. “I’m the boss’ main girl down at the Tail. I’m responsible for taking care of my baby’s needs. Aren’t I, Baby?”

Not waiting for anything else, Rose hopped up into the recliner and stretched out on top of Rene. She picked up his left hand, stuck it on her rear end, then put his right hand on her breast, and cuddled into him, pushing her head under his chin.

“I missed you, Baby,” crooned Rose. “Missed you so bad.”

“I’m Darla, I handle the boss’ interests in the city,” said the dark-haired beauty, looking at the two other groups.

“I’m Pinky. I run the Trio and handle guild business,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Do forgive Rose, she’s just very honest with her feelings.”

”—and wrote an entire page!” said Rose, talking quietly to Rene and ignoring everyone else. “It’s all about you leaving and coming back and loving me and us having sex and then you taking me to dinner. Can we go to dinner sometime soon?”

“Uh, sure but—”

“You must be—” Pinky said, looking at Aurora, then Irini. With a smile, she pointed at one then the other. “Light and Dark Mask. That makes so much more sense. Especially when I see you both outside of your costumes

“And you’re Odelia and Olivia.”

“Indeed, a pleasure to meet you, Pinky,” Odelia said with a modest bow of her head. “Rene mentioned you three were beautiful, but I had no idea.”

“Truly,” Olivia agreed.

“Why thank you, we do try to keep his attention the best we can. Given how lovely you all are, it’s quite the battle to keep him at the Tail,” Pinky said, then turned to look at the other group of women.

“Mira and Alana, yes?” Both women nodded their heads at that. “Wonderful. I’ve got it all right.”

“Good job, Pinky,” Darla said, looking to her leader.

“It took a bit but… all done,” Pinky said, finally looking back at Rene with a grin. There was a mischievous and evil twinkle in her eye as she watched him. “There, now all your wives are formally introduced to one another Rene. You just listen to your older woman in this regard. It’ll work out just fine. We’ll take care of everything for you.”

”—and then I want to use my mouth and see if I can get you to moan really loud again,” Rose said, having continued talking to him the entire time. “I promise I won’t lose any this time and swal—”

Removing the hand from Rose’s bottom, he wrapped it around her mouth to silence her mid-sentence.

Looking around the room, he could see that Odelia—despite her previous assurances—was somewhat annoyed.

As was every other woman in the room now, other than Rose, Darla, and Pinky.

 

Ha. You really are awful.

You’re worse than I am, and I have a group of beautiful women chasing me around all day.

Anyway, pop over to see me when you can. New job.

Well, a couple of jobs. I might need you a bit more active for a short time.

 

Given how everyone was looking at him. Rene would welcome the ability to escape from this. To rush off and assist the Watcher this very instant.

Having nothing he could really say, Rene’s brain failed him and a default response came out.

“Hello there,” he said, screaming at himself mentally with a deep psychological cringe even as he spoke.


Thank you, dear reader!

 

I’m hopeful you enjoyed reading this story. Please consider leaving a review, commentary, or messages. Feedback is imperative to an author’s growth.
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