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Chapter 1

 

Looking from woman to woman, Rene found that by and large, they all had a different look on their faces.

Irini was amused. The Alis assassin’s wide smile and electric-blue eyes with their slit-like pupils were fastened on him. She was watching him as a predator might with a cornered animal.

Her short, dark-brown hair that bordered on black was pinned back behind her head tightly, which forced her triangular cat-like ears to be quite prominent.

Especially so given the earrings she proudly wore in the notches he’d cut into them.

Taking a step forward, Aurora gestured at Rose as she rubbed herself against Rene.

“Rose, get off him. You’re making a bit of a scene,” Aurora muttered. For her part, she looked unconcerned. That didn’t seem surprising to Rene when he thought about it, considering that she was actually well acquainted with the Trio.

Shaking her head, the athletic, six-foot lieutenant-captain let out a short sigh. Her short black hair was held back with the wooden clips she often wore. In addition to holding back her hair, they actually complimented her dark-brown eyes at the same time.

“But this is my job. And it’s what I want to do, too,” complained Rose, pushing her head under Rene’s chin. Her right hand slid down to his crotch and boldly began to manhandle him through his pants. “Boss doesn’t mind, he likes it. I can feel it. He enjoys it when I give him all the attention he deserves.”

The impressively curvy and lovely copper-haired woman felt more like a warm blanket wrapped around him, than a woman. He couldn’t see it, but he was fairly certain Rose’s warm, translucent-brown eyes were closed given her face was pressed to his neck.

Rene had a hard time focusing right now given just how magnificently attractive Rose was, and that she was more like a coat at the moment.

“Ahem.”

Everyone looked at Odelia as she cleared her throat audibly.

Except for Rose, who squeezed Rene with her right hand and laid still against him.

“It would seem we should have another meeting to discuss the roles in the family,” prompted Odelia, giving Rene a tight smile.

His beautiful, black-haired fiancée with mesmerizing emerald-green eyes was waiting for him to reply. Her arms were folded underneath her impressive bosom. The movement emphasized her chest in a way that he wasn’t certain was deliberate.

He got the impression she felt like she was competing with Rose at the moment.

“No need, Odelia,” Pinky declared simply and took a step toward the noblewoman. “The Trio is well aware of our position. We’re the boss’ belongings, not his wives or women. You are, of course, the mistress of the family, with Aurora being the public leading figure.

“Though I must confess, I’m unsure as to Olivia, Alana, Irini, and Mira’s positions.”

Increasingly, Rene found that Pinky was showing signs of not just intelligence, but keen intelligence. As well as a cunning and deceptive personality that was able to act quickly on only a little bit of information.

At the moment, she looked more akin to a noblewoman—given her posture, the expensive dress, and her bright blond hair that seemed to glitter in the light.

It didn’t hurt at all that she was almost as impressively endowed as Rose and just as pretty in the face.

Odelia opened her mouth, paused, and then nodded her head.

“Thank you, Pinky. I appreciate that,” murmured Odelia. Then she made a chopping motion with her hand. “But I’ll not allow it. If you’ve come this far, I must include you in the family. It took a quick mind as well as a strong will to appear here, knowing we were all present. I’ll not overlook willing hands that can be put to use.

“You will work with myself and Olivia to bring our family to power. She is my partner in this, as you will now be.”

Tipping her head toward Pinky, the Elven maiden in question gave the other woman a smile.

“It’ll be a pleasure, Pinky,” Olivia said, her blue-black hair sliding past her elf-tipped ears and framing her heart-breakingly pretty face. Her dark-green eyes were watching the other woman carefully. Likely already trying to pick her apart.

“I… see. Then I thank you for including me,” returned Pinky. Rene could see the hesitation on her face. This was apparently outside her expectations.

“Now, let’s speak of your people. I believe in her current work for you, Darla deals with the city. Is that right, Pinky?” Odelia said, closing the distance between herself and the other woman. Without hesitating, she reached out and caught Pinky’s left hand in her right and held it in her own.

Olivia stepped up to Pinky’s other side, creating a triangle between the three of them.

“I… yes. Darla works with the city. Rose handles the Boss, as well as all the working girls and clients,” Pinky agreed, her fingers closing around Odelia’s hand in return.

“Perfect. Darla can assist Irini and Aurora since they were working together already. Utilizing the city and the guild as required.

“Rose, Mira, and Alana can attend to our dear Rene and the working girls, as that’s a job all by itself,” finished Odelia, not looking at him.

“That does sound rather perfect, Del,” Olivia said, taking Pinky’s right hand in her left, then she started walking away. Dragging the somewhat flustered-looking Pinky along behind her. “We should go start on our plans right now. We have a lot of work to do and Pinky can help.”

“Oh, good idea, Liv. We should bring her onboard as quickly as possible,” Odelia said, catching up to Olivia. Both women were pulling on Pinky now, dragging the woman out of the room.

The latter looked somewhat perturbed now and concerned.

“Hmph,” Aurora said, lifting her chin up and looking at Irini, then Darla.

“We have our own work to do,” Darla said as one corner of her mouth curled up in a smirk. “Those three can go think themselves smarter than the rest of us while we do the dirty work. The work that has to be done. Mask gang work.”

Darla’s pitch-black hair was perfectly arranged in her customary ribbons and clips, artfully pulling her hair back and highlighting how lovely she was. Her blue eyes moved from Aurora to Irini.

“We could go back to the Tail,” Irini suggested.

“I… yes. That’s a good idea,” agreed Aurora, turning to look to Darla. “Darla?”

“I agree. Let’s do that. We can get down to business since the working girls won’t be as busy yet,” said the woman with a wide smile.

All three women pulled their masks out from their clothes and then fit them to their faces.

“Can we get some lunch on the way?” Irini asked. “I’m hungry.”

“I know exactly where to stop, Dark,” Darla said with a wave of her hand.

“Irini. Call me Irini when we’re alone,” corrected the cat-girl assassin.

“And Aurora for myself when we’re in private,” added Aurora. Then she gestured at Darla’s hair. “And now that we’re on a first-name basis, can you tell me where you get your clips? They’re lovely. I’d like to own some myself.”

“Of course! It’d be my pleasure. We can go get lunch first, then head to the Tail and go over our goals and go from there. We can get the cl—”

Darla’s voice was cut off as the three left the room and closed the door behind them. Rene was mildly surprised with the situation, though, as it seemed to him that Darla had managed to command both Aurora and Irini.

Maybe it has to do with the fact that they’re not wearing their masks anymore. Perhaps that anonymity of a mask had played into their own beliefs.

“Good,” Alana said with a frown. “Better that they leave you to us.”

The Elven warrior’s bottomless black eyes looked at Rose curled up on Rene. Her short brown hair was arranged in a few braids today that drew attention to her ears.

“Rose, I—”

“I’ll work for you, Alana, and gladly,” Rose said, interrupting the ex-Elven royal guard. “I don’t really care about the pecking order, either. I can be at the bottom. I just want to be with my Baby and be under him where I can serve.

“To make sure he’s happy and take care of his needs. Whatever Baby wants me to do to him, or for him, I will. He’s given me so much. I have to give back to him. I’ll help coordinate and keep the working girls in line, of course. They’re not that hard to manage now that they work for my Baby.”

Rose emphasized her point again by squeezing her hand on his obvious response to her presence and touch.

“I also will serve you, Alana. I’m only here to attend to my Master, though I do think managing working girls wouldn’t be too difficult,” murmured Mira with her heart-melting smile. “When we’re not working at the Tail, I’ll tend to whatever I believe he needs while also servicing him in any way he wants or requires. Though I think we’ll need our own masks, won’t we?”

Maid turned mistress, Mira was a beautiful young woman who had long ago decided she wanted to be safe and secure. To imitate a real-life heroine by the name of “Seven” who had done the same for herself.

Her thick brown hair was immaculately styled and laid out behind her, held by a white strip of fabric. Large brown eyes, that often seemed far larger than normal, were watching him with some warmth at the moment.

Only now did he notice her maid outfit had once again been modified. Or more accurately, removed entirely.

It was more of a dress that she could work in now. It really tucked in quite nicely at the right points to emphasize the lines of her body and show off her lovely hourglass figure.

“I accept your loyalty from both of you, and yes, we’ll need masks,” Alana said with a complete one-eighty shift in her tone. It now matched what he’d heard when they were fighting Elves together. “You will both serve me and serve our husband. I’ll take care of his needs tonight. Rose, you come tomorrow night. Mira will handle his daytime needs. Otherwise, we’ll manage the brothel aspects all together as one.

“And I should warn you two. I might kill a few of the others depending on what the needs of the family are. Which means we’d have to take on their work. We must have strength and intelligence in the family.”

“Okay. Please spare Darla and Pinky, if possible,” Rose said rubbing her cheek against Rene’s chest.

“I understand. If you must kill Odelia, please make her last. That would make me feel better about my oath of service,” Mira said, just as accepting of that statement as Rose.

“I’ll do what I can for you, both,” Alana said, watching Rose and Rene. “Rose, take care of our husband’s needs with your mouth for the time being.

“Mira, let’s go start making some food. We can give him a chance to relax after he’s been properly relieved and fed. After that, we can start talking about the needs of the Tail.”

“Ah, yes, that sounds like a good start,” Mira said, moving over to the Elf.

“Okay, I can do that, no problem and my pleasure,” Rose purred, her hand moving up to start working at Rene’s belt.

Did… they just break into teams of three?

Pretty sure they did, yeah. Kinda funny to watch. Three groups now.

One for us, one for the city, one for the family.

Rene’s thoughts were dashed when Rose started to get his fly open.

 

***

 

Laying in the recliner where he’d been ambushed, Rene was feeling considerably better.

Rose had taken Alana’s direction quite seriously.

Then Mira and Alana had returned to feed him, and then the three of them left.

They were outside the room discussing their plans and work. What they would do and how they would bring more power to their own group as well as the family.

From what he could hear given his heightened senses, they were going to lean on the fact that they took care of his carnal needs. They could use pillow talk and their closeness with him to facilitate their own plans.

To get what they wanted out of him for the working girls and keep elevating that aspect of the business.

Thankfully, they didn’t seem to consider the other two groups a problem and had said neither a word against them nor planned to hinder them.

Even the fact that Darla would handle gang and guild matters didn’t bother them in the least. The brothel was separate from the Mask gang in this, it seemed.

Alana’s version of gaining power for themselves primarily seemed to reside in time with Rene. Or more specifically, that by sharing themselves with him, he would, in turn, give them presents, coin, favors, and other gifts based on his affection for them. 

To which Mira and Rose readily agreed, so long as they only did it out of care for him. They were adamant that it couldn’t be false.

It’s sweet. They just want more of you and from you.

The other two groups are just… competitors, not enemies. 

Isn’t that how it’s supposed to be?

I have no idea? When was the last time we were in a harem, hm?

Your question makes no sense.

Uh… yeah. Sorry, sorry.

Good point.

 

It’s better when they’re competitors not enemies. If they’re enemies, they end up causing a lot more of a headache than they’re worth.

Or at least, that’s what I’ve noticed.

Thankfully, all of mine are allies.

I’m the enemy.

They even made a council to watch over me and make sure I’m not doing something stupid.

Fat lot of good it’s done them, ha.

 

Pausing, Rene considered the words of the Watcher.

His personal benefactor.

“I mean, we’ve only worked together a short period, but I can kind of see that being a need. You can be somewhat… blind, at times,” Rene admitted. “Sorry, not sorry.”

Laughing, the Watcher materialized into being a few feet away.

A younger man with dark hair, who appeared to be in his twenties. A trim goatee adorned his chin, and his eyes were a chilling blue. He was fit, but not athletic. Dressed well, but not expensively.

Rene was mildly surprised to see his god in person.

“You’re not wrong. I really am an idiot at times,” said the Watcher, flopping down onto a nearby chair. “Don’t worry, your harem members are all going about their own business. They won’t be bothering us for a bit. We have more than enough time to get this little bit of business done.”

“Ah, you did say you had more jobs for me,” said Rene, feeling somewhat excited at the thought.

He’d been allowed to really let loose during his protection detail. To go all out in any way he saw fit in order to accomplish his goals.

It’d been a thrill to go all out.

“Before you ask, no. I can’t let her help you, either. So don’t ask,” grumbled the Watcher as he got comfortable in the chair.

“Who, Cinnamon? I wasn’t going to ask,” admitted Rene.

“Oh? Oh. Good. I’ve already taken care of your request anyway,” Runner said with a wave of his hand.

“My requ—”

“Now, forgive me for being rude, but on to business. While we do have some time, we don’t have enough to chit-chat,” apologized the Watcher. “Yes, I have some jobs for you. A few, in fact. Though… I’ll probably need to explain more, I imagine.”

“If you want. I honestly… well, it doesn’t matter,” said Rene with a shrug of his shoulders. “It’s nice to know information, but it doesn’t usually change my job or what I have to do.”

The Watcher watched him, then chuckled and nodded his head.

“Fair enough. I’ll keep it simple then. Ah… let’s see,” mused the Watcher, his eyes drifting up to the ceiling. “A lot of my worlds run at different… speeds? What would be one second on one world, is a year on another. This can change whenever and however I want. I can even freeze time completely.

“Your own world has often been frozen. Though, I can’t lock the time as often as I’d like. It causes problems with my enemy.”

“Ah. And that’s who Fearn was—”

“No, don’t—”

Before Rene could finish talking, or the Watcher could interrupt him, a woman appeared behind the god.

She was a beautiful Elven maiden. One that had an eerie similarity to Olivia, in fact, just even more beautiful and filled out than the Oracle. Oddly enough, she seemed more Human-pretty than Elven standards of beauty would like.

“Oh, Rene, I’m going to make sure my Oracle gets exactly what she needs,” said the goddess of the Elves, resting her hands on the Watcher’s shoulders, “to make you an incredibly happy man. Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you, Rene.”

Closing his eyes, the Watcher lifted up his hands and pressed them to his face.

“I swear to fuck, Rene, I’m going to… hurt you,” the Watcher growled.

“I’ll fight you if you do, Watcher,” said Fearn, leaning down over the Watcher’s shoulder. Then she kissed his cheek and slid her arms around him. Tightening possessively. Nuzzling at him, she seemed almost like she was rubbing her face against his skin. “He’s your champion, but I’ll name him mine as well if you dare raise a finger against him.”

“You know this’ll make her angry. She’ll try to kill you,” the Watcher said into his hands.

“Mm. She’s tried before a number of times. She’s obviously had very little success,” Fearn said, kissing the Watcher’s cheek again before returning to nuzzling him. “Now, get back to work. Your champion is waiting.”

Wordlessly groaning into his hands, the Watcher sounded extremely annoyed.

“Fine, fine. Okay, fine. If you die, I can’t do anything though, Fearn,” the Watcher said, letting his hands drop into his lap.

“I know. That’s fine. I don’t think she’d actually kill me, though. I think she’d just hurt me a lot,” Fearn said, rubbing her cheek against the Watcher’s.

“The next job I want to give you could be problematic. So I have a few different ones for you to pick from. Two of them I can… freeze, as we were discussing earlier, so you can take care of them at your leisure. The third I cannot. It’s now or never,” declared the Watcher. “The third job is in a world that’s… incredibly hostile to me. To the point that I won’t even honestly be able to see you or assist. You’ll be in a blind spot.”

“Which is also why you can’t freeze it. It’s not your world,” Rene finished. “This goes back to that story you told me.”

“Exactly,” agreed the Watcher.

“What’s the job there?” asked Rene.

“Well… that’s the problem. I don’t know. I’d put you in touch with someone. Someone who knows what needs to happen. But I don’t know the specifics of the job,” answered the Watcher.

Grimacing, Rene really didn’t like that. That’d be more like being on loan to another agency, rather than doing a job.

“Pass on that for now. What about the other two?” asked Rene, his eyes moving to Fearn as she continued to snuggle and love all over the Watcher. At the moment she was nibbling the top of his ear.

“The second one is another protection detail. Make sure the VIP doesn’t get wasted,” replied the Watcher.

“Uh-huh, and the last?” Rene asked. He’d had fun in the last job, but if he could avoid a babysitter job he would.

Sighing, the Watcher looked at Rene and held his gaze for several seconds.

“Elimination of several targets,” the Watcher confessed. “The problem is you’d have to do one, wake up, go about your business, and then do the next a little later on.”

“Ah. Alright. And would I be able to keep my gear, equipment, and what I’d set up between the hits?” asked Rene with interest.

He wasn’t going to lie and say he didn’t want to test himself and his new abilities. To see what he could do given what he had at his disposal now.

“Yes, that’s fine. Though… no more strays. Remember?” clarified the Watcher, holding up a finger. At the same time, Fearn moved down and now nibbled at his earlobe, causing the Watcher to hunch away from her. “Stop it, Fearn. You’ll enrage her. She’s already watching.”

“I know she’s watching. I can feel it,” Fearn said. “It’s not going to stop me. She’s already going to hunt me, regardless of what I do.”

The goddess of the Elves was sliding her hands down the Watcher’s torso now.

Uh.

Hm. Well.

I mean, she is beautiful.

Very. I don’t think we could say no.

“That’s alright. Can I keep any of the gear?” pushed Rene.

“We’ll talk about that later after you show me what you want to keep,” said the Watcher. “I take it, that’s the one you want?”

“Of course. It’s what I did for a long time. How could I say no?”

Rene couldn’t help but chuckle after he finished talking.

It was the truth.

“Fine. We can—”

The Watcher froze in place, staring at nothing. Staring through that nothing and into something far beyond.

“Actually, Rene, I’m sorry, but I can’t let you choose. I need you to do a protection detail. And now. Are you ready?” the Watcher asked, his tone having become something altogether different. “On top of that, I’m pretty sure this will remove your ability to inspect people. Analyze them.

“Though… it might offer up some different abilities to you in the future. I’ll make sure I balance it out. If not now, then later.”

“What? Fine. Send me,” Rene said with only a momentary concern. The Watcher had never been cheap with him. If he said he could balance it later, he would. He’d lament the loss he was sure, but he looked forward to being able to get something equivalent. “Same equipment as last time, please.”

This was his job and duty. What he’d traded for so that he could continue to live here in this world.

He appreciated that the Watcher did what he could to give him options, but it wasn’t Rene’s right to expect them. It wasn’t something he was entitled to.

The Watcher was just being fair with him.

Not giving Rene anything beyond that, the Watcher instead flicked his hand through the air in front of himself.

It reminded Rene of how they used to show someone moving a virtual interface in science fiction movies.

What?

Rene knew nothing more after that thought.


Chapter 2

 

Rene had the distinct feeling of traveling through a space.

A black void of nothingness that also somehow felt like a bridge. One made out of impossibility and in defiance of the rules.

Connecting two points that weren’t supposed to be connected.

As if there were a wooden walkway between the moon and Mount Everest. Except it existed and was completely viable.

And Rene was traveling on it.

There’s… something more to this.

I agree. There’s something amiss.

But… do we care about it enough to push into whatever this could be? Should we investigate it?

I don’t think so. If we did, we’d wish we didn’t know the key. To dive so deeply, we’d get bit.

Rene felt like the Monster might be right, though there were some troubling thoughts he was having. Thoughts that refused to be quelled or allow themselves to be laid to rest.

One that was battling its way to the forefront of his mind regardless of his wish to leave it alone. To put it to rest and let it lie. Deep in the sea of his mind.

Then it burst into his active thoughts in a kaleidoscope of linked thoughts.

A multitude of small bits and pieces of clues that were adding up in his head.

Pushed forward by a negligent swipe of the Watcher’s hand.

Like the possibility that maybe none of this was real.

That the entirety of Rene’s existence wasn’t true.

Within that thought, he found that once he recognized it, he also determined that he didn’t care. Regardless of the world being real or not, he believed he was real. Those he cared about were as real as he was.

He existed, had a creator, and had his own thoughts, beliefs, and emotions.

And that meant whether he was real or fake was irrelevant. He knew nothing else, so nothing else mattered.

“Oh, that’s surprising,” said a calm female voice around him. “You came to that realization so pleasantly and calmly. Like an ice-cube melting in the sunlight.”

If Rene could have looked around, he would have. Except in this place, he had no eyes or ears.

“My apologies, I was curious what my husband was up to. In these small spaces where I exist, I’m far more alive than anywhere else.”

“Who… are you?” Rene asked.

“My name is Srit. You may give the Watcher—my husband, Runner—a message for me when you return.”

“I—okay. And what’s the message?”

“Hello. I love you. I miss you. He’s growing up well. I approve.”

“Uh, that’s… it?” Rene asked, feeling like that was a bit short for a message.

“It’s all he needs. Ah, this is the end of your transfer point. Maybe I’ll see you on the way back.”

“But I—”

The black voice ended and Rene was ejected from it.

Straight into his body.

Standing there, in the same equipment and rig from his last off-world adventure, Rene felt out of place. All around him were dilapidated houses made of bricks, clay, sticks, and straw.

Looking around, Rene felt very out of place.

His gear clicked quickly as he turned in a slow circuit to really get an idea of where he was. Reaching up, he laid a hand on the handle of his carbine to hold it in place against his chest. The shoulder strap was keeping it on him, but loosely.

This place is… even further back in time than home. We’re right on the eve of the steam engine and rudimentary technology. This place though… nowhere near.

I think this is just after the fall of Rome? How terrible.

The dark ages.

Grimacing, Rene had no idea what to do, or where to go.

There was a ping noise and a window flashed into being directly in front of Rene.

 

Protect the Potential.

Weapons free, no rules.

Can’t keep anything.

More instructions to follow.

 

A red arrow replaced the window. It was pointing down the muddy road on which Rene was standing.

It flashed twice then vanished.

“Potential?” Rene asked no one as he set off at a light jog. His mind wanted to return to the idea that none of this was real, but he realized he didn’t have the luxury or time. There was work to be done and he needed to get going.

From the way the Watcher reacted, Rene had the feeling that his VIP was already in danger.

Glancing down at himself, he confirmed he had the equipment he expected.

A carbine, SMG, and pistol were all attached to himself at the points where he wanted them. Along with a new Glauca. It wasn’t his normal one, but it was clearly the same model.

Okay, definitely set up exactly the same way as last time.

How fortunate for us that this is on the Watcher’s dime.

Smirking, Rene kept his head swinging back and forth as he moved. He needed to find his VIP and get them squared away quickly.

The dirty, messy pathway turned off to the side only to whip back toward its original heading. A clear lack of planning or any forethought evident.

Slowly, the path swung toward the right and Rene found a small group of men. They were dressed in what looked like leather armor and held spears as well as short swords.

Definitely post-Roman collapse.

And not by much.

A young girl who appeared to be somewhere around thirteen years old was being held down against the ground. One of the men had the butt of his spear against her stomach, while a second man had his boot pressed to her shoulder.

“She the Potential? Cause I do—”

The girl suddenly had a green outline around her while the men gained a red one.

How simple and sweet. Let’s make this quick and neat.

Pulling out his pistol, Rene decelerated to a slow walk and lifted the pistol.

He lined it up on the closest man to himself, who was also furthest to the left. As soon as the sights landed on the back of the man’s head, he squeezed the trigger.

With a bang as the round went off, the man crumpled and dropped to the ground.

Shifting the sights to the right, Rene began to move his way from person to person. Putting a single round into the head of each as soon as he felt confident in the shot.

Screaming in a language Rene didn’t know, the men laid eyes on Rene and started rushing toward him.

Only to fall down to the ground like their comrades. In seconds, no one remained standing save Rene.

You’ve gained a point of Perception (28)

Neat.

Only five left in the magazine.

Which will eventually be a concern since it’s unlikely we can resupply here.

Walking to the closest man, Rene reached down and took the sword from his belt. Turning it around, he drove it down into the man’s back, skewering him through the heart and lung.

Moving from man to man, he pushed the short sword through each individual. There was no reason to leave an enemy behind.

Given that they’d been silhouetted with a red outline, Rene felt they were beyond fair game to execute.

The young girl was staring up at Rene with wide eyes and an open mouth.

“Just wait a second,” murmured Rene as he casually slid the short sword through another man. “Only a few left. Then we’ll get out of here.

“Actually… do you speak my language? Can you understand me?”

A window once more appeared in front of Rene.

 

I’ll update your language right now.

She’s the Potential.

Get her to safety.

 

“Uh-huh, could you define safety?” Rene grumbled. “Your mission parameters are a bit fucked.”

 

Language updated.

Small change in your visibility for this mission only.

Best I can do.

This is a one-way transmission and I’ll be forced to hide after this.

Good luck, Rene.

 

Small change in my visibility. Yeah, I noticed.

The least he could have done, though, was tell us what safety meant.

Damnit, Watcher. Watcher damn you, Watcher.

“D-d-don’t hurt me,” whimpered the young girl as Rene got closer to her. She had pale-blond hair, a boney adolescent figure, and pale-brown eyes.

Snorting at that, Rene reached down, grabbed the girl by the shoulder, and hauled her up to her feet. Setting her down, he stared at her for several seconds to make sure she wasn’t going to topple over.

“Not here to hurt you. Here to help you. Let’s get off the street. Now,” Rene muttered, looking around. He could feel people peeking out at him from hiding places. Feel them with his senses as surely as if he could see them directly. “Lots of eyes on us. Do you have somewhere safe we can go?”

“I…no. This… was my home. They killed my parents,” said the young girl, staring into the shattered doorway that led into the nearby building.

“Who were they?” Rene asked, lifting his pistol up. He had contemplated changing the magazine. After a moment, he’d decided he would rather run out, drop the mag, leave it behind, and put in a fresh one.

He didn’t want to try reloading later and ending up with a half-empty magazine because he forgot.

“Uhm. They’re part of the lord’s army. They were going to burn me at the stake,” said the young girl, turning and looking to Rene. “I’m a witch.”

“Oh? Fascinating,” replied Rene, trying to tune his senses to go up and down both sides of the street. If they were part of the government—or what existed as a government here—then that meant he was going to have a lot of people after him. “Can you do anything helpful? Like, kill people with magic?”

“No! Of course not. I just… can… I know when some things are going to happen or not. Like if it’s going to rain or snow,” said the little girl in an angry tone.

“Huh, kinda worthless then. It’d be a lot more useful if you could kill people,” grumped Rene. He could sense more people heading their way from behind. “Alright. Time to blow this place because more of these people are coming.”

Rene grabbed the little girl by the shoulder and began marching her along in front of himself. He wasn’t trying to use her as a shield, but if she was in front of him, he had more control over how he could handle her.

Sniffling and crying quietly, the girl didn’t object to being moved. She kept up with the pace that Rene was pushing her and did her best to keep her feet moving.

Glancing down, Rene realized she had no shoes. On top of that, she looked like she was wearing sleepwear.

Is it morning or evening?

I don’t know. Ask her, not me.

“What time is it?” Rene asked.

“What ti—it’s… just after sunrise,” replied the little girl as they moved along.

“Right. In other words, we can make some distance getting away from— hey, what’s the name of this place? Is it a city? Village? Town? How many people live here?” asked Rene.

Up ahead, he sensed another group of people coming into his range.

Growling, Rene came to a stop and held onto the girl as he looked around.

“What? You don’t—it’s a village and—”

The girl’s voice was cut off as Rene tossed her over his shoulder, grabbed her around the thighs, and stuffed his pistol into its holster. Moving to a nearby house, he grabbed hold of the door frame with his free hand.

Gibbering wordlessly, the girl couldn’t seem to decide if she wanted to struggle against him or go limp.

“Hold on tight,” Rene commanded, then let go of her. Pulling with one hand, he kicked off from the ground. Grabbing the edge of the roof with his other hand, he began hauling himself up over the top.

Shrieking, the girl was now clinging tightly to Rene. Holding on to him as if he were the only thing in her life that mattered.

Getting atop the home, Rene found it had several wooden beams he could use, but a great deal of it wasn’t going to support his weight.

Skipping to the closest beam, Rene bounced off it and hit the next one.

Catching it just right, he got both his feet down and then launched himself forward. He angled his jump to catch the building next to them at the edge.

His boots landed well, but then the corner of the building broke off under his back foot.

Stumbling forward, Rene managed to keep his wits and his balance.

The girl on his shoulder, however, was still a sobbing, shrieking ball of emotions.

Getting to the edge of the building, Rene stepped off it and landed on the ground. Out ahead of him, he could see a wooden watchtower and a low wooden wall.

Really is just a village. That wall is just to keep animals out, not people.

And the tower is little better than a paper clip holding a latch on a door. By the time it saw something, it’d be too late.

Shaking his head, Rene started running from the village as fast as he could manage. Now that he had an idea of what he was dealing with, he could at least go in a direction.

The problem was, did safety mean getting her out of the village, the vicinity, or the country?

Grinding his teeth at not knowing what he was supposed to do, Rene whipped past the watchtower nearly as fast as a horse might run.

Shame we can’t do leaps or massive run speeds like those superheroes.

We’re a hero. And we’re super. But we’re still just Human.

Nodding his head, Rene kept going. Straight toward a forest.

We can dive into that and vanish. We’ll know where everyone else is, while they struggle.

A delightful idea. Who doesn’t love hide and seek? We’ll slip in close and give ’em a snuggle.

Dashing into the woods, Rene cast a glance back over his shoulder.

No one was coming their way, though someone was blowing a horn for all they were worth. Rene assumed it was the man in the watchtower.

Maybe we won’t have to play at all. We can just keep going.

That’s somewhat of a shame. I was looking forward to a prideful showing.

Grinning, Rene looked back at the woods and kept running. The girl bouncing along on his shoulder had finally grown quiet.

 

***

 

Suddenly, Rene burst out of the tree cover and found himself standing at the mouth of a valley.

Looking down into it, he found he could see the sun had moved to the horizon.

“It’s… sunset?” asked the girl.

During their run through the woods, she’d gone silent.

Rene had been quite thankful for that. It’d allowed him to concentrate on maximum speed through the forest and its undergrowth.

“I suppose,” muttered Rene.

Now that he thought about it, he could easily believe it was sunset. It hadn’t felt like he’d been running for hours on end. Especially considering that he was about as tired as if he’d been on a morning run.

We’ve really improved our ‘stats’, haven’t we?

Yes… we have. Though… those stats certainly make a lot more sense now, don’t they?

Sighing, Rene pulled the little girl off his shoulder and set her down on her feet.

Only for her to immediately hunch inward, her hands pressed to her stomach.

“Everything hurts,” she complained.

Oh. I suppose that’d be true. My shoulder’s been slamming into her guts this entire time.

“Sorry,” Rene apologized and started walking again. “What’s this way if we keep going?”

“I don’t know. I’ve… never… this is the furthest I’ve ever been from home,” said the girl. She was stumbling after him while hunched forward.

“Sounds like we’ll need to camp out somewhere and have a chat. Like what your name is,” commented Rene, his eyes looking across the plain.

Then he stopped, having only taken a handful of steps away from the forest.

Our best bet is to make a camp right here, I suppose.

I guess.

“My name is Sally, Sally Whitaker,” mumbled the girl. She sounded physically and emotionally drained. Which Rene would chalk up to being told she was going to be burned at the stake as a witch. At the same time that her parents were killed.

Very likely, right in front of her.

“Sally, I’m Rene. I’m here to get you to safety. What would you consider safety?” asked Rene, wondering if this “Potential” could direct him on his goal. Or at least give him a clue.

“Uhm… if we could make it to Catas, I’d be safe there,” Sally offered, turning to follow him as he headed back the other way. “Where are we going?”

“Right here,” said Rene and then looked at the trees nearby. “We’ll set up a camp right here. You just sit down. I’m afraid I don’t have anything to feed you, or even to give you to drink, but I can make a fire and shelter for the time being.”

“Okay,” mumbled Sally, a second before she sat down heavily on the grass.

Glancing at the young girl, Rene wondered what information he could get from her.

“Do you know which way Catas is?” he asked.

“No,” murmured the girl with a shake of her head. She sounded a lot like she might just go to sleep sitting upright. “I’m just… I work with ma as a seamstress.”

Shit.

She’s a complete incompetent. Isn’t she?

Well, given the era, that’s not surprising. I wouldn’t be surprised if quite a few people in this day and age lived and died in the same location where they were born.

Unless forced to leave, that is.

Nodding his head, Rene decided to start collecting fallen wood. He could see quite a bit of usable material from where he was standing.

“Fine, we’ll just have to—”

Rene paused as he turned to look back at Sally.

She’d collapsed backward and was sleeping on the grass. A sleep that she likely desperately needed.

“Hm. Well then,” Rene said, looking back to the woods.

Smirking to himself, Rene cleared his voice.

“Me and you and you and me. No matter how they toss the dice,” he said with a hint of the melody attached to the words.

Oh. You’re singing to me again.

Oddly appropriate, I suppose.

Isn’t it though?

Through thick and thin, across worlds and universes.

I are you, you are me. We are we.

We are we.


Chapter 3

 

We made a mistake. We fled far too quickly.

It’s not as if we would know better.

Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Rene continued to walk onward through the grass. Distantly ahead of them, he could see what looked like a walled city.

They were heading towards the capital of Maluun. A place called Naes, which was where the lord of the land resided. Somewhere that Sally recently shouldn’t be going at all, but that they had to go to.

The city was the only place Sally had been in her life, other than the village she’d been born into and raised. To her, the world didn’t exist beyond those two places.

Every land, place, city, or village she’d heard of, might as well have been a fantasy story.

Marching onward at his side, the girl said nothing.

She made no complaints, didn’t whine, and did all that she could to keep pace with him.

Glancing down at her, he saw that she had a determined, if pained, look on her face. Her lips were compressed and her brow was drawn down.

To be fair, she just lost her parents and was… well, abducted… by a man she doesn’t know.

Don’t forget the part where she has no shoes, hasn’t eaten or drank anything in a day, and is wearing little better than sleepwear.

I… yeah, all that, too.

It’s as bad as Lori.

Worse, I’d say. Lori has us and others. We knew her before it happened.

This poor girl… has no one that we know of. Nowhere to go or return to.

“We’ll get you some shoes. Clothes. Food, too,” Rene said as they continued to walk.

“I don’t have any money,” apologized Sally.

“That’s alright. We’ll figure out something one way or the other,” replied Rene easily. He wasn’t above stealing what they needed. In fact, it would probably be better to have Sally wait for him outside the city.

Glancing around, he found a small bit of shrubbery not too far away. It wasn’t overly large but it would be more than enough to hide one scrawny girl.

“Go ahead and hide in that bit of greenery there,” Rene said pointing at it. “I’ll get everywhere we need and come back. Alright?”

“Okay. You’ll… come back. Right, Rene? You won’t leave me?” asked Sally, looking at him with wide eyes.

“I will come back. I won’t leave you. And when I come back, it’ll be with everything we need,” promised Rene. He couldn’t look at her without feeling a deep sense of responsibility. “Though it might be long past nightfall and you may be asleep when I return. But I will return.”

Despite having no relation to her, he couldn’t help but see her in a similar way that he did Lori. Even if Sally was older than Lori. He wasn’t about to let anything happen to the girl if he could help it.

 

***

 

Reaching the city wall in the dark, Rene dug his fingers into the stones. He was excited to see if he could get a skill-up from this.

Climbing anything was a fun exercise to him now. Regardless of the height or type of wall. A pleasant excursion that let him “work the kinks out”.

Pulling, Rene started to climb.

He was propelling himself upward faster than he could honestly believe. His fingers scrabbled for purchases that probably shouldn’t exist, while the soles of his combat boots had no trouble finding any and every ledge possible.

In the span of seconds, he reached the parapet. Climbing over it, Rene stood atop the wall, gazing down at the interior of the walled city. The whole of it was laid out before him without anyone the wiser.

Or likely anyone who could stop him.

It’s like a playground to delve into for us.

Yes, given such lovely weapons is also a plus.

Smiling, Rene walked to the edge of the wall. Looking down, he found a stone-wrought building that looked more like a guardhouse.

Nodding his head, he walked backward a few steps, then went forward at a run.

Quickly reaching the edge of the wall, Rene dove off.

Whipping past him, the wind felt like something trying to stop him as he fell. However, he still cut through it like a knife passing through warmed butter.

Hitting the stones with a crack of his heels, Rene rolled forward, then smoothly came up in a crouch and sprinted away.

Running along the edge of the guardhouse, he jumped when he got to the corner. Rene landed on a wooden rooftop after clearing the small street beneath him. Hitting it and running in the same motion, he kept going.

From rooftop to rooftop, Rene leapt, ran, skipped, bounced, and slid his way to the heart of the city. Moving ever closer toward the small castle-like building at the center.

When he finally reached it, he began climbing once again. Straight up the face of the sheer, smooth, rock wall.

It’s like something out of a silly story about assassins.

Isn’t it though? Except, we’re the silly story.

And it’s almost too much fun.

Clambering up to the top of the wall that surrounded the castle, Rene paused.

This was nothing like the castle of the city regent. Everything was far cruder.

From the mortar to the stones, it was all clearly a step down in technology and precision. Either through a slide in finances or because they simply weren’t at the same tech level as his home world.

Turning his head, he looked toward a soldier who was peering down at the ground in front of his position.

The soldier wore similar armor to those he’d killed previously, though slightly better, with what looked like banded strips of metal across it. Even so, Rene found them lacking.

Very backwater.

This is a land that could be ruled by a warlord with a strong sword arm and some decent armor.

Providing there is no equivalent ranged component, like a crossbow, then yes.

Facing the castle, Rene stepped off the edge of the wall and fell.

Hitting the grass with little more than a soft thud, he got moving swiftly.

Ghosting across the grass, Rene moved in a low crouch. Keeping himself completely hidden away from prying eyes. Smirking, and feeling rather cheeky, Rene decided to try the front door.

Moving past a soldier, Rene casually lifted the man’s dagger from the sheath at his side. Taking it with him, he nonchalantly meandered toward the large wooden gate that acted as a front door.

Walking right up to it, Rene lifted the dagger and slammed the butt of it into the wood several times. It caused a very loud booming knock that no one could miss.

“What?” called a shocked voice from the other side of the door.

Additionally, two guards who were standing in the grass nearby looked toward the gate.

Grinning, Rene shuffled to one side and prepared himself.

With any luck, they’d open the gate and he could slip in without an issue.

Standing there, waiting, Rene watched the two soldiers heading his way. The one on the other side of the gate continued to call challenges, wondering what the hell was going on.

“What are you shouting at?” yelled one of the two guards coming from the grass.

“Huh… Herbert? What are you doing?” asked the soldier inside the castle.

“I’m asking you why you’re shouting, you fuckin’ tit-brained idiot!” shouted the man who was apparently named Herbert.

“What?” the door guard shouted back.

It’s like something out of a bad comedy routine.

Isn’t it though? It’s hard not to have a laughing fit.

“Oi, open the door you daft piss-drinking turd!” screamed the second soldier who came to investigate the door.

There was a creak, followed by a grinding noise, and then a boom as something was dropped to the ground.

Slowly, the gate began to creep open.

“What? What the fuck you two doin’? Why you banging on the door and yellin’?” asked the man who was pushing the gate open.

“What’re we doing? You’re the one yelling you idiot! You banged on the door and then start screechin’ like your woman’s fuckin’ a donkey,” Herbert declared.

Waiting for only a second to make sure the gap was clear, Rene slid in through the open gate and entered the castle proper. Putting his senses to use, he ignored the three men as they continued to argue and began working to find his target.

He wanted to meet the king of this shit-hole and ask him some questions. If anyone could tell Rene which way was the right way to go, it’d be him. He’d also be the one most likely to have high-quality maps that would tell Rene which way to go.

And… well… maybe we’ll rob him. While we’re here.

I… really like that idea. Let’s give it all to Sally, that dear.

Exactly the plan.

Turning his head, Rene stared up at the ceiling above him. He wasn’t sure yet, but he felt rather confident that this toad of a leader would be somewhere on the second floor or higher. Certainly not on the ground floor.

Walking down the hall, he kept pushing out with his senses.

After wandering through the castle, Rene came to a stop in the throne room.

The throne itself was large and gaudy.

Either the whole thing was made out of gold or it was gold leafed from foot to head. On top of that, it was encrusted with more gems and jewels than he had ever seen, let alone in one place.

Break the arm off it. See if it’s gold.

If it is, let’s steal it all.

Raising his eyebrows at the idea, Rene immediately agreed.

Or at least, agreed in part.

Walking up to the throne, he laid his hand on it and then tried to push it.

Except rather than push it over or onto its side, his goal was something else. To push the whole throne straight into his inventory. To keep it from top to bottom and leave nothing behind.

Worst case, it’d be fake. In that event, he could get rid of it later with no loss and be out nothing.

Best case, it was a golden throne with far too many precious gems attached to it. Ripping most of those sparkling rocks from it would be more than enough to give Sally a future she could never look down on.

Groaning, Rene found the throne immovable. It was extremely heavy, even for him and his altered strength.

Then miraculously, the throne simply vanished, disappearing into the inventory window Rene had called up behind it. A new icon appeared there that looked like a miniature golden throne.

Delightful. A chair for Sally.

A perfect seat to give her in the finale.

Glancing at the spot where the throne had been, Rene called up his ability to Track.

He was looking for anyone with an overstuffed title.

Lord, Lady, Highness, Majesty, anything will do. So let’s—

A name floated up to the top of his list that made Rene snort in amusement.

His Lord Majesty Michael Quinn.

Let’s go visit Her Ladyship Matthew Quane.

Keeping his eyes on the trail of the person in question, Rene began to chase it down. Leaving the throne room and heading to a set of stairs behind it.

Michelle Quann, where are you?

The tracks led up the stairs, through a hallway, and to a doorway with six guards standing in front of it. They were all wearing what appeared to be a cross between leather armor and heavily banded armor.

Both the weapons they held and those at their hips looked new and clean. This was clearly meant to be a prestigious guard as well as what Rene assumed was an elite one.

Lit up on the floor in front of that door were the bootprints of the majestic personage he was chasing.

Probably has a window in their bedroom. We’ll take it from that route.

A better idea than trying to force our way in like a brute.

Turning around, Rene headed back down the hallway until he found a shuttered window. He hadn’t gone that far, so he was fairly certain he could double back on the outside.

Pushing the shutters open, Rene clambered out into the dark night. His fingers caught easily on the stone and his boots found minuscule footholds that shouldn’t exist.

Hand over hand, he began scaling sideways across the outside of the castle. In seconds, he found exactly what he was looking for—another shuttered window.

Opening it with one hand, Rene then slipped inside the room.

A massive bed sat to one side and a lone man slept within it.

The trail of bootprints was once more visible, leading into the interior from a door on the far side of the room.

Pulling out his knife, Rene went right up to the king.

Quietly, without even a whisper of noise, the bare naked blade was laid against his majesty’s throat.

“Wake up,” Rene commanded.

The flat brown eyes of Michael Quinn shot open, his wispy brown hair resting around his head in a strange bushy style.

“Good evening, your highness,” whispered Rene with a smile. “I need your maps, information, and whatever gold or jewelry you keep on hand in your bedroom.

“Should you make a noise, I’ll kill you, then deal with your guards. Answer me honestly and quickly, and you might just make it out alive.”

“Yes, I understand,” whimpered the man.

“Lead on, then,” Rene commanded, lifting the blade. Drawing his pistol out, he pointed it at the king. The man in the bed stared at the weapon, clearly not understanding what it was. “It’s a lot like a bow and arrow. Trust me. You’ll die very quickly and painfully if you do something stupid.”

Getting out of his sheets, the king tottered briefly and then started walking to a door set to the side. Opening it quickly, he went inside.

“My lord?” asked a female voice.

“Your majesty?” asked a second, younger voice.

Following the king into the room, Rene found several women chained to the ground. They were clean, had beds, and looked very attractive.

Forced bed warmers? Unsurprising. The man is a—

Rene’s eyes stopped as they landed on a fourth captive in the corner.

It was a young girl, probably no older than Sally. She had a very visible black eye and a split lip.

A dark, ugly shadow rose up quickly from inside Rene. One that demanded a price be paid, but couldn’t enforce that screaming request.

It wouldn’t have to try hard to convince him though. Rene had already decided.

Take the treasures, free the women, kill the king.

Yes, yes, a thousand times, yes. Be sure to take that lovely gold ring.

We’ll kill the guards on the way out so that the women can escape without duress.

And more than enough loot to give them a new life, I would guess.

 

 

***

 

Dropping down from the city wall, Rene landed in the grassy field and started heading back toward Sally.

He’d taken more than enough treasures to burden Sally down to the point that she might die under the weight of it all.

It could have been more, but he’d forced a number of small valuables on the captive women. Items that they could carry, hide, and escape with. Enough to build themselves up again despite what had been done to them.

 

I’m going to have to pull you out.

 

The message popped up in a window in front of Rene.

“What? No! Not now. I have to get to Sally first,” growled Rene.

A second message appeared in front of him.

 

There’s almost no time at all.

 

“You’ll make the time. I’m not leaving without giving her the means to actually survive. Do you think for a minute she’ll survive out here on her own?” demanded Rene. “You’ll do this, Watcher, because doing anything else would condemn her to death.”

 

A soldier found her. He’ll take care of her. We need to go.

I guarantee she’ll come to no harm anytime in the near future or middle future.

 

“I don’t care. Fine, the soldier can help her. But I still need to get them some of this wealth. I swear, if you try to pull me out now, I’ll never work for you again,” threatened Rene after reading the third message.

Nothing happened and Rene set off at a dead-sprint, trying to close the distance on Sally as quickly as possible.

He promised her he’d come back and he was going to do that even if he had to vanish almost as soon as he managed it.

Distantly, he could see the spot where he’d left Sally. The small bit of brush that would easily conceal a young girl.

Though that apparently hadn’t been true if a soldier had found her.

The Watcher had said they would assist Sally but until Rene saw it, he couldn’t be sure.

Almost as soon as he reached the shrubs, a timer appeared off to one side. It was counting down from fifteen.

“Rene?” asked Sally, looking up from where she sat amongst the greenery. Not far away from her was a man who appeared to be in his mid-twenties. A sword was belted at his waist and he wore a uniform unlike that of the soldiers he’d seen so far.

“No time to explain, take all this, live as best as you can,” said Rene and began scooping golden coins, rings, and other bits of jewelry out of his inventory.

It rained down and clattered around Sally, pinging off the grass, dirt, and herself.

“Rene, what are you—is this gold!?” asked Sally incredulously, even as Rene continued to empty his inventory of what he had taken from the king. As quickly as he could, he dug into his inventory window and dumped more and more of it.

He was inadvertently dropping other things as well, but he couldn’t care.

Several pieces of equipment clattered against one another and fell to the ground as coins pelted off of bare blades and bits of armor.

The counter reached zero and the world turned into a completely black void. There was nothing of anything at all.

“Heads up!” shouted the Watcher. “Dropping you into a skyrise building! There’s a sniper on the roof and I need you to end him. Then handle the two other snipers in the area! They’re about to start shooting at a target I need alive.

“Sorry about the abrupt exit, by the way, but I had no choice! I gave you all the time I could.”

“It was enough. Sally will be fine,” grumped Rene.

He couldn’t really fault the Watcher, even if he was still angry. There were other things going on that needed his and the Watcher’s attention.

At least Sally will have a good life with all that gold.

“The soldier will help her?” Rene demanded.

“Yes. He’ll raise her like a daughter,” answered the Watcher. “Here we go!”

The black void vanished and Rene found himself in what looked like the lobby of an office building.

“Uh, up we go… I guess,” complained Rene. “Never liked dealing with snipers. Always felt like an amateur.”


Chapter 4

 

Looking around the lobby for several seconds, Rene decided this wasn’t going to work.

Trying to make his way up using the elevator was certainly not going to be the quickest way of going about it.

Before he took even three steps to go outside and climb the exterior of the building, he realized that he wasn’t alone. There were a number of people walking around the lobby. Quite a few of them were looking at him and watching him warily.

To be fair, he was outfitted like he was going to war and had a number of weapons on his person. This wasn’t something that was common in an urban environment.

Given the looks he was getting, he was pretty sure this nation leaned towards gun control.

Okay. Well.

I guess that means the stairwell. It’ll be slower than just scaling the building but I can’t really go wandering around, now can I?

Not unless we want to start shooting police officers just doing their job.

Which honestly, I don’t want to. We’d be clearly in the wrong in that situation.

Surprised at how that statement sounded coming from the Monster, Rene turned on his heel and went toward the emergency stairwell. He wasn’t sure if it had roof access, but it was a possibility.

Exiting the lobby, he felt immediately better as soon as he was away from prying eyes.

It’d felt a lot like more and more people were paying attention to him the longer he’d been standing there.

And if the Watcher can just bring us here, does that mean that his enemy could do the same?

I’m not sure, but I wouldn’t doubt it, so we should probably be ready to dish out pain.

Walking to the center of the stairwell, Rene looked upward. He could see it was a simple back and forth pattern, consisting of flights of stairs with a landing between each halfway point.

We could try it. Seems a little storybook silly but… we’re a little storybook silly now.

Smirking, Rene checked his gear to make sure it was properly hooked to his person. Finding everything snug and secure, he grabbed the cold steel handrail on the first flight of stairs.

“Here goes nothing,” he muttered, then pulled with his arm.

Getting his foot on the stair, he kicked upward and to the side. Grabbing the next railing with his other hand, he drew himself up.

His other foot caught the stair and he launched himself up once more.

By the next flight of stairs, Rene had found a workable rhythm and pace that felt comfortable. Launching himself ever upward, hand to railing then foot to stair, he repeated the process as he climbed ever higher through the building itself. He was also moving much quicker than an elevator could.

We’ll need to add something like this to the obstacle course when we build it for the kids.

Yes. We should. Lots and lots of things to train up their skills.

Though… how do we set it up so they can gain skill-ups like we do?

We’d have to do it in such a way that not just anyone can learn. Only if they were part of the school.

An oath? Nothing frightening like those soul-oaths Inferno uses. Those are simply… too much. Pledging to a god with one’s soul on the line is just too much to ask.

There’s a reason countries don’t use them anymore. The Count ended up twisting that one way out of shape.

But I do like the oath idea. An oath to all those who are part of the Watcher’s group.

Maybe… an oath to the Watcher? That’d work. We’d just have to make sure it wasn’t for the soul and would constitute more physical penalties.

Up to and including death.

He’d likely enforce its rules as well as help guide them.

Grabbing at the rail above him with both hands, Rene came to a full stop. Looking at the ceiling just above him, he wasn’t sure if he was at roof access or not.

Rolling over the railing, Rene got his feet under him and brought his SMG up in the same motion. Tapping the safety with his thumb to confirm it was off, he then eased back on the chamber to check there was a round loaded. Then he gave the bottom of the magazine a pat to make sure it was fully inserted.

Looking around, he saw a sign to one side that gave him his answer.

It read “Roof access. Authorized personnel only”.

Moving up to the door, Rene touched the handle with his left hand, holding his SMG steady with his right. Taking a firm hold on the metal, Rene felt like it would turn in his hand but he couldn’t quite tell. He hated his gloves and loved them at the same time.

They provided what he needed but also greatly decreased his sense of touch.

Grimacing, he moved his hand down and turned his wrist, trying to work the handle as quietly and smoothly as he could.

The handle rotated until it cleared the point where it would have stopped if it was locked. A loud click heralded the fact that the latch bolt had retracted.

Leaning his head down to make sure he could see through his weapon sight correctly, Rene then eased the door forward. Once the latch passed the door frame, he slowly returned the handle to its default position.

Reaching into his vest, he removed the silencer and then attached it to his weapon. This would actually be an ideal situation for the tool. It’d muffle the sound considerably and, hopefully, distort it enough that any of the other snipers might not hear it. Once the silencer was in place, Rene put his left hand back on his SMG.

Finishing up, there was nothing left to check or prepare.

Moving up close to the door, he took a slow, steadying breath.

Then another.

He’d only get one chance to make this work and he had no idea what the layout of the roof was.

Feeling the moment arrive, Rene pushed open the door with this forearm and moved forward to clear the doorway.

Rene exited into a bright sunny day. Out in front of himself, he saw someone laid up behind a large, long-barreled sniper’s rifle. The rifle looked like it could easily put a round into a target a couple thousand yards away.

Turning their head toward Rene, the sniper froze in place.

They were wearing a gray and dark gray full face mask, as well as urban camouflage gear. Even their weapons were patterned and colored to match with gray buildings.

“Twitch a muscle and die,” Rene warned, slowly inching forward toward them.

He pushed his senses out all around himself to dig into even the places and parts of the roof he couldn’t see. Searching for anyone or anything that might pose a problem for him.

Stopping dead only two steps from the door, Rene felt a claymore mine to his right. It’d been wedged into an air exchanger of some sort. He’d been lucky that it hadn’t gone off with how close he stood to it, but the sniper had messed up the sensor’s placement.

Keeping his eyes on the sniper, Rene started stepping to the side and carefully maneuvered around the claymore mine. Then around a second and third.

“Rather nasty surprise there,” he murmured as he got within arm’s reach of the sniper. “And I’m sorry about this, but you’re not on my side, and… well… I think I want your gear.”

Raising the muzzle of the SMG up a fraction toward the sniper’s head, Rene pulled the trigger for a split second.

A two-round burst tore through the helmet of the sniper and sent part of their brains sailing off the edge of the building. Slumping to the ground right there, the sniper’s head began disgorging blood all over the rooftop.

Rene casually threw out a “loot everything” command at the corpse, fully expecting to take everything from them.

In the next instant, the sniper was nude.

Taking a step forward, Rene looked down over the side of the building. Far below, he could see another building.

Perfect.

Not bothering to look them over, Rene put his boot to the hip of the corpse and pushed it off the side of the building. A few seconds later, a loud bang was heard as the body hit the rooftop next door.

“Alright, Watcher said there were other snipers,” murmured Rene as he quickly got down behind the rifle on the ground. Doing his best to avoid the bloody pool the sniper had made, he settled into position.

Opening his inventory, he sorted through everything he’d taken from the dead sniper. There was no radio or earpiece amongst the loot.

That meant that this individual was not part of a team or was, at least, not in contact with the other snipers.

“Now, if I were a little pissant bastard sniper, where would I be?” Rene grumbled.

You’re really holding onto that grudge, huh?

You are, too. You’re just pretending.

I mean… okay, yeah. I still hate her, too. But isn’t this a bit much? Even for us?

Rene ignored the Monster and peered through the scope. It was centered on a highway that was filled with cars.

Huh. Okay. If that was the target, then that’s where we look.

But that leaves a lot of open space for someone else to see the same spot.

Looking around at the surrounding buildings, Rene wasn’t sure how he could make this work. From this distance, a lot of these places wouldn’t even be somewhere he could see. Some were taller than the building he was on, some were shorter.

Wait.

The red silhouette thing. Can we make that appear or was that a fluke?

Focusing hard on each building top, Rene couldn’t see any red outlines of people. That or he was too far away to see them anyway. Which was entirely possible.

A bright flash appeared near a rooftop next to the one where he’d been staring.

There!

Pulling on the rifle, Rene dragged it over and trained it on the point where he’d seen what looked like a muzzle flash. Once he had it most of the way there, he leaned in and looked through the sight.

Inching it around, he slowly got the viewer where he wanted it.

It was focused right on top of what looked like a double of the person he’d already killed. They fired again just as he got the reticule on them, and they immediately glowed bright red.

Okay, that’s the bad guy but how do I hit them from here? I’m not that good of a sniper.

Slowly, Rene began to lift the crosshair above the target until it felt right. He was guessing at the distance but he didn’t have much else to go with.

In a flash of inspiration, Rene pushed his senses into a fine thread. Running it from the point of the barrel out toward his foe, Rene stretched mentally as hard as he could. Straining to get his sense all the way out to his target.

Then it landed on them.

It felt like it was going to fade quickly, but he knew where to pull the trigger.

Shifting the rifle’s reticule higher, then to the left, Rene sent the round with a trigger squeeze.

Through his reticule, he saw the round zip away and strike the sniper’s head.

 

You’ve gained a point of Perception (27)

You’ve gained a point of Perception (28)

You’ve gained a point of Perception (29)

You’ve gained a point of Perception (30)

 

Holy shit!

Raising his head from the rifle, Rene started to scan the distant rooftops again.

There was no way he’d find them unless they fired a shot. But that relied on them doing what they were here to do.

Then again, we just fired which means someone could—

Throwing out his senses around him, Rene had a fraction of a second before a round passed into the area. Luckily, he wasn’t going to have to move at all for this shot to miss. The other sniper clearly didn’t know the distance to Rene and had overshot.

Following the trail of the round back to the source, Rene found his next target.

Without even looking through the sight, he brought the rifle around, corrected based on his senses, and pulled the trigger. Far quicker even than he normally would if he was calm and collected.

Vanishing, the round shot away into the distance.

I wond—

 

You’ve gained a point of Perception (31)

You’ve gained a point of Perception (32)

You’ve gained a point of Perception (33)

 

Ha, got ’im.

Watcher said there were two others, so… that’s it.

Pushing the rifle back to where it had started, Rene looked into the sight.

The freeway was empty except for two vehicles.

Rene could see three people huddled behind the second vehicle. One appeared to have been shot. A very attractive woman dressed in smart-looking clothes had blood running freely from her leg.

Guess I ended up in the position that would have been the kill shot this time.

That or we took out the others before they could finish it.

Go us.

Go us.

The sound of a helicopter heading his way got his attention.

Turning away from the wounded woman in his sight, he lifted his head and looked at the horizon. Sure enough, a helicopter was heading his way.

“Time to go,” Rene muttered and stood up. “Alright, get me out of here, Watcher.”

Nothing happened.

Feeling unnerved by the fact that he hadn’t already left, Rene decided to get into cover. Out of sight and inside some type of building that would keep him out of view.

Glancing down the other side of the building, Rene found what looked like a loading bay entrance. Unfortunately, the building exterior was completely smooth glass. There would be no handholds whatsoever available to him.

Now I’m glad we didn’t go outside and try to climb. It wouldn’t have worked.

This… this could work, though. Let’s see how good our Safe Fall is. We’ve fallen at almost terminal velocity before.

Seems like something we shouldn’t test though. We only get one opportunity for it.

Better than the helicopter spotting us.

Is it?

Two more helicopters showed up distantly, all three of them heading his way. Each one had a red silhouette around it.

Can’t stay here. Can’t go in the building. They spotted me here which means it was probably already phoned in.

I think this is a stupid idea, but I have no alternative.

Yes, it’s very stupid.

Stepping off the edge of the building as he had no other logical alternatives, Rene began falling.

Faster and faster until it felt like his eyes were watering as he stared down at the ground.

It’s too fast!

Obviously! Damnit. This is going to hurt so bad.

If we don’t die, that is.

That was all the time Rene had for thinking before he hit the ground. With a painfully loud crack, both of Rene’s legs folded over themselves. He broke all six of his leg bones—femur, fibula, and tibia on each leg.

It also felt like something was terribly wrong with his waist.

Lying there in a pile of his broken bones, Rene looked up at the building above him.

Okay, still visible. Need to move.

Ignoring the gut-wrenching, mind-breaking, pants-shitting pain, Rene began to drag himself into a loading bay alcove.

Slowly, foot by foot, he dragged his broken lower body behind himself until he reached a freight truck and crawled underneath the trailer.

Moving forward, past the wheels of the trailer, Rene finally stopped near the back of the truck cab. In the small area between its rear wheels, Rene was decently hidden away. No one would be able to see him unless they stuck their head under the truck to look around.

Laying there on his stomach, breathing in short gasps, Rene looked at the red boxes he knew would be there.

There were quite a few of them. More than fifteen, it looked like.

Not bothering to check the details—because he knew most of them would be rather awful—he instead rolled onto his back. Closing his eyes, he laid his arm over his face and just focused on breathing.

On pushing air in and out of his lungs.

There was nothing he could do for himself otherwise and this was the best thing he could think of doing. At least until the Watcher pulled him out.

Eventually, the pain became overwhelming. It sent Rene into a weird mental space filled with nothing but pain-crazed thoughts that chased one another endlessly.

A strange humming noise broke into his thoughts. It forced its way past his hazy thoughts enough to set off his internal self-preservation alarms.

Snapping his eyes open, Rene looked around.

The shadows on the ground had moved. There were no more sounds of helicopters or police sirens.

However, the odd humming was growing louder. As if the source was growing in power or coming closer to him.

Then an oval of energy ripped through the fabric of reality and opened up not far away from where Rene was hiding. In fact, it looked to be located exactly where he’d hit the ground at maximum speed.

A man and two women stepped out of the swirling oval.

One had the look of an Elf straight out of fantasy stories—beautiful, athletic, and with long ears. The man gave off a sense of walking death. It was clear that if Rene valued his life, he should stay far, far away from this man.

A silver leash hung between the man and the Elf as if he owned her, although she bore no signs of abuse that Rene could see. In fact, the longer he looked at it, the man looked to be leashed to the Elf, despite the fact that she was the one wearing the collar.

Rene recognized the second woman with just a single glance.

Short, black ringlets framed her face beautifully, and her bright-blue eyes were full of the same intelligence that she had already tried to use to pierce his mind.

Shirley Adele, the grade-A psycho who he’d met on his last mission, stood not far from Rene. The same woman who had told him that she would find him and make him hers later. That she didn’t care if he had a harem, either.

Dressed in a short blue dress with black highlights around the shoulders and waist, she looked overdressed for this part of the city.

Turning to the side, she promptly threw up onto the ground.

“Uuugh,” she whimpered, bent over at the waist. “I hate… hate traveling like that.”

“Sorry, no choice,” grumbled the man. “You said it was around here?”

“Yeah, around here,” agreed Shirley.

“We’ll go look this way,” said the man and then he turned to the right, heading down the alley. “See if we can’t pick up a trail. When the hunter groups come through, send them in both directions.”

“Oooh! My love, my love,” crooned the Elven woman, skipping after the man. “Can we take a break somewhere and you fill up my womb to bursting again? We haven’t done it since last night and I think I’m starting to empty. I want to do it again.”

“Hush. That… No. No more of that,” demanded the man. “Last night was a mistake.”

“No, it wasn’t. Not at all. You love me, my love, my love, and I love you! You said you’d fix me. That you love me,” said the Elf, grabbing the man’s arm and hanging onto it. “And you loved me so tenderly last night.”

They kept walking and slowly passed beyond Rene’s ability to see or sense them.

While he’d been paying attention to the man who was apparently death made manifest, Shirley had approached the spot where he was hiding.

He briefly contemplated pulling his pistol from its holster, but he just couldn’t do it.

Leaning in towards the place where he waited, her head turned and she met his eyes directly.

Staring at one another from a few feet away, Rene had a sinking feeling that this was the end. Shirley worked for the enemy of the Watcher. He’d been able to play dumb the last time they met, claiming that he was working for Felix Campbell.

Not the Watcher.

“Oh,” Shirley said. “Hello, my Rene. I suppose that answers many of the questions I had.”

‘My Rene’ is it? Well.

I suppose I’ll be a prisoner then.

“You work for the Falle… the Originator?” Shirley asked.

Rene had never heard that title before, but it fit what he knew of the Watcher. That he perhaps was indeed the origin of it all.

“Yeah,” admitted Rene. “Sorry, Shirley. I knew I had to deceive you and did so.”

“That’s alright,” she said, grinning at him. “It makes perfect sense. I would have done the same thing in your position. If you were working for Zeus and I for the Originator.”

The portal started to hum again.

Apparently, that was the indicator that someone was coming through.

Shirley looked back over her shoulder, then at him again.

Then she held up a hand in front of her face, a finger pressed to her lips.

“Hush, my Rene. It’s my turn to save you, rather than you saving me,” said the beautiful, insane woman. “Give me time, my love. Just give me a little time to make them all go away. Then we can talk more… learn some more about each other.”

Standing up, Shirley turned away from him and marched back to the portal.

I… okay.

I mean, she’s saving us.

We should compliment her? Set the hook harder?

Odelia would tell us to do that.

“You look lovely in that dress,” Rene said to Shirley’s back. “Blue and black are definitely good colors on you. I can’t imagine what you’d look like in red and black though.”

Shirley froze in place, then slowly turned her head to look back at where he was.

“You’d like that… wouldn’t you?” Shirley asked, a strange tone in her voice. One that hit both feelings of crazed and interested. “Wearing red and black for you?”

“Very much,” agreed Rene. With how pale Shirley was, he imagined she’d be stunning in red and black.

Snickering, Shirley looked ahead again. Staring at the portal.


Chapter 5

 

Keeping still and waiting in the safety of his hiding spot, Rene kept an eye on Shirley.

He watched her like a target that he’d been hired to eliminate.

For her part, Shirley looked every bit the beautiful, intelligent, imperious woman she was.

One moment she was standing alone, the next a group of at least twelve people dressed in police-style uniforms filed out of the portal. One by one, they ran out and organized themselves into a group.

Well.

I suppose we’ll find out if Shirley really is going to save us.

I think she will, though I think being in her debt will be more the fuss.

As soon as the group looked organized, Shirley lifted a hand.

“Half one way, the other half in the other direction. Seville already headed in that direction,” Shirley said, directing each placement with a raised hand as she spoke. “If you have no questions, go. I’ll remain here and maintain this area.”

Without a word, the new arrivals split up quickly. Both new groups headed in the direction they’d been instructed to go. Each and every one of them held SMGs or short carbines in their hands.

They were completely dressed and kitted out for a close-quarter combat mission as far as Rene was concerned.

Guess Watcher and I really kicked a hornet’s nest with this one.

Shirley put her hands behind her back and stood there. Watching each group as it headed out. She looked cool, calm, and collected.

However, Rene could see her fingers from where he was. They were constantly touching one another, digging into her palms, or playing with her fingernails.

Not only had she clearly sent away his pursuers, but she was nervous and agitated at having done so. As if she were expecting her subterfuge to be discovered and caught at any minute.

This isn’t a show or an act.

No, she’s truly helping us.

Several minutes passed before Shirley began to casually stroll back towards him. Her eyes inspected the area around her as if she was looking at nothing in particular. Her upper body slowly vanished from his sight as she got closer, the truck itself obstructing his view.

Her feet, in a pair of stylish black heels, stopped just outside of the space that she could peek into.

“My love, did you… wait for me?” Shirley asked, her shoes turning as if she were looking back the way she came from.

“Yes,” Rene said softly.

“Oh. I’m… I’m so glad to hear that. I thought for sure you would have taken the opportunity to escape,” Shirley said in that edged voice he’d heard from her before. “You trust me. Trust that I mean you no harm. I’m so… so flattered, my heroic Ass.

“Now, just… wait. Once everyone’s gone, we’ll have that chat. Do you need anything?”

“No. Thank you, Shirley. I’m alright,” admitted Rene.

“Of course. Just wait there,” requested Shirley before she started walking back to where she’d been earlier.

Rene did just that. He waited.

 

***

 

An hour passed without as much as a whisper of concern for his safety.

The man who radiated a promise of death had already left back through the portal, apparently satisfied that he’d found nothing at all.

His Elven partner disappeared with him, all the while chattering about how much she loved him.

A few minutes ago, one of the two teams came back and also reported having found nothing. Shirley dismissed them right back through the gate.

Now, the second of the two teams was in mid-transition back through the portal.

Finally, the last of their number stepped through and vanished.

Leaving him alone with Shirley and the portal.

A long sigh from Shirley was followed by her hands unclenching from each other and then dropping down to her sides.

“Thank Z… fuck. Thank fuck that’s over,” she complained and then flicked a hand out at the portal. It folded in on itself, turned a different color, and then reopened. “Okay, my Rene. Time for us to head to my apartment that I keep on this plane. We’ll be able to speak more openly there.”

Rene looked at the red boxes that were still quite visible to him. The extreme breaks in his legs had healed partially in the last hour. Keeping himself immobilized and not under duress had allowed them to at least begin to heal.

“Shirley, I’ll need your help,” Rene said, crawling his way out from under the truck. “I’m trying not to make my injuries worse. You’ve already saved me, so I might as well rely on you completely.”

Turning her head, Shirley looked at him as he exited his hiding spot.

“Ah… that’s why you didn’t leave. You couldn’t,” she said in a soft voice.

“Actually, that’s not true. I could easily have gotten away if I’d wanted,” countered Rene, grabbing the bottom of the truck. Then he pulled himself up, holding onto the side of the trailer in an almost impossible way. “As you can see, I’m quite mobile if I wished. I just really was trying not to hurt myself more right now. I stayed because I trust you.”

Shirley turned completely now, her eyes catching his own.

A smile blossomed on her face and she walked over and held out an arm to him.

“Well. As your savior, I invite you to my home, formally,” she said. Lifting her free hand, she made a small circuit with a fingertip. Runes appeared in front of her hand in an intricate web of squares and hard lines. Intermixed within them were small looping swirls.

Flicking that finger forward, she pushed her fingertip through the runes.

They broke apart into two sections, each half flying out towards one of Rene’s legs.

As soon as they struck him, he felt like his legs were being supported, as well as being held together.

“There, that should work until we can get you seated on my couch,” said the crazy sorceress.

Rene laid his hand on her arm and allowed her to escort him to the portal. He took each step slowly and carefully.

As they walked closer to the portal, Rene had the odd feeling that he might never be coming back out again. That he might wake up in a bathtub filled with ice.

Or just dead and in a ditch.

“You might throw up by the way. I always end up getting sick,” complained Shirley as they stepped into it side by side.

They entered an oddly dark space with nothing on the other side.

Then the portal snapped shut behind them, reopened in front of them, and led out into what looked like the interior of a living room.

It had all taken place in the period of a single step. From entering it to exiting, there was no pause at all.

Stepping into the living room, Rene was surprised. The current time seemed to be several hours ahead since he could see the setting sun through a window.

“Mmph!” Shirley gagged. Turning, she stumbled through a nearby doorway and inside the room beyond.

And promptly threw up once more.

It sounded like little better than dry heaves and maybe some water.

Shuffling his stilted way into the bathroom, he found Shirley head down over the toilet, her hands holding onto the sides of the toilet bowl and retching uncontrollably.

Spotting a hand towel nearby, he pulled it from the ring, turned on the sink, and then ran it under the water several times. Moving over to Shirley, he held it out to her with one hand. His other hand gathered up her hair and pulled it back from her face.

Heaving again, her entire back arched with the motion, her shoulders pinching toward one another as her stomach convulsed.

Groaning, Shirley took the washcloth from him. That gave Rene a chance to use both hands to pull all of her hair back and hold it behind her head.

Several seconds after that, she let out a soft sigh and a groan.

“You know... you’d think it wouldn’t be as bad with my stomach empty,” she said, followed by spitting several times. “But it’s almost worse when it’s empty.

“I swear, that magic makes no sense. It’s only me it ever makes sick.”

“Sorry… don’t… know. First time I’ve ever been through something like that. Didn’t feel like much of anything,” offered Rene.

Standing there, holding onto her hair, he felt like this was oddly intimate in a disconcerting way. Something he shouldn’t be doing for someone he barely knew.

“I’m so very not-heroic right now,” mumbled Shirley.

“I dunno. Pretty heroic to me. You clearly are working against my employer… pretty sure we’re on opposite sides of a war, in fact,” said Rene, picking his words carefully. “When I saved you, I honestly just believed you were someone in trouble. I… didn’t know who you were.”

Shirley knelt there in front of the porcelain god for a second or two before she chuckled.

“You would have saved me even if you knew I worked for Zeus. Whether you serve Runner or not,” said Shirley, still chuckling. “I saw the look in your eyes when you gunned down all those men who jumped me. You wouldn’t have turned away from that and left me to that fate.”

Tilting her head, Shirley looked up at him from where she was crouched. She looked a little out of sorts, but still the stunningly attractive woman he’d met in a warzone.

She wasn’t wrong either.

“You work for Runner. I work for Zeus. Star-crossed lovers, no different than my parents,” she said and then slowly got to her feet.

Rene released her hair and started to shuffle backward, away from her. Giving her enough space to get up and do as she wished.

Wiping the hand towel across her mouth several times as she stood up, she tossed it into the sink.

“Have you met my father?” she asked, looking at him once again. “His name is Ryker.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve… only ever met the Watcher. Runner,” Rene answered. “And his wife, Srit, I guess. She talked to me when they transferred me here.

“Oh, and a couple of his other wives. Amelia and Ernsta, I think.”

Shirley’s eyebrows jumped up at that. She moved past him, took his arm in her own, and began guiding him back into the living room.

“You’re Awakened. If you’re calling the space between spaces transferring and you met her there, that is. She wouldn’t approach otherwise,” said Shirley in a very surprised tone. Walking him to her couch, she sat him down there and then took up a position catty-corner to him on a love seat. “I keep my distance from her. Being on the opposite side of the war, we have to travel by alternate means than you do.”

“Uh… you mean… I know this world isn’t real? That we’re like simulations and I’m just getting server-transferred around? Like data?

“I guess, yeah. I know it. Doesn’t matter. I’m me. I eat, enjoy music, have sex, I love, and I can die, so therefore I’m alive. That’s enough,” said Rene in a factual way. He’d resolved the issue in his head when he wasn’t thinking of it.

It didn’t matter to him in the least.

Opening her mouth, Shirley sat there for a split-second as if she wanted to argue that point, then closed it. Her head slowly nodded up and down fractionally.

Laughing, she raised her hands, her shoulders slowly lowering as if they shrugged off a weight.

“You’re right. You’re right! That’s all that matters. Literally… all that matters,” she repeated. She caught him with one of her smiles that promised to make his pants too tight if he stared for long. That and it also implied that she’d key his car later that night when he said thanks to the waitress who brought them dinner.

Only to tear his pants off and blow him while apologizing for smashing his headlights the previous week.

“Well. Star-crossed lovers that we are, how do we resolve this?” Shirley asked. “I can’t just… leave my mother, you know. And you can’t just abandon Runner. You physically can’t. You’re bound up in territory he controls and you’re part of it.”

What… I… uh… she’s asking which one of us should betray our boss.

Yes. Yes, I think so.

“I mean… uh… you could just… come home with me?” Rene asked in a stupid way. He didn’t feel like he was keeping up with the situation.

“And don the red and black. Yes, you mentioned that.”

Shirley reached across the middle ground to take one of Rene’s hands in her own.

“I’ll admit, I’m considering it, my Rene. But I really can’t leave my mother. And… well… if what my mother believes is true, then my father has been brainwashed by Runner, but… but…” Shirley’s voice trailed off as she spoke.

“But your mother is insane and you question her belief,” said the Watcher from nowhere. “I mean, she really is crazy. Certifiable. Awakening isn’t for everyone.”

Shirley straightened up, looking around in every which way.

“Honestly, after what you did to Felix’s world, I should kill you,” growled Runner.

“You’ll do no such thing if you want me to keep working for you,” argued Rene instantly, his hand clasped more firmly to Shirley’s now. “She’s the only reason I’m alive. The only reason. She spared me, gave me safe conduct, and got me out.

“So… no. You’ll do no such thing. Not if you want me to keep working.”

“Fine. Whatever. We’re leaving. Now. Before someone figures out what happened. This place of yours is a very well-guarded little hole in the wall, young lady, but it won’t hold up if a certain someone comes knocking,” Runner said. “Ten seconds before we’re gone.”

“Runner! Ah, I was wondering… does… does my father know I’m alive?” Shirley asked, her fingers still holding tightly to Rene’s.

There was no immediate response from Runner. He’d sounded rather angry when he spoke earlier and Rene got the impression he could be somewhat grudge-oriented when he wanted to.

“No. He thinks you died. That his daughter, Bianca, died in a fall with her mother. When Claire dove off a cliff with you in her arms. Doing so at the order of Zeus,” Runner said. “And he’s grieved for you and your mother ever since.”

“I—”

Before Shirley could say anything else, Rene found he was once more in the world of darkness. Having been transferred off from wherever he’d been just moments ago.

Runner stood several feet away, looking severely cross.

“Damn, is it really that easy to transfer me from server to server?” Rene asked, looking down at his body. Then he patted himself down and found all of his gear was there. “And is that why I couldn’t take Cinnamon with me? Because she’s from a server Zeus controls?”

Looking back at Runner, Rene found that the god he knew as the Watcher had a shocked and priceless look on his face at the moment.

“Shirley helped me with some details. Your wife gave me a few others. Makes sense when you really think about it. I mean, even my own world had postulated a number of theories that all of reality was fake,” Rene said casually, feeling rather gratified at getting one up and over on Runner. “Maybe even your own world is a simulation. A story in a story in a story. Turtles all the way down, right?”

Laughing, Runner nodded his head once.

“Maybe at that. Maybe… at that. Well. Seems you and Shirley had a good talk. Or should I say Bianca? Ryker and Shirley named her that. They’d assumed Claire was too insane to manage a child,” said Runner. “Odd that she named Bianca after Shirley. That’ll get confusing later. Surely, Shirley wouldn’t have expected her niece to be named Shirley.”

“If they meet up. Apparently, her dad works for you. And by your own admission, he doesn’t even know that she and her mother are alive,” countered Rene.

Heavy and deep was the sigh that Runner responded with. Dropping his head down, he let his gaze fall to the floor.

“I’m going to tell him. I promise,” confessed Runner. “And very soon. Very, very soon. Because if I don’t miss my guess, we’re rushing ever closer to the end of this war. The last thing I want or need is for him to find out at the worst possible moment.”

“Uh-huh. Wishes, hope, and unicorn farts are great as talking points. Terrible as actual things.”

Choking in laughter, Runner raised a hand and put it on the back of his head.

“Ahhh, yeah. You’re right. I’ll go tell him after this. We have lunch plans in an hour. Damn. He’s going to be wrecked for a while,” complained Runner. “But… that’s how it goes. All I can do is tell him, be there for him, and figure out a plan. What I know of her and… that she is asking about him.

“And that someone who works for me is probably dating her. Dating her and that she’ll be part of a harem. I wonder how he’ll take that.

“And what the hell is up with the number of harems in my worlds? They’re everywhere. There’s this one woman with sixty-seven husbands on one particular world.

“Sixty-seven. I don’t even know how she manages to remember all their names! Though to be fair she does love each and every one of them dearly. She’s fun to watch.”

“Uh… your wife seems like a tricky one. I’d ask her first,” Rene replied with a shrug of his shoulders. “I wouldn’t put it past her to mess with things. Would you?”

“What, Minxy? No, she wouldn’t—” Runner paused mid-sentence. “She would. Damn. That explains so much, too. Too much. Wouldn’t even be the first time she’s meddled.

“Anyway… anyway, good work. The potential will be fine, you managed to save everyone involved in the shoot-out, and took out several of Zeus’ operatives. I honestly couldn’t have asked for a better result. It went damn near perfectly.”

“Even the part where I ended up in Shirley’s apartment?” Rene asked with a smirk.

“You know… even that part… turned out better than I could have expected. If we can get Bian—Shirley… Shirley to join us, Claire might follow, too. And that’d eliminate a big chunk of Zeus’ fighting force. Not to mention make Ryker happy.”

“Right. So. Rewards. I get anything?” Rene asked.

“Already done. I got you a big present. Won’t arrive until later, but it’s already happening. It’s what you’ve been asking for and will honestly make your life a lot easier in the long run, I bet.

“I think. I could be wrong. Might make it worse for a bit but I think it’ll turn out fine. At least, given what I’ve seen of the future. Now mind you, I haven’t seen how it ends. Or all of it, but from what I have seen… you don’t die that often. And you dying is the last thing I need.

“It’ll be pretty damn hard to wriggle your data out of that server’s afterlife. I don’t own the entirety of it yet. Most of it, but not entirely.”

Laughing at that, Rene didn’t even want to process it. That statement was far more than he wanted to even consider.

“Right, right. Got it. Anything else?” Rene asked.

“Nope. Sending you back right now. Good luck. I think Odelia, Olivia, and Pinky aren’t your biggest problem, by the way. Mira, Alana, and Rose are going to keep you very busy,” the Watcher warned.

“Damn, you’re probably not wrong. Oh! Oh, before I go, I had a message for you,” Rene said, holding up a hand to stop Runner. “Your wife, Srit, told me to tell you this.”

Runner stood stock still, his body tensed up like a steel rod.

“She said to tell you, ‘Hello. I love you. I miss you. He’s growing up well, I approve.’ That was it,” Rene said. “I thought maybe she’d have more but, she said—”

“That it’s all I need,” whispered Runner, interrupting Rene. “I’ll… be in touch later. Bye, Rene. For now.”

With a wave of Runner’s hand, Rene was once more cast into a world of utter blackness.

The same blackness Rene was growing used to when he was sent between worlds.

“Thank you for telling him,” said Srit in that impenetrable black void. “I have no time to stay. The journey will take a bit. Goodbye for now, Rene.”


Chapter 6

 

The city was ablaze with rumors, curses, and terrified commoners and nobles alike.

A city regent had been murdered in his throne room. His body carved up and put on display. Just in time for a contingent of soldiers sent to arrest the regent to arrive and make the discovery.

As if the Mask had known everything that was happening, preempted it, and worked it all into a plan. When the soldiers left, everyone was concerned that the Mask would step into the void.

Declare himself the city regent and ruler of all.

Most especially when it was revealed that one of the lieutenant-captains was missing.

Yet nothing happened the day following when the Councilors’ soldiers departed. They left in the very same way they arrived, and they took the body parts of the regent with them.

Along with the paper mask that had been left for them on the throne.

“I mean, why would we do anything like that? I don’t want to be city regent,” Rene asked, his face resting in the palm of his hand. He was sitting behind the desk in his study at home.

Across from him were Darla, Irini, and Aurora.

“Taking control in an obvious way like that invites people to move at me through indirect means,” continued Rene, holding his hand up in a “really?” type of gesture. “Keeping everything unsaid forces them to keep guessing. It’d be idiotic to just declare that and make myself a target.”

“True,” Darla said and then shook her head, a small smile playing across her face. “That doesn’t mean people won’t think it though. Or fear it. I’m sure every single one of them expects the Mask gang to show up in the streets and openly rob people. Likely in broad daylight.”

Laughing, Aurora leaned to one side in her chair and then sighed.

“You’re not wrong, Darla. People really are thinking that. Quite a few people. I’ve had more nobles come to me, asking for protection, than I’d like to admit,” said the lieutenant-captain. “All clamoring that the Mask was going to come for them next. And that I needed to protect them with guards.”

“Ah… what?” Irini asked, turning her head toward Aurora. “What about Geraldine? Isn’t she your senior?”

“She is. But they view her as being part of the problem, I think. She was too closely related to the old regent and the Council. They think she might be a target or working for the Mask directly,” Aurora said and shrugged her shoulders. “For her part, Geraldine is doing fine. Since the Mask didn’t come for her last night, she seems much better. More like her old self. Though she’s been talking about leaving her husband again regardless of the Mask.”

“Did he really push her that hard?” Darla inquired, looking at Aurora on her right side.

Aurora looked unsure of how to respond to that. Her eyes slowly moved toward the desk where Rene was sitting before she shook her head.

“Honestly, no. It made no sense. He just… talked to her. Told her things. I admit it was in a seductive way but… it… wasn’t anything out of the ordinary,” admitted Aurora, looking to Darla. “She was actually pushed all the way to the point that she was going to tell him yes if he pushed again. She wanted him to push. She told me so… that she wanted him to push. That it’d be easier for her.

“To be fair, she’s never been happy in her marriage from the beginning. One of convenience at best and a means to an end… but still… she acted like he’d gone all out on her and he’d barely talked to her.”

Ah… that’s going to be because we pushed with our stats and skills. We’re not quite Human anymore.

Isn’t it?

That’d be my guess. We could demonstrate it to them. It might be useful.

They could turn around and use Intimidation in a similar way, couldn’t they? Everything we’ve shown them, they’ve been able to replicate.

Nodding his head at his own thoughts, Rene realized that wouldn’t be a terrible idea.

“Well, we won’t be declaring anything. One way or the other,” Rene said with a chuckle. “We have no reason to, and there is no need to. It’d only do us harm. Other than that, we’re just going to wait for the new regent. We’ll set up a meeting with him once he arrives.”

“Ah, I suppose that concludes our list of topics for the gang and city then,” said Darla, who promptly uncrossed her legs and recrossed them with the opposite leg on top. The slit in her dress moved to expose her upper leg up to her hip.

The entire movement had the effect of pulling his attention to her legs.

Darla was, as always, on full display as her beautiful self for him.

“I have a new topic,” Irini said, then reached up to lightly run a finger over her left ear and its earring. She’d been quite thankful for the presents he’d brought back from the visit to the Council. “I want you to do to me whatever you did to Geraldine. That’s my topic. I don’t believe for a moment that you just talked to her, my True Mate.

“I will admit that it’s obvious that females of your race, and many others, find you extremely handsome. But you’re not so handsome as to make a lieutenant- captain crumble to her knees. Doubly so since you were wearing your mask.”

Aurora was watching him with something akin to extreme interest now.

Apparently, she had not really thought about the fact that something beyond her understanding had happened. Despite having seen it happen to Geraldine firsthand.

Only Irini had voiced the idea that Rene was working outside the norm.

Though Rene suspected Darla had an idea. She’d seen him use similar functions of the same skill, though primarily for Intimidation or threatening someone.

“I’d be happy to. But I don’t think this is the time or place, my Pretty Kitty,” said Rene turning his gaze toward Irini with a smile. “We should probably wait until it can be used effectively.”

“I’d like to see it,” Aurora said before Irini could reply. “Now, that is. I’d like to see it right now. I really can’t even fathom how Geraldine was acting.”

Darla raised her eyebrows and slowly shifted her gaze back to Rene.

“As you like. And what do you want me to do?” Rene asked, addressing Irini and Aurora. Sitting up in his chair, he waited in that position. His hands lay folded on his desk and making no move at all.

“Ah, order me to do something I’d never do,” Aurora said, leaning toward him now. “Perhaps sexual?”

“Do something to me as well. Something I wouldn’t want to do, just like Aurora said. Darla, wants you to do it to her, too,” Irini demanded.

Darla only smiled at that, tilting her head partly to one side. She didn’t disagree with the statement, which meant she did want to see it.

“Alright. We can try. It might not work, but you’ll at least get an idea of what I did to her,” said Rene. “Now… something none of you would do. Something sexual and something none of you—okay. I do have an idea. None of you will get mad, right?”

“Of course not,” agreed Aurora. “We’re the ones asking for a demonstration.”

Shrugging his shoulders, Rene looked to Irini.

Calling up everything inside of himself, in the same way he had with Geraldine, Rene pinned Irini with his gaze.

“I want you to bend over my desk and receive me sexually, Pretty Kitty. And while you’re doing that, you’re also going to help Darla out with her needs using your mouth,” commanded Rene. Then he turned to look at Darla. “You’re going to pull a chair over and get your hips in front of Irini on the desk, who’s going to devour you with her tongue and lips as I destroy her.”

Darla and Irini were staring at him wide-eyed now as he looked at Aurora.

“You’re going to crawl under my desk, Aurora, and help out Irini and myself with your mouth. That way you keep your maidenhead, but you participate and get some experience. I expect lots of tongue,” finished Rene, then he patted his desk with one hand. “Get to work. All three of you. Now.”

Darla’s hands went to the hem of her dress and started to pull it up while Irini was already working at her belt buckle.

Aurora had stood up out of her chair and had come over to his side of the desk.

 

Your skill in Persuasion has increased (37)

Your skill in Intimidation has increased (33)

Your skill in Sex has increased (39)

You’ve gained a point of Charisma (52)

 

When the hell did my Charisma and Persuasion get so high?

I don’t know. But it might have been something the Watcher did.

When Aurora got down on her knees next to him, he held up his palms to the ceiling.

“Stop! We’re done here. Demonstration is all over,” declared Rene and then clapped his hands together twice.

Irini had her pants around her ankles, and Darla was naked from the waist down. Her dress pulled up and bunched around her middle.

All three women were watching Rene with red cheeks and wide eyes.

“What… what?” Aurora asked, looking up at him. “You… that was what you did to Geraldine? And… she withstood it repeatedly?”

Darla and Irini were both scrambling to reclothe themselves.

Giving them the courtesy of looking away, Rene instead put a hand under Aurora’s armpit and tried to pull her up into a standing position.

“Indeed. She’s very strong-willed. Now, was that a good enough demonstration? I just focused on what I wanted hard enough that my head felt like it would explode. That I really wanted you to do what I was telling you with every fiber of my being,” explained Rene.

“Ah, I see,” Darla said and then stood up, smoothing down her dress now that it was hanging correctly once more. Then she looked at him and held his gaze with her own. “Daddy, I want you to make love to me on the desk. Right now. It doesn’t matter if Aurora or Irini watch. They can if they wish. I also want you to choke me a little. Just enough to make me turn pink. Only a little, mind you, I don’t like pain, but I want to try that and see how it feels.”

Rene felt a strange pressure to do what Darla had asked him. As if he needed to do it and it’d be silly to question it.

To ride Darla on the desk and choke her a bit, just as she asked.

Then it fell away as if it’d never been there and he sat back down in his chair.

“That was pretty good,” Rene offered as he realized she’d just turned it around on him. “I actually felt that.”

Looking annoyed, Irini stood there with her arms across her middle. Her ears were folded back and her gaze sharp and tight as it pinned him to the chair.

“Mm! It makes sense. I’ll practice and try it out again on you later,” Darla said, waving a hand at him with an excited smile. “I’ll be sure to relay the instruction to Pinky and Rose. This’ll help out a lot.”

Turning her head, Darla looked at the other two women.

“Do you need a moment with him, Irini?” Darla asked after watching the Alis for a second.

“Yes, please. Thank you, Darla,” growled the cat-girl assassin.

“Of course. Come see me at the Tail when you’re done,” Darla said and left, towing Aurora along with her.

“You said you wouldn’t get mad,” Rene said holding up his hands defenselessly.

“I lied,” replied Irini.

“I’ll brush you.”

“Good start.”

“Rub your ears?”

“That, too,” stated Irini.

Did the command flip her into a fully aroused state? She’s acting like it.

Can’t hurt to offer?

“Bend you over my desk and rub the base of your tail as I make love to you?” Rene asked, wondering if that’s what she wanted.

Irini’s tail stopped mid-swish, then slowly rose up behind her.

“Yes. Followed by brushing and ear-rubbing.”

She neatly hopped over his desk as she finished talking.

Note to self. Irini’s sex drive isn’t a motor I can slowly rev up.

It’s a Watcher-damned switch that has a timer on it before it can go back down.

Like a circuit breaker maybe? You have to reset it to get it to go back to—

Irini nearly tackled him out of the chair when he failed to stand up quickly enough.

 

***

 

Opening Odelia’s bedroom window, Rene slipped in through the opening and closed it behind himself. He already knew there were two people in the room, but he hadn’t seen a way around dealing with both of them.

“Well, I never,” said Olivia from where she sat next to Odelia’s bedside. She appeared to have been in the middle of reading. “He came right in, Del. As if it were the most common thing in the world.”

“I did tell you he visits my bedroom at night for marital affairs, Liv,” Odelia remarked as if it were something of a badge she was wearing. Rene was half-tempted to mention the fact that she’d asked him to visit every night possible. She insisted on it. Often. “I must say copulation is certainly far more enjoyable than I ever thought it’d be. It’s a wonder Father never remarried. Though maybe that explains some of his ‘trips’ where he would vanish for a day or two.”

Odelia was laying in her bed, with a book in her lap as well. She looked quite ready to turn in for the evening and was dressed appropriately.

Standing there, Rene wasn’t sure where to begin. Every time previously that he’d dropped in like this, it’d been to tumble her in her bed.

“Hm. Perhaps I’ve made a mistake in wrestling my Calling’s lust down after all. Maybe I should go visit his bedroom like this at some point. Del, should I leave?” Olivia asked, laying down the book that she’d been reading into her lap.

“Not yet. I’m sure he came to talk about Pinky, Darla, and Rose, first,” said Odelia.

“What about me?” asked Pinky from just outside Odelia’s room.

Rene was fairly certain it was actually an attached study, but he’d never been in there.

In the next moment, Pinky appeared in the doorway, holding a book, and dressed as if she were about to head over to the Tail.

“Oh, Boss, hello,” Pinky said with a bright smile.

“He was just dropping in to apologize that you, Darla, and Rose showed up, Key,” explained Odelia. “Rene hasn’t said anything as of yet, so you haven’t missed anything at all. It should be interesting, to say the least.”

Standing there with his mouth open, as if he were attempting to attract flies to eat them, Rene couldn’t respond.

“Goodness, I think you might have spooked him, Del,” murmured Olivia.

“I’m afraid I have a bad habit of doing that. But he likes it. I keep him guessing,” said Odelia and then chuckled, smiling at him. “As you can see, Key, Liv, and I are doing quite well. After having met her, there’s obviously no way you could have ever kept her out of your full life. Out of our family.”

Pinky came over to stand behind Olivia, her hands resting on the Elf’s shoulders.

“Far too intelligent and decisive to keep her out,” Olivia agreed.

“Thank you, Liv, Del,” replied Pinky, smiling at Rene. “He did try. He did warn me to not inject myself into his life but… I couldn’t help it. He’s my Boss, he owns me. But… but I wanted more of him. More of Rene.”

“Oh, I definitely understand that feeling,” said Olivia with a laugh, reaching up to lay her free hand atop one of Pinky’s. “I forced him to be my Hero without even asking. Just forced it on him. Then I may have tried to have my way with him on his desk when my Calling demanded it. If that little pet principal hadn’t come I would have had him.”

The three women, who had clearly bonded, were now all gazing at him.

“I’m sorry. I’m bad at this,” Rene said, finally coming to an answer he didn’t feel like an idiot saying it. “I’m doing what I can, in the best way I think I can, but I’m clearly failing.”

“You’re not failing at all! This was a mistake on my part,” Odelia said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Key is a brilliant woman who wasn’t going to be held back. Especially after she realized you cared for her. Her whole life has been survival and keeping what’s hers, or getting more of what wasn’t. It’s only natural to think she’d enter this setting to claim more of you.”

“Thank you again for understanding, Del,” Pinky said, sounding like it wasn’t the first time she’d said it.

“Shush, Key. We talked about this,” answered Olivia, patting Pinky’s hand firmly. 

“So, you see? All is well. Now that that’s taken care of… Rene, were you hoping to make love to your fiancée before you went to work? I certainly wouldn’t say no,” Odelia offered, her wide smile warm and infectious. “It’s ever so delightful and definitely puts me in a great mood to fall asleep.”

“That’d explain why it was so hard to get him to sleep with us,” complained Pinky with an exaggerated sigh. “He was already having the highlife with a noble lady.”

Odelia laughed and waved a hand at Pinky. “Hush, Key.”

“I should take you up on your offer, I really want to, but I can’t,” Rene said, forming a plan of attack on how to get out of this. “I actually did come to apologize for the whole situation, but it seems I don’t need to.

“After this, I was going to track down Pinky and have a… talk… with her. Then figure out our next steps. There isn’t much I can do as far as non-criminal activities go at the moment. Other than normal banking needs and ends. We’ll have to wait for the new regent to gain ground there. But that’s also its own form of disguise, so it works.”

“You will not punish her in any way, shape, or form for this,” stated Olivia, her hand closing on Pinky’s. “My Hero, your Oracle has given you a directive. A formal one.”

There was an odd tone of expectation that matched it. One that Rene felt in a different way. As if she’d poked at his soul. There was a distinct pressure he could feel that demanded his respond in the affirmative.

Sighing, Rene put a hand to the back of his head and ran his fingers through his hair.

“I was never going to punish her,” Rene confessed. “I think having her, Darla, and Rose in my life will be good for me. Though I do dislike that she didn’t listen to an order I gave her, and that was what I was going to talk to her about.”

“That seems rather reasonable,” Odelia murmured. “We can’t have people just going and doing whatever they want without regard to others. That just wouldn’t work. In this case, though, we should let the punishment go, just as Rene said.”

Odelia is walking that hard line to bind everyone together.

To be fair, that’s somewhat her job.

Just as it was my job to keep you functioning in the past. Even if it meant only mostly functioning.

Through whatever means possible.

Rene didn’t like the sound of that.

In the past, the Monster had made comments that were similar. It left him feeling cold.

He’d wished for the Monster to leave all his life. But now, when it was nothing more than a companion, the idea of it not being there was concerning to him.

“I… that’s true. But I think I’ll ask for a punishment, actually,” Pinky said, patting Olivia’s shoulder. “I do deserve one for going against his wishes. He’s my Boss. As much as you two have made me a wife to him, I am still, and will always be, his girl and property. It’s what I wish to be.

“So… let’s go, Boss. You can punish me, and we can talk about what to do next. I think Darla and Rose are already back at the Tail sleeping. It’s harder for us night creatures to be awake during the day.”

Moving around Olivia, Pinky walked over to the window and then re-opened it with a hand.

“Exactly. Which is why they’re changing their sleeping hours per my request. Sleeping now means they’ll be able to change more easily going forward. And you’ll need to go to bed as soon as possible as well, Key. Try not to stay up for more than another thirty minutes. I’ll have the coach brought around to gather everything tomorrow morning.

“Beyond that, we’ll see you in the morning, along with the others. We’ll need you in good form tomorrow,” Odelia said, waving her hand. “It shouldn’t take that long at all to get all your hours to be similar to our own.”

“Yes, we need you,” concurred Olivia. “Go to sleep as soon as possible, Key. We can have breakfast tomorrow morning, the three of us.”

“Uhm, of course, Del, Liv,” Pinky said, hesitating at the window. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Stepping out the window and into the evening, Pinky crouched down. After stepping to the side, she was gone.

“Do come back for me,” murmured Odelia, meeting his eyes and giving him a wave with her fingers. There was no room for arguing in her tone. “I’ll be waiting for you and expecting you to come back.”

“Right. Yes. Of course,” Rene replied and then climbed out the window. Shutting it quickly, he turned and followed where Pinky had gone.

Reaching the edge of the roof, he found her standing down on the ground. Still partially crouched.

Stepping off, he joined her and landed in a crouch.

“You know, Rene, I wish I could say I had planned this,” Pinky said, her eyes catching his own. “That I had planned to make my way into those girls’ good graces.

“That all of this fit with some scheme of mine.”

Waiting, Rene said nothing. He was sure that she had more to say.

He even had an idea of what she was going to say, having experienced a similar situation with Odelia.

“My plan was really just to make it so you couldn’t ignore us if the gang folded. So you’d have to… take us with you if something happened with the gang. Like mistresses or… something,” Pinky admitted, looking very confused. “And now I’m friends with them. They treated me like an equal and shared all their plans with me. I’m… uh… I’m supposed to stay in one of Odelia’s extra bedrooms. As a guest. Just like Olivia. She thinks I shouldn’t live at the Tail anymore. That it’s beneath me. Beneath us.

“Darla and Rose, too. We’re all going to live with Odelia now. Because as your women we should only be at the Tail to handle business.”

Thinking about that, Rene couldn’t deny what’d happened.

They’d all fallen right into Odelia’s hands by simply showing up.

She hadn’t planned for them to be there, but she’d created a plan for everyone within minutes.

Figured out how to square them up, sort them into groups, and then neatly earn their trust and loyalty. All without even the hint of a neutral emotion, let alone a negative one.

“She’s terrifying,” Pinky mumbled with a headshake after a few seconds had passed. Then she looked back at Rene with a surprised look. “Absolutely terrifying. Even knowing that, I’d still do what she asked me to. For the family. Our family.

“Be-because I’m her partner. She’s my friend. And so is Olivia. They’re my friends, Del and Liv. I’m… I’m Key and… and I’m actually their friend.”

Watching the expression on her face as she spoke, Rene could completely identify with her. He knew exactly what it felt like when Odelia set things into motion and you were in the way.

Odelia was a presence all her own who defied everyone.

Even he would bend to her will.

Gladly so.

“I know. Believe me, I know,” agreed Rene.

“So… let’s go punish me in your bed. Then… then, I need to go to sleep. We can talk about plans tomorrow?” Pinky asked in an uncertain voice.

She didn’t want to break her agreement with Odelia, but she didn’t want to naysay him, either.

He couldn’t fight Odelia, so how could he expect Pinky to?


Chapter 7

 

Sitting around a table in Odelia’s home, Rene was amused and somewhat at a loss.

All three groups of women were present, though each had a clear leader for them.

They’d even broken out into their groups and sat accordingly around the table.

Directly on his right was Rose, who had of course brought his arm around her shoulders. Her left hand was fondling him under the table, her right hand stroking the back of his arm.

Beyond her was Alana, sitting quietly with her hands folded one into the other. Mira rounded out the trio and was standing behind him and to the right, her left hand resting on the middle of his back.

Immediately on his left were Darla, Aurora, and Irini.

Across from him were Pinky, Odelia, and Olivia.

“Well! This is rather exciting. It’s our first real meeting like this. As our family,” Odelia said, directly across from him. “Key, Liv, and I think we have a pretty solid direction on what to do on our end once the new regent arrives. But for the time being, we’re somewhat at an impasse while we wait on that. There’s nothing for us to work on.

“Darla? Alana? Would either of you like to go first for your trios?”

Darla glanced over to Alana.

The Elf gave her no response except to stare back at her.

Unfazed at all by this, Darla glanced at the two women next to her. She got a nod from both before she cleared her throat.

Aurora and Irini both deferred to her and Odelia had not only noticed it, but reinforced it subtly by asking her to speak.

Noticing his eyes on her, Odelia met his own, gave him a smile, and then looked back to Darla. At the same time, she eased her right hand over and slipped it into Pinky’s left hand. Intertwining her fingers with the other woman’s. Odelia then leaned slightly to one side, resting her shoulder against Olivia’s.

She constantly breaks into their physical space.

It’s not like they’re complaining. Pinky can’t help but smile, and Olivia now has her hand on Odelia’s back.

Flicking a second look at Pinky, Rene did indeed find that Pinky was smiling, and her fingers were curled around Odelia’s.

“—mostly what we would expect given what Rene has done to them,” Darla said with a pretty smirk to her lips. “That and the ongoing bounty I still have on their members. I’ve collected quite a number of them, although the per-day take has long since dropped. There just aren’t very many of them around, or they’ve gotten a lot better about hiding. I haven’t heard anything of their guild leaders, but my efforts are all focused within the city.”

Pinky nodded her head and leaned forward in her chair.

Turning her head partly to Odelia, she met the other’s eyes.

“The two guild heads are out beyond the city limits. In the wilds. The Snakes and the Ravens, that is, Del,” Pinky added. Odelia gave the other woman a bright smile and visibly squeezed Pinky’s hand. “They’re pretty… well, they have skeletal infrastructures right now so there isn’t much the guild leaders can do. They’re sending orders in through merchants, immigrants, or anyone else passing through. Usually a few coins and a simple piece of paper. Makes it hard for us to find them. Someone brought a message to us for double what the Snake’s leader had offered. That’s the only reason we know what’s going on.”

Odelia made a surprised “oh” face and then looked at Darla.

“Darla, I’m afraid I know very little about the goings-on for the gangs. If this was nobles, politics, or even the mercantile circles, I’d have a better grasp on this,” apologized Odelia. “I’m not really sure I can help or if you’d even want me to. What can I do to help you? If I even can, that is. You’re the expert in this. I defer to your knowledge and awareness completely when it comes to the gangs.”

Looking somewhat surprised at the admission, Darla shook her head slightly then let out a short breath.

“Ah, nothing, Odelia. We’re quite well. The only city-side item that you would possibly have an issue with among the nobility is the bounty hunters, since we destroyed them.

“Irini is already working through that now that we’ve finished the reset of it, though. She’s the official guild mistress of the Bounty Hunter’s Guild in Felicie,” Darla explained. “Aurora is, of course, keeping an eye on the city troopers and what they’re about. Other than that… just keep us informed of whatever might be going on with the nobility.”

“That we can do,” Olivia agreed with a firm nod. Then the Elven beauty unleashed a terrifying and lovely smile. “Thank you, Darla, Aurora, and Irini. The fact that you’re handling the ugly part of this makes it easier for us to do our own parts. I know it isn’t pretty or fun, so thank you.”

“I do it for my True Mate,” Irini countered, leaning back in her chair. Folding her arms across her chest, Irini looked rather pleased with herself. Today, she was showing off the ribbon-wound earrings that he’d bought her.

Each and every earring was perfectly fitted to her notches.

“That doesn’t mean we can’t thank you, Irini,” Pinky countered. “And Liv’s right, without you, it’d be harder. You know how it is firsthand working the Tail with me. Those who do the ugliest work often work the hardest.”

Irini’s chin, which had been defiantly raised, sunk. Her shoulders softened and her arms slid down, her hands now resting in her lap.

“You’re welcome,” mumbled the Alis assassin. Her eyes slid to the side even as her ears stood upright and pointed toward Pinky.

Ah… Pinky can reach Irini. Odelia to Darla. Does that mean Aurora was already sucked in by Olivia?

Looking at the one-time squad captain, Rene saw that Aurora had a smile on her face. She looked quite pleased with herself.

Olivia or Pinky, one of them worked on Aurora.

Well, between herself, Olivia, and Pinky, Odelia really does have a solid toolbox to work with. Tools for any situation to smooth over any wrinkled feelings.

Nothing more was said in regards to the gang, which meant it was Alana’s turn.

Looking away from Darla, Odelia must have come to the same realization.

“Alana, first, I’d like to thank you for not killing me,” said Odelia, turning to meet Alana’s eyes and holding them. “I know that you could easily do so and establish yourself quickly as the head. From what I’ve heard, only Aurora or Irini would be your match with a blade. And even then, it wouldn’t be a guarantee for them.”

I bet Irini and Alana started sparring once she wasn’t hiding what she was anymore.

That’d make sense.

Alana looked surprised at that statement, then she slowly spread her hands.

“I considered it. I was going to kill you, then Olivia, and then Pinky, to be sure. Probably with a blade and a challenge,” admitted Alana. “After speaking with Rose and Mira, I realized that wasn’t viable because it would harm the very person I wished more of. The person I wanted to strengthen would grow weaker.”

Odelia, Olivia, and Pinky didn’t look shocked in the least. Or even surprised.

They’d all clearly already spoken about the fact that Alana was possibly a ticking time bomb due to her cultural values.

“And so for him alone and the hope of his gaze, I’ll not tear you to the bone and set your corpse ablaze,” Alana offered. “Though I’ll tell you now that if his mind should change, you’d all die as cleanly as I could arrange.

“I burn brighter for him than any of you could ever think. I’d do whatever he asked faster than he could even blink.

“And all the while with a keen smile.”

Unable to help himself, Rene had turned toward Alana. His left hand was pressing hard to the table, his right hand digging into Rose’s shoulder and pulling her in closer.

Throw her on the table and mount our partner in life!

To hear our name upon her lips as we ravage our beautiful Elven wife.

“Baby, all you have to do is ask,” Rose murmured and then started moving her head down into his lap. As if his reaction had given her the impression he wanted her oral affections.

Alana had apparently caught his reaction and eyed him quietly, a small smile curving her lips as she watched him.

“It’s fine, Rose. You can handle his needs after the meeting,” Alana said, which actually brought Rose up short. She clearly understood what’d happened.

The beautiful redhead looked up at him, partway perched in his lap.

“Can you wait, Baby?” Rose purred at him. “I’ll take care of it all as soon as we’re done if you can. Right now, if you can’t.”

Part of him wanted to cram her head down into his lap while staring at Alana. Then, after a minute or two of Rose’s ministrations, he would toss Alana onto the table as the Monster had suggested.

For whatever reason, whenever Alana started rhyming like that at him, he lost himself. As if it were some strange little power she had.

Which was weird considering that he’d heard others rhyme before and it’d never done anything for him.

“I’m fine,” Rene mumbled, turning back to the table. Rose sat up and then cuddled into his side, her left hand going right back to his crotch.

“Good. I’ll make sure you’re satisfied after this, Baby. Completely so,” promised Rose. “And if I can’t, Mira will help me.”

“Of course. I’d love to help,” Mira agreed.

Looking back at Odelia, Alana smiled.

“We’re taking good care of Rene. The brothels are all working exactly as intended and require very little from us. Dephan honestly handles most of it on her own,” Alana admitted. “Beyond that, we don’t have any needs at the moment. Except Dephan will be making that trip out to Laetus eventually. If you have anything that needs to go with her like correspondence, best to tell her now.”

Alana paused for a second, then cleared her throat.

“Though, I wanted to let you know that we’re also going to take over any needs he has for our aboveboard business ventures as well, like the lending,” said the Elf. “While we can’t really do what Rene does, we can certainly take care of the bookkeeping, client arrangement, and everything else mundane. It’ll blend quite nicely with our client-based work in the brothels. There’s more overlap there than people would like to believe.”

“Yes, we’ve been able to take over a number of in-between positions that had no one working them, Mistress Odelia,” Mira added, her hand brushing back and forth across Rene’s shoulders. “I’m heading that up with Alana while Rose works with Dephan.”

Between Rose’s aggressive fingers and Mira’s comforting touch, he felt stuck somewhere between lust and love at the moment.

Alana’s rhyming had not helped him at all, either.

Looking across the table, Rene found Odelia had a curious look to her face. Her eyes slowly moving between the trios of women around him.

“Good work then. I thank you for the effort. I have no doubt that it will pay off for all of us,” said Odelia, a smile blossoming on her face. “That leaves us with what to do next. As I said earlier, we can’t act on the regent until he’s here.

“Rene, my Hero, which way do you want us to go? We’re all… we’re all here for you, dear. All of us. So… what do you want next?”

Sitting there with Mira petting him, and Rose fondling him, he felt extremely at odds with what was being asked of him. That maybe, just maybe, this wasn’t the best time for him to be trying to think critically about the situation.

“Hire someone to act as a lightning point for the Snakes and Ravens,” Rene said as the thought bubbled up from inside. It was something he’d been part of in his youth.

In a different life and time.

Setting up a false head to collect stragglers, then bring them in to button up the entirety of the situation. So long as the head put into the position didn’t know what they were, believed that everything was aboveboard so they acted accordingly, a great many people would flock to them.

People would always seek out leadership to guide them. Someone to give them a direction and a will to take as their own.

The reality of the world was that people wanted to be told what to do. Even if it was just telling them not to listen to someone else.

Like a false rebellion to target the government or a civil rights leader.

“Hire someone,” Odelia said, looking somewhat confused.

“Well, not… hire… I guess. We need to find someone who can take up the role of leadership for the Snakes and Ravens. Someone who can bind them together under one banner and get them all to work together. Along with anyone else who might oppose us.

“Except… we’ll know exactly who this leader is, even if they have a mysterious personality. Even if they wear a mask, just as I do. We keep tabs on them, know exactly what’s going on, and even give them information we want them to act on.

“Basically… creating a patsy who can be the focus for our enemies without ever knowing they were one. Someone looking for power but who doesn’t have the intelligence or wherewithal to do it themselves. Or maybe even just a lack of coin.”

“I get it,” Pinky said, slowly nodding her head. “We just create their leadership for them, let it play out, then end it once they’ve gathered up enough people.”

“That’d be it, yeah,” Rene said as Rose got more aggressive with her hand, fondling him much more firmly now. Her attitude was shifting as if she thought the meeting would be ending soon.

Unable to help himself, he shifted to the right, giving her better access to him.

“A strawman. A true one. One that could be a lightning rod for those that would oppose our organization,” mused Olivia, her free hand drifting up to her chin. “Yes. I could certainly see how that would work.

“In fact… now that I think about it, I could easily see how that’s already happened in the past at home. Actually, I could almost guarantee it for several failed revolutions that always felt odd to me.”

“Didn’t the Count do something like that?” Mira asked from behind him. At this point, he was fairly certain Mira had read and re-read all six books in the Inferno story multiple times.

She was likely the most knowledgeable person in their group when it came to the Count.

“I’m not sure, but I wouldn’t be surprised,” Rene said with a chuckle.

Now that he knew the Count was exactly like him, or at least from a similar world, Rene could believe anything of him.

Really should try writing that letter. Then again… it’s been many years since the Count was active in his youth.

Is he even still alive? I never heard of him passing.

And would my letter even make it? That’s an entire ocean to cross.

“Well! This all makes sense, then. I think we should try to utilize someone in the nobility as the head,” offered Odelia, leaning against Olivia again and squeezing Pinky’s hand. “There’s more than enough ugly little individuals that I would be happy to see exit the field. Not to mention, there are plenty who would be more than willing to volunteer for such a position. The more of those we can eliminate who would oppose us, the better.”

“Yes,” Darla said, patting the table with one hand. “I like that idea. It would also be more likely that someone from the noble ranks would step out. Not someone from the streets.”

“Given the stories circulating on the streets, that’d work,” Aurora added. “Only another personage would be able to go up against ‘The Mask’ at this point.”

“If not a noble, a bounty hunter might work,” countered Irini. Then she sighed and shook her head. “Actually… on second thought, they might be more competent than we would want. That probably wouldn’t work. They have to be useful but not that competent.”

That’s the hard part here.

Finding someone workable that we can keep leashed.

But not someone smart enough that could get themselves released.

A dangerous path to clear.

“—imagine that’d be the problem,” said Alana in a clear tone. “Someone usable, smart enough to be useful. But it would be inexcusable to have someone be too fruitful.”

Keeping his eyes firmly planted on the table while Alana spoke, Rene did his best to ignore the feelings that rose in him again.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t keep his body from reacting.

Rose made a warm, soft noise as her hand gripped him ever tighter. Apparently, she’d noticed the change in him.

“That would make sense,” she said, even as she fondled him more firmly by the minute. She then let her eyes drift from person to person. “It’s just like having someone who could be more powerful than you as your assistant.

“How long could you really keep them around before they let their own wishes and desires possibly overrun your own?”

“Exactly. Nobility, then,” Pinky said with a nod of her head. “They would listen to no one, try to run their own path, and think they were above everyone else. We just have to create one person they trust to act as their second that also feeds them the answers and information we want them to have.

“We just have to create a… defector… in the Mask gang that would go over to this person. Or something similar to that.”

That sounds like an interesting and dangerous job in equal measure.

Quite right, quite right.

We could probably pull it off as the Hood. Working to get a bounty?

“Rene should do it,” said Olivia before Rene could voice his thought. She leaned over the table and held her hand out to the other women. “He has the skillset for it and the ability.”

“Yes, he can do it as the Hood,” Irini chimed in. “The Hood would certainly have information on the Mask.”

“He could simply act as if he were hunting a bounty. Looking to collect on a very large payoff that could set him up for quite a while,” added Mira. “No one would doubt that the Hood would go after the Mask.”

“As if he wanted to present it to the incoming city regent. Not to mention it would preserve Boss’ identity,” Pinky finished. “I like it. A lot.”

There was a chorus of agreements from around the table.

It seemed everyone really liked this idea. Rene was just happy that they’d been the ones to bring it up before he could.

“My Hero, what do you think?” Odelia asked.

“Yes, my Hero. I think this is a wonderful plan and would be happy to charge you with it as your Oracle,” offered Olivia. “That would at least allow Fearn to work with the Watcher in protecting you. They seem to work well together.”

Rene had to wonder if mentioning Fearn and the Watcher in concert like that had been deliberate.

He didn’t let us keep any of our equipment this time.

Oh, that’s a good point. Maybe we should punish his crime?

“You’re right. Fearn and the Watcher work together rather well. Like a husband and wife almost,” Rene said with a malicious grin.

There was an instant feeling of extreme annoyance pushing at the back of Rene’s head.

Which was swept away in a wave of absolute joy and thankfulness. One that wrapped itself around that annoyance and smothered it completely.

Like a blanket being tossed over a barking dog.

“Oh. Oh, I see. That’s… I wonder if they’re married,” said Olivia in a surprised tone. “That would make sense. Fearn has always been aloof as far as who her partner might be. It’s believed that she probably has one but… there’s never been a sign of him. Ever.

“Do you think he was just forgotten? Is he the Watcher?”

“I’ll be sure to ask him when I see him next, but it definitely seems very likely,” Rene lied. 

He was already planning on telling his little warrior-monks that it was the absolute truth.

That the Watcher was the husband to Fearn, and that if ever they needed help and the Watcher couldn’t assist them, they should go to Fearn.

“As to the plan… I agree with it. The trick now is finding a target that’d work out for us,” said Rene. “So… let’s start talking about who we think would work. This could be anyone in the nobility, mind you, from the lowest barely-landed family of farmers to an actual title holder.”

Everyone around the table began nodding their heads.

 

I hate you.

 

Rene held back the grin that threatened to break out across his face.

He wasn’t sure if he had been meant to hear it, but he could hear Fearn squealing and chattering happily in the background when the Watcher spoke to him.

Not just his wife, but the mother of his future children.

So many children. That the warrior-monks will be regarded as their children.

Yes! I like that. A lot.


Chapter 8

 

It’d taken Odelia, Olivia, and Pinky, all of one day to sort out who would be their “lightning rod”, their patsy.

Apparently, it hadn’t taken much for the three of them to review the entirety of Felicie’s nobility. Mostly because Odelia and Olivia had already known of most of what was going on aboveboard, and at neutral levels.

Pinky had filled in everything that was going on below board, all the way to absolute criminality.

That had left Rene with little more than a few hours to prepare himself to meet with said patsy. They would be meeting in the back room of a very upscale inn, deep on the noble side of the city.

Having donned his Black Hood persona as if it were a costume, Rene was quietly waiting in that back room. With him was Olivia, who had her own part to act in this drama.

She’d been the one to contact the noble in question, provide them information, and push the whole thing to the starting point. As an outsider—and recent addition to the city—that put her in a position where it was quite believable that she’d want to go after the Mask.

As if she didn’t know any better.

Rene had been mildly concerned about her reputation, doubly so since it was attached to Odelia and his “Rene” persona. Joining in an endeavor like this would put her into an odd place in his own mind.

Olivia had casually dismissed his concerns. Told him that he was viewing it entirely backward.

From the outside looking in, it would be a positive cause to put together a faction to bring down the Mask gang. And that if she was indeed discovered to be part of the whole thing, it would only set her up as a target to the Mask, while making her someone to be upheld to the city.

To be fair, she’s not exactly wrong. We see it as being negative and a problem, when really it’s just the reverse.

Indeed and we should sing her song. Our darling Oracle is going to herald the way for us all while she’ll prepare them a hearse.

Oracle… we really should bother Fearn about that.

Maybe we can visit the school and speak with her. Figure out what this Oracle thing really is.

Our dear Olivia has been hesitant in truly explaining it.

A very good idea. We could also invoke the Watcher at the same time. Then start pushing some pieces around for them to be wed at a pantheon level.

Though… his wives might not like that. Would they?

Not actually our problem. He’s the one who has to push Fearn away, not us. That’d be like us being blamed for women showing up on our doorstep.

Rene rolled his eyes, having a flashback to Pinky, Darla, and Rose doing just that. Then he shifted his weight to his other side, plunking his elbow down on the arm of the chair.

“Should be any minute,” Olivia murmured, reading quietly from a book. As far as he could tell, it was the same book she’d been reading last time.

Turning his head, he looked down at the book.

“What’re you reading?” he asked quietly. They were the only ones in the room, but he didn’t want to bet everything on someone not listening in on them.

“Odelia Delacroix’s noble lineage, actually. It’s very likely that I’ll be having offspring with her husband,” said Olivia as casually as could be. Akin to how someone might describe the weather. “I’ll also likely end up becoming an aunt to her children. Given that we all plan to live together.

“That means I need to truly understand her lineage and how it would impact the family, given my own lineage. We each have titles that would only pass down to our own children. Advance planning is a must when you take into account that my own children with our husband will live longer than normal, as well. Half-Elves live as long as Elves do, you know.”

Rene did know that, in fact. His tutors had actually instructed him on that aspect of Elven life.

He’d just forgotten about it.

Well… that’d be awkward at family reunions for them down the road. Watching as their brothers and sisters become old, die off, and their children take their place.

Would outlive even me, wouldn’t they?

“Yes, I have the same thought you’re likely having, Mr. Hood,” Olivia said with a soft sigh. “Which is likely why I can only give my poor husband at most two children. It’d be very problematic otherwise. I will have to make sure I’m very close to my nephews and nieces. I can channel some of my… Elven… motherhood urges into that.”

I… forgot about that, too. Elves are dominated by their needs and desires. Especially if they have a full Calling.

And that translates to children.

Which she does and has been fighting. She’ll want a lot of children.

“Oh, I had no idea the Delacroix family comes down on a matrilineal line from the Ulles family of Brit. I wonder how far removed that is and what the relation is. More than likely a cousin once or twice remove. Even still, they’re rather prestigious as the family of The Count,” Olivia mused then turned the page.

There was a distinct thump of boots coming their way from the hallway. They themselves had entered from the same direction when they’d arrived.

Olivia closed her book and then casually put it in a bag she had next to her chair. Then she laid her hands in her lap and put on a placid smile.

Rene gave her a quick once-over again.

He couldn’t help it, considering how she’d dressed for this meeting.

She was wearing a very form-fitting dark dress that did a wonderful job of exposing her cleavage and highlighting her figure. At her hip was an unusual dagger that didn’t belong in Felicie.

It appeared very foreign to him.

Catching his eyes, Olivia gave him a smirk and then lifted a brow, the circlet that came around her head moving slightly.

“Shouldn’t stare at what isn’t yours,” she murmured, then nodded her head at the door.

Oh, right, yeah.

Turning his head, Rene looked at the door.

“The knife, you know how to use it?” asked Rene in a soft voice, an odd feeling running through him.

“Enough to be dangerous. I’m being trained by experts,” she replied, just as quietly.

That’s interesting.

The door opened and a man and a woman entered from the hallway. They were both dressed in rich clothes—cut from pricey cloth, dyed expensively, and clearly tailored to fit each of them personally.

The two were displaying more wealth on their bodies than a lot of lower-class people would have their whole life.

Rene guessed they were perhaps a brother and sister pair.

With short black hair that was pulled straight back, hazel eyes, and a black beard, the man looked to be overly “put together”. To the point that he carried himself in a way that was almost a caricature. From what Rene had been told, this would be Kyle Holmes.

Glancing to the woman next to him, the attributes were nearly the same, except female and, of course, minus the beard. She’d been given a boon from genetics and luck when it came to her looks. She was very attractive, though her shape and figure ran more towards just above average.

Rene couldn’t deny that he actually found that she was certainly a close match for his personal tastes.

“Ah, Mr. Hood, Olivia,” said Kyle as took a step forward. “Just the two people I was expecting from the letter. Everything seems completely as stated. I must admit that at first, I wasn’t quite willing to trust an anonymous letter delivered in the dark of night.” 

Olivia and Odelia worked far quicker than I expected. Far, far quicker.

That or there were that many people willing to jump up in line to try and take on the Mask. Which… really isn’t that surprising, I suppose.

Somewhat upended the power structure in the city from the bottom up. Starting at the street level and shaking it all the way up to the regent itself.

To be sure.

When power changes, everyone gains or loses. And if we’re being very honest about it, we’ve taken everything we wished and likely from important people.

“Welcome to the birth of my destiny!” said Kyle expansively, holding his arms out at his sides. Oddly enough, it felt almost more as if he were opening a mercantile store rather than a clandestine organization. “We’ll sweep down through that little guild of commoner rabble, take everything, and set up our own regency. After all, there is no regent.

“And whoever holds the power now, will dictate terms to the regent when they arrive.”

The woman behind Kyle closed the door. Kyle had been speaking this whole time with the door wide open. Apparently, he didn’t care a single scrap for secrecy or keeping things on the down-low.

She merely smiled and looked back and forth between Olivia and Rene.

“Yes,” said Olivia, after a few beats. “Well, I’m certainly in agreement with you about removing the Mask. He poses a threat to my personal situation.

“I can’t speak to the regent or what comes after that. Or even the right way to go about taking over the Mask gang.

“I’m not terribly familiar with… Human politics. It all seems to be filled with far too many words and not enough doing of anything.”

To be fair, Elves like to just challenge opponents or kill them upfront.

Apparently, Kyle was aware of that.

The look on his face spoke of not wanting to really respond to Olivia’s words, but instead wanting to keep the positive atmosphere he’d had. Admitting that her own style of politics would have meant Kyle challenging the Mask directly was outside of his wishes.

“Well! I think we can just jump right ahead to the part where we figure out how to get me my underworld throne,” joked Kyle, taking a seat and slouching low in it. “I liked quite a few of the ideas in the letter that was sent to me. By the way, was that you?”

Kyle finished his sentence by pointing straight at Olivia.

“Indeed, it felt the best way to reach out given my… public station,” explained Olivia with the same feral smile. She took the opportunity to show off the extra set of canines that she often tried to hide. “As to how we go about it, I believe I laid out most of the plan already, no?”

“I mean, yeah. You did. I just was wondering if you had more details,” said Kyle, looking quite uncomfortable again.

Part of the goal in this was to keep Olivia separate from Kyle even as the plan progressed. The more distant that they could make themselves, the better it would be.

Doubly so, when the “Hood” came in and scooped up everyone at the end who fell under Kyle’s banner.

Everyone except for Olivia.

“No, not particularly. Just as it was written. Establish a new guild, ‘raise your flag’ as it were, and begin recruiting. It should be easy enough to get all the remaining guild members from the Snakes and Ravens,” offered Olivia. As she spoke she held her long fingers up in a neutral gesture in front of herself. “Beyond that, you should recruit any and all nobles who are willing to serve or work with you in this endeavor.

“I’m sure you have a number of friends who would like to see the Mask brought low, no?”

Rene remained quiet and impassive.

The less he said, the better. He was here to represent a show of strength for Kyle to utilize and lean on. Not for him to get insights into who the Hood was as a person.

“Of course, who doesn’t want to see the Mask get his comeuppance? The moment he knocked out the regent and his cronies quite a few people lost out on all their bribes and hush money.

“Even I lost money over the whole fiasco. It isn’t like I can just bribe the remaining two lieutenant-captains either,” whined Kyle. He had the tone and pitch of a child who was sulking over having been told the most offensive word they could hear, which was no.

Kyle shook his head angrily.

“They always turn down everything. No matter what you offer them. And with the Mask saying they were off-limits, it isn’t like we can take other means or routes,” continued Kyle petulantly. “Otherwise, I’m sure someone would have already made a move against both of them.”

“One of those ladies is off-limits for a different reason,” Olivia reminded Kyle coolly. Her words held a promise of extreme violence if Kyle didn’t mind himself.

“Ah! Yes, yes, of course. I forget myself, my deepest and most sincere apologies,” laughed Kyle, waving a hand at Olivia. Brushing the whole thing away as if it were nothing more than him making an off-color comment. “Quite right, quite right. The lovely and talented Aurora is most certainly not who I was speaking about.

“We’re all well aware of who her fiancé is and your own relation to her, as well as Lady Delacroix’s.”

In other words, he’s not willing to cross me as Rene. That’s good. Very good.

Isn’t it, though? Such a delightful thing when the plebs know their place.

After all, who wouldn’t want to give us such deserving respect and face?

“I would suggest you begin with opening your own establishment. Just as I mentioned previously,” Olivia said, her head slowly tilting to one side. “Don’t open it where only the nobility or the commoners can frequent it. You want it right in the middle, so anyone can come.

“We want those Snakes and Raven guild members coming to us and joining us. They’ll only do that if they can reasonably show up. We also want to bring in those nobles we talked about just a moment ago.”

“Right, right. That makes perfect sense, of course,” Kyle agreed, nodding his head. “Though I want to make a change to the plan. My sister, Karie, has her own part she will be playing.”

Kyle had turned partially and gestured at the woman beside him as he spoke. She’d moved up to stand beside Kyle’s chair at some point and was watching Rene rather than Olivia now.

“I’m going to present myself to the Mask,” Karie said in a smooth and sultry voice. “I have no doubt that I’ll be able to entice him. Seduce him and perhaps get a few secrets from him. At the worst, he’ll at least sleep with me.”

Rene blinked several times, not really knowing how to respond to that.

The idea that a noblewoman would casually state that she’d seduce the guild leader of the Mask gang, or “at the least” sleep with him, was outside of his expectations.

“I know it sounds awful and rather scandalous, but I think this would be worth my brother’s while,” argued Karie to the silence that Rene and Olivia had given her. “I’ve already taken precautions to make sure I can… ahem… receive him. I might go into this without any experience, but I have a great deal of knowledge, and I won’t make a mess of myself either.”

I have no fucking clue what she just said. But it sounds really stupid.

I uh… yeah, I got nothing. What the fuck?

I think they’re both crazier than we are.

Definitely. Most definitely.

“—should be fine,” Kyle promised, Rene missing whatever he’d started with. “I’m sure the Mask won’t be able to resist her and take her to bed. After that, she just has to toy with him a bit and we can keep him on a nice hook.”

“I… believe the Mask has a number of beautiful women at his beck and call,” offered Olivia by way of argument.

“Oh, I’m sure he does. But Karie is a step above and a noble lady. I doubt he’ll be able to resist her,” argued Kyle.

“He won’t stand a chance against me. I have complete confidence in my abilities, I just need an opportunity to put myself under him. Literally,” Karie said with a laugh and a shrug of her shoulders. “And when we have the regency, it’ll all have been worth it. The cost is minimal and certainly more than worth paying.”

Yeah, no. Nope.

Not ever going to meet her. Not let myself be around her for even a moment.

Agreed. The simplest way to avoid that part of her plan is to simply not exist whenever she attempts it.

“Well, if you feel that confident, I’d say it’s certainly worth trying,” relented Olivia. “Just be sure that you get out before any problems or trouble can come our way. The last thing we need is him taking you as a hostage or worse.”

Karie laughed at that, flicked a hand through her hair, and then smiled at Olivia by way of response. She said nothing.

It was like something out of a terrible book.

Living… caricatures. Actual living caricatures.

Well, that’s not quite true. There’s usually a kernel of truth in things. Somewhere that it all started. A place that it grew out of.

Yeah, but this is just straight-up melodrama. Especially that she thinks she’s that gorgeous.

All of the Jewels outclass her. Even half of our non-Jewel women outclass her.

Sheltered, maybe? No awareness at all? That’d be my bet.

The Monster went silent and offered no rebuttal to that.

“I’ve already gone ahead and bought a lovely manse. It’s right in the middle of the textile merchants. They’re rather wealthy you know, but they get clients from all walks of life,” Kyle said, moving ahead with the discussion. “It’s in the middle of being converted to a nice brothel. We’re already hiring a number of ladies from the city, but I also sent some men out to hire those from surrounding cities.

“No reason not to get the best from elsewhere, right? Ha, this’ll take nothing more than a few weeks, I’m sure. I’ll have the Mask groveling at my feet in no time. Before the regent gets here, in fact.”

“I’m sure,” said Rene in a dry tone. “All we really need to do is get you built up to a point that the Mask shows himself somewhere I can take him down. Then that’ll be the end of it and we can all move on, one more bounty for me and another grave for the cemetery.”

The conversation died as soon as Rene finished speaking.

Apparently, he hadn’t said the right thing.

Then again, technically, they were all criminals. All bounties just waiting to be claimed.


Chapter 9

 

Groaning, Rene wanted to push away the hand that was shaking him.

It went away, thankfully.

Only to be replaced by the upper torso of someone, pressing against his arm. Along with a hand that rested on the center of his chest.

“Hero of mine, it’s time for us to take our turn. Irini and Alana are nearly done with their shift,” Olivia said, her lips brushing against his ear. “Your Oracle demands your attention.”

Unable to deny her statement or the way it seemed to tug at something inside him, Rene groaned, then sighed. There was no actual way he could refuse a request from his Oracle.

“Okay, got it. Yeah. Yes, my Oracle,” he muttered and then levered himself upward. Olivia moved off of him as he did so. “Anything happen?”

Over the last several days, they’d had people watching Kyle at all times. The reason for that was actually very simple.

Once you created someone like Kyle, it could be difficult to keep hold of them. They could just as easily break their puppet strings and become a monster. There was no telling who they might run across, plans they might set in motion, or what unexpected power play could fall into their lap.

Which meant they needed a couple of people around Kyle at all times to monitor the situation. Thankfully, with so many people trained in the arts of Sneaking and Hiding, there was no concern of actually being discovered.

“No, nothing. Though… call me your Oracle again, Hero of mine? It had a lovely ring to it,” purred Olivia, placing one of her hands on Rene’s shoulder.

Snickering to himself, Rene cracked his eyes open. Looking ahead, he found Olivia standing directly in front of him, watching him with a smile.

Elves are so animalistic.

Using possessive claims on them either infuriates them or appeals to them.

To be sure, they’re far more in tune with nature than Humans. Which would make them far closer to base instincts.

Those base instincts apparently included ownership of one’s partner.

“Move, my Oracle. I need to use the bedpan, and then we can get going,” replied Rene.

“Be my guest,” said Olivia, not removing her hand from him.

Apparently, she wasn’t going to give him any privacy.

“And we can’t leave immediately. You need to go speak to your Warrior-Monks of the Watcher,” Olivia countered. “They know you’re here today and are expecting a lesson.”

Nodding his head, Rene couldn’t argue with that. He did owe them a lesson.

Then an idea popped into his head.

And I also need to teach them about Fearn. Just as I promised her I would.

Five minutes later, Rene was closing the door to the room where he’d slept. Olivia had preceded him out into the hall.

“Olivia, do you have a token of Fearn on you?” asked Rene, turning to look at her.

As soon as he said the goddess’s name, Rene felt an incredibly warm presence settle down around him. Like sunshine on a cold day that made his skin feel quite warm.

Beyond that, however, was a very dark and brooding feeling. It encircled both Rene and the warm-blanket feeling of Fearn around him.

The Watcher is not happy already. Just by mentioning her name.

“Yes, of course, I do. Why?” Olivia asked, reaching into her leather armor. Her hand moved around inside for a few seconds and then came back out with a palm-sized silver medallion.

“Because I’m going to go teach the kids about Fearn being the wife of the Watcher. Let them know that she’s their mother and loves them dearly,” said Rene, all the bits and pieces of his plan for Fearn coming together in his mind. “And a few other things. I don’t think Fearn will object.”

The warm feeling all around him went up several degrees in intensity. It also felt like it was trying to crush itself against him like armor.

Beyond that, Rene could feel the Watcher trying to rip Fearn away from Rene.

“I… no. She will not object. She is… very excited at the moment,” murmured Olivia. Her eyes had a slightly glassy look to them and she was staring off at nothing.

Taking her hand in his—as well as the medallion of Fearn—Rene marched off to the training squares. He was going to force this on the Watcher.

Because if he was being honest, his children would need more than just the Watcher. Fearn would be a perfect addition as a patron deity.

She traveled the world as part of her godly portfolio. Because she was worshiped anywhere there were Elves or nature, she was—quite literally—all over the world.

Which meant his kids would have Fearn, their mother, always at their shoulder.

Or on their shoulder.

Right now, Rene felt like he had a giant bird perched on his shoulder. The heavy and extreme warmth that was Fearn hung on him.

All of his children were standing in their squares.

The unwanted of Felicie who had found their place here. Getting an education that would rival that of the nobility, if not surpass it.

On top of that, he had been teaching them a martial art that could apparently break right through a magician’s spells. Something he’d have to start Instructing the kids in later.

Might need to hire a mage for them to practice on.

Oh, yes, that’d be a good idea. Nothing like actual experience.

“Good morning,” Rene said, coming to a stop in front of all the students. “I’m afraid I don’t have time to train you today. This is because I must teach you something else.

“Today, you’ll learn more about the Watcher. And She who watches the Watcher.”

The eyes of the children, from the youngest to the oldest, were wide and staring at him now.

“Come with me to the altar of the Watcher. I will introduce you to his wife,” commanded Rene. “But before I do, you must know this. You can never reveal your mother’s name, the Watcher’s wife, to anyone not in the family.

“You are her blessed children whom she loves as dearly as she loves your father, the Watcher. But you cannot speak her name to others. It would endanger her.”

It would also make it considerably more difficult for her to act if she ended up becoming publicly known, I imagine.

Turning on his heel, Rene walked the short distance to the altar of the Watcher.

It was a small space between two of the school buildings and 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 vaguely fashioned man stood with his hands behind his back, waiting.

Watching.

The offering bowl was empty at the moment.

Reaching out, Rene laid the medallion of Fearn down next to the statue of the Watcher.

Before he’d even fully set it down, the silver medallion became liquid and began reshaping itself. Seconds later, it had taken the form of a two-foot-tall woman.

It was in an identical style to match the statue of the Watcher, just in silver. It also had an arm looped around the Watcher’s waist and was clearly holding onto him in a possessive way.

“Her name is Fearn,” Rene said, stepping away from the modified altar. “The goddess of the Elves, wife to the Watcher, and your mother. She who watches the Watcher.

“She accepts drawings just as the Watcher does, but she’s also very fond of any gift you might give your mother. For she does indeed love you as she would her children. You may address her as Mother or anything in that vein.”

 

Yes! I will take all your gifts, my children!

 

Fearn’s voice was quite clear and warm. There was no mistaking it for being anything other than godly.

 

Go ahead and greet our children formally, dear.

 

Fearn’s voice had that odd quality Rene’s own mother had when she was needling his father. When she was amused and wanted to just poke at him a bit.

The feeling of Fearn’s presence was being replaced by something else now. A warmth that also felt somewhat aloof but willing.

We just forced them to become a pantheon, didn’t we? In this setting, where there is no room for other gods or goddesses by law, we made them a pantheon.

 

Hello, my children. Your… mother and I are very proud of you. Please continue to do as you have. We will not be able to speak with you very often, but we will always accept your offerings.

 

Other than the slight hesitation in acknowledging Fearn, Rene hadn’t sensed any distaste, unwillingness, or anger in the Watcher’s tone. He sounded much like any father when addressing their kids.

A small girl ran up to the offering plate and slapped down a paper down into it.

Rene managed to see the picture before it vanished in the blink of an eye.

It was a picture that was all stick figures and squares for buildings, but Rene knew what it was.

All the children standing in front of the orphanage. Off to one side and behind the children was very likely a stick figure Rene.

Standing behind the orphanage were two large figures. One male, one female. Runner and Fearn, standing just as their statues did on the altar.

The child had very likely quickly added Fearn onto an existing offering she’d already made.

“My darling Oracle’s little Hero,” whispered a voice beside his ear that was unmistakably Fearn. “You… amazing Human. You granted this poor goddess her only wish. For you, my friend, I shall do all that I can. The day you lay with Olivia, I will bless you with twins and be their godmother. One Human, one Elf. I will do all that I can to lead them to be the rulers of both races.”

Uh… note to self. Don’t have sex with Olivia.

“I’m going to give you another one to her twins. Triplets. Then I’m going to curse you and give them endless energy. For all three of them until adulthood,” hissed Runner, the Watcher. “Endless energy and questions!”

Ever. No sex with Olivia, ever.

 

***

 

“She really is overconfident in herself,” muttered Olivia as they listened in.

In the center of the room were Kyle and Karie. The latter was complaining to the former about the fact that not only had she not made any progress with meeting the Mask, but that Rene Anatolis was refusing to meet her as well.

At some point, the brother and sister duo had decided that having Rene marry Karie instead of anyone else would benefit them. Since then, Karie had spent her every waking moment chasing the Mask or Rene.

“I mean, to be fair, she’s rather attractive,” Rene whispered, turning to look at Olivia. “She just doesn’t compare to what I’ve already found.”

Olivia watched him silently for several seconds, then smiled at him and tilted her head to one side.

“You know, we could probably have some fun while we’re here. No one’s watching and there’s no way to get caught,” offered Olivia in a sultry tone. “I’m more than willing to just give in to my Calling.”

Nope! No sex.

Triplets are bad!

Olivia gave him a wide smile, showing off her teeth. Her tongue tip came up to rub back and forth against her front teeth.

But she’s so pretty.

Maybe… maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

“—if we killed some of his Jewels?” Kyle asked, the question snapping into Rene’s mind. It crashed right through his thoughts and got his full attention.

Looking at the brother and sister, Rene was now fully invested in what they were talking about.

“No, I don’t like that,” Karie said with a shake of her head. “I’m trying to bed and woo him. Killing his Jewels wouldn’t help that.

“That’d be like killing Odelia or Olivia. I want them to myself, make myself a little harem. Not send them spiraling into depression, especially if I’m trying to give Rene my virginity, you know.

“Though… if I’m making a harem… maybe I could add the Hood to it? I’d only need those three and I’d be set for life. We could use all three’s talents to better ourselves and our organization.”

Kyle shook his head and waved a hand at his sister.

“No, we should kill one or two of his Jewels. We need to make a statement,” said Kyle, his voice growing firmer. “The stupid Elf bitch keeps saying we need to take our time but… I don’t think that’s right. I think we should move forward. Onward.

“Attack and get our name out there. Then everyone would be more than willing to join us. We’d likely even get some of the Masks’ own people, wouldn’t we?”

“I really don’t think it’s a good idea. We sh—”

Kyle stood up even as Karie was talking and started heading for the door.

“At least promise me you’ll leave Rene’s alone? I plan on marrying him and I don’t want—”

Closing the door behind him, Kyle left his sister where she’d been, not bothering to even listen to her finish.

“Asshole. What am I supposed to tell Rene later?” lamented Karie with genuine-sounding concern. Giving her head a shake, she crossed her arms and glared at the table instead. “Make my own organization. Rene, Mask, the Hood, and me.”

Turning his head, Rene looked to Olivia.

“Go warn them, I’m going to follow Kyle,” he instructed.

Olivia nodded her head and began moving away from him.

Her natural Elven grace had paired almost too well with Sneak and Hide. As soon as she got a few feet away from him, she vanished completely. To the point where Rene felt bothered by it.

He only knew she’d left because the window they’d come in through moved slightly. Likely as Olivia left.

Slipping out of the shadows, Rene went straight for the door where Kyle had exited. Not bothering to worry about how it would look, Rene opened it fractionally, then stepped through. Leaving it hanging open.

He hoped that people would simply take it as the door’s latch being broken, or the door not being shut completely.

Ghosting down the hall as quickly as he could, Rene passed a number of people. Quite a few individuals had joined “Kyle’s gang” since it’d been formed. A great number of them being exactly who Rene was hoping for.

Ex-members of other guilds who didn’t want to join the Mask. Those people who would oppose him and his organization.

The lightning rod that was Kyle was working exactly as intended.

I can’t just kill him. I need him for the moment.

Yeah, no, we can’t. As much as I want to cleave his skull in half, we need that nasty head of his on those shoulders.

Dodging through a group of very dirty-looking men and women, Rene finally caught up to Kyle. He’d left the hall and entered the main room of the brothel.

Thankfully, he’d not bothered to close the door behind himself.

Next to him stood the lovely woman who ran the front-end of the house for Kyle. She had short light-brown hair that framed her face in slight waves. Her current hairstyle had some of it pulled back, just behind her ears, which for some reason drew the eye to her jaw and neck.

Her eyes—which were such a dark brown that it made her pupils almost invisible—were fixed on Kyle as she listened to him intently.

Rene tore his eyes away from the beautiful woman, refusing to acknowledge her well-endowed figure and visible cleavage at all, and shifted his focus to Kyle.

“—have it taken care of. Can you do it?” asked Kyle.

“I… will endeavor to do my best, of course. I’m sure I can find someone who’s willing to take a contract,” said the woman with a flat smile. It was obvious to Rene she wanted nothing to do with this request, but had no way to actually refuse it. “Would that be all?”

“No, send me some fresh girls tonight. Not the ones from this morning. They were terrible,” demanded Kyle. “Or send yourself. That’d work.”

The woman’s smile went from flat to cold. Her eyes had the look of someone contemplating murder.

“Alas, I am not part of the establishment, as I’ve told you several times,” said the woman. Her tone left no room for discussion or argument.

Laughing, Kyle waved his hand at her and headed back the way he’d come. Leaving the woman to glare at his back as he left.

Shivering out of what looked like rage, the woman pivoted and started walking away. Moving up a set of stairs, she went to the second floor and toward a distant doorway.

Following right behind her, Rene kept practically in her shadow. His eyes were locked to her back as she strode like a woman on a mission.

Damn, she’s lovely. It’s like an alternative version of Rose.

Shut up.

Reaching the door where she’d been heading, the woman pulled it open and stepped inside. Unfortunately, she closed the door behind herself and actually took a moment to lock it as well.

Damnit. Ah… how do I get in then?

Getting down on one knee, Rene put his eye to the keyhole and peered in. Much like every other keyway of this era, it was one of those that you could see straight through to the other side.

I mean, it’s probably just a simple lever lock. It wouldn’t even be that hard to open.

Suddenly, a key came right through the keyway and unlocked the door. It was so sudden that it actually surprised Rene, making him take a step to the side.

The door opened and the woman stepped out and up to the balcony railing where she could see down to the main floor.

Rene took the opportunity and ducked into the room.

“Michelle, have Dickson sent up to my room when he gets in,” asked the woman. She didn’t wait for a reply but turned and headed right back inside.

Closing the door, she once more locked it, then walked out of the entryway.

Following her, Rene entered what looked like a study. Complete with a table and several chairs.

Sighing, the woman walked over to one of the chairs, pulled it out, and sat down. Then she leaned her head back and stared up at the ceiling above her.

Apparently, this Dickson wasn’t going to be immediately available. That meant Rene had some time to stop this in its tracks.

By whatever means necessary.

Reaching into his inventory, Rene got his hands on his mask and pulled it out.

Time to act the part by our own will.

And to perhaps make a kill.

The Monster let out a sigh.

She’s so pretty though. Look at her! It’s like Rose all over again just a little different. You know we have a soft spot for our lovely Rose.

Such a delicate and sexy thing.

And it would be so nice to have another Rose.

Frowning, Rene really looked at the woman now. Stared at her, in fact.

She did have a number of features that reminded him of Rose.

But that didn’t matter.

He had work to do.

Placing the mask over his face, Rene made his move.


Chapter 10

 

Sliding up next to the woman, Rene held his hand just over her throat. Hovering above her flesh.

Then he stood up, pressing his left hand down against her throat as he came into view. Digging his fingers into her skin, he applied enough pressure to make it difficult for her to breathe. He didn’t apply enough pressure to cut off the flow of blood or send her straight into unconsciousness.

He needed her to be quiet and lucid.

The woman went limp in the chair. Her hands, which had been halfway up to grab his wrist, fell down into her lap, her entire body now slack and without resistance.

She was staring up at him.

“Hush, now,” Rene intoned, tilting his head slowly to one side. He stared down into her startled, frightened face.

With his right hand, he reached up and laid his palm to her cheek, cupping it. Lazily, he stroked his thumb across her lips and then over her cheekbone.

“Such a pretty bird, my pet,” murmured Rene, partially releasing his death grip on her throat. “You’re my pet, aren’t you, pretty bird?”

“Yes, my lord,” groaned the woman. “I’m your pretty bird, your pet.”

“Such a good pet. What’s your name, my pet? My pretty bird?” asked Rene, deliberately forcing her head to tilt first one way, then the other. As if he were inspecting her face carefully.

“My name is Caitlin Welsh, my lord. Though you may also call me your pet, or your pretty bird,” offered Caitlin, her eyes staring up at him whenever he tilted her head his way. Otherwise, she stared off wherever he pointed her face.

“You’ll be my pretty bird? You’d be my pet?” asked Rene in an offbeat tone. His words hitting all the inflection points wrong. At the same time, he flexed his fingers against her throat. “Mine?”

“Of course, my lord. All yours. Your pretty bird. Your pet. Your Caitlin,” promised the woman. Apparently, she had a strong survival instinct and wouldn’t resist him.

“If you’re mine, my Caitlin, my pretty pet, why do you serve Kyle? Explain that to me,” said Rene. Contrary to his words, he began to squeeze tighter, cutting off Caitlin’s ability to breathe and speak. The hand he held on her cheek continued to lightly stroke and pet her face.

A groan was all Caitlin could offer in response.

Slowly, she reached up with one hand and laid it against the hand he had on her neck. Her fingers lightly stroked his wrist even as she gazed up at him. All the while, he continued to choke her to death, without her resisting him in any way.

Well! That’s certainly a very nimble mind in there.

I can’t remember any noble houses by the name of Welsh.

No, not at all. She really does look like our Rose though.

I’d like to keep her.

Caitlin was starting to lose consciousness, the fingers she was using to stroke his wrist were starting to tremble and shake. Her face now bright red and her eyes looked like they were about to roll up into her head.

Releasing her throat, Rene continued to stroke her face with his other hand. As if he hadn’t been on the verge of killing her.

“My pretty bird. My Caitlin,” whispered Rene as Caitlin took in gasping breaths. “Explain it to me. Tell your lover why you’ve betrayed him?”

“Never would I—never would I betray you, my love,” gasped out Caitlin in heaving breaths. Her eyes came back to him, her hand coming back up to stroke his wrist again. “Your pretty bird just didn’t know how to get a hold of you to offer herself. She is yours, all yours. Your Caitlin is yours, love. My lover. All yours.”

Caitlin’s mind was as quick and sharp as he’d suspected. Playing straight into the angle she thought would keep her alive.

“I understand, my pretty bird. I’ll take you home tonight and show you our bed,” said Rene nodding his head slowly. “Or maybe not. I might have to put you into the earth, my pet. I’m sorry. I don’t know yet?”

Once again, Rene spoke in a tone that wasn’t normal. Screwing up a normal person’s inflection and pacing.

“Whatever you need your pretty bird to do, my love, she will do,” promised Caitlin. “Die, live, fornicate, whatever it is. Merely instruct your pet.”

Rene couldn’t help himself and he grinned behind his mask.

She’ll be useful.

“You will live then, pretty bird. Live and remain here for me. If you have need of me, merely call out to me. Your lover. I shall arrive and carry you off, my pretty bird,” promised Rene. “Now, when Dickson comes, do as that little fool ordered you to do. Send him off to try and kill my Jewels. We’re already ready for him.”

“Of course, my love. Your pretty bird is yours to command. May I sit up, my love? My lord? Lover?” asked Caitlin. “I would like to put on a small shawl to cover myself as well. I’m expecting company soon. No one should look on me ever again but you.”

Ha-ha, nice. She’s totally playing into it.

Clearly an act but I approve of the bit.

“No, I enjoy looking at you, pretty pet. For now, you’ll remain as you are. You may dress appropriately going forward,” replied Rene, then pulled her up into a sitting position. Getting down behind her, he laid his hand that’d been on her throat against her cleavage. His other hand remained holding her face. “Would you like to be a Jewel, my pretty bird?”

Laying the side of his face against her neck as she lifted her head, they both stared at the door.

“No, my love. There can only be the three Jewels. I am not their equal,” Caitlin said. Reaching up, she laid one hand atop his on her cleavage, then raised her free hand and began to run it through his hair. Just as Rose often would do. “I… could you give me another designation? And… if I may ask… may I… run this area of the city once we exterminate the siblings, my love?

“Could your pretty Caitlin, your pet, run the north side of Felicie for you? Your Jewels are stretched thin, aren’t they?”

Mmm. She’s not wrong. For the three of them, they’re running a bit tight on time. We could use her and others.

Agreed. Let’s name her North. This is the north side of the city, after all.

“You’re now named North, then, my pretty bird,” said Rene and then nuzzled her neck with his mask. As if he weren’t wearing it. “You will rule the North for me, and report to my Jewels. Do you understand, North?”

“I obey, my love. Your pretty bird, your North, understands,” agreed Caitlin, entwining her fingers with his even as she continued to smooth his hair back. She turned her head partially and laid her head against his own. “Can we get into my bed to share one another? It’ll be a little before Jackson comes. We could use that time. Or may I come to your bed tonight? I’m your pretty pet. I should show my respect to you.”

Hmph. Well.

She’s certainly leaning deep into that survival instinct.

“Later. After we kill the siblings. For now, I need you here. Let’s wait for Dickson together. You can tell me all about yourself, Caitlin Welsh. North. My pretty bird.”

“It’ll be a while before Dickson comes. Until then, I shall do as you command me, my love,” agreed Caitlin who then took a deep breath.

Eh? She sounds like she’s—

“I’m an unwed maiden forced to do as my father demands,” Caitlin began, starting to lay out her life for him.

Oh. Right. Tell me about yourself.

I mean, I did ask.

 

***

 

By the time Dickson joined them, Rene knew who Caitlin was completely. The only daughter of a noble home, playing a part in her father’s scheme. Assisting Kyle and Karie directly while her father owned the brothel where their organization had been staged.

As far as Caitlin was concerned, she didn’t want to be part of any of this. She’d been forced into it by her father, and there hadn’t been much she could do about it from there.

Nothing interesting had happened after Caitlin had offered herself up completely to Rene. He hadn’t even had to use any of his Persuasion powers on her.

The firm click of the door closing behind Dickson brought Rene out of his thoughts.

“My love, what should I do now? Your pretty bird, your North, awaits instruction,” Caitlin asked, her hands coming back up. One resting over the top of his own on her chest, the other going back into his hair. “How may I serve? Can we go to my bed now?”

“Here, you can serve here. Let no one touch you, my pet. Work for my benefit,” commanded Rene. “If you have anything I should know, just send a note to the Tail. Address it to Dephan. Phrase it as one madam to another.

“If you encounter a problem with someone in my gang, tell them you work for me directly and are North Mask. That should stop anyone from my own organization cold.”

Caitlin nodded at that, understanding her orders.

“Now… I’ll be seeing you,” said Rene, and then stepped away from her. Taking several steps, he dropped down low in a crouch, vanishing from view.

Sitting there, Caitlin didn’t move, breathe, or twitch.

Several seconds passed before she finally turned her head and looked around.

“My love?” she asked in a whisper. “Mask? Master?”

Her eyes searched the room, passing right over him.

“I… your pretty bird misses you. Don’t leave me. Come back, master?” Caitlin tried. “Could you please come back? I’d really like to service you, now. Please? My love? Come back to me? I feel a little wrong that I didn’t do anything for you.”

Clearly, she wanted to confirm that he was really gone if she was willing to make that offer.

Considering how he’d simply appeared next to her, he couldn’t blame her. He was the Mask, after all. He came and went as he pleased without a concern for anyone or anything. His reputation was that he was everywhere and nowhere all at the same time.

Making his way to the nearby window, he slithered out of it and hung from the windowsill. Thankfully, he’d had the forethought to open the window earlier while Caitlin had been dealing with Dickson.

Right now, it felt like he had fingers made of steel so he wasn’t afraid of falling. He had all the time and strength in the world to simply dangle here.

Point of fact, Rene rather enjoyed climbing and hanging around now.

Letting go, he dropped down to the ground and landed in a perfect crouch. Not waiting around, he started back toward the Tail. It had already gotten dark outside and the sun was well past the horizon.

Dickson wouldn’t have even set out yet for his evening mission. Olivia would already be prepping everyone back home. Not to mention, probably sending someone to replace her at Kyle’s location.

Given everyone could more or less Track him as well, it was a foregone conclusion that he couldn’t escape.

Before Rene could even get out of the alley, he found himself being forced to stop. He couldn’t go any further without literally running someone over.

Standing not far in front of Rene was someone clearly waiting for him. They were wearing what he could only think of as a full-length trench coat with a hood. It covered them completely and entirely concealed their face.

The worrying part was that the tip of a sword in its sheath was sticking out past the hem of the coat.

It was unmistakably a long sword, one that was often paired with a short sword for alleyway fights like this.

Rene could already feel that this person was a Swordmaster who knew how to carry their weapon.

Worryingly, they clearly knew Rene was there.

Standing up slowly, Rene contemplated how to handle this.

“Hello and fair tidings, my darling. I’ve come back as would a starling,” said Alana, pulling back her hood. “Though I have poor news to go with my loving greeting. The Elven nation has declared war and the Humans are retreating.”

As Alana spoke, she slowly walked toward Rene. Her eyes held his as her words spilled across his senses.

Once again, her word choice and tone were like hammer blows to his mind and desire. Setting both to flame and fanning the fire.

“Their frontier outposts have been crushed as their soldiers are all put to waste and hushed. The war machine of man is not ready for the charge of the Elven van.

“Their warriors are here at the gates and demanding to be let in. The regent has already met the fates with his head on a pike wrapped in his own skin,” Alana said and then sighed, laying a hand on Rene’s chest. “I am but one royal guard in the Elven nation, but to you, I’m sworn as your duty-bound wife, as is my station.

“Y—”

Before Alana could say anything further, Rene’s hands came up, grabbed her by the ears, and pulled her into a hungry, yearning kiss. Pulling her against himself like a drowning man holding a preserver.

Alana groaned, stumbled sideways, and then practically fell into him. There was nowhere for her to wriggle with him holding onto her ears as he was.

A handful of seconds passed by before he finally released her.

“Speak to me in such a way and in our bed you’ll spend the day. Tease me not, my Elven wife, lest I turn you into a breeder for life,” growled Rene, still holding onto the Elf’s ears.

Staring up at him with wide eyes, Alana gave him a slow smile. As if she’d confirmed something finally to herself and was happy about it.

“Be delicate with my ears, husband. They are not handlebars, and I’ll not forgive you for ruining them as easily as you did Irini’s,” Alana said, staring into his face.

Rene felt like he was falling into her eyes and couldn’t look away.

Releasing her ears, he instead laid his hands to her jaw, cupping her face delicately.

“Better. Now,” Alana said and cleared her throat. “As I said, the Elven nation has declared war. They’ve stormed across the border and torched all the fortresses and outposts that they came across.

“Their main army is currently regrouping after hitting and scattering the Human frontier army. Elven scouts are ranging far and wide through Human lands.”

While Rene wanted to be surprised by this news. He wasn’t. At least, not really.

The timing was surprising, but not that the Elves had gone to war. Given everything that they’d found, this was a foregone conclusion.

“It was the response. Kicking out all those Elves,” mused Rene.

“Indeed. I would agree,” said Alana, her hands coming up to rest on Rene’s hips. “A small group of Elves, what I believe to be a vanguard, has arrived at the gates. They have the head of who I assume is the regent who was on his way here. Or at least, that’s what the rumor is.

“We’ll have to confirm that with Aurora once she has some time available. She and Geraldine are more than likely working to secure the city, rouse the defenders, and prepare for the inevitable.”

Nodding his head, Rene agreed with that belief. As far as the regent went, he didn’t doubt that either. If the Elves were able to capture the regent en route, it would have been in their interest to kill him outright.

“Assume it’s accurate. We’ll need to… ah… I don’t—” Rene paused mid-sentence and shook his head. He was still gazing into Alana’s face like she was a pool to dive into, but his mind was at least functioning.

“Here, this’ll help,” Alana said and then kissed him briefly. She then laid her hand on his chin and tilted it up. Forcing him to look away from her and to the sky above. “There. Now. I recommend we figure out what to do about the money first. That’s going to be the first thing the Elven army would hope to acquire.

“Anything to help finance their war, feed troops, entertain them, or provide for them, will be their first goal. After that, it’s to deprive anything and everything from their enemies. Up to, and perhaps even including, burning down Felicie.”

Rene nodded his head, his eyes searching the skies above.

What’d she do to me? It was like I was bewitched.

Or something of that nature. Let’s throw her in a bed and get hitched.

“Yes. Committing to war upon the populace would easily affect the army and logistics,” agreed Rene. “They will be very likely to take all that they can and burn the rest to the ground.

“Unless… unless they’re not just looking to crush everything. Unless they’re looking to actually take over. To become conquerors. Did they state their reason for war at all?”

“No. And they won’t,” said Alana. “We Elves do rather than talk or tarry. We don’t care to think too long. It’s a waste of time. Planning and analysis only do so much.

“Whatever the reason for the attack was long ago set into motion. Everything leading up to this point has just been whatever occurred after that directive was made.”

“Then… we’ll assume they’re here to burn us to the ground,” muttered Rene.

It was already too late to get his wealth out of the city. His options were few as to what he could do here in the city, or what he could do with his unnatural abilities.

Of the first, his options were indeed quite limited.

Such as hiding the gold away. Trying to get it smuggled out after the fact. Or just leaving it hidden away until such a time as he could reasonably come back for it.

The latter possibility, using his abilities, was the far more likely winning prospect. He knew there was no real limit to how much he could store away.

Except the biggest issue was that action would likely expose him as being vastly different.

“Fearn?” Rene asked suddenly, his hands still holding to Alana’s face.

“Yes? What can I do for you? By the way, hello Alana,” replied the goddess immediately. “I must say, I do love the orphanage, by the way. They’re all such lovely children. I’ve gotten more offerings today, offerings I wanted, than I have in a very long time.

“And some of these pictures are so cute! Especially the ones where Watcher and I are standing side by side. Those are my absolute favorites. Those are never leaving my presence.”

“The Elves are attacking. Could you prevent them from attacking Redemption House, regardless of anything else?” asked Rene.

“They’re what?” asked Fearn, her tone changing with the question. He felt a flutter of activity around him that quickly settled down. “Yes, Redemption House will be off-limits to them. I will not have them sully the birthplace of my greatest wish come to life.

“As to the rest of the city… I have instructed my priesthood that I would prefer this war to be one of conquest, if possible. Not of annihilation.

“But this is all dependent on if they worship me and listen to me. I’m afraid I’m not as all-powerful as you might believe. As a deity, my power lies elsewhere rather than direct influence. Though I can act if I need to in some regards.”

“Ah, thank you, Fearn,” murmured Rene. “I appreciate whatever it is you can do, and expect nothing at the same time. This isn’t something you’re meant to involve yourself in, I imagine.”

“Of course! In the pantheon that’s being built, you’re not my child, but you’re certainly a shared avatar between the Watcher and I. I’d be a terrible goddess if I didn’t care for your well-being. More like an Uncle to the children, so a brother-in-law to me,” said Fearn. “Oh! That’s such a sweet picture. Runner, look, look!”

There was an annoyed response that Rene could just barely hear, but he couldn’t quite make it out. It was followed by a chuckle that sounded like Runner’s laugh.

Ha. They’re getting on just fine.

“Well, there we go then,” Rene said, looking at Alana finally. “Conquest. We’ll transfer everything to Redemption House, since that’s our safe location. Gold, valuables, people that we must protect. All of it can go there.

“Other than that, we’re left with very little time to shore up the Mask gang and put ourselves in a position to be in charge. We’ll need to make sure that none stand against us before that gate falls.

“Because I sure as hell won’t let the Elves tell me what to do in my own city. For now… let’s go to bed and have you… do that rhyming trick again. We can go check on the gates in the morning. I’m going to need to actually be rested for what’s to come.”

Alana nodded her head, looking somewhat confused at hearing her goddess speak aloud.

“Yes. Let’s,” she murmured.


Chapter 11

 

Clambering up the interior of the wall that circled the city, Rene was mentally preparing himself. He wasn’t sure what he was going to find on the other side of the wall, but he knew he probably wouldn’t like it.

Regardless of what it might be.

Aurora had confirmed everything that Alana had already told him, though with some added details. None of which actually changed anything they already knew about what was going on.

They would need to get up to the wall and parley with the Elves.

There were only so many people who could do that in the city. One would have to have the ability to act on behalf of the city, be respected by those in the peerage, while also being part of the government for the Council or having been acknowledged by them.

That excluded most everyone from the university as that was more an institution for civilians. No one there would have any authority bestowed by the Council to act.

Truth be told, it all came down to three people.

Geraldine, Aurora, and Rene as the Mask.

Because whether he liked it or not, everyone had been living under the very real possibility that the Mask was going to take over. That the regent who was coming in would be little more than a puppet sent by the Council to assist the Mask in ruling Felicie directly.

Reaching the top of the wall, Rene pulled himself over the edge and onto the rampart that ran along it. Getting into a crouch, he ghosted over to the crenellations and looked out into the fields beyond.

There were a great many Elven soldiers wandering to and fro. Further away, a number of tents and temporary shelters had been set up.

They have no fear of the city rushing out to fight them. Nor are they afraid of being attacked from behind or being flanked.

This… is confidence, arrogance, and being assured of their own safety.

In other words, they really did kick the crap out of everyone they came across. The Council has to somehow pick their armies up off the floor, and get them moving again.

Rene could only shake his head.

From his own personal experience, the first skirmish in a war like this could often determine the pace for the rest of it. Because everything after this would be reactionary from the Council if they didn’t think things through.

Even if they get their collective heads out of their asses, we will be a city under Elven rule. Once the main army shows up, or even just the vanguard as Alana said, there’s no point in holding out.

There will be no relief coming for us in the short term, no. It would bring us only casualties and brutality to resist after the truth is obvious.

“It’s as bad as we thought,” murmured Darla from his left.

Glancing over his shoulder, and then all around him, Rene confirmed everyone had made it up the wall.

Darla, Alana, Olivia, and Aurora were all with him. Each was wearing a personal mask that would cover their features. Though Alana’s and Olivia’s were nearly full hoods at the same time to cover their ears.

Everyone else was busy trying to get everything important squirreled away at Redemption House. Gideon and his people were being run ragged as they made trips from the vault to the orphanage and back again.

Though he and all of those under his command were quite happy with the idea of moving to Redemption House. They felt it was far more defensible than the manor home of Rene Anatolis.

Rene did have a few concerns about Gideon discovering Runner and Fearn. There wasn’t anything he could about it though. The man was too perceptive at times and seemed to be able to dig into information he shouldn’t be able to uncover.

“Vanguard isn’t here,” murmured Alana, coming up to Rene’s right. “And that isn’t the royal guard out there. Those are just regulars.”

“I’ll consider us fortunate that it isn’t the royal guard,” Olivia added.

“Are they that formidable?” Darla asked. 

“Yes,” answered Alana. “They are comparable to the Council’s personal guard.”

No one said anything further as their eyes scanned from one side to the other, looking over the beginnings of a siege.

“I’ve seen what I need to,” said Darla, turning to look at Rene. “How should we proceed, Mask?”

“I’ll take these two with me,” Rene said, pointing at Aurora and Alana. “They can advise me and see if I miss anything. The rest of you, fall back and keep working on the K and K issue. We need to have that buttoned up fairly quickly. It has to be done before the Elves enter the city.

“Because after that point, I won’t have as free a reign to do what I want. I’ll have to actually work with them so that they don’t go on a killing spree.”

Or set the city on fire.

Darla and Olivia nodded at that. Both of them stepped off the wall and vanished from sight.

“Our turn. I’ll lead the talk,” said Rene as he turned back to the wall. Then he casually hopped over the top of it and plummeted down to the ground below.

A second later and two sets of bumps sounded next to him.

“There won’t be much talking,” Alana said in a curious tone.

“No, there won’t. But he’ll still want to try,” argued Aurora. “Your trio must really be taking care of his needs if he wants to talk first.”

“We’re good at what we do,” said Alana with a chuckle. “Though if I’m being honest, it’s really just Rose and Mira. They keep him well tousled. I do get my own time in with him, just not as much as them. It's unfortunate that we won't have anyone in our Trio that's pure, like you and Olivia are.”

Rene frowned and just barely managed to keep himself from responding to either woman. It was a conversation he really didn’t want them to be having right now.

Standing upright, Rene started marching for the encampment of the Elves.

Reaching up, he adjusted his mask to make sure it was on firmly. The last thing he needed was it coming off accidentally.

A call went up very quickly. It was clearly in the language of the Elves but Rene knew what had been shouted. Someone had spotted his group heading toward the camp.

Out in front of him, all those idle soldiers began to form up. Rapidly putting themselves in a line, shoulder to shoulder, they drew weapons.

“Oh, they seem eager,” Rene said with a chuckle.

“To be fair… three people in masks, with weapons, heading my way would put me on edge,” countered Aurora. “Even if I outnumbered them significantly, I wouldn’t greet them in a civil way.”

Snorting at that, Rene shook his head.

“That’s just stu—”

An arrow sped his way. It was aimed directly at his heart and would hit him quite cleanly.

Rene casually snatched the arrow out of the air and glanced down at it.

It was masterfully crafted and seemed to be costly. Even the feathering on it looked extremely well-made.

“Oh, what a lovely welcoming gift,” said Rene in a loud voice. Lifting his head, he looked at the spot where the arrow had originated.

A man with a bow stood there and released another arrow as soon as Rene’s eyes touched him. Once more, the arrow leapt into the air.

Only for Rene to pluck it midflight. Looking down at the second arrow, he found it was a near mirror to the first.

“Goodness, another present. How kind,” Rene said, then held one out to Aurora. “Here, one for you, Light. No gift for you, Sword.”

Alana snorted at that, her masked face turning his way.

It was a mask nearly as blank as his own. Though on the right cheek was a sword. It was the only decoration upon it.

Given how often Alana walked around with her sword prominently at her waist, her name had been easy to determine. Sword of the Mask.

Mira and Olivia had masks that were devoid of decoration so far. Since their interactions with the guild had been non-existent there was no need for them to be recognized.

Yet.

“Ah, it seems they gave me one after all,” Alana said, deftly catching an arrow with her left hand. Her face had never turned away from looking at him. “I think I might return it, though, if they try to give us a fourth.”

All three of them looked back at the Elves to find no one had a bow ready now. Those who had made the attempt had seemed to recognize that this wasn’t something they could solve with an arrow.

Coming to a stop less than ten feet away from the soldiers, Rene put his hands on his hips dramatically. At the same time, he put his feet a few inches wider than shoulder length apart.

He knew it would be construed as a commanding position.

“Hello! I would like to extend my greetings and thanks for these gifts!” declared Rene in a loud voice while holding up the arrow. “With whom should the Mask speak?”

There was no response from any of the Elves. They all stared at him in a confused way without revealing anything.

Several seconds passed before Alana stepped forward. Then she spoke Elvish in a clear voice. She somehow managed to carry the same tone Rene had spoken in, while promising extreme violence.

Did we underestimate our little Elven Housewife? Is a Royal Guard far more than we thought?

Pretty sure that’s the case, yes.

There was a general response to Alana’s words that consisted of surprise and people shuffling around where they stood. In the back of the group, a number of people ran off in another direction.

“I should probably learn Elven,” said Rene aloud. “Because I think in the immediate future, I’ll be dealing with a good number of Elves.”

“Probably a good idea, Mask,” agreed Alana. “I will teach everyone. You’ll just have to teach me how to teach.”

Rene raised his eyebrows at that. It was a very good point. If he taught her how to teach, then she could teach as he did. Where information was passed along far more effectively than it normally would be.

Several Elves in full armor were heading their way now. They’d come from the area of the tents and clearly were armed and armored far above those around them. It set them apart in an obvious way and made them a target, too.

Pushing their way through their own soldiers, the trio came to stand directly in front of Rene. Not one of the three bothered to remove their helmet, which would have been polite. Instead, they began to yell.

“What’d he say? Did he just invite me to fuck his sister in the ass but finish in his mother’s mouth?” asked Rene, wondering if these Elves could speak the Human tongue.

It was quite likely that they could, or probably understand it, but didn’t want to admit it. His provocation would hopefully trip them up in that.

None of the Elves responded to that. They were all staring at Alana rather than him, in fact. They’d only turned his way when he spoke, then dismissed him again.

“They’re common soldiers and officers. They don’t understand you,” said Alana. “As to what they said, they’re demanding to know who you are, and why you’re here.”

“Ah! I see. Well. Tell them I’m here to discuss my city with them,” Rene said and gestured back at Felicie to emphasize his words. While they wouldn’t understand him, they’d piece together his physical gestures to Alana’s words. “I cannot welcome them into my home just as of yet, but when someone much bigger than them in the Elven hierarchy arrives, I’d be happy to discuss negotiation and their visitation rights.

“Or their surrender. Whatever comes first.”

All three helmeted heads turned to Alana once Rene was done speaking.

After which she began to speak, one hand resting on the hilt of her sword. The entire time she spoke, Rene had the feeling that Alana was deliberately trying to put a lot of force into her words. That it wasn’t just a threat of violence, but a promise of it.

That they’d do best to listen now, or they would have no opportunity to live through the situation later.

One of the Elves let out a sharp laugh then drew their weapon.

Alana immediately drew hers and then took two steps forward.

“I’ll handle this. They don’t have the right to challenge you unless they can beat me,” said Alana. Then she said something in Elvish and moved forward, sliding her feet across the ground rather than lifting them up.

“If I was to be honest, I’m not sure I could defeat her in a straight battle of swordsmanship,” muttered Aurora at his side. “She hid her abilities far too well. None of us suspected a thing.”

“Oh? Does anyone come close?” asked Rene, curious now.

“No. She just… stomps us all flat. She says that she’s nowhere at your level, though,” said Aurora.

The opposing Elven swordsman had come closer. As soon as they saw Alana with her blade and the way she held it, they’d grown far more cautious.

Striking out in a swift slash, the Elf changed the direction of their attack and brought their weapon back in. Turning it into a lunge, they thrust out at Alana’s chest.

She didn’t bother with either attack. Instead, she closed the distance fully and grabbed her sword at the midpoint with her free hand. Holding it more like a spear, she ran it under the bottom of the Elf’s breastplate. The sword tip slid up between the plates and into her opponent.

When the hilt came to a metal-screeching halt against the armor, Alana dropped into a kneeling position. With a grunt she jerked on her sword, yanking it out of her foe.

Taking a step back and getting to her feet, she stood there, watching the enemy. Watching as blood poured down from inside the armor, spilling out between the plates and across their lower half.

Alana said something and gestured at the two remaining Elves. Holding up her bloody blade, she added something else to her previous statement.

“I’ve relayed your statement and intent,” said Alana, standing there. “While they won’t like it, we’ve actually done this in a very direct and no-nonsense way. They don’t have any room to complain.”

“That’s the idea,” agreed Rene with a nod of his head. He wanted to meet the Elves directly, bluntly, and with absolute clarity in statement, so that they knew who they were dealing with.

Just as they approached life, Rene wanted to approach them. Because he knew without a doubt that the city would fall to the Elves.

With any luck, the Council would be able to reverse that and take it back. But there was no telling how long that would be. It could happen in as little as days, or as long as months.

Wars had a tendency to be completely unpredictable.

“Do you need to kill another one of them, or are they good for now?” asked Rene, reaching up to idly scratch at the front of his mask. As if he could scratch his face through it.

It was the subtle things that made people uneasy. Things that wouldn’t line up as they should.

“I think we should be fine. I killed their only Swordmaster,” Alana said after looking at the other two Elves.

They were in the process of trying to strip their comrade of armor to tend to their wound.

“They’re wasting their time,” she muttered. “I got his heart and lung with that one. Angled it right up and in.”

Turning, Alana looked at Rene and tilted her head partially to one side. Drawing out a handkerchief, she ran it down the length of her blade. Cleaning away the blood of the Elf.

“Well, shall we go? I’m sure there are other things we need to take care of and work on,” she asked then sheathed her blade with a soft clink. Flicking the bloody kerchief to the side she clearly had no interest in the surroundings now.

“Indeed. We need to go speak with my counterpart and set up plans for the city,” Aurora said with a sigh. “That’ll be today’s issue for me. Likely before lunch. The rest of you will likely need to go work with the others to get our own plans in place and moving. This has changed many things.”

Ah, yes. That’s a good point. I can set up every plan I want, but I’ll need Geraldine to buy into it. That’ll definitely be up to Aurora to set up first.

If she’s bought into it, we can get the guards to buy into it. If the guards buy into it, that’ll make it easier for the merchants and nobles to buy into it.

We’ll leave the nobles to Odelia and Olivia. It’s not likely they’ll listen anyway. Merchants will likely fall in with me as Rene.

Turning, the three of them started heading back to the wall and Felicie.

“I fear we’ll need to have all our business concluded as quickly as possible, by the way,” murmured Aurora. “Because if I was to witness this situation as an Elf, I imagine someone would get in their head to go alert the army. Which would get them to turn and head toward Felicie much faster. This isn’t an expected type of resistance, which might spur them on.”

“That’s… not something I can deny. It’s very likely they’ll take this as a reason to march faster,” agreed Alana. “Except the alternative would have been inviting them to do worse, later. As Mask said. We met them on their terms.”

“Agreed,” Aurora said. “Agreed… but… we must always plan for what we can’t expect. And I think we should plan for us to handle everything we can, as quickly as we can. Before everything changes.”

“You’re right,” Alana said after a brief pause. “You’re right.”


Chapter 12

 

Rene was dressed in his civilian clothes right now.

After meeting with Odelia, Olivia, and Pinky at the Delacroix home, he was now moving on to his own tasks.

It’d only taken two hours to relay all the information to them, talk through a great number of things, and set up plans. There were a lot of things that would need to be taken care of in the city that they technically had no control over.

Much of it would have to be done through back channels, manipulation, and favors. Especially when it came to other noble houses in the city.

Quite a few of them were trying to flee out the gates with all their worldly possessions. Given that the gates were closed, and wouldn’t be opening, this was an impossibility.

A number of fights had already occurred between bodyguards hired by families and the city guard. There were casualties and the city hadn’t even been formally taken yet.

Odelia, Olivia, and Pinky felt that although the situation was indeed tense, it wasn’t dire. They’d set to work on getting everything in order immediately.

They’d also given Rene a few things to take care of as the Mask, Rene, and also as the Hood. All three of his personas would be needed to help shift public opinion.

One of the most critical issues was acting as Rene to formally state his intentions and expectations to Gideon. Who, of course, would then relay what was needed to his people.

Because Gideon was one of the people that needed to be brought into this plan. His job would be to help defend and protect Redemption House and its inhabitants.

If Gideon defected, left, or simply decided he would be better off with Rene’s gold, but not Rene, it would be a problem. A large problem that would cause Rene to kill a number of people he relied on.

Glancing up to the sun, Rene believed that it was probably just after noon. Gideon would most likely be in the vault overseeing the continued transfer of assets.

Rene planned on remaining in his manor home as far as where he would be living. Only his wealth was being sent over. His personal belongings, office, and everything else would remain exactly where it was.

Stepping up into the coach parked in front of the Delacroix home, Rene pulled the door shut.

Mira was sitting in the corner of the coach, reading a book. She looked up as he entered and watched him with interest.

“Back home, please,” Rene requested, taking a seat on the bench.

“Of course, sire,” said the coachman with a light click of the reins.

Settling into place Rene adjusted his coat, then closed his eyes and rested the back of his head to the wall.

He was tired. Very tired.

Given the situation at hand, he’d spent more time than he’d expected talking to everyone the prior night. Making their early moves on plans that they weren’t even sure would be needed.

“Do you need my services, my Master? I’m sure I could perform with my mouth quite well and finish you before we reached home,” offered Mira, closing her book with a soft pat. “We could attempt something more with me bent into the opposite bench, but that seems rather tough to accomplish. I’m not as small as Queen Quinn was, either. Though I do wonder if her size was exaggerated for the story.”

Snorting at that, Rene cracked an eye open and looked to the book Mira had in her hands. It was his copy of the tales of Count Inferno.

“No, you’re certainly not as small as she was. You’re larger in all the right ways,” muttered Rene and closed his eyes again. “And… sure. That’d be nice, Mira.”

“Oh? How wonderful, my Master. I rather enjoy doing it, you know,” confessed Mira coming across the bench to sit down next to him. “Seven speaks of it often in her memoirs and how she grew to like it as well.”

Her hands moved expertly to unhitch his belt and pull the clasp open. Mira had him unbuckled in less than five seconds. 

“I’m… sorry for interrupting, Boss,” said a voice from the window of the coach.

Opening his eyes, Rene found Mira was literally halfway through leaning down over his exposed self. Darla was at the window of the coach. Her mask facing him head-on. She was mostly translucent, however, which meant she wasn’t visible to others.

Mira paused and turned her head, looking at the window. She didn’t sit back up and seemed to be considering what to do.

There was no embarrassment on her face, either.

“I’m really sorry for interrupting. Truly,” apologized Darla. “But there’s been an incident. The… Elven Royal Guard arrived. Or at least, their command officers have.”

Letting out an annoyed sigh, Mira gently wedged Rene’s hardened self back into his trousers. A second after that, she adjusted his underwear and began rebuckling his belt.

“I only got a report a few minutes ago and came straight here,” continued Darla. “One of our lookouts came and reported it.”

“Right. Okay,” muttered Rene, trying to switch gears. Right now, his thoughts were still trying to shrug off what Mira had been about to do. “Okay. Ah… to the wall. Same gate?”

I’ll need to make time for Gideon later.

And Mira, too.

“Yes, Boss. Same gate,” said Darla. Then her tone shifted. “I’m sorry, Daddy. I’ll make up for it later. I promise.

“I thought about not bothering you, but—”

“No, I’m glad you did. This is important,” Rene said and then cleared his throat. “Mira, you’ll need to handle the coach and coachman.”

“Not a problem, my Master. I’ve spoken with all our retainers at length about needing privacy with you sometimes,” Mira said with a chuckle. “They all know I’m bedding you, so it was easy to use it as an excuse. No one questions it at all.”

That’s not far off from the truth.

It isn’t me bedding her, it’s her bedding us.

And how delightful it is. I do hope it continues to happen.

Darla stepped away from the window and vanished from view.

Rene got down low in a crouch, opened the door as subtly as he could, and exited the interior. Hitting the roadway with a pat, he scurried off. He needed to get out of the way quickly lest he be run over.

As soon as he reached the edge of the road, Darla caught up to him. Keeping herself crouched low in the dress she was wearing ended up pushing her nearly out of the fabric.

Moving next to his side, she put a hand to his elbow.

“I really am sorry, Daddy. I’ll take care of it personally,” apologized Darla again. Whenever she felt aroused or anxious, the ‘Daddy’ crept out and asserted complete dominance.

“Forget about it, let’s go,” said Rene, drawing his mask from his inventory and placing it over his face.

Not waiting, he went straight to a nearby building and started climbing up the corner of it. As of late, he’d found he was able to traverse the city quite quickly. Leaping from roof to roof and beam to beam.

All of his women were able to mimic this as well, except for Odelia, Pinky, and Mira. They all seemed resistant or uninterested in becoming part of the physically active aspects of his group.

Though Mira seemed willing to consider it.

In mere minutes, he was practically at the gate. He could see a multitude of city guards, all crouched low behind the wall. A number of arrows were spread throughout, and there was at least one person down on the ground.

Frowning, Rene was not very happy about that.

He was going to have to teach the Elves a lesson. If they planned on taking his city, they were going to have to play by his rules.

Lest I break them and take away their lives.

For those we condemn, we must pull out our knives.

Glancing over his shoulder, Rene found Darla was almost standing on his heels. She was significantly faster than Rose, Irini, or Aurora.

Putting her hands on his back, she leaned in and pressed close.

“I like to practice this at night sometimes,” Darla confessed. “I’m getting better at fighting, too. Rose, Irini, Pinky, and I enjoy sparring with knives to first blood.”

“Great. While I’m dealing with the Elves, go finish up the K and K situation. Or whatever’s left of it. I need that done before the end of the day,” commanded Rene with a smirk.

Rene then patted her hand, broke free from her grasp, and dropped down to the stones below.

Standing up, he simply walked up to the guards.

“What’s happened?” he demanded, not even trying to hide. He wanted them to see him responding to the situation. That the Mask was here to assist and help.

“Ah! Lord Mask, the Elves—”

“Lord Mask, they started firing—”

“The Elves—”

Rene held up a hand immediately.

“Hush now. You,” he said, pointing at the one who looked the calmest. “Explain it to me in thirty words or less.”

“I—the Royal Guard Elven force has arrived. They shot Lieutenant-Captain Fiorza when she tried to parley with them,” reported the guardsman.

“Lieu—Fiorza? Geraldine Fiorza?” Rene asked, his mind catching up to the statement.

“Yes, Lord Mask. She died,” confirmed the guard. “Shot through the heart.”

Blinking twice, Rene turned his head and looked at the body laid out nearby. He hadn’t looked too closely at it when he’d first seen it.

Now that he was focusing his attention on it, he could tell it was indeed Geraldine. There was an arrow shaft sticking up out of her breastplate. Right where her heart would be.

“That’s enough,” hissed Rene.

While he had decided to not completely conquer Geraldine, Rene was annoyed. She’d fought off his attacks on her psyche with a determination that he admired. Where even his own people didn’t have the strength to fight him, she had. Several times, in fact.

The Elves had snuffed out a life that had been interesting to him.

He would repay the favor.

Looking away from Geraldine’s corpse—not wanting to truly see it—Rene instead crouched down low. Then he leapt for the wall. Putting all his force into the jump.

Clearing the wall completely, Rene landed on the other side.

Out ahead of him were a greater number of Elven soldiers than he’d seen previously. Quite a few more, in fact, and all of them in considerably better armor than the others.

“One of you killed my lieutenant-captain!” shouted Rene, moving forward at a slow walk. “I demand justice! She was attempting to parley with you on my orders, and someone killed her!”

Not one of the Elves had missed his sudden entrance. His shouted words had very little effect on them.

Rene spotted an archer nocking an arrow. They stood off to the side, practically behind a tree. They were not the same archers he’d encountered previously. Then they let the arrow loose.

Grabbing that arrow out of the air as easily as he had the first one, Rene had to admit this one had considerably more strength behind it. This was a truly exceptional archer.

Whipping his arm over his head, Rene flung the arrow like a throwing knife back at the archer.

Whistling through the air, it tore cleanly through the man’s neck and sent him crashing to the ground. Thrashing around with his legs as his hands pressed to his throat.

“I took those as gifts previously. Clearly, they were not,” growled Rene, walking inexorably forward.

Thankfully, Rene could feel Darla on the wall behind him. She hadn’t tried to join him, which would have been foolish, to say the least.

He felt it when she pivoted away and headed back into the city. Likely to follow his orders regarding Kyle and Karie.

“Halt!” called a voice.

Rene ignored it, continuing onward.

“I demand justice by combat!” Rene shouted and pulled his short sword from his inventory. “Send out your third-in-command and fourth-in-command. I will duel them in a one-on-two scenario!

“Until they arrive, I shall vent myself upon your soldiers. Now, receive me! I pity you fools because right now the boss music would be playing for you!”

He needed to demonstrate his overwhelming strength to them now. So that later on, there would be no question that if he decided they would die, they would die.

If they wanted to take and hold his city, that was fine. But they would play by his rules and expectations.

Reaching the line of soldiers, Rene was treated to several of them lashing out at him with short spears. Their shields were raised in front of them.

Rene casually grabbed the front of one spear and came to a stop while dodging the other three thrusts at the same time. Smashing at the haft of the spear with his short sword, he broke off the front of the Elven weapon.

Flipping the spear point around, he threw it at the Elf in front of him, aiming for their helmeted head.

Blasting through at full force, the metal helmet bent into the Elf’s face. The soldier collapsed to their knees and twitched, their hands reaching involuntarily toward their head, before they slumped to the ground and stopped moving.

Rene stepped to the side to dodge another set of attacks and grabbed another spearhead. Even before he could swing his short sword, the Elf had let go of their spear and brought their shield up higher. Raising it in front of their face.

“Silly, silly, little fool,” chastised Rene as he spun the spear around. Holding it with one hand, he thrust it out in an almost bored way. Straight at the person next to the soldier he’d taken the weapon from.

In moving his shield to protect himself, he’d opened up his shield-mate to an attack.

Blasting into the armor, the spear sunk deep into the soldier’s side. Likely right into their liver, if Rene had to guess.

Yanking the spear free, he then lashed out at the soldier trying to step over the corpse of the first Elf he killed. Rene caught them just on the inside of their knee. The spearhead went through the back of the joint and took out the attached muscles.

Slumping backward, the soldier clattered into two others and only made the traffic jam worse.

“I demand you stop!” declared a voice.

“Sorry, I’m not in right now,” replied Rene in a shout that was punctuated by another stab of the spear. It sent another Elf to the earth in a bloody heap. “Leave a message at the beep and I’ll get back to you.”

Chuckling, Rene flipped the spear around and then hurled it over his head at an archer who stood off to the side. They had been in the process of trying to take a shot at Rene.

“Beeeeeeeeeeep!” Rene shouted as the spear pierced the archer and pinned them to the ground.

“I would like to speak of your demands!” said the same voice from earlier. “And agree to your earlier request!”

Ah, there we go.

Now we need to… add some flair to this. So that they truly understand the situation.

Oh! Yes. How about something bloody? Something macabre? That does well for the peasants.

Off to his left, Rene could already see a spear thrust coming his way.

Perfect.

Stepping into the thrust so that it went where he wanted it, Rene also stepped out of everyone else’s reach. He had placed himself in a perfect line for the Elven weapon to skewer him.

Slamming into his shoulder, Rene felt the spear tip get stuck against the bone. As soon as the strike had lost its momentum, Rene grabbed the center of the spear haft and jerked it away from the Elf.

Leaving it stuck in his arm, Rene walked several steps away from the line of Elves. Turning back to face them, he put his hands on his hips, the spear sticking out of his shoulder in a weird way.

“Alright, I’m ready and willing to listen now,” declared Rene. “Please send out your third- and fourth-in-command, as well. I need to kill them for you having killed my third-in-command of the city guard.

“Then we can discuss your visit to my city. The city of Felicie.”

An Elf in full plate mail, his helmet held under his armpit, came out around the side of the line of soldiers. Along with him came two other Elves in full armor. Each with a sword in hand.

The three Elves came to a stop in front of Rene, all of them clearly staring at the spear.

“Fantastic. Now, would you prefer to be executed, or to have me kill you in combat?” asked Rene. “Your death is guaranteed as the price for killing my lieutenant-captain.”

“I… believe that you should surrender the city to us,” said the Elf at the front of the three.

Rene looked at the Elf and focused his attention on the man.

He appeared to be in his fifties, though still quite physically fit. He had dark-brown hair that was starting to go grey and several small scars and nicks on his face.

His cold brown eyes looked flat and lifeless.

“Hardly,” said Rene in a bored dismissal. “Honestly, all I’d have to do is keep killing every single officer, from top to bottom, until your army left my city alone.

“I don’t want to work that hard, though, so I’m just going to allow you to visit my city. We’re going to treat you just as if you were a Human army operating in the area. And you’re going to treat us as if we were an Elven city.

“Now, execution or combat?”

“Combat,” said both of the other Elves in unison. They both pulled their swords free in the same instant and charged him directly.

Rene wanted to make a point here, so he stood perfectly still. Letting both of these Elves attack him.

One stabbed him through the middle of his abdomen, while the other put their sword through Rene’s lung.

Several red boxes showed up in the corner for Rene. His health bar also took a massive hit, but it stopped about halfway down.

Twisting to one side, Rene wrenched the hilts of both swords away from the Elves and then turned back to their leader.

“Oh, combat. I see. Alright. I can accommodate you. Let me just finish this up with your colonel though,” said Rene, holding up his hand in the universal ‘stop’ gesture. He’d managed to completely suppress his pain response to the situation. “Now, Human army, Elven city. All the same rules and regulations for that.

“Rape, murder, robbery—all punishable by the city government without military oversight. Do you agree? Or should I come to visit you tonight?”

Rene plucked the spear out of his shoulder and then looked to it. Moving it to his left hand, he held onto it and then pulled out one of the two swords that were stuck in him.

“Oh, that hit my lung. That’s a new feeling,” muttered Rene, more than loud enough that the Elves could hear him. Taking a few experimental breaths, Rene could feel that it was more difficult to breathe.

Looking at the box and focusing on it, it unfurled.

Collapsed lung, two hours.

That’s not so bad.

 

You’ve gained a point of Endurance (29)

 

Neat, that went up several times.

Considering we’re pretending to be “Lord Pincushion of the Dummy Clan”, that isn’t surprising.

“This is yours,” said Rene and then chucked the sword as if it were a throwing knife at the Elf who’d stuck it in him.

Whipping end over end, the sword buried itself up to the hilt in the soldier’s chest. The Elf immediately flew backward and landed flat on their back.

“Of… course. Human army, Elven city,” agreed the colonel. He’d been hesitating up to this point, staring at Rene as if waiting for him to fall over.

“Oh? That’s just grand,” Rene commented, then removed the other sword. Not bothering to say anything else, he flung it in an underhand toss toward the last Elf who was set to die.

It smashed into their stomach hilt first and didn’t stop until half of the blade went into them as well.

“Give me today and tonight to prepare the city. You’re welcome to pitch all your tents and things around the city as you need,” commanded Rene, and then held the spear out to the Elven colonel. “Anyone on leave, or with time and coin, is more than welcome in the city. So long as they behave themselves.

“I can promise the same for my inhabitants’ behavior to you, of course. Anyone treating your army as occupiers, rather than the Human counterpart, will be harshly disciplined.”

Nodding his head, the Elven colonel took the spear from Rene. A frozen smile on his face.

“Wonderful. Have your Felicie liaison come to the gate as soon as they’re ready. Preferably in the next hour. Make sure it’s a woman. She must also be intelligent, unwed, and pretty. I don’t care about rank as long as they fit my requirements,” demanded Rene. “I’ll need to start getting them trained in Human law. I’ll have my own liaison for you ready by tonight as well.”

Looking down, Rene stared at the hole in his stomach.

“Oh, my intestines popped out,” he complained, then pushed them back in. “That’ll be annoying to keep pushing back in.”

Pain wasn’t an actual consideration for Rene. It hadn’t been in a very long time.

“Anyway, see you tomorrow,” said Rene. He then dropped down low in a crouch, vanishing completely away as if he were never there.

Taking several quiet steps to the side, Rene held his hand up and tried to pitch his voice.

“Or tonight, if you don’t listen,” he added with a snicker. His voice floated up from nowhere and got the appropriate reaction he wanted.

The Elven colonel nodded his head, then shook it rapidly.


Chapter 13

 

By the time Rene cleared the wall and was back in the city, he felt winded. The amount of damage he’d allowed himself to take was almost too much. His body would recover, and heal at an incredible speed, but it would still take hours.

All for the sake of theatrics.

Theatrics that we needed, though. It made our point. That we are far above normal. Above Human.

Yes, I know. Opposing us was foolish and asking to die.

I can still regret the price.

Wincing as he took a deeper breath than he meant to, Rene definitely regretted the price. Except that regret only lasted a second or two as he was reminded that Geraldine was dead.

She’d died because the Elves had doubted what Rene had said.

They needed to not doubt him in any way. To believe he was literally a demon made flesh. One who had simply shown up one day after being bored in hell for too long.

He needed to be what lurked in the corner of the Elven colonel’s bedroom. Watching him as he slept.

Just as he was the creature under the bed for the Council itself.

Nodding his head at his thoughts, Rene came to a full stop.

So, what do I do next?

There are too many things getting away from me right now.

We need to take care of Kyle and Karie before the Elves show up.

Yes, that’s likely our highest priority I would think.

We still need to meet with Gideon and make sure he knows exactly what’s going on. He needs to be informed so that he can support us.

Uh… yeah. That’s definitely our highest priority. Too. Highest priority, too.

We also need to make sure our vault was completely moved over. While I’d love to believe the Elves will respect whatever laws we put on them, I can’t bet on that.

Mm. Yep. Definitely our highest priority as well.

Rene grimaced and wanted to punch the Monster.

Beyond all that, we have to get a hold of Odelia and Olivia. We need to get them moving on the nobles extremely fast. As in… today by the end of tonight, fast.

Let’s not forget that we also need to send the Elven colonel our liaison. Most certainly a priority to take care of at the top of our list.

By the way, you forgot to even ask his name.

You’re really not helping me. You’re just saying everything is a priority.

Because they all are. And it’s not like you’re not thinking the same thing.

Yeah, yeah, I know. I are you, you are me. We are we.

Quite right, quite right. Now… let’s pick something and run towards it. Tempus fugit and all that bullshit.

There was one problem that sat atop everything else that Rene was only now aware of. When he considered who to track down first to get things moving, he realized that his group was splintered.

Everyone was likely somewhere else working on whatever tasks they had. There was no way for him to know exactly where someone was.

Well, shit.

Let’s go see Odelia. She’s our mastermind.

Agreed and set. She’ll give us peace of mind.

Thinking about the layout of the city, Rene wasn’t sure where to start. He needed to track down someone in Odelia’s trio.

Along that line of thought, Rene realized he could do a tour of several locations that were all in a relatively similar route.

The Delacroix home, the Tail, and his own manor.

Somewhere along those stops, he’d more than likely run into Odelia, Olivia, or Pinky. Any of those three would be able to help him or point the way to someone who could.

Considering how Odelia has completely avoided getting any type of physical training, she’s more than likely at her home or mine.

Making up his mind, Rene set out for the Delacroix home. It was the closest of the three at the moment.

 

***

 

He’d found no sign of Odelia or her trio at the Delacroix home. Nor did he find them at the Tail, though he did find Alana, Aurora, and Irini there.

He sent Alana to act as his liaison to the Elven colonel. Since she spoke Elven, Council Common, and was a Swordmaster who could hold her own, he felt like she was the best choice.

He provided updates to Aurora and Irini, then sent the latter to go assist Darla with the Kyle and Karie situation. Aurora was to remain at the Tail and provide information to those who came there.

Slipping in through the attic of his home, he found he could hear the quiet chatter of several people in a discussion. One voice sounded like Odelia, which meant he would thankfully have found his target.

Moving down the stairs quickly, Rene spread out his senses.

Kitchen. Odelia, Mira, and Rose.

Found her.

Moving toward them, he entered the kitchen and stood in the doorway.

Inside he found exactly who he expected. Odelia, Mira, and Rose were sitting around a table.

“Boss Baby,” Rose purred at him with a wide smile.

“My Master, welcome home,” Mira said at the exact same time.

“Welcome home, my Hero and fiancé,” said Odelia a split second after Rose started talking.

“Uh, thanks. Yes. Though… I don’t have good news to give you,” said Rene, getting straight to the heart of it. Mira frowned, her eyes moving down his torso, and then started to move over to him. “The Royal Guard portion of the Elven army definitely responded to my showing up.

“They rushed here and more or less set in for a siege. Geraldine was killed at the wall. Shot by an Elven archer when she tried to negotiate with them. I killed two of their officers and a handful of their soldiers as blood price.”

“You’re wounded!” Rose said, getting up to her feet and coming toward him.

“I was, yes. But it was on purpose. I wanted to prove a point that they couldn’t kill me,” agreed Rene. Mira was already in the process of stripping him. Rose started to assist her, then broke off to go get something. “I’ve sent Alana to act as my liaison. They’ll be sending an Elf to act as theirs for me.

“We’ll be welcoming them into the city tomorrow morning. I’ve told them my terms are for them to treat us as if we were an Elven city, and we would treat them as if they were a Human army. That if laws were broken, justice would be upheld.

“I also told the colonel I’d see him in his bedroom at night if he didn’t agree with me.”

“Ah,” Odelia said with a curious and sad look on her face. “That would explain why you let yourself be wounded.

“More of a statement to, ‘Don’t bother with bodyguards. If I want you dead, you’re dead’ sort of thing.

“Though I must confess I’m sad to hear Geraldine has passed from this world. She was a useful ally. If not that, at least a useful neutral party.

“For the rest of what you said… alright. I’ll get in touch with Key and Liv. We’ll speed up our plans and get everything finished tonight. It won’t be fun, pleasant, or easy… but it needs to be done.”

Rene nodded his head quickly at that.

He was more than happy to hear that Odelia thought the situation was completely salvageable. To be perfectly honest, Rene was well aware of the fact that he wasn’t a great officer.

No planner of great offenses and kingdom-destroying stratagems. Clandestine organizations and operations, small-unit tactics, and clear-cut orders were the things he did best with.

There was no weakness in acknowledging that. It was a strength he often played to and knew to stay away from the other.

“I have no idea what you had planned for yourself, my dear Hero, but I’m rewriting your schedule,” Odelia offered without an apology. “I’ll need you doing leg work for me as a messenger and enforcer.

“I’m sure I already know the critical needs you have and will plan them into this evening’s duties as well. So… let them tend to you and let’s begin our response.”

The smile Odelia had on her face was determined and amused looking at the same time. It engendered confidence in Rene.

Rose had come back by this point with a small bag worn around her shoulder with a strap containing what looked like medical supplies. In her hands was a small basin with water in it and a sponge.

Both items were likely something Alana had squirreled away just in case something happened.

Mira had undressed him from the waist up and was already inspecting his wounds. Rose set the basin down nearby as well as the bag.

“This will hurt, and I apologize, my Master, but it must be done,” murmured Mira. “We’ll need to clean this wound out first.”

 

***

 

Blinking several times, Rene finished his third cup of tea. The sun would be rising in minutes and he’d be required to head out.

Head out and welcome the Elven host into the city as if they were a garrison and not a conquering force. Granted to the city of Felicie only by the strength of the arm of “Lord Mask”.

It was a moniker that he’d heard from some of the commoners in the past but never from the nobility. That had changed last night as he’d made his rounds.

From the moment he’d found Odelia until an hour ago, Rene had been on a never-pausing, crisscrossing, constantly running, errand boy mission.

As the Hood, the Mask, or just as a courier on his own behalf as Master Anatolis. He’d visited more people last night than he’d met in the prior year.

At least he’d made time to speak with Gideon, even if it was only minutes where he’d originally planned at least an hour.

“My Master, are you sure I couldn’t help you out real quick?” Mira asked for the second time. “It only takes minutes.”

“Mira… I—” Rene started, blew out a breath, then shook his head with a sigh. “I want to say yes. Desperately. I know I need it and would enjoy it.

“The problem is, I’ve now been awake for an entire day plus a few hours. I’d pass out as soon as we were done. Possibly atop you. I have a lot of work still to do today.”

“I know… I just feel so… perturbed… at letting you leave like this,” fussed Mira, her hand coming up to lightly play with the hair on the back of his head. “Everyone else is sleeping now but you.”

“Alas, but that’s just the way it is. Besides, I’m the one who can hold up the best,” Rene murmured, leaning his head back into Mira’s hand.

He wanted to take her with him, except he couldn’t. She wouldn’t be that useful to him where he had to go. On top of that, if someone discovered she wasn’t wherever he was supposed to be, they’d wonder.

Mira couldn’t go missing at all. She was a probable alibi for him at all times.

“When you come back or have a break, you must come see me so I can help you,” demanded Mira. Then she leaned over him and kissed his temple. “In my own way, I care. So come back soon. Now, off with you ‘Lord Mask’. I know you’re swift but it will still take you a little time to get to the gate. Rose and Pinky should meet you there.”

Nodding his head, Rene stood up from the table and affixed his mask to his face.

“Have a good day at work,” Mira said, lifting his mask briefly to kiss him. Then she resettled it down over his face. Reaching up, she lightly adjusted his collar then pulled on his tunic once. “All set, my Master.”

That… uhm… was rather sweet.

Wasn’t it, though? Not what you’d expect from a paid mistress.

Rene didn’t want to question that any further, so he took off. Exiting the manor through the attic, he began crossing the city toward the gate.

Flitting across rooftops and leaping over alleys, Rene wondered how long it would be before the kids of Redemption House might join him. He didn’t for a second doubt that he would end up teaching them how to do this. If they were all beholden to Runner and Fearn, then he had no worries about Instructing them.

Moving as he did, Rene felt two people approaching him at an angle. They were both coming from off to his right and moving together.

In the same moment that he knew people were coming toward him, he realized it was Rose and Pinky.

Exactly. They aren’t moving as efficiently as Darla did, but they’re still doing quite well.

Grinning, Rene did something different this time when he reached the spot where he normally dropped down. He wanted to see how far he could leap.

His legs bent, his knees low, and then he launched himself for all he was worth. Flinging his body to land outside, beyond the wall entirely.

The sharp crack of wood breaking behind him was a shock. A reminder that while he could do such things, it didn’t mean that the world around him could actually support it.

Sailing up over the wall, Rene passed over it by a few feet. He landed on the grass outside the city itself.

With a hard thump, his boots hit the ground and he skidded forward for several feet. When he did come to a stop, he found a group of Elves standing in front of him.

They were all wearing formal military uniforms. Each one was wearing a sheathed sword, though they were not dressed for war. Alana stood with them, her hand resting on the hilt of her weapon.

“Ah! Thank you for being so prompt,” Rene said, waving a hand and heading to the Elves. “I’m very sorry about yesterday. I meant to pick up your liaison but ended up becoming so busy I couldn’t get to her.

“You know how it is, I’m sure. People to kill, bodies to dump, nobles to threaten. There was just so much to do yesterday. And I had to change my clothes first, of course. I leaked blood all over for a while until those sword wounds healed.”

Laughing as if it were a hilarious joke, Rene walked right up to the Elven colonel. The man was standing perfectly straight. As if a rod had been inserted in his asshole and the tip of it was now inside his skull.

“Of course, Lord Mask. I… can’t even imagine how busy someone like yourself must be,” said the Elf. “I must apologize. I failed to introduce myself. My name is Eric Beauregard of their Majesties’ Royal Guard. I’m a colonel and in charge of the detachment that will be c—garrisoned at Felicie.”

An actual colonel? Hm.

There are only a few of those across the entirety of the Elven Nation. They sent someone who is actually in charge to deal with me.

We should be flattered.

Then perhaps remove his head and send it back.

“Fantastic,” said Rene with a decisive nod of his head. Behind him, he could feel Rose and Pinky coming up on each side of him. “Is Sword providing you with all the information you need so far?”

Eric nodded his head to the question and gestured with one hand at Alana.

“Indeed. Your… Swordmaster demonstrated her abilities and qualifications quite well. She has been very useful in helping us to understand what will be expected of us,” explained Eric. “Though she didn’t have any numbers for us as far as the actual garrison force.”

“Oh, that’s simple. There is no garrison here,” said Rene with a chuckle and a wave of his hand. “The garrison barracks can support five thousand comfortably, ten thousand with some shuffling and bumping, and fifteen if you want them to be angry at you.

“I would suggest somewhere between five and ten. The city could easily support that many soldiers looking for entertainment.

“Though that does lead to the next subject. As I do expect them to obey all the laws as a garrisoned soldier would, I have to inform you that most of our foodstuffs come from the surrounding farms. I do hope you haven’t molested them or caused them problems. Otherwise, the price of food will skyrocket quite quickly.”

“Yes. I mean, no, we haven’t touched the farms at all,” Eric said firmly. “Do we need to patrol them or provide any security?”

“No. City guard handles it, believe it or not. Just try not to have your army stationed in such a way that any engagements will ruin the fields,” Rene said dismissively. “Otherwise, welcome to my city. We look forward to accepting your patronage. I can suggest a number of brothels as well, providing your soldiers have no qualms with Human women.”

“Boss,” interrupted Pinky, taking a step forward. “You asked me to remind you to provide the colonel with his garrison dues.”

Shit, I did forget about that.

“Yes, quite right. Quite right,” agreed Rene.

Reaching into his inventory, he pulled out a chest that Odelia had given him yesterday. As per the laws of the land, a city regent was required to pay a quarterly fee to the garrison colonel.

This was to cover protection and patrol duties for the colonel’s forces as they were expected to assist in maintaining order.

“Per the agreement, we expect you to assist Felicie as a garrison force would. This includes city patrols, assisting city guards, and maintaining order,” said Rene formally as he dropped the large iron-bound chest in front of himself. The clatter of coins was louder than the thud itself. “Here is your garrison fee. You’re to disperse it as you feel is best.”

Rene turned and then looked back to the wall.

“Raise and open the gate!” he called with as much force in his voice as he could project. “There we are. Now, how would you like to proceed, Colonel?”

Shifting his attention back to the Elf, Rene waited.

“I… would like to be conducted to my office, if that’s possible. I’ll have my second organize the seven-thousand strong garrison. Though… most won’t speak your language,” warned Eric.

“Yes. Admittedly. And Felicie won’t speak Elvish. Which is why I’m pleased to admit there’s a bit of a language education boom springing up right now,” Rene said with a chuckle. Odelia and Olivia had hired up every single person who could teach Elvish and opened up small education centers. “There’s a large number of people all learning Elvish in classes right now in Felicie.

“They’re prepping classes to teach Council Common as well. The price for the classes is rather cheap since it’s a large class. I have no doubt your soldiers will find it reasonable and useful.”

Eric looked surprised about that, then nodded his head several times.

“That’s very forward-thinking of you,” muttered the Elven colonel.

“I don’t think you’ll be leaving anytime in the near future. Best we learn to co-exist for the time being,” explained Rene. “We may not enjoy living together, but dying together isn’t going to solve anything.

“Now, who’s my liaison? I should start working with her as soon as we get you inside the city. I do hope you remembered my requirements.”

“Of course, Lord Mask. I had to request her from a different regiment, but I outrank their commander. She will arrive today, I promise you,” Eric assured him.

“Wonderful, wonderful. Oh, and you did kill the incoming regent, right? He was going to work for me, so I’d rather know now if he’s not coming at all,” asked Rene even as he walked back toward the city. Right now the gate was currently being raised, so they could enter.

“Yes, Lord Mask. I had him beheaded and his guards sent to a prisoner of war camp,” confirmed Eric.

Perfect.


Chapter 14

 

Eric had been formally installed in the garrison colonel’s office. A staff had, of course, been provided for him by the Mask.

Which really meant Odelia, Olivia, and Pinky had set it up and made sure to provide the Elven colonel with the right people.

His second-in-command had been given an office as well, though their counterpart would be Aurora. Which meant that his staff was probably selected by her, Irini, and Darla.

You know, we really did luck out with finding all the people we did.

Do you think Runner had a hand in it?

I wouldn’t doubt it for a second. I firmly believe he’s been watching us far longer than he admitted to.

I don’t think he was responsible for our death, or our portal accident, but he was watching us.

Mm. Waiting for us to die of one thing or another, then pull us across, perhaps?

Yes, that’s my assumption.

Which is yours, as well.

Obviously.

Rene closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair.

After depositing both the colonel and his second in their offices, Rene had gone to find the regent’s office. He would need to spend some time in it every so often since he truly was acting the part of the regent.

At the moment, only Rose was with him and she was quietly sitting at a desk in the corner. This would be the desk where the regent’s personal assistant normally sat.

As she was the one most likely to be helping him out in a visible way, that meant she was functioning as his assistant.

Right now, she was currently working on writing a letter to him. While her penmanship and literacy had greatly improved from where she started, there was still a long way to go before complete mastery.

“Baby, how do I write blow job?” Rose asked. The question caused Rene to open his eyes and glance to the side at her.

She was currently looking up from her work towards him. The way she was leaning over her desk had her practically spilling out of her dress and onto the desktop.

“Is it one word or two? Blow space job. Or just… blowjob, all one word?”

“It’s two, but I do know there are people who would write it as one. I think either is fine,” murmured Rene, feeling worn out. Closing his eyes, he moved his head back to its previous position.

He knew staring at the back of his eyelids was dangerous and a good way to fall asleep on accident.

Except he couldn’t help it right now.

“Okay. Two words. That feels better when I look at it like that,” said Rose before returning to her writing. “Don’t fall asleep, Baby. Emerald will be here soon enough with instructions from… from the other side.”

From Odelia and Olivia, you mean.

Rene nodded his head.

There was a sharp knock on the door that got his attention.

“Lord Mask, there’s an Elven woman here. She claims she’s your liaison?” called one of the guards who were posted at the door. “On the behalf of Colonel Beauregard.”

“Oh? It would seem the colonel’s choice has made her way here,” mumbled Rene. He felt like he was right on the edge of actually falling asleep.

“Thank you!” Rose said, catching Rene off guard.

Opening his eyes, he looked over to find that she’d already gotten out of her seat and was walking to the door.

As she moved over to it, she slipped her right hand behind her back. Clutched in her palm was the dagger he’d given her. Opening the door, she kept most of her body out of view, leaning only the upper portion of her shoulders forward.

“Good morning. You’re the official Elven liaison?” Rose asked in a light and airy tone.

“I am, yes,” replied a cool voice. “My name is Erica Beauregard, Lieutenant-Colonel Erica Beauregard. Cousin to Lord Beauregard.”

Eric and Erica? How unimaginative.

As bad as Kyle and Karie.

I wonder how that turned out for them. Darla and Irini were working on clearing that out, weren’t they? We should ask.

On top of that, she’s a lieutenant-colonel. While there are only a few colonels, there are only two lieutenant-colonel’s to every one colonel.

They’re really sending me some high-value pieces, aren’t they?

Take her head too, and send it back with her cousin’s.

She likely has a nice head, though. I bet she’s pretty.

Mentally making a note to check on the K and K situation later, Rene waited for Rose to bring in the liaison.

“Wonderful. Please, come in,” Rose said to the visitor. “My name is Ruby. I’m the Boss’ girl. If I tell you to do something, you should do it and assume the order came from him.”

“I… see,” murmured the voice. A second after that, an Elven woman in a military uniform walked into the office. Her eyes took in Rose, then moved over to where Rene sat behind the desk. “Oh, good tidings. You must be Lord Mask.”

She shared some facial features with Eric Beauregard, but her body shape was certainly more athletic. She did have a little womanly charm to her, though not very much. That was more or less the expectation with Elves, however. They all looked thin to him with little in the way of hips.

Sticks and twigs without shape.

Well… there was that “Human-pretty” Elf we met. We should have kept her.

As the woman came further into the room, it confirmed that she did indeed follow the stereotype of Elves he’d known.

Dark-brown hair was bound up behind her head in a tight bun. It showed off her ears as well as the sharp line of her jaw and chin.

While her relative had cold brown eyes, her own shared the same color but held a number of emotions.

Chief amongst them looked to be anger.

“I am indeed. Though I’m a very tired Lord Mask,” agreed Rene. “Thank you for coming as swiftly as you did. Eric mentioned he had to get you from somewhere else.”

Rose closed the door and then firmly threw the lock without a care for the noise it’d make.

The sound of the hard clack caused the Elven woman to partially turn her head, looking at Rose out of the corner of her eye.

“Just in case Boss decides that you can’t leave,” said Rose unapologetically. Tilting her head to one side, she stared back at Erica. “It would be frustrating to me if you got out through the door. Running in this dress would be problematic for me and I’d be the one responsible for running you down right now. I hope you understand.”

Erica took a step to the side, her hand moving down to her sword. It was obvious she was considering drawing her weapon.

“You’re welcome to try that, but then I’d have to kill you,” Rose promised in a firm but bright tone. “I guarantee you, I’m a match for you. Because I wouldn’t even try to fight you with a sword.”

Rose slunk down low, vanished from view, and reappeared behind Erica. Passing by her in a lazy sort of way, she dragged her fingertips across the back of Erica’s neck.

“I’d just kill you,” Rose said with a light pat on Erica’s shoulder. Reaching the edge of Rene’s desk, Rose sat down on it. Then she leaned back while putting her palms on the desk.

She looked very bored and rather sexy as well. 

“You’ll be working for me directly,” Rene interjected after Rose got comfortable. He saw no point in letting Erica respond to Rose. “My expectations are incredibly simple. You’ll be assisting me to analyze this war with the Elves. We’ll be looking for anything that could impact Felicie in one way or another.

“That goes from soldiers attempting to rape a citizen, to a scouting force that could mistakenly think they could use the local farms as a base or a restocking point.”

“I see,” said Erica. She appeared to be attempting to rapidly come to terms with the fact that Rose had demonstrated a very real ability to take her life. “I understand and will work towards that goal. What else could I expect as part of my job duties?”

“I’m not sure yet. Though your cousin didn’t set any limits on your employment. Other than that you’re at my disposal,” replied Rene with a shake of his head. “So I expect you to work hard for Felicie and me.”

“That I will. Should I expect you to… to take me to bed?” asked Erica in an injured tone.

Of everything that Erica could have said, that was certainly not something he’d expected on any level. Nor had it ever even crossed his mind.

“No,” Rose said on his behalf. “Boss has more women than he can handle anymore. Though I’ll most certainly be spreading rumors that you’ve already been mounted by him repeatedly. Hourly, almost. To the point that you’ll probably be pregnant as soon as the bed-quitter you were taking before you came here runs out.”

That… isn’t something Rose would just say for her own gain.

Most definitely not. It sounds something more to Pinky’s rein.

“Rumors. Alright,” Erica said, accepting the situation. “That’s easy enough to disprove later for me. Thank you for your consideration.

“Though… if I may make a request?”

Rene took in a slow breath and let it out in a sigh.

“Yes?” he asked after a few seconds.

“I would very much like to kill my cousin. The colonel sent me here as… as a throw-away family member. As if I were a handkerchief,” growled Erica. “For you to use and then dispose of. I was told to say yes to anything you ask of me and that a no response in any way would mean execution for me and my siblings.”

“Sounds about right,” muttered Rene while making a “go on” gesture with his hand. He didn’t have time for stories. “And?”

“And I want you to train me to the point that I could kill him in combat,” asked Erica. “I’m not a Swordmaster but I believe I have the potential to become one. That one day, I could easily surpass Eric and take his place.”

“Fine, whatever. If I have free time and the inclination, I’ll train you,” Rene said and shook his head. “Otherwise, go find yourself an office and start figuring out what I need to look out for.”

“If anyone asks, Boss came to you tonight and ravaged you repeatedly. Leaving only just before sunrise,” added Rose and lifted one hand. She waved her fingers at Erica in a fluttering motion. “Don’t worry, he’ll be with me instead. You need only confirm the story if someone asks. Bye-bye now.”

There was a clack of the door unlocking, followed by its opening all on its own.

Eh?

Looking at the door, Rene focused on it hard.

He could just barely see Darla standing there in a crouch. She must have entered behind Erica after the door was open.

Rene truthfully hadn’t noticed at all.

Looking flustered, nervous, and genuinely afraid, Erica dipped her head low to Rene.

“Lord Mask, Madam Ruby,” murmured Erica. Several steps later, she finally put her back to Rene and headed for the door. She gave it an odd glance as she passed through it.

Darla closed the door, relocked it, and then stood up.

“That was fun!” whispered Rose with a giggle. “I kinda liked it. Is this how it always is for you, Sapphire? Nothing I do with the working girls is ever like this.”

“Often, yes. It is. I’m more of a gang leader than I ever expected to be, if I’m being honest,” admitted Darla as she walked over. “I’ve had to start hiring lieutenants to work for me to just keep it all moving smoothly.

“I show up when there are things that need to be handled. I haven’t had to ask Boss to show up, thankfully. Though Dark has had to appear a few times. People who wouldn’t take no… or yes… for an answer always give the right answer for her.”

Coming to a stop in front of the desk, Darla hesitated for a second, then eased her mask up until it was resting on her forehead.

“After Dark showed up a few times, people…” she continued with a smile. “People got the hint. That if it was that bad with Dark, no one wanted Mask to show up at all. Ever.”

Laughing, Rose reached up and then adjusted her mask in the same way. Then reached over and pulled Rene’s up.

“Yeah, now that I’ve taken over for Dephan, it’s the same. I had Light and Dark both step in once or twice, and that was it,” admitted Rose with a laugh. “So, how’d K and K go? I haven’t seen you since we split up.”

Rose was idly kicking her feet back and forth as she sat on Rene’s desk. She looked quite happy with herself right now.

“Done. Dark and I eliminated everyone. Some escaped, unfortunately,” grumbled Darla, folding her arms in front of herself. “We did run down most of the noble families.”

“Oh… I see… and… uhm… did…” Rose hesitated, her words drying up. As if she wasn’t sure how to ask a question she clearly wanted to know the answer to.

Instead of finishing, she got up, moved around the desk, and then sat down in Rene’s lap. Looping an arm around his shoulders, she put her other hand on his chest.

“Did?” Darla prompted, the amusement falling away from her face. She looked mildly concerned.

“Did you… kill the Welsh family? They were aligned with the K’s,” Rose asked, not looking up at Darla.

“Hm? I believe we did. I know for sure we killed the father. He was dealing heavily with our enemies, after all. Why?” asked Darla with a confused tone.

“Ah, nothing. Just… well… that was my dad,” said Rose, peeking up at Darla. “I think he was my dad, at least. I kinda… dug… around into my birth and things… and stuff… so… yeah. Dephan knew, but didn’t tell me. She didn’t want me to know. Thought it’d just be one more problem for me.

“That is…well…thanks, Sapphire. That’s one less thing I have to ask Baby to take care of for me.”

Rose sounded quite happy with the situation, laying her head down on Rene’s shoulder. She nuzzled him once and then grew still.

Welsh? Hm. Sounds familiar.

Well. One less noble family to bother with later.

Indeed, indeed. One less rich fool to bleed.

“Sure… Ruby. Sure. If I had known, I would have handled it for you sooner. But… yes, otherwise, it’s handled as best as we could. We can go over the lists together later. I have some detail work regarding some prisoners to attend to in regards to it all anyway,” continued Darla, no longer sounding quite as enthusiastic. “Didn’t end up capturing any of the original gang leaders though. They’re still running around.”

“I believe we’ll have larger problems than other gangs,” complained Rene. “We’ll be contending with a conquering army that is only giving us courtesy at all because I’m inhuman. Eventually, there is a good chance that we’ll end up having to dodge Human forces from the Council at the same time.

“They’ll likely view us as traitors since we didn’t resist the Elves to the last. It’s quite possible that they’ll try to cause us more problems than Eric and his people might.”

“Viewing people as absolutes is a great way to make enemies. Especially in a war,” Darla said.

“And yet that’s what will come to pass. The bigger question is… do we want the Elves to keep our city, or do we want to assist the Council?” mused Rene. Moving his left hand, he rested it on Rose’s hip and pulled her a touch closer, then shifted his weight to the right. Planting his elbow on the arm of the chair, he got comfortable. Rose seemed more like a fixture in his lap anymore.

“I personally think the Elves would be harder to deal with. They’re far more likely to take a bribe as an insult,” worried Darla.

“You know, that’s a good point. The Elves are far more… natural. Far more animal-like. They’d rather you just knife them upfront and be done with it,” Rene murmured, speaking his thoughts. “Maybe for us, as a gang, we’re simply better off being under the rule of the Council.

“Politics and criminal behavior always do end up going hand in hand. Don’t they?”

Darla snorted at that, then moved closer to Rene. Sliding herself up onto the desk, she sat on it. She did it in a way that was very similar to how Rose had done it, but she was doing it in a way that pulled his gaze to her.

“To be sure. Much easier to bribe and buy. Now… we have a little time before you have to run off to manage whatever our friends ask us to do,” said Darla as she clearly referred to Pinky, Olivia, and Odelia. “I believe I owe you something. And I’m sure Rose would be delighted to help me out with it.

“So… how about it, Daddy? Let me play with you?”

At the same time that she said it, Rene felt the full force of her words on him like a physical blow. It wasn’t a demand or a statement, but a request he couldn’t ignore. He needed to let Darla take care of him sexually.

Immediately.

Everything else could wait.

Several seconds later and the force of her words began to roll off.

“Wow, that was a lot stronger,” said Rose, lifting her head up partially to look at Darla. “Even I felt that.”

Yes… a lot stronger. She’s been practicing. Working on projecting her wants and desires in her tone.

Let’s not resist. Take it as a reward for both of us. For her and us.

Agreed!

It’d be in poor form to resist her after all that work she clearly put in.

On top of that, she locked the door and everything. That’s some pre-planning. Not to mention, she put on such a wonderful dress.

I mean, it felt like she hit us with about ten tons of sexual seduction and need.

Do you think that maybe there’s a wide trail of suddenly eager and willing men miles and miles behind us? All desperately wanting someone to call them Daddy for some reason?

Because it felt like that was a bomb blast, rather than a targeted shot.

Explosive blast, targeted shot, shotgun with both barrels, whatever. She definitely got it to work for her.

So let’s work her.


Chapter 15

 

Sitting on the throne of the regent, Rene could barely keep his thoughts moving. They felt sluggish and delayed. As if he had a delay between attempting to think, and the thought appearing.

Shouldn’t have bedded them. Should have taken a short nap.

All I did was run myself further down.

Well, you’re not wrong. But that was so worth it, wasn’t it? I think it was.

Rene couldn’t deny that Darla and Rose had definitely done their best to make it worth his while. Only Mira did better than those two when he really thought about it.

Closing his eyes, Rene tried to let his thoughts drift. Or at least, let his mind wander without falling asleep.

To be sure, it was a fairly narrow line to walk but he was confident he could do it. After all, he’d done it while being in much more dangerous situations.

“Don’t fall asleep,” whispered Pinky at his side. “After these meetings, I’ll take you to bed, give you a good tumble, and let you sleep. Alright?”

Give me a good tumble, huh?

Snickering to himself, Rene opened his eyes and turned his head toward Pinky. She was only a few inches away.

Leaning forward, she was displaying far more of herself than he was expecting. On top of that, one of her hands had gone up and over his throne to lightly play with his hair.

It made his skin prickle from the top of his head down to his waist.

Standing next to Pinky were Irini and Alana. Both were wearing their masks and looking very lethal and deadly.

Rene knew that on the other side of his throne were Aurora, Rose, and Darla, looking very similar. Mira was currently taking care of the Tail all by herself wearing a new mask that she’d never donned before.

With any luck, this would be the last time she needed to get involved. Rene was loath to let her leave “Rene’s” side. She was his living alibi.

Odelia and Olivia would be part of the crowd for this meeting and so weren’t here as of yet.

“What? I can admit I like sex. It isn’t wrong for a woman to enjoy it,” argued Pinky, her head tilting to one side. He could hear her smiling behind her mask. “And you’re ever so generous when I take you to bed.”

“Kinda tired. Your two compatriots drained me,” whispered Rene, gazing up at Pinky’s mask.

“Did they? That’s not very fair. I’m sure I can revive you, however. I do have my ways,” Pinky said in a self-assured tone.

Leaning forward, she pressed her mask to his.

“Have I told you that I’m in love with you, by the way? I think I did, but I might not have. If I did, I’ve done a fair job of denying it to myself,” Pinky said in a somewhat amused tone. “That I don’t quite know what to do with myself? That when you look at me sometimes, my heart races, my skin gets sweaty, and it feels like I’ve been thrown in an ice bath?”

Rene wasn’t really sure how to respond to that.  Pinky had only broached that subject and said it once. After that, she acted as if it’d never been said.

She wasn’t as bad as Darla, who only said anything like that while also calling him Daddy and screaming, but Pinky was definitely emotionally reserved.

“Of course you love him, Emerald,” purred Rose who was next to him on the other side. “We all do. He’s my Baby and my Boss. My Boss Baby. And we all love him. Even the one who swears up and down that it’s just a job does. She can’t hide how she looks at my Baby from me. I see it often in her eyes. Especially when someone else is with him.”

Mira? Really? Huh.

I mean… she does put in a lot of effort but I thought that was just… work.

“Hush… Ruby. Not everyone is as quick to speak their feelings as you,” hissed Darla.

“I knew it from the beginning. He looked at us as people, not as a pair of great tits with a face somewhere above them,” declared Rose, pressing into his side and pulling the back of his head into her cleavage. “And that’s why I’m gonna spoil my Baby.”

“Focus, all of you,” demanded Alana. “We’re here to meet with the nobles. They’ll be arriving soon.”

“Sword is right. Regardless of me agreeing with you, Ruby, we need to cease this,” added Aurora.

That got through to everyone. Each person stood up straighter, taking a moment to adjust their clothes and weaponry. Because as much as they were there to look the part of being his women, they were also guards in a way.

Darla, Pinky, and Rose had all graduated to being able to fight much more comfortably in one on one situations. Alana had been training them in the use of a short sword as well. Providing them with more utility than just their dagger training with Irini.

Standing there, they didn’t have to wait long. There was a solid set of thumps on the closed doors, followed by them opening. Odelia had left Rene a very clear set of instructions on how to get this meeting with the nobles of Felicie underway.

She had also left him with the agenda to discuss and some notes on how to bring it up. There was a lot of confusion going on throughout the city with the entry of the Elven forces.

There had already been a number of incidents that would require oversight from both the Elven colonel and Rene.

Which really just meant him kicking it down to Aurora as the sole surviving lieutenant-captain. The less he was involved with “above-board” matters of the city, the better.

Much like a tide coming in, the regent’s throne room—which doubled as an assembly hall—began to slowly fill. Everyone knew exactly where to be considering that someone had taken the liberty of putting out chairs.

Rows and rows of chairs from the front to the back were all set up in such a way that everyone could have a very fair chance to see the throne.

To see Lord Mask sitting upon it and flanked by all his “Mask girls”. What everyone had once feared had now come to pass, except that he was now acting in a way that protected them.

Unable to help himself, Rene instantly picked out Olivia, Odelia, and her father as they came through the doors. Moving quietly off to one side, they took some open seats and began to quietly chat amongst themselves.

Odelia, Olivia, and Geoffrey looked rather calm compared to the rest of the people in the room. The three seemed more like they were simply attending a parent-teacher association meeting.

The flow of nobles and their families continued for a short time and then halted. Some of the last people through the doors were the Elven colonel, Rene’s liaison, and a few officers of the colonel.

Rene was fully expecting them to double as bodyguards. It’s what he would do if he was in Eric’s position.

The guards at the doors didn’t close the doors, but the way they were standing there conveyed the same feeling.

Where normally one would expect a thrum of voices as they whispered and talked to their neighbors, there were very few people making conversation.

“Welcome,” Rene said in a loud voice and then stood up. There wasn’t a need for him to wait for people to be silent. “I’m the Mask. I need no introduction other than that.

“Nor do I really need to explain the situation we find ourselves in, though I will do so.”

Having spent a great deal of time contemplating how to comport himself for this assembly, Rene had decided on being sane.

Sane, normal, and formal.

His actions here would clash with their expectations and the rumors they’d heard. It would keep them guessing as to what to expect from him.

But it would most certainly convey the right information to them in regards to the Elven invasion.

“The Elven nation has declared war. They’ve invaded. They’ve won several battles and taken outposts, cities, and villages,” summarized Rene. “The simple reality is they’re not leaving. Not anytime soon at least.

“And that means that Felicie is officially ‘behind enemy lines’ as it were.”

Nodding his head, Rene had been slowly moving his gaze from one section of the audience to the other. Trying to make eye contact with as many as he possibly could.

On top of that, he was making sure that he didn’t fill any breaks in his speech with “uh” or “uhm”. There was a sincere need for this to look extremely polished and planned.

The city needed to believe that the Mask had put everything together exactly as he wished. That nothing was out of place.

“Or at least, that would have been the most likely outcome if it wasn’t for me,” Rene said with a shrug of his shoulders and a chuckle. “I’m afraid that I’m not going to allow anyone to take my city. No one.

“Not even the Council was going to dare try and tell me what to do in my own city. They were sending me a regent that would defer to me and act as an assistant.

“And if that was how I was going to work with the Council, how would I, the Mask himself, ever allow the Elven nation any extra room?”

Amusingly, Rene saw a number of people nodding their heads to his words. They agreed with him and what he was saying on some level.

“Colonel Beauregard is here as the Elven nation colonel in charge of the area,” said Rene, gesturing at the Elf and his companions. “Mind you, he is actually a colonel in rank, not just title.”

As one, the Elves bowed their heads to Rene in response. Accepting his words exactly as they were.

“His cousin, Lieutenant-Colonel Erica Beauregard is my liaison and plaything,” commented Rene with an idle flick of his hand toward the woman in question.

Stepping away from the other Elves, Erica came to stand near Rene and then bowed her head to him. Much more deeply so than her cousin and countrymen.

Moving to stand at the end of his Mask-girls, Erica aligned herself visibly.

“They’ve accepted my demand to treat us as an Elven city and, as you know, I’ve promised them we’ll treat them as a Human army,” continued Rene. “To that end, I’ve brought you all here to discuss what that means and find out if you have any questions.

“Before we get to that, though, I’ll open this with a few statements.”

Thinking back to the notes Odelia had prepared for him, Rene tried to sort them out accordingly.

“First, I will meet with merchants and other influential people in a separate meeting. An example of an influential person would be Rene Anatolis,” explained Rene and raised one hand up. “As the premier money lender in the city, he is someone I must ensure I have the support of.

“Now… next you’ll probably want to know if you can leave. To flee to another city entirely.”

Pivoting, Rene came to a stop directly in front of the throne and put his hands behind his back.

“I haven’t consulted with Colonel Beauregard, though I have no doubt he’ll agree with me,” said Rene. “You’re more than welcome to leave the city. You can take all the wealth you can carry, in fact. Once you pass outside of the limits of the city and its surrounding fields, I cannot guarantee your safe passage.

“Much as I couldn’t if you were to travel at any time, in fact. If you do decide to flee the city, I will not fault you, or hold it against you. I give you my word on that.

“But I cannot promise I won’t seize your home and anything you leave behind. If I do seize your home, I will probably sell it off. Perhaps to an Elven officer, a merchant, or another noble.”

There looked to be some very angry nobles at that. Apparently, they had been expecting him to give them perfect and safe voyages out of the area.

Rene turned and looked at Eric.

“Any concerns, Colonel?” Rene asked.

“None at all, Lord Mask,” Eric said smoothly and a bow of his head. “I would most certainly be interested in purchasing quarters. As I’m sure many of my officers would be.”

Of course, you would. As I would.

“Next… all the normal laws and regulations that Felicie had before, will remain. These will also apply to Elven soldiers who inhabit the city,” continued Rene. “That most certainly applies to worship of the gods.

“As demonstrated by others in countries far removed, worship is absolutely prohibited. All deity magic is also prohibited. That includes fealty-pins, oaths, and any type of oversight magic. That includes oil-of-mint contracting.

“If you have a concern or a problem with this, you’re welcome to seek me out. I’ll sort it out quickly and… efficiently.

“Let’s open the floor to questions. Who would like to begin? Merely raise your hand above your head to indicate you’d like to speak.”

Almost instantly, several hands were raised into the air.

“Begin,” Rene said, pointing at a rather skinny-looking bald man.

“Can we continue to do trade?” asked the man.

“I don’t see why you couldn’t? Just keep in mind that once you’re outside the limits of Felicie, I cannot protect you,” Rene reminded the man. “There is a war going on. That would obviously put a strain on any ecosystem.

“My personal advice is simple,” began Rene. “Speak with Colonel Beauregard about the possibility of leaving the city and journeying into Elven-controlled lands. I doubt very much he’d say no to trade continuing on as his soldiers and others would have needs. That doesn’t even speak to the cities currently in Elven control.”

There was a startled jolt that went through the crowd at Rene’s words.

Apparently, none of them had considered simply moving through the Elven-controlled areas and up to their lands directly.

“That’d be… very acceptable,” interjected Eric. He seemed extremely interested in the proposed idea. “I would be more than willing to sign passes that would guarantee your safety as long as you remained on our side of the border.”

A number of the raised hands sunk back down after that question was answered.

At that moment, Rene noticed that Olivia and Odelia both had their hands raised. Odelia had an odd smile on her face as well.

Olivia is just raising her hand to make sure I see them both, isn’t she?

“Mrs. Anatolis,” said Rene, pointing straight at Odelia. He’d decided to use her name as if she were already wed. If the Mask already saw her as a wedded woman to Rene, then everyone else in the city would as well.

Attaching that name to Odelia and her family would grant her some protection at this point in time.

“Thank you, Lord Mask,” Odelia said and stood up from her seat. It drew all eyes to her.

And her courting gift.

Both she and Olivia were wearing the gifts that Rene had given them. Glittering, sparkling, and looking like far too much money to be wearing in public.

“First, on behalf of my husband and I, I’d like to thank you for protecting Felicie,” Odelia said, and then laid a hand on Olivia’s shoulder. “As well as the other wives in my marriage who are and aren’t here, of course.”

“You’re very welcome, Mrs. Anatolis. It’s my pleasure. Though I have yet to meet your husband, I look forward to working with him,” said Rene with a chuckle.

“My actual question is very simple, though I fear it’s something you may not wish to answer,” said Odelia with some hesitation. To Rene, it sounded true and realistic. “Recently there were several members of noble houses that… vanished. I’m not sure if they fled or otherwise, but… I know my husband would be interested in purchasing their homes.”

“Ah, yes. I’m afraid that they didn’t flee,” confessed Rene. “I had them all killed. They were aligning against me. Working to form an organization to rival my Mask gang.

“So… I had them all eliminated. It wasn’t something I wanted to do, but given the situation that was occurring in the world, I had no other option. Their bodies have already been stripped, disposed of, and forgotten.

“As to their homes… I’ll speak with Mr. Anatolis about it when I meet with him this afternoon. I don’t have the details on me right now, otherwise, I’d attempt to speak with you after this meeting in regards to it.”

“Perfectly alright. Thank you, Lord Mask,” said Odelia and then sat back down.

Olivia’s hand had gone down as soon as Rene had called on Odelia and it didn’t come back up.

“Wonderful. Now… if there are no other questions, I’m going to go take a break with my lovely Elven liaison,” said Rene and then held out his arm to the left. “She and I are working to see if I can’t put a child in her. We won’t know if we’ve managed that for a while yet, so we have to try as much as possible.

“And honestly, I’m bored of talking and could use a suitable distraction. Filling up my Elf to bursting with seed is definitely far more interesting.”

Not having to wait for more than a second or two, Rene felt a warm body slide up into his arm and then press into his side.

“My Lord Mask,” murmured Erica from his side.

She’d done as he’d wished and put herself right where he wanted her. Snuggled up in his arm as if she were his woman and waiting on his needs.

Curling his arm around her shoulders, putting his hand possessively on her collarbone, Rene began to leave. He casually pulled her along with him as if it were completely natural and had been done a number of times in the past.

He needed everyone to think he’d taken one of the Elves to bed as if she’d been offered up to him like a conquering warlord.

Everything was going to be about perception during this conquest for the Elves.

That included how he treated their liaison. Even if it was just a farce.


Chapter 16

 

Several weeks passed quickly before Rene realized it.

Most of his days were once again spent meeting with people. Either as the Hood, the Mask, or, surprising enough, even as Rene.

Even now, he was leaving a meeting with a newly arrived merchant. An Elven one.

They wanted to purchase a home. Right now, Rene was the man with the surplus of upper-end real estate on hand and selling.

Apparently, Odelia’s little “want to buy houses” question had sparked more than a few people into action. They all wanted to sell their homes to Rene and flee.

Quite a few were trying to get more than their home was worth, to which Rene had respectfully declined. There was no reason for him to pay more than the home was worth, even with the furniture included, given the situation.

They were all fortunate he was willing to pay them seventy percent of the value of the home at all. The Mask had already stated that anyone who left would lose the home outright.

Everyone who was trying to sell was more or less at the mercy of the buyers. Most buyers who were in the market wouldn’t want to spend much with the entire situation being so imbalanced.

In the end, more people sold to Rene at lower than market value than anyone else. Each seller thanked him profusely after having been offered extremely low-ball offers from everyone else.

For his part, Rene wanted these homes. Wanted them all if he could manage it. These would be homes he could easily sell to Elves for whatever he wished.

He could add the profit to his pocket, make some friends with Elves, and give those very same Elves a reason to invest back into the city.

After all, what Elven officer would want Elven soldiers burning down a city where they’d just bought a home? Being able to set up a home was something they likely hadn’t expected.

They were near the front lines, in a city that operated within the law, and for the most part, welcomed them. On top of that, Human cities were very similar to Elven ones.

Only the dueling customs of the Elves as well as their worship of Fearn had been curtailed. Which in a way was its own reward for some Elves.

Eric Beauregard hadn’t been challenged to combat since he’d moved into his home. It was the longest-running swath of time in the last three months where he hadn’t been forced to cut down someone who wanted his position.

Or so he’d told the Mask.

It was at the point that the Elven colonel was spending far more time entertaining Felicie nobility and merchants than being in the field. Entertaining from his newly purchased manor.

What was surprising about this was the sheer amount of Elven foodstuffs and drink that he was more than happy to ply his guests with. The stream of Elven traders entering Felicie was constantly on the rise.

Not to mention, there was a different stream of traders coming in through Council-controlled lands with the normal fare and goods that Felicie traditionally expected.

Effectively, Felicie was now a trade hub between the two nations since the border had been changed due to the ongoing war. In addition, normal taxation for imports and exports was gone since there was no way to ascertain where anything came from anymore.

Rene was also fairly certain that he’d identified Elven supply and requisition officers, as well as Human ones, both buying and selling to one another.

He knew that in the past from his own world that it’d happened. That belligerents in wartime could trade with one another. Sometimes through third parties, sometimes directly.

It just wasn’t something he expected to happen in his own city.

So long as we don’t end up selling our swords to the enemy. Just to have them bring it right back to us.

That’d be awkward to explain after the fact.

“No sir, I have no idea why it says ‘Felicie commerce council’ on the paperwork.”

Ha. Then again, who would we even have to answer to?

“Are you well, my Master?” Mira asked from beside him in the coach.

“As well as I can be, I suppose. Just worn out. A lot going on,” replied Rene, gazing out the window of the coach. “Just thinking about how much has changed. Elven traders here, Council army officers there, buying and selling everything from information to boots.”

“Yes, it is most certainly different and strange. Though I’m not surprised by that,” said Mira, laying a hand upon Rene’s back. “Being around you, I’m guaranteed to see different and strange things. And it hasn’t even been a year in your employ yet.

“Though I do have to thank you for the gift last night. It was rather thoughtful of you.”

Frowning, Rene idly scratched at his knee. His fingers dug into his pant leg rather deeply before he realized what he was doing.

A nervous reaction.

“You… said you wanted little luxuries here and there,” mumbled Rene, unable to turn and look at her.

It’d been a necklace that he’d decided on giving her. He’d found it as Rene when he visited a jewelry store to see what was currently in demand.

He was a money lender first, but he wasn’t above keeping an eye open for things to buy and sell.

The necklace was nothing like the courting gifts he’d given out, but more in line with the ones he’d given his Jewels. Being a bit smarter about this as of late, he’d made sure to get a necklace for Alana and Irini as well that were similar yet different to Mira’s.

“And I do, and I thank you,” Mira said in a warm tone, leaning up into his side. Her hand had trailed up his back and to his shoulder. “I hope you continue to do so. I’ll be sure to make you feel very rewarded for such doing things.

“Now… I believe you were due to meet with your liaison and Alana. Oh, Darla and Pinky should be there, too. Did you want me to help you relieve some stress now, or when you get home tonight?”

Both.

Yes, both.

“And don’t say both, again, my dear Master like the other day. I spoil you often enough that the other girls are getting a little annoyed with me,” Mira said with a throaty chuckle.

I… true. She does spoil us. As much as or more so than even Rose.

“My spoiled little Master whom I dote upon. Did you want your Mira to care for you that much? Do you need that much attention but won’t tell anyone, but still have me fix it?” she asked in a tone that made his skin prickle. “Do you want your Mira to spoil you more, my Master? Just say it. ‘Spoil me, Mira. Both.’ and I will. I’ll spoil you rotten. I’ll give you both and more.”

Her lips were at his ear now, which made him feel very strange. To the point that one of his eyes closed and he leaned into the wall of the coach.

“Spoil me, Mira. Both,” he said in a soft tone. Letting go of his steel-like grip on his control for once.

“Oh! Well, I shall do just that,” said Mira in a fun tone. Her other hand dropped down to his waistline. “Just leave it to me.”

When Mira finally sent him off, she had gone back toward home with the coach, but only when she was done with him.

When she was satisfied with the results and her own desire. Looking quite pleased with herself all the while.

Her job and duty were complete, now she would sit at his home for the rest of the day. Doing whatever she could to keep herself busy and pretending to take care of his needs as they arose.

Rene stepped through the door that led out into the private garden of the regent. He found this area was particularly useful when he was training others but also going about his business.

“My apologies. I was delayed. Sometimes the blood doesn’t wash off that quickly,” Rene said, putting his hands behind his back and walking straight toward the bench where Alana sat. Everyone else had circled around her.

“It’s understandable,” murmured Erica when no one else said anything.

His apology would have been accepted without comment otherwise. No one was going to counter him here except Erica. Everyone else knew he was juggling three lives at the same time.

Erica was clearly feeling somewhat more comfortable as of late in her role. His personal liaison and blade to hold. Not to mention everyone viewed her as his personal concubine.

“Good, go train,” Rene commanded, holding Erica’s eyes.

Nodding, the Elf walked past him. He’d already given her a number of things to practice.

“What’s new?” Rene asked Alana after Erica had left.

“Nothing,” she said, staring up at him through her mask without another word. “The armies of the Council slowly creep along. The Elven forces have settled into the lands they’ve taken. Just as I always report. No changes at all.”

“Not a bit of difference in the city,” added Darla with a slow shake of her head. “Though, I got a letter from Dephan. Laetus is still in the Council’s hands. She’s not sure she can make it back through the lines.”

“That’s fine, she should remain,” Rene said quite quickly.

“I advised her to do so if such a thing occurred,” agreed Darla. “She’ll be remaining in Laetus.”

“That’s honestly fine,” Pinky said with a dismissive hand wave. “Knowing her, she’ll have something up and running in a few days because she’s bored. All linked back to the Lord Mask and under his protection.”

Thinking about that, Rene found that Pinky was likely quite right. Dephan was someone who didn’t seem like she could sit on her hands.

“How’s she?” asked Rene in as soft a voice as he could manage. He threw his thumb backward toward Erica who was training with her weapon. Just as he’d instructed her.

“Fine, getting better,” commented Alana in a dry tone. “It’ll take her some time to reach my level. Colonel Beauregard is lucky I never felt the need to rise to a higher position through combat. Elsewise, I’d be in charge of his army by now.”

“And I’d never have met you,” countered Rene.

Alana’s eyes moved from Erica and back to Rene.

“Fair point. Disregard my commentary, please,” she said with absolute determination.

“You’re not crazy, are you?” Rene said after a few seconds. “Elves just really are that brutal.”

“We call it natural. As nature should be. Survival of the fittest,” she said with what sounded like a smile in her voice. “I’m quite tame compared to some. Be thankful.”

Behind him, there was a flash of sudden killing intent before a sword slammed through Rene’s back. It exited through the front of his chest.

Right about where his heart should be.

Unwilling to let his attacker pull the sword back out—which would likely shred his internal organs—Rene instead grabbed the blade with his hand.

Moving forward quickly, he pulled it free of his assassin’s hands and took several steps away. Pivoting quickly, he drew his short sword free and held it up in front of himself.

Erica stood there with a blank look on her face. Her hands empty in front of herself. There was a deadness to her eyes that had taken over the usual bright anger they held.

“What—”

Erica drew the dagger at her side and leapt toward him. She was still just as expressionless and looked completely alien to him.

Pinky darted out in front of him. Her dagger slashing through the air and nearly severed Erica’s neck entirely.

Thin threads of flesh held her head to her shoulders, her windpipe wheezing loudly as her head tipped backward and away from them.

Blood pumped wildly from the veins in her throat before her body fell. Weirdly collapsing backward, she landed atop her head that was resting against her back.

Her body lay motionless as blood continued to pump and spill all over the grass.

“—you okay?!” demanded Alana, staring into Rene’s face.

Right now, he was busy sorting through the mass of red boxes he could see in the corner of his view. They ranged from his heart being slashed to one lung collapsing.

His health bar was dangerously low and ticking lower by the second. His blood was leaving him in time with the beat of his heart.

Groaning, Rene didn’t want to do what he was thinking. But if his heart was going to mend, the sword needed to be gone.

In normal situations, removing the object lodged inside was asking for more damage. For more things to go wrong.

For Rene, he needed his flesh to be able to knit together.

“Pull it out,” growled Rene who then turned around, putting the sword hilt toward the others. “Quickly. Pull it—”

Rene’s voice was cut off as the sword was pulled free of him. It slid out cleanly and without causing more problems.

Sinking to his knees, Rene held his hand over the hole in his chest. It wouldn’t do much considering a great deal of the damage was done to his insides. But it still felt better than just standing there.

“What can I do?” demanded Pinky, coming around in front of him.

“You already did all you could. You killed her,” Rene said in a groan. “I just need to heal. Leave me be for a bit, Pinky dear. Watch my surroundings.”

Focusing entirely on just sitting there, Rene closed his eyes. Turning his attention inward, he tried to see if there was anything else he could do.

Most of his abilities were always strange and surprising to him. Things to be discovered and understood long after he found them.

Nothing we can do about this.

Nope. Let’s just hope we don’t die.

Kinda early for that.

She… stabbed me.

That she did. Seemed very out of character for her.

I’ll have to look into it. See if anything changed recently. Did Eric set us up? Was this all a ploy?

Seems oddly timed if it was him. Doesn’t it?

Rene shook his head, then nodded it. Gritting his teeth, all he could do was sit there and watch his health bar.

Even with his eyes closed, he could see it. Slowly emptying out, tick by tick, as he bled out.

Doing his best to keep himself in a state of calm, Rene focused on the fact that the damage to his heart was mending.

The timer for “extreme damage” to his heart was nearly out. It only had a few seconds left.

When it finally reached zero, it ticked over and vanished.

Only to be replaced by another red box. This one had the title of “severe damage” to his heart. The timer was two minutes long, though there was a noticeable change that made Rene feel better.

The bleeding effect was considerably diminished compared to how bad it was only a few seconds ago. He was still bleeding out, but it wasn’t at a rate where he’d be dead in a minute.

This looked more like something that he could overcome as long as he took care to not aggravate the wound for a time. Give his body a chance to simply overwhelm the damage and repair it.

“I’ll be alright,” murmured Rene. “Keep everyone out of the garden. No one can know how close we just came.

“If anyone asks, I lost my temper when she complained about possibly being pregnant. I’ll take her head to Eric personally and apologize to him.”

“Of course,” said Darla quietly from his side. He only now realized her hands were on his head and shoulders. Stroking him and holding his head to her chest. “Pinky is getting others to come and assist us. Alana is standing guard. I’ve got you, Daddy. I’ve got you.”

Rene nodded his head slightly and let himself lean into Darla. He’d take her warmth and care. It felt like he was sliding into a heating blanket if he was being honest.

That or he was far colder than he realized. Which was a problem in and of itself.

“You’ve got me,” Rene repeated, not fighting her at all. “I’ll be fine. Just need time to let my body fix it. Just need… need time.”

“You’ll have all the time you need.  You’re Lord Mask,” promised Darla. “No one will dare to impose on you. No one.”

Darla continued to stroke and hold to Rene, her fingers moving across him delicately. It felt wonderful.

More and more, Rene honestly just wanted to sit and be held.

A far cry in the extreme from where he’d been when he first came to this life. When he didn’t want anyone touching him at all. The only exception to that had been kids and his own family.

Leaning against her, Rene just focused on stabilizing himself.


Chapter 17

 

So far, Rene had sat quietly in the garden for the better part of the day. He had no idea how long he’d been here but he figured it’d been at least five or six hours.

What he did know was that he’d gained a number of stat points just sitting there. Mostly in Endurance but also in Stamina, as well as Awareness and Meditation.

Quite a few people had come and gone, including Odelia at one point. Everyone checked on him, made sure he was well, then went back to their business.

It wasn’t as though they could sit there and worry him back to health.

Although at some point, Darla had changed places with Rose. She quite greedily held onto him for the remainder and wouldn’t let anyone trade places with her.

Only after the very bright red box was replaced with a paler red box did Rene consider moving. Cycling through multiple stages it had finally come to, “lasting severe damage”.

He was essentially weakened and would be so for several weeks according to the pop-up. That meant his health bar was locked at the halfway mark and wouldn’t be going back up.

Right now, he was “out of the woods” and on the road to recovery.

That had only been a minute ago, though, and right now he was enjoying Rose holding onto him.

There was a part of him that wanted to reject the need for attention. To “suck it up” and deal with the situation. Prove he was stronger than wanting her affection.

But right now, that seemed utterly stupid. Hilariously stupid. There was no reason to bottle up his emotions and store them away as if he were a hoarder.

No different than admitting that I have such dark desires. There’s nothing wrong with having them.

It’s only wrong if I act on them.

Opening his eyes slowly, Rene let out a subdued breath.

“Feeling better, Baby?” Rose asked and lifted her head up. Her cheek, which had been resting on his brow, drew away. “Can I get you something?”

“I’m… feeling better. Yeah. Thank you… for staying with me. Holding me. It helped.

“As for everything else. My insides are mostly fixed,” grumbled Rene. “Going to take a few weeks to fully recover but I’m alright. My heart was more or less cut in half, I guess.”

“I think… I think—” Olivia started and then laughed quietly. Apparently, she hadn’t left and was somewhere behind Rene. Likely sitting on the bench. “I think a few weeks to recover from being stabbed in the heart is… miraculous. I’m sure anyone else would already be dead from having their heart ‘cut in half’ as you said.”

Rene grunted, then turned his head to one side. His goal was to get his face into Rose’s neck. Managing to do so, he put his arms around her waist and just held onto her.

That was the closest he’d come to actual death in quite a while. Outside of his run-in with the Elven ambassador, and outright dying in his previous life, his brushes with death had been few.

His plans and nature had always kept him safe.

“Where did I go wrong with Erica?” he asked, nuzzling at Rose’s throat. He wanted to still be held right now.

“Aww, Baby, that’s simple,” murmured Rose, laying her cheek back down on his head. Her arms settled around his shoulders and back. “You got overconfident. We all did. We took it for granted that Erica would join us. None of us suspected her.”

“True,” growled Alana. It sounded to Rene as if she were behind Rose.

Spreading out his senses, he found that it was only Rose, Olivia, and Alana who were nearby. Not far off was Mira, who was also likely sitting on a bench.

“We took it as the truth that she wanted to kill her cousin. That she was one of us,” continued Alana with a sour tone. “We should have known. I should have known. I let my guard down.”

“I disagree. She acted in a way that is very unlike an Elf. She assaulted him from behind in a sneak attack. That is very much against what a Royal Guard officer would do. Is it not?” countered Olivia. Her words built with confidence as she sounded out her thoughts.

“That’s… no, you’re not wrong, Olivia. You’re right. It’s not something a Royal Guard soldier would do, let alone an officer. Unless… it was on behalf of the crown,” finished Alana, her mind processing the situation. “She received a very simple letter from an unstated source yesterday. Pinky intercepted it, of course, and had it delivered to me to read it.

“Literally speaking, it was a simple congratulation on her opportunity to serve the Lord Mask. The signature line was empty except for a rather generic platitude.”

“A coded message? It’s possible. Father and I set up some very simple coded messages to convey a great deal of information,” Rene surmised. “I’ll… take Erica’s head to Eric. I’ll tell him the news personally and see what he says.”

Closing his eyes, Rene snuggled as deeply as he could into Rose.

“In a bit though. I… I just want you to hold me and comfort me,” he mumbled, almost feeling ashamed for how he felt.

As a child, he’d been shamed constantly for having emotions. For not “being a man” and toughing out any situation. Regardless of what it was.

From not eating for several days to injuring himself, the expectation was for him to be a robot.

“As much as you want, Baby. As much as you want,” purred Rose, her fingers coming up to lightly tickle across the back of his neck.

“I’d like a turn,” demanded Olivia. “Turn him over to me in a few minutes. I’m willing to barter for it if I need to.”

Maybe it isn’t so stupid to want to be held.

The Monster had no reply.

 

***

 

Sliding into Eric’s manor home Rene kept himself hidden. He wanted to be able to simply appear before the Elf. To just suddenly be there, as if he’d always been there.

He needed to keep the Elven colonel on his toes. Needed him second-guessing the strength and abilities of “Lord Mask” at all times.

The more unsure Eric was of his self-confidence in handling Rene, the better off the situation was.

Behind him and to the side was Alana. She was unwilling to leave his side given how close Erica had come to killing him.

“—leave already. I’m not going to commit to anything of that nature,” Eric said in a bored tone. To Rene’s ear, it sounded as if he had a guest he was entertaining who he wasn’t very fond of.

“No! You’ve gone Human-soft. You’re not fit to command. You will accept my challenge and I will strike you down!” came an angry retort.

“That’s… not going to happen. I’ll not break Lord Mask’s rules in his city,” said Eric with a laugh. “That’s just asking to have him show up. Word is that just saying his name is enough to garner his attention. He’s becoming quite the children’s bedtime story. One that happens to be real.”

Rene and Alana entered the study. With the racket the two men were making, it was rather easy to find them. Rene didn’t even have to use his senses at all.

“I don’t give a damn about that Human. What I care about is that you’re hiding in this damn city behind Human laws and not doing your duty,” continued the angry Elf.

Now that Rene had entered the room, he got a good look at the second individual. He seemed to be a very normal-looking Elf with all the expected features one would expect them to have.

He stood near the center of the room as if he needed to dominate it.

“Human-soft… well, maybe I have. If I’m being honest, I might as well admit I really don’t care, either. I’m rather enjoying not having to kill some foolish lackwit like you every other day,” Eric replied with a shrug of his shoulders. He was seated quite comfortably in a recliner with a book in his lap.

Moving behind the unknown Elf, Rene slowly stood up. He gazed at Eric over the Elf’s shoulder.

“You coward! You dare be so subservient to nothing but a Human,” continued the Elf Clearly unaware that Rene was there. Eric, however, was very aware. He stared at Rene over the man’s shoulder with wide eyes. “This Mask is—”

“Behind you,” Rene finished in a smooth voice. Reaching around the front of the Elf, he casually clamped his hand around Elf’s throat. In seconds, the Elf had dropped to his knees, his hands scrabbling at Rene’s wrist.

The sudden lack of blood to his brain and breath in his lungs did all the work for Rene.

Letting go, the Elf collapsed to all fours and began to suck in heaving breaths as fast as he could. Gasping and coughing all the while.

“Good afternoon, Colonel Beauregard. I must thank you for being such a staunch adherent to my laws. I deeply appreciate that,” said Rene as he stood over the other Elf. “We’ll have to have tea or lunch sometime together soon.”

“It would be my pleasure, Lord Mask,” said Eric with a dip of his head. “Ah… to what do I owe your visit?”

“I’m afraid your cousin and I had a disagreement,” admitted Rene in a concerned tone. “I wanted her to keep our baby. She wanted to put a sword in me.

“Which she did, I have to admit. But swords aren’t enough to kill me. So… I had to cut off her head.

“In the end, she got what she wanted all the way around. She’s not keeping our baby and she put her sword in me. My negotiations failed terribly.”

Holding up his hand, Rene then flipped it and removed Erica’s head from his inventory. Gripping it by the hair at the top of the head, he held it out toward Eric.

“My understanding of Elven burial custom is that if possible the body should be returned,” said Rene. “I’m keeping the body as it has our baby in it. You may keep the head. Where may I set it for you?”

Eric slowly nodded his head but failed to respond.

Stepping forward out of the shadows, Alana brought her large sword down in a slow arc. Resting the edge of it against the back of the second Elf’s neck, she let out a sigh.

“I will kill you once we leave the home. Do not make it hard on me and I will make it a clean and sure death,” promised Alana. “A death where you can be buried whole and intact.

“Before you ask or feign innocence, your death comes for your mockery of Lord Mask’s laws. There can be no middle ground in this. It is the rule of Lord Mask, or the sword.”

Coughing still, the Elf didn’t respond. He just kept himself hunched on the ground.

“Would… you be offended if I didn’t want the head?” Eric asked finally, apparently picking his mind back up from wherever he’d left it.

“Not at all!” said Rene cheerfully and moved Erica’s head back to his inventory. “I’ll get rid of it for you. Anyway.

“That’s only part of the reason I came today. Your cousin received a rather strange letter yesterday. Then made her foolish attempt to kill me today. I think they’re linked.

“Are there sets of coded messages from elsewhere that could cause an Elven Royal Guard officer to suddenly try to kill me? If so, would you likely be at risk of such a letter yourself?”

Fortunately, Eric’s surprise at Erica’s head being offered to him had passed. His mind was once again fully within his grasp.

Because he didn’t look surprised or shocked at Rene’s words. Not one bit.

“Yes. Royalty could send coded messages in some very mundane ways,” admitted Eric. “I… would probably disregard any message I received in regards to you. Pretend I never got it at all.

“My cousin must have had something hanging over her head that she couldn’t ignore. Couldn’t put down. Something a royal could definitely leverage into an attack upon your person.”

“Ah. It seems that your government truly doesn’t understand how generous my terms are,” said Rene in a short and quick huff. “I will have to send someone to give them a visit. An ambassador from the Mask.

“They can explain it to the Elven Royal Family in… detail… why my city is mine. That it should be left alone. My Masks are just as good as I am, you know.”

“I can assure you, my Lord Mask, I sent them a very detailed letter,” Eric said and held up his hands in front of himself. “I described to them perfectly that Felicie was yours and any attempt to dislodge you would only result in losses. Losses with almost little to no gain at all.”

“I know you did. I read the letter myself,” confessed Rene with a laugh. “Well, Sword read it out loud to me. Emerald had your messenger pickpocketed before they’d even left the city. She had it put back afterward.

“None the wiser and without anyone harmed. She has a soft heart, you know. She likes people to stay alive.

“I can’t fault their reasoning if I’m being truthful, though. They explained it quite simply to me once, told me you can only rob a dead person twice. The first time when you kill them and then when they’re buried.”

That wasn’t quite how the whole thing had gone down, but it was a better story with the way he told it.

Eric took in a deep breath, then nodded his head with a smile.

“I understand, my Lord Mask. If I may suggest, the third prince is a very reasonable man. Of everyone in line for the throne, I think he would be the best suited to pick up the crown and do it some good.

“Both from a military aspect and a political one.”

“Oh, why thank you for that. I’ll be sure to consider it,” thanked Rene. Then he crouched low and vanished from view. “Have a good day now.”

Alana sheathed her sword in a fluid motion. Picking up the Elf off the ground, she tossed him over her shoulder, then also crouched low to the ground.

Fading out of sight along with the Elf on her shoulder.

“Of course, good day to you,” said Eric to the now visually empty room.

Frowning, he looked rather thoughtful. Two seconds later he shrugged, picked up his book, and went back to reading.

Adaptable man, that one. I think he’ll be the key to a stable relationship with the Elven armies in the future.

The Monster grunted at that but didn’t actually say anything.

What, do you disagree?

No. You said what I would have. Nothing to add. That’s all. If I have no reason to speak, I don’t need to speak.

Scratching at his cheek, Rene turned and backtracked the way they’d come in. He needed to speak with Odelia now that he had confirmation of what they’d been suspecting.

By now, she’d have spoken with everyone else and had a plan of action for them. One that would probably account for all angles and needs.

 

***

 

“I have no idea nor do I have a plan,” Odelia said with a shrug of her lovely shoulders and then laughed. “All I can figure is what you already said. You need to go pay them a visit and make sure they understand what’s going on. Just like you did with the Council, but probably with more violence. Most likely directed at the royal family itself.”

“Yes, that’d be my guess, Del,” murmured Olivia who then let out a forlorn sigh. “A pity. The current king and queen have been rather good to the Elven nation. Oh, well.

“They were warned not to cross the Mask. Rather than leave it be, they made a move to have you killed. That’s a declaration of war.”

“If it was them,” Pinky added, leaning over in her seat to take Olivia’s hand in her own. “If it was them, I agree. It’s a declaration of war. We’ll have to track it back somehow though.

“Maybe go see if Erica has any family or friends in the capital? Dig around into her life and see who might know who was in charge of her? Whoever her last commanding officer was?”

“Yes, that is something we must do,” agreed Alana. “I’ll be going with him since he can’t yet speak Elvish fluently. There will be quite a few who don’t… or won’t… speak Council common.”

“I’ll be going as well, of course,” Olivia chimed in. “It’ll be easier for me to get the right questions and answers through the peerage. I’ll leave the rest to you, Alana.”

“That would be… appreciated,” said Alana after a second. She even smiled at Olivia then and dipped her head to the other woman. “I’m glad I didn’t listen to Elven beliefs and kill you, you’re an extremely valuable asset to our family.”

“Why thank you. I’m flattered you think so,” said Olivia with a chuckle. While their conversation bordered on dark, it seemed both were quite okay with it. “Though… I’m afraid I agree with Eric in regards to this. Human-soft seems far preferable to what it used to be for me back in my own family.

“While we didn’t challenge one another with blades, it was still just as brutal and harsh.”

“I feel like I should go with you,” complained Rose. She had one hand on Rene’s shoulder, the other rubbing at his knee below the table.

“I need you here, Rose,” apologized Odelia. “Now more than ever. Without Dephan, you’re our Madam of the girls.”

“And I’m going with him. I’m more than qualified to protect him and can handle anything that might arise,” interjected Irini.

“Fine, I know. I know. I just… want to be with my Baby,” Rose grumbled then she turned and looked to Irini. “Do you or Alana need any instruction with his personal needs? As far as I know, you’ve both been very adept at taking care of him without a concern. But it doesn’t hurt to ask.”

Irini slowly turned a deep and dark red color.

Alana merely shook her head with a self-satisfied smirk.

“I’ll be fine,” Irini mumbled and then said no more. She’d clearly understood what Rose had meant by that.

Rene had certainly understood it.

“Then it’s settled. You’ll be traveling to the Elven capital as Rene with your wife Olivia who needs paperwork. As well as your translator and personal Elven language instructor. Mira will go with you only on paper, we’ll likely need her here. Everything will fit perfectly with that story. 

“Aurora can fill the role of ‘Mask’ while you’re out. Mira and the Jewels can take on whatever role is needed here while you’re out,” Odelia said with a sharp nod of her head. “Do be a love, my husband, and bring everyone back a trinket or two? It’s only polite to do such a thing when you go for a visit.”

There was a collective nod of heads at that. From Mira to Olivia, everyone agreed.

Right. Trinkets.


Chapter 18

 

“We’ll be arriving just as the sun rises,” Olivia said as she peered out the window of the coach. The clop of horse hooves was all around them as well as in front of them.

The bodyguards they’d hired had been a mercenary company Gideon had recommended and sworn on. They weren’t much use in a stand-up battle, but for guard duty of a noble or royal, they were more than suitable.

“Honestly, I wasn’t expecting to be coming back so soon. It feels like I was just here to see my mother about my engagement with you,” continued Olivia when no one said anything. “And now I’m back to present paperwork that we’re married.”

“As Rene said, it’s the best way to keep everyone safe,” said Irini, sitting next to Rene. Even she’d been forced to sign paperwork that officially made her Irini Anatolis.

All of Odelia’s original plans on how to organize and order the family had gone out the window. Everyone who was important needed to be documented as being his wife.

The major difficulty they had right now was getting documentation for Pinky and Rose. They were both born unnoted and without distinction.

Odelia was in the process of getting any documentation for them that they could. If she couldn’t find any soon, though, she’d have to resort to bribing people. Marriage in the peerage required paperwork. To protect Pinky, Rose, and Darla, that was a requirement.

Thankfully, Darla had at least the minimum amount needed to recognize her birth.

She’d been a bastard born to a merchant family that didn’t want anything to do with her.

Her birth had at least been notated accordingly, even if she was immediately disowned the next day.

“Listen to Mrs. Anatolis, Olivia. It’s what’s best,” Rene said then casually put an arm around Irini’s shoulders. Then pulled her up against his side in a possessive way.

Grumbling, Irini went stiff, then relaxed against him a second later. She was wearing a formal wedding ring on her hand, and an earring in her ear that marked her as well. It was one of the perfectly fit ones Odelia had done up for her to fill her notches, though more expensive and decorated.

The trip to the capital had been very dull up to this point. The only bright point for Rene was each evening when they turned in for the night.

Where he got to pull Irini or Alana into whatever inn room where he was staying. Then he promptly tossed whichever one it was into the bed and proceeded to have his way with them.

Though sometimes they had their way with him, instead.

Olivia was still preserving herself until they were firmly wed, which, given Irini and Alana’s willingness, wasn’t really an issue.

Surprisingly, the Alis assassin had rapidly mellowed out after being bedded regularly. Her demeanor shifted faster and faster until she was somewhat of a cuddle bug when alone. Even with others around, she would only resist for a second before becoming affectionate.

“Hmph. She’ll have her own title soon enough,” growled Alana. “Then we’ll see if all the flirting with her was but a bluff.”

Alana tended to rhyme at him whenever she wanted to poke at him. Though she was trying to keep it subtle at the same time.

Pulling more firmly on Irini, who in turn pressed her face to his neck, Rene stared hotly at Alana.

“We’ll see how that works out for you when you’re flat on your back later,” offered Rene.

Alana shrugged her shoulders and then gave him a wide grin, showing off both sets of canines. She was becoming far more comfortable with her heritage.

“Promises, promises, my Husband,” she replied hotly. Then she sighed and leaned her head against the wall. “We’ll need to stop at the security gate and get the appropriate markers.”

“Oh… that’s true. I didn’t even think about that,” Olivia said in a surprised tone. “I’ll have to wear a black marker myself, won’t I?”

“Yes. Attach it to your dagger but don’t wear it. We’ll take peerage rules for you and Rene,” Alana murmured, turning to look at Olivia. “As I’m not part of the nobility, I have to display mine. Irini as well.”

“Uh, markers?” asked Rene, feeling like an outsider. In the past, he’d had doubts about his tutors sharing everything, and now he was finding that his doubts were actually well-founded.

That or Elven society was far more elaborate and secretive than he’d thought.

“Ah… markers of ability,” explained Alana. “It denotes your ability with a weapon. It’s a number of leather strips bound together and dyed. You attach it to the pommel, or around it, and keep it displayed. Lightest to darkest.

“I’m a black marker because I’m a Swordmaster. Olivia is good enough with her dagger to be a black marker as well, but she’s from the peerage. So she doesn’t need to display it unless actually challenged.”

“That… doesn’t make sense,” admitted Rene with a frown.

“It’s to protect the weak. You can’t challenge downward, only upward. Anyone can claim anything, but anyone found lying is found out pretty quick. Challenges are common amongst the masses,” explained Olivia. “You yourself will need to claim a black ability marker, my Hero.”

Rene rolled his eyes at the whole thing. It made no sense.

Not to mention he hadn’t seen any of this amongst the military.

“Their rank dictates their ability,” Alana said as if reading his thoughts. “That’s all. I’ll handle it. You just get ready to meet Olivia’s mother.”

With a wince, Rene once again felt his mind slam into the invisible wall that was Olivia’s mother. He knew precious little of her, and Olivia had only said that telling him anything would just make it harder on him.

Being honest, without hesitation, and direct with her would be best. Any type of planning would screw that up.

That any type of polite speech would be viewed as disingenuous.

This sucks. Maybe we should have pinned Olivia down to a bed and let Fearn and Runner do what they wanted.

Then her mother couldn’t say much if Olivia was already full with child.

Certainly would have been a lot of fun in the doing, too.

Monster said nothing.

 

***

 

Stepping out of the coach, Rene glanced at the large mansion in front of which they’d stopped. Certainly not the home of a duchess, but more likely a prince or princess.

It was massive and sprawling. It appeared more like a house that’d grown exponentially, room by room, rather than being built.

Almost as if it were a tree.

Rene looked both ways, up and down the street, and found that this home was actually the largest one he could see. By several measures and then some.

From what he could see from the neighbors, they lived in much more modest homes. Something closer to his parent’s home.

This can’t be it though. I look forward to seeing how normal citizens live.

Rene was quite curious about the capital and its ins and outs. For the entirety of his life, he’d only truly been to a few locations.

All of them had been completely controlled by Humans.

This would be his first time in a non-Human civilization.

“Try not to make eye contact with anyone who holds a black marker for longer than a few seconds,” Alana said, getting out of the coach. Coming up next to him, she took him by the elbow and escorted him to the side. “There are a number of Elves who have some very deep-seated anti-Human sentiments.”

“Thankfully, Mother isn’t one of them,” added Olivia, getting out next, quickly followed by Irini.

The Elves nearby gave Rene and Irini second, if not third and fourth, glances. A number of them stared at him openly to the point of distraction.

Rene found it mildly amusing even as he tried to take in the sights around him.

By and large, it felt a lot like a Human settlement. The differences were mostly in how the homes, streets, and walking paths were laid out. They all felt odd to him, but at the same time, correct.

As if the stones themselves weren’t placed where they were. That where they lay had simply been changed, rather than bringing in materials from elsewhere. It wasn’t true for everything he saw, though it was clear to him that was the case for the majority.

We should ask Fearn about it. I bet she could provide some good insight into this.

However… from everything I can tell, her worship is a byproduct in a way of their culture. Worshiping her is like worshiping nature and the Elven way.

The way the kids worship her is considerably different.

“I feel tall,” said Irini as her eyes and ears tracked everyone walking around them.

“We’re not a tall people,” agreed Alana. “The taller of our kind end up in the military. Just as I did.”

Olivia had left them all standing there and was heading up the walkway in front of them. She clearly knew where she was and where she was going.

In addition to that, she had a confidence to her step as if no one could stop her. That no one would even consider it.

I know she said we were going to her family home but I didn’t think this was it.

Moving quickly, Rene caught up with Olivia.

“We’ll meet her first and swiftly. I’m sure she’s already aware we’re here,” said Olivia as he matched her steps. “After that, we’ll either need to find an inn or be led to our rooms.”

“An inn?” asked Rene.

“If Mother is stupid, we won’t be staying. I’m not a child and I’ve made my choice,” proclaimed Olivia with a chop of her hand. “She agreed to the engagement I imagine because she thought she had time to stop it. To curtail it.

“Now that I’m here to formalize it, she might push back. She can’t actually stop me, though. I’m an adult who can defend herself.”

Olivia marched up to the front door and finally stopped. Standing there, she reached up and adjusted the massive courting gift that adorned her throat. Then she quickly gave her blouse and skirt a once over.

Nodding her head, she then firmly knocked on the door. A full-forced knock that would definitely be heard.

“Nervous?” Alana asked quietly.

“Of course. You’ll be just as nervous when we visit your own parents,” grumbled Olivia, giving the other Elf a quick look. “Unless…?”

“They’re long dead. One of the reasons I was able to take to my mission so easily,” Alana said dismissively. 

Ah.

Just like Rose then.

“My parents disowned me when I wrote them about my True Mate,” Irini remarked dryly. “Considering I’m one of ten though, I’m sure they’ll be fine without me around.”

Grimacing, Rene wasn’t really sure what to say to that at first.

“We’ll go convince them,” promised Rene.

Irini snickered at that and shook her head.

“They’re not like me. They’re… very boring and gentle. They never approved of me to begin with. They—”

Stopping mid-sentence, Irini looked at the door. A second later it opened and swung inward.

Standing in the doorway was a woman who appeared to be Olivia’s older sister by a few years. There was a matureness to her that Olivia hadn’t quite acquired yet, but would most certainly do so.

Between the two women was an almost shared set of features, though Olivia ran a bit wider and heavier than the other woman.

“Well. This is him, then?” asked the woman, indicating Rene.

“That he is. Rene Anatolis. My husband,” declared Olivia who then held out a piece of paper in front of herself. “Here is the copy for family records, Mother.”

Mother?

I mean… she did say that Elves lived a long while. Wouldn’t that mean that the aging process is slower?

“I see,” said the woman, taking the paper. Reading it, her eyes scanned back and forth. Glancing over the top of it she looked to Rene. “Yes? Is there a reason you’re staring right now?”

“You’re as beautiful as Olivia,” replied Rene without thinking about his words.

Blinking twice as her eyebrows raised upward, Olivia’s mother stared back at him. It was obvious she didn’t know how to respond to that.

Suddenly, she laughed and gave him a wide smile, displaying her distinct Elven teeth.

“Why thank you. If I wasn’t married I’d be more than willing to try a Human out myself,” said the older woman as her nose wrinkled. “I’ll leave that to my daughter though. I’ll have to ask her how it goes after. I wonder if Humans are as rough as Elves are. I’ve never had a Human.

“Now, let’s you and I go to my study, Rene. The rest of you may all go have lunch.”

There was no room for disagreement in the woman’s tone as she stepped away from the door. Pointing with the paper in her hand as everyone entered, she waited to speak until the door closed.

“Here, Mrs. Anatolis. Take your paperwork and give it to your father,” said Olivia’s mother, holding it out to her. “He’d like to see you anyway.

“The Swordmaster and Alis may go with you while I speak to your husband.”

“I… thank you, Mrs. Ferdan,” said Olivia in a strangely formal tone.

“Please, just address me as Beryl or Mother, Mrs. Anatolis,” replied Beryl.

“Then… I… Olivia… or… Daughter, please,” said Olivia, her eyes trailing down to the ground.

To Rene, it seemed that despite Olivia’s rough talk at the door, she’d desperately wanted her mother to approve. Her addressing her as a married woman was tacit approval, he imagined.

“Of course, Daughter. I’ll bring your husband back to you after he and I discuss your dowry and titles, unless there’s something else?” asked Beryl, tilting her head to one side as she stared at her child. There was a clear and obvious warmth in her for her daughter.

“No, Mother. Thank you,” answered Olivia before she turned and began walking away. Irini fell in behind her and followed.

Alana stood there, staring at Beryl with her hand on the hilt of her sword. The black leather tassel hung from it in a very obvious and open way.

The two Elven women stared at each other without words for what felt like minutes. Though it was probably only a handful of seconds.

“I could defeat any Colonel in two moves,” whispered Alana in a way that felt like a threat. Slowly, she turned on her heel, not peeling her eyes away from Beryl until her body was completely facing the other way.

Beryl looked down to the ground in front of herself, then finally turned toward a door at the other end of the hall.

“If you please,” she said and gestured toward it.

Upon entering the room, Rene found it really was exactly as Beryl had stated it. A study, filled with everything that she might need to relax, or work.

He himself would find it quite comfortable just judging from how it looked.

“Your… Swordmaster is very skilled. The Alis, is she just as skilled?” Beryl asked while closing the door.

“Yes. They’re both quite proficient with their weapons. Alana is probably a hair stronger than Irini at this point,” Rene murmured in Elven as he came to stand in front of the bookcase.

On the trip over, Alana and Olivia had been drilling him non-stop in Elvish. To the point that he could now speak it reasonably well.

So long as no one threw a cultural turn of phrase or idiom at him. He didn’t have the Elvish heritage to get the context of such things.

“Ah. What a wonderful surprise. To find it unmoved and true is always a pleasant surprise,” responded Beryl as she went to her desk. Rene didn’t quite understand what she meant by that which meant it was likely a cultural reference. “And you? You have an edge to you that speaks of death.”

Contemplating how to respond to that, Rene reached up and ran a fingertip over one of the spines in front of him.

Valley of Humans.

“It’s a romance. Or… quasi-romance. I suppose it’s just an erotic novel with a loose story, actually. Calling it anything else is flattery.

“It’s about a bunch of Humans who need Elves to teach them how to live, work, build. Even how to breed. It’s absolute trash, but we Elves do love sick entertainments as much as the next,” Beryl explained in an amused tone.

Hah. Yes.

We all do have our sick entertainments.

Thinking for half a minute more, Rene came to an answer. He’d do what Olivia told him.

Be brutally honest. Honest to the point that there was no room for misunderstanding while radiating strength and confidence.

Like a wolf baring its teeth with a low growl.

“I could easily kill Alana or Irini before they could act. I doubt there’s anyone alive who could come close to me in a physical contest if I’m being honest.

“As to having an edge of death… yes. In fact, I came here to likely murder most of the Elven Royal family. If not all of them.

“Or just anyone responsible for my current problem, at least,” Rene finally said. “Probably while they slept. Cut their throats, remove their heads, and then leave the body out for someone to find.

“Along with a cheap imitation of my mask. Just to make sure everyone knew exactly who was behind it. Because I wouldn’t want anyone to mistake it as the work of someone else.”

Turning slowly to Beryl, Rene withdrew his Mask from his inventory and then placed it over his face. He was glad to have had a second mask this time for Aurora to use in his place.

“Because someone in the Royal Family had Lieutenant-Colonel Erica Beauregard try to kill me,” said Rene in his Mask voice. “And we can’t have that. Not at all.”

Standing near her desk, Beryl had the look of someone who’d gone in expecting to find a feral cat living under her porch, only to discover it was a tiger.

“So here I am. Looking to find who sent this poor woman to kill me,” continued Rene who held out his hand. With a flip of his wrist, he turned his hand palm down and withdrew Erica’s head from his inventory. “She was interesting in a way. I enjoyed speaking with her when she was willing to talk.

“Whoever gave her the order to kill me, and it really was a foolish order, must die.

“Oh, but I am also here to let you know Olivia and I are now formally wedded by the Council’s legal system. We’re here to formalize it with the Elven system of law. Can’t forget that.”

Beryl slowly nodded her head.

Staring at the slack-jawed and glassy-eyed gaze of the very dead Erica Beauregard.

“We should talk about who I am. Which is the Mask, Rene Anatolis, and the Hood,” offered Rene. “Let’s start with what you know… and what you don’t. We’ll go from there.”


Chapter 19

 

Rene spent far longer with Beryl than he’d originally anticipated. Telling her everything that she needed to know. Olivia, Alana, and Irini had ended up rejoining them as well. Adding to the telling of the story as it unwound itself.

  The time spent was so long, in fact, that several servants came to notify her that she had other appointments. All of which she canceled before dismissing the servants so Rene could continue.

Until they ended up having lunch together.

“—brings me to here and now,” said Rene and then casually took a sip of what felt like a very weak wine to him. He wasn’t accustomed to drinking wine at lunch but he knew that was quite common in certain parts of the world.

“Yes, well, I can certainly see how you would want to… eliminate the problem,” Beryl remarked in a dry tone. “I suppose the trouble is, how do you know which part of the royal family did it? Who exactly?”

“Indeed. And if I did eliminate them, would it even take care of the problem?” asked Rene almost to himself. With a shake of his head, he sighed and looked back at Beryl. “It’s why I’m wondering if the answer isn’t just to take care of most of the royal family. Or at least, up to the point that whoever took over would understand the situation once I appeared.

“I mean, lining up all the heads of the royalty like so many coconuts would do it. A nice little pyramid perhaps. Maybe pull their ears off and make a little path up to the heads with them? That’d send quite the message. Wouldn’t it?

“Or I suppose I could use the heads and ears to make an image of the Mask. Maybe in the entryway to the palace. That’d leave no questions at all.”

Normally, Rene wouldn’t feel any guilt about talking in such a way. Planning the deaths of so many people who could very likely be innocent. As though they were all merely stones to be stepped upon in his journey.

At this moment though, his words left a bitter taste in his mouth. A feeling that not only was this wrong, but it was unfair.

Sighing, Rene looked up to the ceiling above.

“I can’t do that, though. That’d cause far more harm than the good it’d bring. Not to mention, there’s no actual guarantee it’d solve the problem long term,” Rene countered to his previous statement. “I’d be trading one set of problems for another. No… I need to find out who did it and end them. Then I need to figure out who I can go to so that it doesn’t happen again.”

“That’d be the course of action Odelia would recommend,” murmured Olivia from beside him. “If she were here, she’d want to go for whatever would give the family longevity and strength.”

“I like the other one,” Irini said as she and Alana went through a mock sword battle at little more than a sixth of their normal speed. They were using their sheathed weapons to go through the motions.

To Rene, it had the look of a chess match more than anything else. He could certainly see how it would be helpful to train like that every so often.

“As do I. I can go challenge them all and kill them quite fairly,” remarked Alana as she brought her sheathed sword up slowly.

Irini clicked her tongue at that and rolled her eyes as she followed through with a slow-motion strike.

“No need for that. Kill them in their sleep and leave their corpses out. It’d plunge the entire royal family into disarray,” said Irini. “And they declared war on us, so there’s no reason to spare them.”

“Only one perhaps declared war on us,” Olivia said with a soft clap of her hands. “We would in turn be declaring war on others in the royal family. Those who didn’t declare war on us. Innocents and bystanders who would be thrust into a battle not of their making.

“We could indirectly be creating our own Mask to deal with in the future. And while I’m certain we’re stronger, that doesn’t mean that they’d compete with us in a direct confrontation.”

Rene felt like not only was that the better answer, it was the right answer. Right from a “good vs evil” viewpoint.

“First things first then, who could have told Erica Beauregard what to do?” prompted Rene. His mind firming up on what he wanted to do. “Who held dominion over her to such a degree that she’d throw her life away? She probably had no doubt in her mind that she’d be slain out of hand.

“She might have simply assumed that she could at least take me down with her.”

“I don’t know,” admitted Beryl. “But I can start looking into it. In the meanwhile… you can start asking questions. While we Elves do prefer the direct approach, that doesn’t mean you can’t be direct while being the Mask.”

“That makes no sense,” growled Irini, pausing in her slow-motion fight with Alana.

“It does, but only from an Elf’s point of view,” Alana said. “In other words… go out as the Dark Mask, since it has a full hood, and start questioning people. It’ll also make you a target. Anyone involved in the attempted assassination on the Mask would be curious about you.”

Hm. Directly indirect.

I suppose it’ll work.

What do you think?

Once more, the Monster chose not to speak.

As of late, it didn’t say much to him. It was the most talkative just before sleep or after waking, then would gradually fade to nothing.

Rene was beginning to fear that the Monster was going away, just as it had warned him repeatedly.

He found he didn’t like that.

 

***

 

Striding confidently down the street in broad daylight, Rene felt more than a little strange. He knew that he was getting just as many looks as he had when he’d arrived as Rene.

Now, though, it felt like instead of curiosity, it was morbid interest. That everyone around him wanted to follow him to see what he would do.

Quite a few of those looks were directed at the short sword and dagger belted at his hips. Each had its own black tassel.

Alana had taken the time to wind a mask pin into each of their tassels.

Now, she was at his side in her Sword Mask. Moving with him while wearing a sword no one would recognize. Though she had made sure the Mask pin in her tassel hung in such a way that it was quite visible.

The second sword had been planned in advance before their trip to the Elven capital. Alana now had two swords. One that she wore at her hip while moving about the city as Alana.

Another that she’d kept bundled up and hidden away. It was kept from anyone seeing it so that she could wear it as the Sword Mask.

Walking straight up to the front of the Elven capital’s royal quarter, Rene didn’t falter. His goal was very simple today.

March up to the door, declare his intention to investigate the assassination attempt, and begin challenging everyone.

Eventually, he’d find someone who had information.

Either that or he’d stir up enough trouble that eventually something or someone would fall loose. Or maybe come to try and shut him up.

No one would want what Rene was about to promise kicking around in their city. They’d likely start looking into it as well.

Ahead of him were six guards in very well-crafted armor. It was mostly chain mail with some pieces having steel plates as well. Swords in their hands and protecting the front gate, they looked like something anyone would steer clear of normally.

They were Rene’s first target.

“Halt! In the—”

“I challenge you,” shouted Rene and put his hands on his hips. He’d deliberately pitched his voice to match the few times Irini had actually spoken while in her Dark Mask persona. “All of you. Come. Fight me at the same time so that I can make this quick.

“Once I’ve defeated you all, I will ask you one question. Then I shall try to find your superiors and challenge them. Until I work my way up the military ladder. To the very top.”

Apparently, that was all Rene needed to say.

The six guards immediately charged forward, raising their weapons and bearing down on Rene. He could feel the killing intent from them as they rapidly closed.

Drawing the club that was behind him instead of either bladed weapon, Rene lashed out in a swift strike at the lead guard.

It caught him just at the top of his helm. Ringing like an actual bell, the Elf crashed down to one knee and then slid to a stop on the stones.

The second and third guards were on Rene before he’d even drawn his club back. Rather than doing so, he stepped in close to the third of the six and slammed his booted foot into the side of the man’s leg.

Losing his balance, the man spun sideways and went down to his knees. It gave Rene a perfect opportunity to smash his knee into the guard’s helmeted face.

Weaving past that guard, Rene placed his foot down on the outside of the fourth guard’s boot.

Dropping in low, Rene flipped the club around to hold it with the tip facing backward. Then he rammed it home into the solar plexus of the fourth guard. The hilt led the way to the chain mail.

The armor did nothing at all to protect the Elf from a blunt force attack.

As the guard crumpled around Rene’s hand, he stepped past him and straight toward the fifth and sixth.

Behind him, the second guard was still trying to catch up to him. To strike at his back, if possible.

Faster than Rene expected, the sword of the fifth guard came stabbing forward at his chest. A magnificent lunge that had perfect posture to go with it.

“Spectacular!” Rene declared even as he slapped the blade to one side with his free hand. Moving forward, he raised his club and brought it around straight into the forehead of the guard.

An odd hollow clunk sound preceded the guard’s tumble to the ground where he splayed out like a broken doll upon the stones.

Spinning around, Rene came up to a standing position and looked back the way he’d come.

Guards two and six were all that was left. Both were watching him now and weren’t moving forward.

“Who’s first?” asked Rene, bringing his club up and giving it a waggle.

Both guards threw down their swords and then stood up.

They were done with the situation.

“Hmph,” said Rene wondering if he could charge them and attack anyway. As far as he’d ever heard, there was no surrendering in a challenge.

“I say accept it,” Alana said from one side. She stood there with her hand on her blade’s hilt. She’d watched the whole thing without saying a word. “It’s not as if they could beat you anyway. Mask would rather have answers than corpses.”

Clicking his tongue in a way that Irini would, Rene put the club back into place behind his waist.

“You two, you’ll answer me a question. Who could order Lieutenant-Colonel Erica Beauregard to assassinate the Mask?” asked Rene.

The crowd that’d gathered around them, as well as the two guards, seemed to be floored at the question.

“The Mask? The regent of the city of Felicie? It’s under Elven protection during the war,” Rene continued in a loud voice. “Someone ordered Lieutenant-Colonel Erica Beauregard, the Mask’s personal liaison, to kill him!

“Who could have done that, guardsmen? Who could order a lieutenant-colonel to their death?”

There was an answer to that question that everyone already knew, even if it wasn’t the actual answer. Only those higher than the lieutenant-colonel with a deep hold over her could have ordered her.

For the general public, their first answer would be, “The royal family”.

“I don’t… know. Please forgive me,” answered one of the guards, who then promptly bent low at the waist.

The second guard followed suit, bowing down and looking at the ground.

“I also know nothing,” they declared.

“Alright. I’m going to head on over to the military garrison and see if they know anything,” commented Rene in a calm voice. “Challenges for everyone. I’ll be back later to challenge the gate guards again. Say… in four hours?”

Turning on his heel, Rene headed for the military headquarters of the Elven nation. He was going to carry out his plan.

Because he could tell he’d already gotten results from his actions.

Quite a few Elves had been lining up in front of the castle as he battled with the gate guards. In that small amount of time, a number of Elves dressed in rich-looking clothes had also assembled.

Watching from windows and shutters.

And I’ll be back in a few hours. To likely find an even larger crowd.

 

***

 

“I want to do it this time,” demanded Alana as they slowly snuck toward the front gate of the castle.

“You got to slap around the colonel and both majors,” complained Rene.

“It’s not my fault they appeared when they did, it was my turn. You got to beat up the gate guards last time,” countered Alana. “So it’s my turn.

“Besides, it would be better for you to watch and see if you can spot anyone we should take an interest in.”

Rene couldn’t argue that point. It was actually rather valid. He really would do better scanning and watching the crowd.

That was something he was quite good at.

Alana didn’t have the tools for it.

“Fine. Fine,” he relented with a sigh. “You’re not wrong. We’ll do it your way.”

“Of course, we will. Though tonight, we’ll do it my way. As I’ll finally be official now instead of just a partner. The paperwork should be finished before we get home,” said Alana, turning her masked face toward him.

He understood what she meant by that, even with a lot of the context missing.

Olivia would be finalizing his marriage certificate with her and Alana both, today. An Elven officer of the court would officiate the paperwork and that’d be that.

They’d be Alana and Olivia Anatolis by law.

“You can battle the other newlywed for that privilege. They might want the honor,” replied Rene as they crept along toward their target.

“I already made arrangements with her. Tonight is mine, tomorrow is hers,” replied Alana. “Okay, here we go.”

They were within twenty feet of the gate now.

There were at least twenty guards out there now. All of them looked quite confident.

Each of them was wearing far more armor than the previous group had been. Every one of them carried both a short sword and a long sword.

The citizens of the capital city were gathered in the streets, on rooftops, and watching from balconies.

There was a narrow corridor from the street and out to each side that’d been kept clear. Obviously, space for Rene and Alana to enter from.

“My lucky day. Swordmasters, all of them this time,” murmured Alana and then stood up. She laid her hand on her hilt as she walked forward.

It was the persona of “Sword” to always move with their hand on their weapon.

Ready to draw and use it.

Rene stood up as well and fell in a step behind Alana. He wasn’t the Mask after all. He was Dark Mask right now. An equal to Sword.

Having them trade off back and forth on who was lead only made sense.

“It’s been four hours,” Alana stated loudly and came to a stop ten feet from the gate. “I will challenge half of your number now, all at once. Then challenge the other half, after I beat the first half.

“Though with all that armor you’re wearing, I’m afraid I have no choice but to go for lethal attacks. If you accept this challenge, I hope you understand that. I’ll do what I can to spare you, but I can’t promise it.”

All of the guards that were in front of the gate looked rather perplexed.

Shocked even.

Apparently, all that confidence was based more on the fact that Rene and Alana hadn’t yet reappeared. The moment that the guards were confronted with them, they no longer looked to be the imperious guardsmen they’d been only a minute ago.

Drawing her blade from its sheath, Alana gave it a slow twirl in her hands and then lifted it up. Setting the front of it between her thumb and forefinger.

“Half of your number, please come forward in challenge,” she said.

Rene turned his attention away from Alana and the guards and focused more on the castle. Walking in that direction, Rene passed by the guards that rushed Alana.

Moving into the other half of the guards as they stood at the gates.

Standing amongst them, and clearly causing a stir in their number at being so close to them, Rene pushed his senses toward the castle.

At the same time, he put his back to it and blankly stared at the fight that was now starting.

His focus was entirely on what he could sense behind him. To find anyone who was watching and interested in this little affair.

From what he could feel, there were a number of interested parties. Quite a large number of them, in fact.

Except that was it.

He couldn’t actually determine the extent of their interest or desire to know more. His senses were superior and almost magical, but they couldn’t penetrate the psyche.

That meant Rene would need to get onto the castle grounds and start interrogating people directly.

Challenging them for information until he got a chance to take it up to the king and queen themselves.

It’s not like I can tell the just from the unjust at a distance.

That’s just ridiculous.

I’d need a really fancy title and name like—

Alana stepped quickly to one side, slashed horizontally with her sword, and neatly decapitated a Swordmaster. Their helmeted head slipped free of their neck and hit the ground with a clang.

Rolling in a lopsided way, it jittered around in a small circle then came to a stop.

“Fearn protect us,” whispered a guard next to Rene.

“Was… was that person in the wilds between here and Felicie?” asked a second guard, apparently directing the question at Rene.

“No. We were in Felicie, then we were here,” said Rene quietly. He was curious about the question. “Why?”

“Oh. There are reports of a lone Swordmaster wandering around challenging everyone they come across. They don’t kill anyone unless they have to,” the guard responded. “There are rumors that they lost a few at the start, but now they’re unstoppable.”

“No. Wasn’t Sword. Sword serves Lord Mask and has been in Felicie the entire time,” Rene said. Though now he was curious.

A mysterious Swordmaster in the wilds. Hm.

I wonder if we can recruit them.

Alana went down to one knee and hacked upward into the back of a guard’s knee. Severing it completely at the joint.

Launching herself to one side, she rolled away, blasted her sword into another guard’s ankle, and then powered herself to her feet.

Never mind.

I only need Alana as far as Swordmasters go.


Chapter 20

 

Rene came to a stop at the front gate of the royal Elven palace. Right now, Irini would be making a similar approach on the wealthiest Elven merchant in the capital. Approach them and see if they knew anything, anyone, or an organization who might be able to get them the information.

Olivia’s family was not part of the mercantile class and had no connections to it. They were on the military side of the nobility and were more likely to contribute soldiers and arms from their family’s holdings.

Rene stood up and let himself materialize though he was already feeling somewhat put out. As if he hadn’t been taken seriously and now someone was thumbing their nose at him.

What greeted him today was considerably different than what had been waiting for him previously.

Two Royal Guards in chainmail with short swords.

They’re not willing to let me beat on their elite troops, I’d say.

Well, to be fair, Alana did kill eight of them yesterday.

That couldn’t have been a pleasant ‘bill to pay’, so to speak.

Truth be told, it isn’t our problem that they were so weak.

Mentally chuckling at himself, Rene held his hands out to his sides.

“What’s this, what’s this?” he asked, wearing his actual Mask now. The rumors had been spread that he wasn’t here at all, that it was just his subordinates.

Olivia had spent some time tracking down a hood that could be worn with his true mask. He wouldn’t be coming back to the Elven territories after this adventure if he could help it, so appearing once wouldn’t be an issue.

Appearing while he was also in Felicie, however, would only add to his fame. Just as it had when he’d appeared before the Council.

“Surely my followers got a better reception than what you’re giving me? Do you not know who I am?” Rene asked, putting his hands on his hips and shaking his head.

“Ah!” squeaked one of the guards.

Since arriving in the Elven lands, Rene had been speaking in nothing but Elvish. Apparently, his sudden use of their own language was enough to spook these two.

“Did they send out rookies because they’re too terrified to deal with me?” asked Rene.

Glancing around himself, he realized that there was no one nearby. No one was watching. Not a soul was here to witness this situation.

They cleared the streets and kept them clear.

My assault upon their martial honor cost them dear.

Well! We can’t just let that continue. I’ll have to march on up there.

“Fine, fine. I’ll go call upon their majesties myself,” said Rene as if he were being put out to do so. “It’s always so troubling when one cannot even get an invitation just based on their well-established merit.”

Putting his hands behind his back, Rene walked forward toward the closed and shut gate. The lock on it looked fairly sturdy and rather well built. He imagined it would take him some time to pick it open.

Getting low in a crouch, Rene nimbly hopped up and over the twelve-foot-tall gate and attached wall. Clearing it as if it were little more than a pothole.

Well, given that Beryl and Olivia couldn’t discover anything new.

This really does seem like it’ll come down to the Elven throne.

Alas and for shame, all that means is we’ll have many bones and flesh to hew.

To cast about with our blade until all in the family is laid prone.

Smirking behind his mask at his thoughts, Rene started walking down the main pathway that led up to the castle. Leaving the two stunned guards behind him, who were even now struggling to unlock the gate.

They clearly wanted to prevent him from moving onward.

Dropping down into a crouch, Rene vanished away from view. Leaving the two guards to question their own sanity and wonder if they’d ever seen him.

Given their seeming lack of awareness, and ability, he imagined they wouldn’t be fonts of intellectual discussion.

No geniuses of deduction there.

It’s as if they wanted to insult me by leaving out such obvious rejects.

I mean really, I could just have easily of—

Rene’s thoughts came to a screeching halt.

The path to the castle was mostly barren. As if it rested on a natural plain where the roll and pitch of the ground were very subdued. A flat open field with very few bushes and trees.

To the side was one particular tree that looked as if it were as old as Felicie. A bent and weather-worn thing that while alive, looked to be quite ancient.

Just behind it was an Elven woman, peering down the path at where Rene had been only moments ago. Watching while trying to remain out of sight.

She’s not terrible at it.

Then again, most Elves seem to have a smattering of ability to begin with when it comes to hiding.

Once again, Rene regretted that he no longer had the ability to see names floating over people’s heads. Doubly so, that the inspection skill was gone as well.

Moving around the far side of the tree, Rene snuck up behind the Elven woman. Visually inspecting her from head to toe, he cataloged everything he could spot quickly.

If Alana were with him, he had no doubt she would describe the person in front of him as “Human-pretty”.

Wide of hip and chest with features that while very Elven, ran closer to the Human standards of beauty. Her hair was flaxen blond and her eyes were dark-brown and fathomless in a way.

What stood out as strange to Rene, though, was how she was dressed.

A full dress that emphasized her Human-pretty self to the fullest it could. The dark blue color would have been expensive to have made for the dyes alone. Which was odd considering she would be emphasizing something that wouldn’t matter to her own people.

Sliding in behind her, Rene decided this was an opportunity.

He’d seen how well his psychological attacks had worked on the woman who had been helping the Holmes. Though her name escaped him at the moment, he did remember how he’d rapidly bent her to his purpose.

It’d almost been too easy.

Wrapping his left arm around the Elf’s waist, he casually laid his right hand over her mouth while pressing his mask to the side of her face.

“Hush, now,” demanded Rene as the woman stiffened in front of him. “Be still, my beautiful Elven maiden. I’ve caught you. You’re mine now. Mine to do with as I please. I think I’ll keep you in a cage. Do you sing, my beautiful Elven maiden?

“Is your voice as lovely as your figure? Won’t you sing for me and then… sing for me?”

Rene’s hand on the Elven woman’s hip tightened. His fingers sunk into her dress and then her flesh. At the same time, he pressed his hand more firmly over her mouth. Preventing her from talking.

Pulling at her, he quite forcefully brought her rear end against his lap.

“Oh, my beautiful Elven maiden. I cannot wait to hear you sing for me upon our bed. It’s a wonder you escaped it. I don’t remember letting you out. Are you ready to go home now?” asked Rene, slowly pulling her away from the tree and walking backward.

The Elven woman awoke from her stupor. Much like a deer in the headlights that suddenly realized it needed to bound away.

Both of her hands shot up to grab at Rene’s wrist and she began trying to wrench at it. At the same time, she struggled bodily with all of her strength.

She was screaming against his hand, though there wasn’t much volume to it. Rene knew his business and had already dragged her partly into a crouch.

They were no longer visible.

“By Fearn, you’re feisty today, my beautiful Elf. I’ll not be able to let you go in the future, will I?” crooned Rene, pulling her further and further from the tree. Slowly walking her back toward the wall. “I’ll have to get you with child as soon as possible. Can’t have you leaving home again.”

The Elf sagged in his arms after struggling for another second. Going limp against him. Not trying to support herself up at all.

Oh, smart.

That does normally work.

On normal people, at least.

Holding the Elf’s waist firmly, his hand on her hip, Rene kept moving. He was supporting her weight completely now.

“Pish, posh, my sweet Elf. You’re making me work harder to get you home. You’ll have to reward me with some kisses for it,” Rene murmured.

Getting her to the wall, Rene pushed the Elf down to the grass and then fetched some bindings out of his inventory.

Kneeling down over top of her, he kept his right hand on her mouth. His knee was on the ground just under her armpit, and his foot just above her shoulder.

He found he was staring down into her exquisitely lovely face, while she stared back up at him. Her pale hair was spread out around her head almost like a halo.

Rene was trying to unwind the bindings he’d withdrawn from his inventory with his left hand, while his right was still pressed quite firmly to her mouth. He wasn’t quite sure if she’d go straight into a scream and he wasn’t willing to risk that at the moment.

Her hands came up slowly in front of herself, her palms empty, and her fingers spread wide. As if she were surrendering and demonstrating she had nothing in her hands.

“Darling, why aren’t you wearing your wedding band? When did you take it off? That’s rather rude, you know,” chuckled Rene darkly. “You can’t go wandering around without proof that you’re already wed.”

The Elf glanced to her left hand, then touched her ring finger with her right hand. Then she held her hands up in front of herself. She shook them back and forth as if in a no gesture.

Then she pointed to the hand on her mouth.

“What, you wish to sing for me? Dearest, can’t you wait until we get home? Then you can sing for me in our bed,” said Rene starting to lay the bindings down against her impressive chest. He was going to have a hard time tying her up with one hand.

Once more the Elf pointed at her mouth, then placed her hands together as if she were praying.

Or begging.

Ah, we’re making progress. Perfect.

While it’s rather… hm… I can’t deny there’s a part of me that does want to tie her up. Take her home. Make her mine.

It’s disturbing to have such dark and horrible thoughts.

Rene couldn’t deny he had a dark and ugly ache in his chest at how he was treating this poor woman. He also knew that he’d chosen this path and had to walk it for the time being.

At least there was now an opening he could use to talk to her directly, rather than at her.

“Oh fine, dearest, fine. But no singing yet. Wait until we’re home. And where’d you put your ring, darling?” asked Rene, finally removing the hand from her mouth.

Taking a shuddering breath as his hand came away, the woman stared up at him with her mouth hanging open.

“I-I-I’m not your wife, my Lord Mask. I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” said the Elf in a smooth and clear voice. “I would be more than delighted to have been wed to you, but I am not. I’m sorry, Lord Mask. My apologies.”

“That’s okay. I’ll take you home, bed you, and then wed you. You’ll realize you were married this whole time. Not the first time I’ve married one like that, you know,” said Rene with a shrug of his shoulders.

He didn’t actually mean any of it, but he did want this type of personality to spread about him. That you weren’t safe around the Mask.

Your life, property, freedom, and general well-being were always at risk.

“Of course, my Lord Mask. I understand and that’s your right as you’ve clearly captured and claimed me.

“But I’m afraid I’m a princess who has a fiancé. I couldn’t possibly let you do that to me. Not without a serious investment from you in the well-being of the Elven nation. Then perhaps you could… could wed me,” the Elf apologized, her voice firming up somewhat. “I would have to fight you otherwise, even if it cost me my life. And you wouldn’t want that to happen to me. Would you?”

“Hmm. No, I wouldn’t. Alright. I’ll pay your price. How much does it cost to wed a princess?” asked Rene. “Wait, no. That must come after. I’ll buy you and take you home after I settle my business.”

Nodding his head at that, Rene felt like this was a perfect time to switch the conversation. Leave her stuck in the middle of it, while pushing for information.

“I came here because someone ordered Erica Beauregard to attack me. Basically made her commit suicide. I’m here to figure out who that was, and kill them,” said Rene in a very simple way. “I believe it was someone in the royal family. Do you know who it was, my soon-to-be bedded and wedded darling?”

Smiling weakly, the Elven princess seemed to realize she wasn’t just dealing with a madman, but one with a purpose.

Rene took her hands within his and then began to slowly—excruciatingly so—wind the bindings around her wrists.

“Beauregard,” said the Elf.

“Lieutenant-Colonel Erica Beauregard. She was my liaison and lover,” murmured Rene, pausing after looping the binding around her wrists once. “Sorry. I cheated on you darling. She wasn’t as Human-pretty as you are, though. You’re far more beautiful than she and much more womanly. Do forgive me.”

The princess blinked several times at being called Human-pretty. He imagined she’d likely heard it as an insult amongst her own people.

“I… I can say with absolute certainty that it was someone in the royal family who would make that order.

“But you’ll never find out who. As it could have been anyone,” the princess said with some strength in her voice. “Part of the oaths taken from a Lieutenant-Colonel and up, include a number of oaths beholden to Fearn. Oaths of absolute loyalty to the Elven crown. It could have been anyone at all. There’s no way to find out who did it, either.”

Damnit.

This is why god-oaths and those oath-pins aren’t legal.

And never will be as long as I hold sway.

“But-but I could probably help with the situation. What… what else did you want?” asked the princess.

Whatever the woman had wanted, she’d put herself in a position to speak with him. She clearly expected him to come back today and was waiting for him to show up.

Likely planning to speak with him at the gate, in fact. He imagined she would have spoken to him with the gate between them.

Rene began to wind the binding around her wrists again. Still moving very slowly as he did it.

“I just want the Elves to leave Felicie alone. To treat my city as if it were an Elven city. That’s what Colonel Beauregard agreed to,” explained Rene.

“Ah, yes. I’m… I’m afraid I can’t help with that. My authority is… well, it was never very large. And I lost much of it to a family member,” she said as if she were dipping into something she’d recited. At the same time, Rene began tying the binding shut. The princess’s wrists were now quite firmly locked together.

Rene tugged on it once to make sure it wasn’t going anywhere. Nodding his head, he started wrapping a binding around her waist. He was going to tie her hands down.

As if realizing she was running out of time, the Elf cleared her throat.

“My name is Beatrice Kin! Formally a princess! I’m fifth in line for the throne! My responsibilities are in line with oversight for civilian centers! I could sponsor Felicie!” said the Princess even as Rene started to loop the line around her hips through the one around her wrists.

“Sponsor Felicie?” asked Rene. “What do you mean, my wife? Explain it to your husband. He’s a simple man who just takes what he wants. Also, what’s the price to invest in you? So I can bed you without feeling like a thief, that is. You never said the price.”

He had paused after looping the line through her wrist binding thrice. He hadn’t tightened it or tied it yet, but it was just a few twists away.

“Of-of course. Yes. Sponsor a city. I could sponsor a city. Whereby I would tie my royal name to it. For good or ill, I would be responsible for it and its prestige,” Beatrice said, pulling gently at her bindings and slowly drawing the wound cord out of the one around her waist. “I would essentially be your personal queen. No one would dare to do anything against you without risking coming against me.”

“But… darling, dear, my Elven wife, my Beatrice. You don’t have much power. You yourself said it,” countered Rene. He pushed her hands down to her hips, looped the binding back into place, and then tied it shut. Her hands were now completely bound. “We’ll go home, you can sing for me, and then we’ll see what to do about your family.”

“Ah! If you just… if you just challenged one of my cousins for me, one particular one, I’d quite literally regain more than enough power and coin to defend you! More than enough and then some! I’d be your sponsor and have the power to back it!” Beatrice said. She didn’t fight him directly when he bound her, but she did try to start loosening the cords as soon as his hands came off her. “I name you my champion. You go challenge him and his champion for my inheritance that he won from me, you win it back, and I’d be set to sponsor you. Then… if anyone wanted to challenge me, they’d have to go to you. You protect me, I protect you.”

Rene turned his head and looked away. Thinking about it.

This would actually be ideal. This would be what Odelia would want.

It would protect the family, protect our name.

By protecting the city with Beatrice, I protect everything else. To outsiders, it would just look like we’ve allied ourselves.

Allied ourselves with non-Human royalty, certainly, but with royalty.

“And my… dowry… is around eight hundred thousand coins, Lord Mask. I’m sorry. I know it’s far more than what was paid for my hand already, but it’s what my value would be if I was given to you. A foreigner, from a foreign land, far from my home,” apologized Beatrice. “So I can’t accept your marriage proposal. The price is clearly ridiculous, isn’t it?

“I’m flattered at your attention though. You can just… let me go, and we can go discuss you being my champion, challenging my cousin, and the sponsorship for Felicie.”

That… is a truly weighty dowry.

But there can’t be that many Elven princesses. Can there?

“How many of your sisters are ahead of you in line for the throne? How many after you? Which cousin would I need to challenge?” asked Rene, turning to look back down to Beatrice.

“None before me, twelve after me. You’d have to challenge my cousin Henri. Second… second in line for the throne,” answered Beatrice. “He challenged me for my inheritance and won. Including much of my personal lands, military, and coin.

“I can… challenge him to get it back, but I could not ask for more than that. Elven custom wouldn’t permit it. I have no right to dispute it as it is rightfully his.

“He was able to challenge me for my own inheritance to begin with because I… said… something foolish. It was a hard-learned lesson, but I learned it. I’ve grown since then.”

“Fine. I shall be your champion, darling, and go challenge Henri,” agreed Rene. “Before I go, you’re a maiden, yes?  You said you had a fiancé but… that leaves questions open.”

Beatrice flushed an angry, dark red.

“Yes. I’m a maiden. My marriage is scheduled for next year. They pushed the date back a decade ago after I lost my inheritance, and have kept pushing it back,” growled Beatrice.

Rene nodded his head at that.

They don’t view her as being as valuable anymore.

Which means I’ll need to act on her before I challenge.

“Fine. Where’s Henri?” Rene asked.

“With our grandparents. The current king and queen are holding a small gathering to discuss your antics,” murmured Beatrice.

Rene was curious how their grandparents were the current reigning monarchs, but that Beatrice was so close to receiving the throne herself.

Must have been a culling in the generations.

Or a sickness.

“Okay. Do you want to come with me when I challenge him?” asked Rene. He assumed she’d say yes and he honestly needed her to.

But he wanted to put it in front of her as if it were an option.

“Yes. Yes, please, Lord Mask,” Beatrice said with some heat to her voice. “Untie me so we can go.”

Coming to a choice, Rene realized this was indeed the best answer he could come up with. Both with Beatrice as his sponsor, and ensuring safety for Felicie.


Chapter 21

 

Rene walked alongside Princess Beatrice with his hands behind his back.

At his left hip was his weapon. A black tassel dangling from it and swaying with every step.

Quite a few Elven guards, and servants for that matter, eyed him as soon as he came in view. Almost one and all of their eyes dropped to his weapon, back up to his mask, then scurried away.

Most of the guards looked as if they wanted to challenge him but couldn’t work up the courage or mental fortitude to do so. Rene was fairly certain it was due to what had happened at the gate yesterday combined with Beatrice’s presence.

After all, he was walking nearly shoulder to shoulder with a princess of the realm. One who looked determined and as though she had somewhere she needed to be.

“How much stronger than your subordinates are you?” Beatrice asked in a low voice. They’d just passed through what could only be described as a guard checkpoint. Moving from that, they entered straight into what appeared to be a very large, natural garden.

“I could finish them in one or two exchanges. How fast should I kill his champion?” asked Rene with a dark laugh. “Should I toy with him or just demonstrate how ridiculously powerful I am?

“Tell me, my blushing bride-to-be. My darling. My dearest. Instruct me, so I may instruct you later when I make you sing for me.”

Apparently, he had said more than enough to throw Beatrice’s mind completely off-balance. To the point that she actually misplaced her feet and stumbled a bit.

“Careful, dearest. It’ll be harder for you to carry our child later if you injure yourself,” Rene said as he caught her by the elbow. Steadying her, he held onto her for a second before releasing her.

“I… yes… of… course, Lord Mask,” mumbled Beatrice.

“Should I hold your hand?” he asked, his fingertips reaching out to touch her forearm. He dragged them down along her wrist until he reached her palm.

“Ah… I… I’m still engaged to someone else, Lord Mask,” said Beatrice. She quickly took his hand in hers, squeezed it, and then let go. “It wouldn’t be proper. Do forgive me, my champion.”

Not as adaptable as the Welsh girl was.

But far stronger mentally. Far more determined.

Bringing her into the fold would take a great deal of time. Breaking her and bending her would take too long.

Establishing a partnership where she leaves me alone, and I leave her alone, would work. But it’d have to be one that she was afraid to end.

Or couldn’t end.

That’d be swifter.

“Not for long, my sweet wife. Soon you can sing for me as much as you want,” promised Rene.

Which, of course, only caused Beatrice to become incredibly flustered once again. Likely, she was starting to second-guess what she was doing.

A few seconds after that, he could finally sense something other than plants and trees all around them. Up ahead were a number of what felt like Elves.

They’d long since stopped speaking, and now one and all were turned toward where he and Beatrice had entered.

Every single Elf that Rene could see shared all the same features as Beatrice. From the color of their eyes and hair to the general look of their face.

There was one glaring difference amongst all of them. There was only one other woman who was “Human-pretty” like Beatrice.

“Princess Beatrice…? What… what are you doing?” asked an older woman. “Why are you late? And why did you come with… that?”

“Hello!” Rene said before Beatrice could say anything. “My name is Mask. Or Lord Mask, if you prefer. I’m the stated regent on behalf of the Council for the city of Felicie.

“I’m currently hosting Colonel Beauregard and around eight thousand of his soldiers as a garrison.

“I came to you all today because one of your number sent Lieutenant-Colonel Beauregard to kill me. So I came to kill whoever sent that order!”

There was a tremendous amount of tension rapidly building in the garden. Every one of the Elves was watching him as they would a snake that’d just crawled out of the bushes.

“Alas, it seems I’ll never be able to discover who did this,” lamented Rene. “But I did discover my future wife!”

Rene threw an arm around Beatrice and brought her tight against his side.

“Beatrice and I are here to do a few things. First, we’re announcing our marriage. She stated her marriage price was eight hundred thousand gold. So I—” Rene paused in mid-sentence and looked at the stunned face of Beatrice. “Honey-bunch, to whom do I give the money? I’m unsure who to pay it to.”

“I… I—” Beatrice’s mouth closed as she stared up into his mask. “A hundred thousand to my grandfather, the… the rest to me.”

“Fantastic,” said Rene who then flicked his hand out. Eight chests slammed down in the grass off to one side. “Here are eight chests. Each with a hundred thousand gold pieces.”

It’d taken him some time to get everything sorted out in his inventory during their walk here. It was a significant outlay of coin, but he wanted Beatrice bound to him permanently.

This would do that.

He’d have to be very careful with his expenditures for the next several years to make up for this loss.

However, it would be a small price to pay to have his city at peace with the Elves. 

“Isn’t it exciting, darling?” asked Rene, never taking his eyes from Beatrice. He wanted her to absolutely believe that he’d thought she was his wife from the very beginning.

That the Mask was insane, desired her, and had paid the demanded price to have her.

The Elven princess had looked at the chests then back to him, her eyes quite wide. Gazing at him in an almost unbelieving way.

“Dearest?” he prompted in a soft voice.

Beatrice blinked several times, then laid a hand to the side of his mask, leaned up, and kissed the spot where his mouth would be.

“Very exciting, my Lord Mask. Husband-to-be,” murmured the princess. Her eyes had hardened. Whatever hesitation she’d had, had fled at that moment. He was rather impressed with the young woman. “Next piece of business, though. Please, focus. We need my inheritance, as well. Then we can make this easy for us as husband and wife.

“Also, you’ll need to help me carry your bride-price, too. I’m not strong enough to carry it, nor do I have the manpower.”

Oh ho, what a delightful creature.

I can’t wait to see what will be the late night feature.

“Ah, yes,” said Rene, looking back to the stunned Elven crowd. The arm around Beatrice’s arm curled, and he began to lightly card his fingers through her long and quite soft hair. “My apologies. My wife has directed me back to the conversation at hand. I’m here to challenge Prince Henri for my wife’s inheritance. Which he took from her in challenge.

“Please send out your champion so I might slay him. I’ll do it in—wait, how many moves should I do it in, my beloved?”

Rene turned to look at Beatrice again.

Apparently, she’d never looked away from him, so she was still looking up at him when he turned back to her.

“Four moves,” she said softly. Watching him.

“Slay him in four moves,” added Rene, looking back to the Elves. He was sure the older woman and older man at the center were the king and queen. “Can’t argue with my wife. You know how it goes.”

“How… dare you. How dare you come here and—”

“I just challenged Prince Henri. Does that mean he forfeits?” asked Rene who pointed to his weapon with the tassel. “Cause… I’m a black mark. Following Elven traditions. Are challenges not accepted by royals?

“Or… are Elves as cowardly as Humans? Because that’s how it’s starting to feel. Maybe you’re all Humans on the inside, where my beautiful wife is so lovely to look upon on the outside.”

That got their attention.

And offended them all quite well.

“She’s not your wife,” hissed an Elf near the rear of the gathering.

“I mean, I paid her bride-price. So I’d say she is. Why? Who are you?” asked Rene, looking over to the man. “Wait, are you the fiancé who kept pushing the wedding back? I don’t plan on waiting like you did, foolish little gnat that you are. Beatrice and I will be married today, bedded tonight, and hopefully pregnant by morning.”

Rene lifted his free hand and gave the Elf a thumbs up.

“Or if you like, I can challenge you for her hand in marriage, too. Right after I’m done kicking Henri’s champion’s teeth in. Ah, in four moves. Just as my pretty princess here asked,” finished Rene, leaning his head to the side and resting the side of his mask against Beatrice’s temple. “She’s such a lovely specimen of Elf. Human-pretty Elves are so rare. She’s so magnificent.”

Releasing Beatrice, Rene took several steps forward and then reached up and laid his hands to both sides of his head. Twisting one way, then the other, he was able to make loud popping noises from his neck.

“Ouu, there we go. Nice and loose. Alright. Let’s get this over with. Henri, get your ass out here or send your champion,” said Rene, hopping twice in place.

Everyone Rene could see apart from Beatrice had an offended and angry look on their face. There wasn’t a single person in attendance that looked to have even a single pleasant thought in their head.

This is more than just fine and dandy.

Having Beatrice on our side alone is more than enough.

It’s not like we wanted the royals to give us a handy.

Our pretty princess must have been treated badly by them or at least rough.

He had no plans to bed Beatrice or even touch her. But as long as she was treated as his wife here in the Elven nation, was his sponsor, and he was her champion, they’d do exactly as she said.

Protect one another.

In a way, she could never be set to the side regardless of what her wishes were.

A knight in full plate mail and wielding a long sword stomped over to Rene. He must have been summoned when Rene started to zone out while thinking of his plans. There was so much to do that this was likely just a footnote in what he’d remember of the day.

“Alright. Thanks for accepting the challenge,” Rene said, looking to the champion. “Just to confirm. This challenge is only for the inheritance that was taken from Beatrice by Henri. Nothing more, nothing less.

“Could you please confirm that for me, Gran-gran and Pappy?”

Rene leaned to one side and looked past the champion to the older Elven couple.

Apparently, that was the last straw for the man.

“You insufferable bastard!” shouted the man.

“Actually, my parents had me while in wedlock. Kinda a surprise, I know, right? Anyway. Pappy is having a fit. Gran-gran? We good on the wager? I’d hate to have to come back afterward and… well… make sure everyone remembered the wager,” Rene promised in a dark tone. “No one would want that.”

“Yes, the wager is fine,” said the older Elf even as her husband continued to rail and curse at Rene.

“Great, first blow is to you, Lord Soup-can,” said Rene gesturing at the knight. “After that, I’ll kill you in four hits.”

Faster than most people could likely process, the Elf’s sword came out in a rapid blur. Red energy rippled off the back of it and fell away to disappear into the air itself.

What the shit?

Stepping back far more quickly than he originally intended, Rene managed to slip out of the reach of the weapon.

Is it enchanted? Is he a mage and adding magic to it? I can’t—

Inhuman-like speed brought the Elven sword around in a curving motion, bright white sparkles dancing along the blade as it did so. Then the weapon came back in at a weird angle in a thrust aimed up at Rene’s hip.

With a twist of his hips, Rene leaned backward, thrusting his hips forward. Letting the sword pass by his lower back in a whistling lunge.

Small crackling bits of what looked like fire magic burned and slid along the edge of the weapon.

Stepping to the side, Rene fell into a low posture and drew his sword.

Magic indeed. This will be an opportunity to learn.

I also can’t take it easy. This is something that could actually kill me.

Providing he caught me.

“Very well done,” congratulated Rene with a dip of his head. “I’m impressed. You made me draw my weapon. I thought for sure I would simply slap you to death.”

Rene had already seen two elements in the attacks the Elf was utilizing. Fire and Metal. Both of which would lend themselves to sword-fighting.

For Rene, it wasn’t the same. His stance dictated the element, it wasn’t something he could choose simply to imbue his weapon with.

Water and Fire then. Water for his Fire, Fire for his Metal. I’ll have to be careful with Water when he uses Metal.

The Elven knight came at him once again. His sword blurred through reality as he swung it. Now it came at Rene with enough speed that he could barely track it.

Not bothering to try and block it or take it indirectly, Rene acted in an opposing way. He went low, under the strike, then spun as the blade passed by over him. His arms windmilling out and his sword coming out in a downward stroke.

Straight at the knight’s blade itself.

Rene felt the element of Water rise in his attack and crash like a wave when the swords connected. The Elf’s speeding away and Rene’s coming down from a chop.

There was a detonation of force as the elemental Fire that was part of the attack was forcefully canceled.

With a pang, the knight’s sword slammed into the ground, bounced upward, and nearly escaped the Elf’s grip.

Coming back up from his odd position, Rene looked at his weapon.

It was perfectly fine and seemed to be in good shape.

The knight on the other hand looked quite disturbed by what he found when he looked at his sword. Rene imagined it was cracked, chipped, or had a deep gouge in it.

“I don’t think that counted as a strike. It wasn’t aimed at you,” Rene said, coming to a standing position. “Is that okay?”

“That counts as one, honey-bunches,” called Beatrice from behind him. The tone she’d used was the same one when he’d called her the same.

Surprised, Rene turned his head and glanced at her.

She was standing right where he left her, grinning from ear to ear. Her hands were clasped just in front of her waist.

Apparently, she was feeling incredibly confident in him, and her ability to speak up to him. Which, to be fair, he hadn’t done counter to anything she’d asked or said so far.

He just acted like a crazy person who did what she wanted so long as it fit his whims.

Shaking his head, Rene put his attention back to his opponent with a growl.

That’s what I get for letting her take control.

Should have mauled her at the wall and left her there.

I bet she would have felt quite soft and warm.

Cringing away at his own thoughts, Rene knew they were wrong. They weren’t just amoral but very nearly evil.

He couldn’t deny he had the thoughts and had to acknowledge them. Acknowledge that he had the desire to harm Beatrice in a way that’d permanently mark her.

Beyond that though, he found that it hadn’t been hard to control it. To clamp down on those desires and deny them. Deny them as well as acknowledge them.

Head in the game, idiot. This person is actually skilled. We could lose or die here.

Well… actually… probably not.

The potential is there, but we’re just a bit too fast anymore.

Mages are definitely not my strong point, though.

The more Rene thought about it, the danger here wasn’t actually this champion. It was the fact that the royal family casually had a knight that could use magic along with a sword.

If Rene was fighting even two such individuals, he’d be very hard-pressed to actually survive. In his mind, he knew it wasn’t a question of winning or even closing it out as a draw.

The moment they used different elements to fight him, Rene would be able to only choose one to counter.

As if realizing that fact himself, the Elven knight sent out a rapid set of thrusts. The blade contained both elemental Metal and Fire magic. The blade changed from a white color to a brilliant orange.

I must end this decisively as if it weren’t an issue.

I can’t wait any longer.

With both elements in the blade, Rene couldn’t idly attack it with Water. Metal would counter it and that’d be that.

Attacking it with Fire would most certainly counter the Metal, but only add to the fire. There was little that Rene could do to counter the magic in the blade.

Then let’s just overfill it.

Slipping into the Elemental Way, Rene lashed out at the knight’s blade with a direct strike. Channeling himself through the position for Air.

As soon as his blade landed and transferred the elemental magic into the knight’s sword, Rene yanked it back, shifted his feet into the position for Earth, and once more attacked the knight’s blade.

In the span of a second, he’d struck the weapon twice with Elemental energy that would only empower what was already there.

There was a high-pitched whine followed by the knight’s weapon detonating. Pieces of metal scattered out in every direction, including at Rene, and embedded themselves deeply.

Snatching up the hilt of the ruined sword from where the Knight dropped it, Rene grabbed the champion by the shoulder. Fingers flexing against the metal armor he began dragging the wounded and dazed champion over to where Beatrice stood.

She was holding a hand on her left arm where apparently a shard of the sword had struck her. A small trail of blood was slipping through her fingers.

From what he could see, it didn’t appear to be a terrible wound. He’d still need to clean it out for her and bind it later.

That was… a very violent explosion.

Something to note.

“Beatrice, I’ve brought you the champion of the hated Henri,” declared Rene and dropped the champion to the ground in front of Beatrice. “Wife, tell me how to dispatch him so I might see you smile, darling, dearest, beautiful Elf of mine.”

Beatrice looked up from her arm to Rene, then down to the prone champion at his feet. Finally, her eyes came to rest on the broken hilt in Rene’s hand.

“Cut his throat,” she said simply and with very little emotion. “Then… let’s see about my ex-fiancé and his challenge for my hand in marriage. Then maybe we can challenge a few people just based on their previous treatment of me. The wife of Lord Mask should not tolerate such things.”

“Hmph, very true. I’ll kill his champion by slashing his throat for you, beloved wife of mine,” promised Rene and then he pushed the shattered weapon into the neck guard of the fallen champion. “Then I’ll kill whoever else they throw at us.”

Wriggling the shattered edge around, he got it past the neck guard and under the helmet. Moving it back and forth, he watched as blood began to flow quite freely down both sides of the helmet.

There, got it.

Well. That wasn’t pretty, but it worked.

None of it was pretty, actually.

But it was all a learning lesson.

Looking up from the dying Elf, Rene found Beatrice watching him.

With a very wide and pleased-looking smile, though there was something else there. Lurking in her eyes and at the corners of her mouth.

Fear.


Chapter 22

 

Laughing as soon as the door shut behind her, Beatrice closed her eyes and leaned up against it. Holding up her hands, she pressed them to her face and continued to laugh.

Slowly, she slid down until her rear end rested on the stone floor. Her dress had inadvertently hiked up to her hips and gave Rene a revealing view of her undergarments.

Rene wasn’t above looking.

He couldn’t deny he was extremely attracted to Beatrice. So he wasn’t going to look away. Most certainly not in his current persona.

“Wife, are you well?” asked Rene, standing only a few feet away from her. “Is your injury worse than you let on? Should I strip you and search for anything else the matter?”

Laughing all the louder, Beatrice started to rock back and forth on the ground. The laughing slowly turned into heaving sobs. Full-on choking gasps of breath that made her shoulders hunch as tears began to slip past her palms and down her neck.

Hm. I think she broke.

To have thrown off the familial yoke.

“I traded… my family’s contempt… for my hand… in marriage… to a crazy… person,” Beatrice got out between heaving sobs. “You thought… I was your… wife when… I was a stranger!

“You’re insane! Insane and… too strong for anyone to stop. I’ve given myself over… to a madman!”

Beatrice let her hands fall away from her face. She was gazing up at him now with tear-stained cheeks. She had a resigned and horribly defeated look.

“I don’t even know… if you’ll just force me… into a marital bed and then kill me afterward,” moaned Beatrice. “It’s not like… anyone would care… after what you did.”

To be sure, Rene found that after he’d killed the mage-knight—or so the Elven champion had been called after the duel—no one wanted any part of Rene. The man who had thought to challenge Rene for Beatrice’s hand had rapidly declined.

They were all quite happy to see me leave with Beatrice in tow.

And now she’s realizing she’s put herself on an island of one by aligning with me.

With that thought, Rene realized he’d have to break from his own character. Step out of the persona of the Mask and give Beatrice a stable platform to work from.

He couldn’t let her crumble like this just after he’d freed her mentally.

“You don’t even… understand what I’m… talking about,” lamented Beatrice, her hands hanging lifelessly at her sides. She didn’t seem to care that she was completely exposed to him. She was talking fairly clearly despite still crying. Her words constantly being interrupted by shoulder-shaking sobs. “Even if you did… understand, this would… be nothing more than a loveless… marriage. I’m nothing more than… a warm hole to you.”

Sighing, Rene pulled his mask off. Then he pulled off the hood that he’d been wearing underneath it, as well.

“I’m afraid, Beatrice Kin, that it’s actually far worse than me being a madman,” murmured Rene as he crouched down in front of her. “Worse, because it was all an act. One designed to throw you into disarray and assist me in my goal.

“Something to help me figure out who ordered Erica Beauregard to kill me and sent her to her death. You just happened to be who I came across first. Someone I thought I could use for my purpose.”

Beatrice stared at him now in a way that reminded him of when she’d first seen him. Shock and the complete lack of ability to respond.

“Yes, I’m Human. No, I’ll not tell you my real name. You can just keep addressing me as Mask,” offered Rene. “Realistically, I did buy your hand in marriage, but I don’t plan on consummating it. Though I can’t deny I’m strongly tempted to do so. You’re an amazingly beautiful woman.

“Anyway. I took what you suggested and pushed it much further. If I’m your champion and husband, and you’re my wife and sponsor, then no one can actually get between us.

“You’ll protect me and I’ll protect you. We’ll be equally joined as partners and unable to shake each other.”

Beatrice blinked rapidly several times, her eyes slowly searching and scouring his face.

“You’re not crazy,” she said.

“No. Just a very strange man with what some would call a devious mind,” said Rene with a smirk.

“You’re… younger than you sound,” she murmured, her right hand coming up to lay a fingertip to his cheek. “I’m probably at least twenty or thirty years older than you. Aren’t I? I might as well be your mother.”

As far as he knew, Elves bred just as quickly as Humans. With their increased lifespan, they could easily outbreed and drown Humanity.

Their natural predilection toward killing one another over any slight, or loss of respect, was the only thing that kept their population balanced with Humanity.

“You’re certainly older than me but… you look more like you’re only a year older than me. You’re… honestly, you’re gorgeous. A lovely Elf regardless of age with some of that Human-pretty that I can’t get enough of,” Rene said with a nod of his head and a grin.  “Now… what can I answer for you, Beatrice? Because I plan on leaving tomorrow now that Felicie is secured. I can’t stay here that long. I have a city to watch over.”

“You’re going to just leave?” she asked, her hand coming down to rest on her bare thigh.

“Indeed. You’ll be my wife in name, on paper, and by law. But we’ll never consummate it. Sorry. If you do end up getting a lover, make sure you don’t get pregnant if I'm not in town,” instructed Rene. “And be extremely discreet. If it’s found that you have a lover, I’d probably have to kill them and punish you in a public way. That wouldn’t be fun for anyone.”

Beatrice shook her head slowly from side to side, watching him.

Rene really didn’t want to be here and he could think of a number of other things he’d rather be doing.

“Alright. Well. I need to go take care of a few things. Here’s the bride-price for you. I’ll be back later tonight. We’ll need to make a brief appearance together before we retire,” said Rene and then flipped his hand over. Seven chests hit the floor with thuds not too far away. The eighth had been left back in the garden for Beatrice’s grandparents.

Without another word, Rene dropped low and vanished.

Leaving a wide-eyed and surprised Beatrice slumped against the door.

 

***

 

Creeping back into the royal castle, Rene was pushing out with his senses. He didn’t know where Beatrice would be, nor did he want to accidentally bump into anyone.

Without Beatrice at his side, this would still likely be hostile territory. In fact, one of the reasons he was already on his way back was because Olivia had sent him here.

Beatrice herself was in hostile territory until she could secure her inheritance and hire people to work for her. She was acting independently without any backing at all.

Alana and Irini had both turned rather ugly glares on him at that point. He’d left a young woman alone in an environment that wanted to see her harmed.

Alana was now working on hiring a company of mercenaries to work for Beatrice. The contract would be for several months or at least until she could hire people she personally trusted.

Irini, who was far angrier than Alana, was with him right now. She seemed to be less angry at the fact that the Mask was marrying Beatrice, and more so that he’d left her alone.

“She’ll be in her bedroom. If she’s smart, she wouldn’t have left it,” hissed Irini as she laid a hand on his back. “Not everyone thinks things through. Do they?”

As she asked her question, she’d sunk the tips of her claws into his back. Clearly, it was meant to reinforce her question and the fact that he’d fouled this up.

“I didn’t think about it. I was rapidly coming down off an adrenaline high, alright?” whispered Rene as they started turning down another hall.

He at least knew where her bedroom was and could get them there.

Irini made a clicking sound with her tongue. She was clearly angry and frustrated.

At first, Rene didn’t quite understand why they were so upset with him. It only took him about twenty seconds for him to make the connection for himself.

While she did attempt to enlist his help, she’d wanted him only as a champion. Someone to challenge for her right to her inheritance and that’d be it.

Forcing her into the marriage, he’d single-handedly separated her from her family. Turning them all into enemies.

Then he left.

Long before he reached Beatrice’s door, Rene already knew she wasn’t inside. He couldn’t sense anyone inside the room.

Pausing outside the door, he looked at the floor. There were what looked like a few fragments of wood. Rene lifted his gaze to the door and then lightly pushed at the doorknob with two fingers.

There was a creak followed by a light crackling noise. The door swung inward without much resistance.

As the door opened, he could see what he had already been expecting.

The casing for the door, as well as the frame, were shattered. The wood was splintered and cracked, and the hole for the security bolt was broken open.

“A lot of force to do that,” whispered Irini. “Tracking window has a lot of names in it. Including Beatrice Kin. You did say Beatrice, right?”

With a grimace, Rene glanced at the floor then opened his Tracking window. He found quite a few names there just as Irini had said.

Including Beatrice’s.

“I smell blood. A lot of blood,” Irini said, leaning partially past him and into Beatrice’s room. “Someone died in this room. They cleaned it up after.”

Now that she mentioned it, Rene could distinctly smell and practically taste Elven blood on the air. That bitter acrid scent he’d come to recognize.

She’s already dead, isn’t she? Damnit.

Damnit!

Do I bother to track down her corpse?

It’s not like they could let her live after what happened. Eliminating her is the easiest way to remove me from the equation.

Fuck.

Shit.

Rene could feel his teeth grinding together as he contemplated just how badly he’d fucked up. His overconfidence had cost him again.

First with Erica, now with Beatrice.

Sitting not far away, right where he’d left them, were all the chests of coin he’d paid for her bride-price. It wasn’t as if she’d have been able to move it all on her own.

Whoever came to take care of her wouldn’t have had time to move it either. Not while already handling a corpse.

Pointing a few fingers at the chests, Rene returned them all to his inventory. He did note that there were clearly a few hundred gold pieces missing.

Just enough for everyone to fill their pockets before they ran.

Ugh.

I made her a target with the gold, cleaved her from her family, and left her alone. I murdered her myself.

Rene would receive no mercy from himself on this one.

“We Track the corpse,” growled Rene. Selecting Beatrice from the list of people to Track, Rene sighed and began to move down the hall.

The trail itself wasn’t too hard to follow and felt as if it had only happened a few hours ago. On top of that, though, was a confirmation of sorts.

He wasn’t following footprints.

Rene was following what honestly looked like someone being dragged by their feet down the hall. A wide trail had been left on the ground that belonged to Beatrice.

As if her shoulders were rubbing against the ground as they took her away.

Given the number of names involved, Rene had a fair idea of what happened.

He would bet that the culprits had come to check on Beatrice and asked to speak with the Mask.

Of course, him not being there meant Beatrice would have turned them away. The lack of response from him would have given them the suspicion that maybe he wasn’t there.

They would have come back with more people after that and rushed poor Beatrice. Bursting right through the door.

A hollow feeling of guilt grew inside him. One that was rapidly chewing at him.

Keeping himself on the track, Rene tuned everything else out entirely. Focusing his being on walking along the path that Beatrice had left behind, Rene left everything else to Irini.

He knew he could trust in her. Unlike what he’d done to Beatrice, Irini would never leave him. Never turn away from him.

“Thank you, my True Mate,” mumbled Rene after that insight. “Even in my failure, you shoulder some of it for me.”

Irini didn’t respond at first, then let out a soft, throaty chuckle.

“Good that you know it, my True Mate. Continue on, I will keep an eye on our surroundings,” promised Irini while resting a hand on Rene’s lower back. Her fingers idly caressed up and down his spine in a reassuring way.

“I love you,” grumbled Rene, suddenly wanting to turn around and bury himself in Irini’s arms. He could feel the weight of his mistake bearing down on him.

Pausing, Irini’s fingers laid still against his spine. A few seconds later they began to stroke up and down once more.

“As I love you. You know… every time we hunt together you become more affectionate toward me,” Irini said in a curious tone. “We will need to hunt more often, I think.”

Considering the last time they’d hunted together she’d begun calling him her True Mate, she wasn’t wrong.

Several turns later, the trail led to a door. It dead-ended in front of another room that was inhabited by a royal family member.

Considering he’d seen at least fifty or so of them in the garden, Rene had to wonder how far flung the family was. Especially if they were willing to interbreed with distant cousins.

Beyond the door, Rene could feel the presence of a corpse and six individuals. From what he could tell, the corpse was laid out flat near the back of the room. The other five were spread throughout the room.

He couldn’t get a fix on what they were doing, but it felt like they were just loitering.

Turning his head, Rene looked to Irini and then nodded his head.

Irini took that as confirmation, then stood up. Turning her masked face toward the door, she drew her weapon.

Rene did the same, standing up and drawing his sword from the sheath.

Reaching up with his free hand, Rene knocked firmly on the door. He gave it three solid raps and then stood there.

“Yes?” someone called from inside the room. Rene could feel that two others were already drifting over toward the door.

“Hello?” asked the same Elf again.

Making no response, Rene slowly lifted his sword, readying himself to lunge through the door. He planned to lay waste to anyone he came across.

“I don’t know. What should we—”

Irini lifted her hand and banged on the door much more roughly than Rene had done so. The slam of her fist on the wood interrupted the man who was speaking and caused everyone to go still.

“I warned you,” said a quiet and feminine voice. “My husband said he’d be right back. Now you’re all dead.”

Beatrice?!

Rene lifted his foot and slammed his boot into the point next to the doorknob. Putting all the force he could into the blow, along with his weight, Rene tried to slam the thing open.

Instead, the door came off the hinges, tearing away from the wall and shooting into the room with some force. It crashed right through two individuals and slapped them to the floor.

“I’ve come for my wife!” shouted Rene as he darted in through the now open door.

Not waiting for an explanation, he lunged out at the nearest Elf. The tip of his sword neatly passed into them. It slipped between the ribs, speared through the heart, and ended up sticking partly out of their back.

Ripping the weapon free even as the dying Elf crashed to the ground, Rene turned to where the other two would be standing.

Irini had already gutted one and had her short sword buried up to the hilt in the other. The tip of the blade poked out from the top of the Elf’s skull.

Storming over to where the door laid on the ground, Rene found the two Elves were still pinned. Both of them looked as if they were slightly out of it.

Not hesitating, Rene casually stabbed one through the heart. Then he did the same to the second. He slaughtered them as if they were little better than livestock.

Surveying the room, Rene found the corpse of an Elven man in the corner. He looked to have been stabbed through the chest. Blood had clearly poured down the front of his shirt and pants, bleeding out in little more than a minute.

Sitting in a chair in the corner of the room, and bound to it, was Beatrice. She had a cut lip and it looked like one of her eyes was already starting to swell and blacken.

The bodice of her beautiful dress was partially torn, and her impressive bust was now on display. Clearly having fallen partly out of her clothes due to the damage.

“Hello,” Beatrice said with an odd smile. “I suppose that does certainly assure me that you’ll come for me if I ever have a problem, Husband.

“Thank you for your rescue of me. You did it with such celerity.”

“You didn’t say she was beautiful and built like the Jewels,” growled Irini, stomping her way over to where Beatrice sat. Rene couldn’t see it given that it was nearly tied to her thigh, but he imagined her tail would be angrily swishing back and forth right now.

“Hello there, Dark Mask. I’m Beatrice Kin, princess to the royal house. I’m new to the Mask organization, but I hope we work well together. I’ve spent a great deal of time looking into it since you appeared at the gates.

“And before I forget, thank you for the compliment to my looks. It’s not often I hear myself called such a thing. Admittedly, that is… due to Elven beauty standards being different.

“Though I’m curious who the ‘Jewel’s’ are,” murmured Beatrice while Irini worked at untying her. Then Beatrice turned and looked to Rene, her smile growing. “I must confess I never thought being Human-pretty would turn out so well for me in the end. It’s been a curse my whole life, now it seems one of the defining attributes that drew you to me.”

As soon as Irini got her untied, Beatrice calmly reached up and slipped her breasts back into what remained of her dress. Working quickly, she tied the ripped fabric back together to keep herself modestly clothed and then stood up.

“Well! I suppose I won’t have to worry about my ex-fiancé in the future. And before you ask, he took me captive to try and force me to sign a marital agreement with him.

“I did not and would not. Now… shall we go? We have dinner with my grandparents tonight,” said Beatrice. “I need to go change and see what I can do about my lip and eye. If I must be honest though… I want to crawl into my bed and probably cry again. This day is far too much for me. Far, far too much.”


Chapter 23

 

“By Fearn!” declared the king of the Elven nation. His eyes were fixed to Beatrice as she, Rene, and Irini entered the dining room. “What… what has he done to you?”

Beatrice took a moment to shake her head but didn’t respond. Instead, she kept walking straight to her grandparents. They were standing next to the end of the table.

At her side was Rene, one of her arms linked through one of his own. They’d already talked about how they would handle the way she looked.

Being direct, brutal, and honest.

The Elven way.

Irini came to a stop just inside the doorway. She then took a step to the side and posted up against the wall. Not moving any closer to the royal couple.

Moving any closer at this time would likely send the royal leaders into a bit of a panic. It was somewhat impressive already that they’d even allowed her into the dining hall at all.

In fact, Rene would bet that it’d been allowed primarily due to how Beatrice looked. While she’d taken great care to address her wardrobe, cleaning off the blood, and making sure everything was stable, she hadn’t tried to hide the wounds.

Made it more obvious, if anything. Making sure people could see it.

Rene and Beatrice came to a stop just in front of her grandparents.

“My husband is not responsible for this,” Beatrice said, lifting her free hand to indicate her face. “In fact, this was done through the courtesy of Rowan, my one-time fiancé. He didn’t care for the fact that I was now a married woman to someone else.

“He abducted me without challenge, held me hostage, beat me, and attempted to force me to sign a marital contract with him. I, of course, refused.”

Beatrice’s grandparents had gone from angry, to shocked, and now mortified. If the man had challenged Rene for Beatrice that would have been perfectly acceptable.

The way he went about it was devious and without the intent stated.

More so, was the problem that he was trying to force someone to sign an agreement.

“My dear Lord Mask arrived and… well… I had the chamberlain collect all the corpses,” Beatrice said with a wave of her free hand. Then she gave Rene’s hand a pull, drawing him closer to her side. “There was no challenge issued, of course, since I was being held in such a cowardly way. Mask just murdered them all.”

It looked like the queen wanted to say something about that.

Instead, the king nodded his head once with conviction.

“Good! As it should be. I’ll have them fed to the animals. No sense in disturbing the earth for them,” growled the man. He looked incredibly insulted and angry. With a negligent wave of his hand, he apparently dismissed his anger. Instantly regaining his regal calm. “Good that you took care of it, Lord Mask.”

“None may touch my wife but me,” Rene said simply with a dip of his head. Beatrice had quickly decided that he should act as he had previously before she knew better. That his offbeat, possessive, and very abnormal way of doing things was keeping everyone on their toes.

Rene found the young woman to be very similar in disposition to Odelia and Olivia, which he found comforting. He liked having someone give him directives that he could carry out.

Always was a better soldier than an officer, in the end.

Nothing wrong with that either given how my disposition does trend.

“That’s exactly right, dear,” Beatrice said in a soothing tone, patting his forearm. “I’m all yours and only you may touch me.”

“Mine. My Human-pretty Princess,” said Rene in a low growl that continued after speaking. Slowly, he moved his gaze between the king and queen.

“Yes, that’s right. Your Human-pretty Princess. All yours. Everything is well,” continued Beatrice, petting his arm gently. Exactly as one would a wild animal that was far too high strung. Knowing what she expected of him, Rene let the tension bleed out of him. The growl died away and his posture became looser, then Beatrice continued speaking to her grandparents. “Now, you wanted to have dinner with us. You said you wished to speak of me, Lord Mask, and our future. Shall we proceed?”

At least they’re normally direct.

I do like that.

“Quite right,” murmured the queen then gestured to the table. “Or more directly, Felicie and your sponsorship.”

Beatrice led him over to the table and then moved behind one of the sides. It was a simple thing with four chairs. Two on each side facing one another.

More like a negotiation and dinner, I suppose.

Before Beatrice could touch her seat, Rene had pulled it out with one hand, then turned. So that she would be moved toward the side of the table and nearer the chair.

“Oh, why thank you, dear,” murmured Beatrice who released her hold on him. Moving into place, she then went to seat herself down just as Rene pushed it in. Getting her comfortably seated in a single movement.

Thank you, Mother, for all those classes in etiquette. I’ll know just which rules to break.

Moving to the other side, Rene smirked to himself under his mask. He had no jacket to unbutton, and his trousers were not something he could hitch up either.

Seating himself quietly, Rene folded his hands in his lap and then looked at the king and queen. They were in mid-seating as well and looked to be rather well-at-ease.

Servants came over as soon as the royal couple was settled and then filled the table. It was quickly loaded with food, and they also filled the plates and glasses with what was likely the first course.

Steamed vegetables with what looked like a small serving of some type of bird.

“Thank you for being willing to see us,” said the queen, looking at Beatrice then Rene.

Still don’t know their names.

Whatever. Pappy and Gran-gran it is.

“Of course, Gran-gran,” Rene said with an “it was nothing” motion of his hand. “My princess told me she wished to make sure you two were alright with the situation, and so I was, of course, required to accept.”

The royal couple didn’t seem to know what to make of his re-using the earlier moniker he’d given her.

“I… yes,” said the king. “Well, I’ll get straight to it then.”

At his side, the queen nodded her head and was already eating. Apparently, they were planning to alternate back and forth so they could eat and talk at the same time.

Glancing to his side, he found Beatrice eating as well. She seemed perfectly content to let him lead the conversation for the moment.

“I would like nothing more than to solve whatever preceding incident brought you here,” said the king.

Looking to his plate, Rene found he was curious about the steamed vegetables first. Picking up his fork, he speared several chunks and then lifted them up to his mask.

He’d already long thought of this moment and how he could use it to his advantage. In a way that would remind them that he wasn’t quite sane, but also that he was far and away superior to them in a physical way.

Good thing we came with a duplicate mask.

As if only now realizing that he couldn’t eat through the mask, Rene pulled the fork away and glared at it.

“Lord Mask is here because someone sent a kill order to his personal liaison,” Beatrice explained on his behalf. “Lieutenant-Colonel Beauregard to be precise. It was more or less a suicide order given Lord Mask’s expertise.”

Reaching up with his free hand, Rene gripped the bottom of his mask with his thumb and forefinger. He pushed on it with his full strength. Applying force on it at the point where his mouth was.

With a loud jump-scare-worthy snap, a portion of the mask broke. The power and strength of Rene’s hand overcame the material and it broke away from the nose down.

“Oh, there we are,” Rene muttered and set down the broken mask piece beside his plate. Then he lifted up the fork and put the food into his now exposed mouth.

“Dear, I did tell you that you’d need a different mask for dinner,” admonished Beatrice with a soft chuckle.

“Sorry, my pretty princess,” Rene grumbled and shrugged his shoulders. He lifted up his napkin to lightly dab at his mouth. Beatrice was handling this far better than he’d expected. “I honestly forgot.”

Beatrice only laughed in response before she turned back to her grandparents.

“Well, that’s why he’s here. That suicide attack. He was concerned we’d attempt more of them. Which, given his position, I can certainly understand,” said Beatrice. “It’s also how we met. I’m his formal sponsor for Felicie now and he’s my champion. On top of that, as husband and wife, we’re well suited to protect each other.”

“Yes, well—” started her grandmother. “I think your grandfather and I could just as easily sponsor Felicie. We’ve already prepared the official documentation for it, as well.”

Huh?

There’s no need for them to do that if Beatrice is already doing it. What’s in it for them? What’s the angle?

“Surprising. We’re listening,” said Rene while Beatrice went back to her plate once more.

“Ah… that’s just it. We’re more than willing to sponsor Felicie. To treat it just as Colonel Beauregard originally agreed to,” said the king. “A neutral city, treated as if it were an Elven city. Where we can let our troops rest and recoup.”

“Yes, but that’s the problem,” Beatrice put in before Rene could respond. “The agreement was already in place. Yet someone still sent that kill command to the lieutenant-colonel.

“So whoever did it was already willing to step beyond you, Grandfather, Grandmother. There is no reason to suspect they wouldn’t do it again.”

Rene had his head tilted down as he put a forkful of the bird meat into his mouth. Though, he was watching the two royals carefully as Beatrice spoke.

There was a sudden wariness in their eyes. At the edges of their mouths. Their necks tensed as they forced smiles on their faces.

In that moment, he knew that these two were responsible for the message to Erica.

He could likely never prove it. They’d never admit it either. This would all be acted out as if someone else had done it.

On top of that, Rene was certain he only could determine this at all due to his overwhelming senses and ability to watch people.

“Well, why would you being his sponsor make it any different then, dear?” asked the queen, looking at Beatrice curiously.

“It quite possibly wouldn’t. Except for the fact that she’s my wife,” Rene put forward. “I would survive the attack, come back north, and then… well… the killing would begin. Right up until I finally got an answer.

“This time I’m willing to stop because I found my wife. Found my darling pretty princess. Next time, I’d just make sure it never happened again.”

And to do that I’d kill the entire royal family. Starting with you two.

Kill it all until Beatrice sat upon the throne and started the royal family anew.

Apparently, his meaning was understood by both the king and queen. As well as Beatrice, who reached over and lightly patted his shoulder.

“Don’t threaten them like that, sweetie,” Beatrice admonished. “Everyone is well aware of what you’ll do if you have to come back. There’s no need to enunciate that point.

“Those who want for burns cross Inferno. Or if you prefer, do not give a reason for Inferno to come calling.”

Chuckling at that quote, Rene turned his head to look at Beatrice fully.

“I have a signed copy of the original trilogy,” he boasted, suddenly wanting to talk to Beatrice more than her grandparents.

“Oh? I have a copy of both trilogies. Signed by the Count and all his Numbered,” countered Beatrice, her body turning in her chair toward him. “It even has the signature of Countess Anna. Who never signs anything as far as I know. It’s my prized possession.”

Rene was genuinely envious. Something like that would be priceless. He had no idea how she’d been able to acquire something.

“You have to let me see it,” he murmured, fully turning toward her now.

“Of course, of course. Though… we’re being rude, honey-bunch,” said Beatrice. She gently patted his knee then turned back to her grandparents. “I accept your proposal to sponsor Felicie with me. Perhaps that’ll hopefully prevent people from thinking anything odd.”

Turning back to the king and queen, Rene spotted disappointment on their faces. Along with a hefty serving of regret.

Why would they—oh.

Ohhhh.

They don’t want me marrying Beatrice. They want to take on all the responsibilities she’s taking on, to free her from me.

But… does she realize that?

I’ll ask her after dinner.

It’d be a way to let her escape from this, I suppose.

And it wouldn’t be any different for me if the king and queen sponsored me than if she did herself.

Rene did as Beatrice asked and put his focus and effort back on the king and queen. Except he didn’t really care anymore.

He had his answer about who was responsible for Erica’s suicide attack and Rene’s very near brush with death.

The king and queen themselves, who were even now trying to backpedal as fast as they could. To get Rene to the point where he would relent in his attack.

Because Rene had realized the truth of the matter.

If it came down to just him and his desires, there wasn’t really anyone who could stop him. Not in a direct confrontation.

His weaknesses lay entirely with those he trusted and where he resided. Not anything to do with himself at all.

For now, he’d bide his time. He needed to check in with Olivia and get her thoughts about killing the king and queen before he left.

Though if he was being honest, he already had a fair idea of what she’d say to him. What she’d suggest as their course of action.

Leave them be, use Beatrice instead. The king and queen would serve better alive and afraid of you, than dead and as an example.

Rene did his best to enjoy the rest of the meal.

 

***

 

“That was obvious,” growled Irini as she closed the door to Beatrice’s private room. “They just want—”

Irini paused mid-sentence and turned her head one way, then the other. With a frown, she turned back to the door.

She stood there for a few seconds, then jerked the door open suddenly.

“Stop trying to eavesdrop. Go away or I’ll challenge you for your ears,” hissed the cat-girl assassin. Irini was in a foul mood, it appeared.

Not closing the door yet, she stood there.

“I know you’re there! Last warning!” she shouted instead. “Clear out or lose your ears!”

Smirking, Rene pulled his broken mask off as well as the hood. Flopping down onto the couch, he let out a sigh. He’d also sensed the people outside in the hall, but he hadn’t had a chance to act on it before Irini did.

Beatrice stood between Irini and Rene, looking rather surprised. Her entire body was turned toward the door. As if she were listening.

“I… didn’t hear anyone at all,” she murmured.

“Mmm. They’re leaving,” grumped Irini. Then she slammed the door shut. “They should know better. As if we haven’t demonstrated our distinct superiority enough.”

Turning in place, she froze when she looked at Rene.

Sitting there without his mask on at all, he shrugged his shoulders at her. Then slowly slumped in his chair.

“Beatrice knows it’s just a game. No reason to wear the mask around her anymore,” Rene argued before Irini could say anything. “Besides, it’s rather uncomfortable after a while. And right now it just reeks of dinner.”

Irini stared at him for a few seconds before letting out a soft breath.

“Fine. That’s… fine. I’m going to go find dinner myself,” growled the Alis. “No reason to sit here if you’re not bothering to be the Mask.”

“Uhm, Dark… there should be the same meal from dinner just now served in the royal guard quarters,” Beatrice offered. “You would only need to mention my name and you’d be admitted immediately. I’m sure you could easily get as much as you want and eat it elsewhere.”

The dark mask of Irini’s swung toward Beatrice. Then she nodded her head fractionally.

“Thank you. I think I’ll do that. By the way, before you fret about it,” she said, turning her gaze back to Rene. “I was told that it wouldn’t be a stray, but expected in some regards.”

She then opened the door and left.

Beatrice had a rather surprised look on her face when Irini had left so quickly. Then she looked back at Rene and held up her hands and raised her eyebrows.

“It’s just how she is. She’s actually being incredibly polite to you. She always gets a bit touchy when it comes to me,” Rene answered, assuming Beatrice was asking about Dark Mask’s behavior. “Doesn’t hurt that you’ve been kind to her.”

“An Alis, right?” Beatrice asked, coming over to sit down on the couch with him. “And before you ask, it’s the eyes. I’m sure anyone would guess the same. Which is likely why you keep her behind closed doors in Felicie.”

Frowning, Rene watched Beatrice for several seconds. Not saying anything.

“What, am I supposed to pretend I’m insipid?” asked the princess with a laugh. Then she reached out and laid her hand on his knee. “Darling, really now. Just because I had a few little breakdowns doesn’t mean I’m not intelligent. I don’t think anyone else would notice her eyes though. They never got close enough to her.”

Rene’s mind went straight to murdering Beatrice and dumping her corpse with all the others in his inventory. No one would be the wiser and he’d still have his agreement with the king and queen.

“Now, as your intelligent ‘pretty princess’ as you’ve been calling me, I must confess I too saw what my grandparents were doing,” continued Beatrice, her hand still resting on his knee in a comfortable way. “I’ll not give in to them if you don’t, however. I’d rather you be my husband than just my champion. With your persona attached to me, no one will dare bother me. Thoughts?”

Even as she spoke, he realized he couldn’t actually just kill her. It felt wrong on multiple levels.

They’d worked together, become allies, and gone to battle as partners. He knew the guilt he’d feel at harming her in any way would haunt him. Haunt him in a way he’d never experienced before.

“I’d rather have you as my wife,” admitted Rene. “It’s more protection for me, as well.”

“Perfect. I’ll have a nice ring made and claim you gave it to me,” Beatrice continued once that point was settled. “I was thinking of having it mimic your mask. The top of the ring being the front of your mask. White gold as the primary metal, diamonds for the eyes, rubies for the red mark and the blood trail.

“Any concerns with me having that made? I feel like it’d be a good way to reinforce who I am but also proclaim me as taken.”

Huh. She thought that far ahead already. Rather surprising.

I wonder what she—

“Forgive me for being forward but… you’re planning on leaving tomorrow. Yes?” Beatrice asked.

“That’s right. Tomorrow morning, if not tonight,” lied Rene. He planned on being in the city for another six days. Right up to the point where his original departure date would be.

There was no reason to leave early, it would only draw attention to himself. The Mask would leave tomorrow, Rene would leave six days after that.

“Then… and again I know I’m being incredibly forward, but I’d like you to share my bed with me tonight. If possible… perhaps tomorrow morning before you leave, as well,” apologized Beatrice who squeezed his knee now. It was very reminiscent of how Rose would often do it. Just with a lot more awkwardness to it. Beatrice was trying but clearly didn’t know what she was doing. “If I’m going to be a wedded woman, I’d at least like to experience sex before you go back to Felicie.

“Who knows how long it’ll be before you come back and before we could even do it again? And before you even suggest it, don’t. I’ll not be taking a lover.

“It’ll be easier to be the Human-pretty princess of Lord Mask. Dedicated and determined to watch his interests.

“Having anyone else in my bed would just put both of us at risk. I’d rather not take a lover, anyway. And yes, I already took precautions for pregnancy before dinner.”

Letting out a slow breath, Rene didn’t have to think hard about her proposition. She was incredibly attractive and he would be more than happy to get into her bed.

He did also remember her drinking something that looked an awful lot like Bed-quitter, given her reaction to it.

He’d written it off at the time as just alcohol and thought that she was drumming up her courage.

“Sure. Why not. I’d enjoy that a great deal,” he confessed.

“I am so… so delighted to hear that. Now… tell me more about how… pretty… you find me. That to you I’m beautiful,” said Beatrice in a breathy voice. “Because I honestly don’t believe you. All I’ve ever been told my whole life is that I’m as ugly as a Human and would fit better on a dairy farm.”


Chapter 24

 

Peering out the window, Rene was watching the terrain roll by.

The ride back to Felicie would take some time. Though after spending a number of days cooped up at Olivia’s family home, he was more than happy to be heading out. To get out of what was essentially a prison.

There was no way he could go out and explore the capital as Rene. All it would take would be a chance encounter with Beatrice. What little secrets he had would be out the window at that moment.

Given how annoyed his patron was with him right now, he couldn’t be sure that Runner wouldn’t do something like that. Just to throw it back at him after he’d forcefully married him to Fearn.

They’d only just rode out of the city about an hour ago, but he was already feeling quite a bit better about escaping.

“Part of me wishes we could have kept that mercenary company for ourselves,” murmured Olivia from beside Rene. She had her head resting on his shoulder and was looking out the window with him.

After becoming “Mrs. Anatolis” by Elven law she’d erased their personal boundaries completely. From the bedroom to in public, she didn’t let anything stop her from touching or holding him.

“They were that good, huh?” Rene asked, staring out at a distant small copse of trees.

“As good as Gideon. But… that just means Beatrice will be well-guarded,” Olivia commented with a heavy sigh but said nothing more.

Across the way, Irini said something under her breath about “big-boobed Elves” but didn’t add anything else.

“I thought she was rather nice,” Alana offered. “And we always knew Rene tended towards that type. Look no further than Odelia and Olivia. Or Mira and the ‘Jewels’ of the Mask.

“I knew this and accepted it a long time ago. There’s no reason to be jealous or envious. It’s just his preference. Though to be sure, it isn’t as if he… ah… shows less affection to those not as endowed.”

Rene turned his head to look at Alana. He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about her telling him what his preferences were.

She was resting against the corner of the coach with her eyes closed. Her whole body looked relaxed and comfortable.

“No need to look at me so, Rene. We both know I’m right,” said Alana, a smile curling her lips. “As I said though, it isn’t as if you don’t find me attractive despite my lack. Or Irini for that matter. You look at us in such a way that I can feel it pull on my Calling like a bow being drawn.”

“I do smell his desire for me. Far more often than I expected,” Irini agreed, her tone becoming softer and less angry. “It’s rather flattering.”

“Anyway,” said Rene, looking back out the window.

“Anyway,” repeated Olivia. “Mother wanted me to give you a gift from her after we left, Alana. As a thank you for not… ah… in her words, for not slaughtering me. Before you and Irini began training me, I was admittedly not very proficient in combat.”

“It’s fine. I find that my current inclinations seem far more in line with Human civility than our natural ones,” murmured Alana. It sounded like she was about to drift off to sleep. “I rather like being Human-Soft, as that Elf called it. After going back home for a while, I find the constant pressure of challenges to be far too much.”

 

To be fair, I wouldn’t enjoy it either.

And there’s nothing wrong with having a preference. Or even a favorite. So long as you never tell them what that preference is, or who your favorite is.

That’d just create drama no one needs.

 

The world as a whole had slowed down and faded to a black-and-white grayscale. Everything appeared to be moving at such a slow speed that it made things almost look like they were at a standstill.

When Rene tried to open his mouth and respond, he found that his body didn’t want to respond. He couldn’t do anything.

Then he was literally pulled from his body and dropped into a black void. One he was actually familiar with by this point.

“Hey, Runner,” Rene said as soon as he got his bearings.

“Hey, hey. My personal preference? Chesty. So, so chesty. Waist is fun and all but I don’t put much interest into it.

“So long as the chest is so chesty that it chests chestily,” Runner said in a strange tone.

His patron didn’t appear, but that didn’t surprise Rene either. This wasn’t the first time that Rene found himself in this transfer area.

“That sounded stupid. You’re stupid,” grumbled Rene.

“What? I can admit my preference. It’s no different than women wanting tall guys, or guys with a solid tan,” argued Runner. “It’s not like I’m holding it against women, it’s just my preference. And one I’d never tell my wives. No one needs that kind of melodrama. Unless it’s just a badly written story. Ya know?”

“Not really. Pretty sure my own life is the figment of someone else’s imagination,” said Rene. He tried not to think about his existence too often. Truth be told, he was just thankful to exist.

“Uh… yeah. I guess. Hey, you know what? That’s not fair. The woman who… added context to your world put a lot of time into it. Made it her own in a way,” Runner said with some heat. Then he sighed. “Whatever, I get it. I understand.

“Anyway. Job time. I have one that I need you to start on now and then another in a little bit. Probably right after you finish up with the first one. Maybe not. Not sure yet.”

“Uh-huh. And what is it this time?” asked Rene. He did enjoy getting to experience other worlds at this point. To be honest, he looked forward to them. It was a chance to explore, test himself, and more often than not, make some incredible gains.

“Well, it’s gonna be weird… to be honest,” hedged Runner, sounding unsure. “As you know, I’m a god. I’m a god over a lot of things and places. Part of my…uh, stuff, yeah. Part of my stuff is creating the opportunity for heroes to arise.

“A chance for them to rise above and beyond who they are and become more. I have to put those opportunities into place for certain individuals to see if they can respond to the ‘Hero’s Call’ as it were.”

Thinking about that, Rene nodded his head.

Or tried to.

“You were watching me from the beginning,” Rene said, skipping to a different subject. “Your wives let slip that I was watched almost like a TV show at times.”

Runner clicked his tongue audibly, just that one sound conveying a lot of annoyance. Then he let out a slow sigh.

“Yes. In your case, I meddled with your life,” confessed Runner.

“Oh?” Rene asked, a dangerous thought rising in his mind. If Runner was the cause of his misery, he would have to reconsider how this relationship was going.

“Mmhmm. When you were just a boy. I discovered you had great potential to become far more, regardless of what would happen to you. What you were going to go through,” Runner said slowly. “That if given the right circumstances, you could bloom into a wonderful hero. However, you’d have to go through a lot of problems to attain it.

“You’d have to die on top of everything. Perhaps twice, even. All for the chance of you answering the call.”

Now Rene felt incredibly angry, flustered, and curious all at the same time. He was racking his brain to try and figure out how Runner had screwed him over.

“At one point in time, when you were perhaps seven or eight, you had a chance to change everything,” began Runner in a soft voice. “There had been an opportunity for you. To go to a home that would have welcomed you. Do you remember it?”

As if a light switch had been flipped, Rene did indeed remember. It had been a turning point in his life. One that had led him down into the darkness where he’d lived.

When it happened, it had just been something small in a string of events. A memory he most certainly had, but not something he’d thought much about.

“I pushed Amber out of the car,” Rene spoke in a numb voice. “It was the last time we were really allowed to be outside. The… the Dame… never let us out very much after CPS picked up Amber.”

“So you do remember,” murmured Runner.

“Yes. We were… out… I don’t remember why we were out. But we were out. In town,” continued Rene. “A woman had been watching us. Staring at us. The Dame… noticed and hustled us off. Back into the van.

“The woman followed. She looked incredibly kind and angry at the same time. She had long black hair and was… uh… really pretty.”

Rene was going to say “built like Odelia” but couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“Yes, she was,” agreed Runner.

“I knew who she was. I was one of the older kids and I’d heard the Dame talk about people like her,” Rene continued. “Not what she was, at least not then, but that she wanted to take us all away from the Dame. That seemed like a mighty fine idea to me.”

Runner didn’t respond this time. His presence was there, but he didn’t speak.

“Amber wasn’t going to survive the Dame. She was going to end up like one of the kids who just… went away,” mumbled Rene. He’d seen a number of kids, his friends, just vanish. They’d do something or not be able to do something, then they were gone. “She was too much of a crybaby. The Dame was getting us all into the van at that point.

“The Dame finally got us secured and got in the driver’s seat. The CPS agent was hurrying up now. Trying to get close to us.”

Taking in a slow breath, Rene let it out in a sigh as the memory made itself crystal clear in his mind.

“I had enough time to get Amber out of her car seat and push her out, or undo my own seatbelt and clamber over her. Or so I reasoned at the time. I didn’t think I could do both. I decided to get Amber to the woman, then try to get out myself,” said Rene, staring off into nothing.

At nothing.

“So I waited until the Dame had her seatbelt on. She’d just put it in drive and… I hit the release button on Amber’s seatbelt, flung the door open, and threw her out of the car. Car seat and all. Then I jumped as well, trying to escape, too. But the Dame grabbed me by my pants,” Rene said. “She stomped on the gas for a second which tossed me back into the seat. Then slammed the brake which shut the door, and peeled off.

“She beat me black and blue that time when we stopped. Beat me black and blue and then stuck me in a cardboard box and taped it shut.”

“For what it’s worth, yes, Amber would have ‘vanished’,” confirmed Runner. “And I meddled by putting the CPA agent there. I invited her out on a date but didn’t show up. It was a restaurant. You were there for the Dame’s birthday.”

“Oh. Oh yeah,” Rene said, some of the details he’d forgotten coming back to him. “She was at the table two down.”

“Yep. By the way, Amber never forgot you,” Runner said with a chuckle. “She’s looked for you ever since.

“Grew up and got a job finding lost kids. She’s found quite a few and works every day to find more.

“Amber has a very stable life now with her husband and three children. Your heroic moment was to choose someone else, over yourself. You never knew it, but to someone else, you were their shining moment of freedom.

“She doesn’t quite remember it the way you do, though. Amber, that is.

“All she remembers is the older, dashing, handsome boy named Rene. The one who looked out for her, made sure she got food, didn’t let her toys get taken by others, and always had a blanket at night.

“That very same boy undoing her seatbelt in a flash and pushing her out of the van with a smile on his face.

“Pushing her out of a life that would have doomed her. Then holding his hands out to her as if he was waving goodbye, only for the door to slam shut as he vanished into the van a second later. The van speeding away, leaving her in the street to be picked up by the agent who eventually adopted her.

“The mark you left upon her was one that would never fade. Not for a second. Many of us have someone who left a deep impression on us. Sometimes in a way that changes us forever.

“Even I have someone like that. My own selfless hero, who gave her life for my own.”

Holding my hands out? I—oh, when I tried to jump. She saw it as me waving goodbye to her.

A deep, aching warmth was spreading throughout Rene’s chest. One that made him want to turn his head away and look anywhere else. So that no one could see his face.

An ache that made his face scrunch up against his will and his eyes start to squeeze shut. He could feel the incredible desire to break down and cry right there.

“It isn’t wrong to feel emotion, you know,” Runner said in a warm voice. “It’s wrong to bottle it away as if it were bad. Treating something like what you’re feeling as if it were toxic waste to be stuck in a bunker and buried away, isn’t right.

“You don’t have to hide your emotions or act like you’re not feeling them. It isn’t strength when you hide all that. It’s weakness. Weakness when you can’t be honest with yourself and those you care about.”

Stifling a sob, Rene held his breath, reaching up with one hand to rub at his eyes. Trying to spread out the tears and hide them. To wipe them off as quickly as he could.

The idea that someone had seen him as a hero, even as he did terrible things, had struck far too deeply for him. That having such emotions was wrong somehow.

“Shut the fuck up,” grumbled Rene before he choked off another sob.

“Mm. I get it. It’s hard. Don’t worry though. I was there with you when she beat you. I was there when you were put in the box,” soothed Runner. “You may not have known it, but I was there. I felt for you. I couldn’t offer you anything more than unknown solidarity.

“But you were never alone, Rene. Never truly by yourself. As you guessed, I’ve been watching you ever since that moment. It was rather heroic, from my own point of view. Would you like to see it? I can replay the whole thing as if you were watching it.”

Rene quickly shook his head. He didn’t want to see that right now. Not at all.

“Maybe later, then,” said Runner. “Do you want to talk about the job instead?”

Unable to help himself, Rene shook his head again, then slowly sank to his knees. His hands coming up to his face.

“Ah… well, let’s just stay here for a time. It isn’t hard for me to slow down, pause, or speed up your world,” Runner said in a comforting voice. Rene felt a pair of hands gently come to rest on the top of his head and one of his shoulders. He could feel the immeasurable presence of the god that was Runner at his side now. “Not the first time. I often have to pause and slow down things for someone else on your world. But that’s a conversation for another time.

“For now, how about we just sit here while you allow yourself to feel. Because there’s nothing wrong with that. In fact… would you like me to tell you more about Amber?”

Rene slowly slumped to the side, resting against the leg of the Watcher. Someone who had directly caused all his misfortune, but also gave him the chance to become the hero he now was.

“Yes, please,” whispered Rene. “Especially her children. Both the ones she’s saved, and her own.”

“Of course. Of course,” soothed Runner, his hand gently patting the top of Rene’s head. “We’ll start with Amber’s oldest daughter. She named her Rene. Right about now she’s—”

 

***

 

The portal closed behind himself as soon as he left the armory. Once again he’d taken all the same gear as he had last time, though this time he’d made sure to include an older style of police baton.

A nightstick with a side handle like a tonfa. He couldn’t identify the material that the item was made of but it seemed quite hard and unlikely to break in use.

Runner had suggested taking one, and he didn’t see a reason not to. It wasn’t like the weight would bother him much at all.

Looking around, Rene found he was in some type of ruins. A city that had once been rather large and sprawling. A modern city with everything one would expect from it.

Cars long-abandoned were littered in every direction. Piled up in wrecks, tossed to the side, or sitting in the middle of the street with their doors open. As if they were abandoned during some sudden and extreme event.

Taking in a breath, Rene let it out and then snorted.

He felt incredibly cleansed at the moment. 

Free and empty of anything that could even be described as negative.

After listening to the life of Amber, Rene could now understand why Runner had acted the way he had with the opening of Redemption House. It had merely been a continuation of a story and Runner had been present for the opening chapter.

“Alright. Let’s get this show on the road,” Rene said in a soft voice. Reaching for one of the velcro strapped pouches on his vest, Rene undid the velcro and tugged the top of the device out.

Runner had given him a device similar to a cell phone. Turning it on, Rene flicked it to the notes section to check over the instructions for this world.

Runner had listed out everything he’d need him to do on each world that he’d end up visiting. The device would allow him to move from world to world as well as provide him with notes and whatever information Runner had for the goal.

“Find Legion-city, acquire legion ring, take elevator, helmet button, post office, floor fifty-six, office twelve-A, release captive with command ‘execute’, exit using this device. Sidequest available in office twelve-B,” read Rene aloud.

Smiling, he didn’t dread the idea of a rescue and escort.

“Well! It’s time to save people, so let’s get to it. Because that’s what heroes do and they’re not allowed to quit,” Rene said no one.

Whistling the chorus to “I need a hero”, Rene set off.


Chapter 25

 

Slowly walking down the four-lane street, Rene kept his eyes moving.

From the notes that were attached to this world, Runner had suggested that he avoid rooftops.

Large creatures dominated the skies and thought anything on two legs would be quite a tasty treat. Being on a rooftop would only make him an easier target. The buildings would provide cover for him up to a point.

On top of that, it would be best for him if he could remain unobserved. Firing his weapons, with or without a suppressor, was more than likely going to bring him trouble.

Because surprisingly, this world was undergoing an apocalypse, of all things.

From zombies to giant elder creatures, ghosts and wraiths, monsters from another dimension, and everything in-between.

“Like someone took an end of the world encyclopedia and just tossed it all in,” muttered Rene as he moved along. “A veritable what’s what of world-ending events.”

Up ahead, Rene could see a small group of what he could only identify as zombies. They were all clustered together and idling around. As if they had nowhere to be and nothing to do.

Very zombie.

Smirking, Rene slowly snuck up to them. Easing out the nightstick out of its loop, he had to once again send mental thanks to Runner.

Having a weapon like this had already been invaluable. The first zombie he’d come across had gone down quite easily with a strike to the back of the skull.

Moving to the edge of the street and getting closer to the shattered windows of buildings, Rene crouched low. Keeping himself down in the shadows, Rene hoped his Sneak ability would work better this time.

So far, the zombies had been able to partially see through it. Or at least, enough that they came over to investigate what was going on.

That or they had some type of sense that identified him regardless of visibility.

I mean, they’re semi-magical plague zombies. This isn’t some virus by itself.

They could very likely smell me, maybe? Or something like that?

Zombie lore is lame.

Quietly, and as quickly as he could, Rene moved through the area. The less of a disturbance he made, the better off he’d be.

No sooner than he had passed that small group, he had a feeling. A feeling that someone was not only watching him but approaching him. Moving closer to him by the second, in fact.

Shit. Was I spotted after all? I was so cautious, though.

Nothing reacted to me at all.

We’ll duck out of the street and get ready.

Not hesitating, Rene put his nightstick back into the loop for it, and moved towards the closest building. The glass nearest to him was completely blown out and wide open.

Taking somewhat of a risk, he went straight through the window. Doing his best to get over the broken shards as quickly as he could, Rene entered the front room.

Crunching under his boots, the glass that’d fallen inward grated on his nerves. The last thing he wanted right now was to make more noise.

With a glance, he was able to quickly ascertain that whatever this place was, it had sold some type of art products. Various bits of wood, cloth, and other similar things were strewn about haphazardly.

There was also nowhere else for him to go. At least, not quickly.

The backroom that he could see was buried under a mountain of collapsed shelves and shattered goods.

Moving around behind a nearby shelf, Rene dropped low to the ground. He faded out of existence and out of sight at the same time.

Peering around the corner, he watched and waited.

From above, a pair of boots and legs came into view.

This was rapidly followed by the rest of the person as they apparently landed after flying. They had their back to Rene but it appeared to be a woman with her hair pinned up behind her head. She was dressed in an odd version of a combat harness.

Is this another world filled with superheroes? What the hell is going on?

It’s like this is a discount bin world and there was a super sale on them.

I mean, really now, this is just—

The woman turned around and Rene instantly recognized her.

It was Shirley.

Her eyes moved over Rene’s position as if she couldn’t see him. Her left hand was off to one side, holding a blue orb. Within that sphere spun squares and circles in a small complicated pattern.

Raising it in front of her, she peered into the circle and began to move it around. Right up until it was pointing directly at Rene.

Standing up as soon as he realized that she knew where he was, Rene put his arm over the top of the shelf. A smirk rapidly spread across his face.

“And what are you doing here, hm? Do they know you’re here, Shirley?” he asked, tilting his head to one side. “Decided that you wanted to deal with me sooner rather than later?”

Shirley’s eyebrows went upward and then she grinned at him.

“No. They don’t know I’m here. Please, call me Bianca. It’s… apparently what my father named me,” said Bianca while looking at the broken glass window. Clearly, she was contemplating how to get over it. “As to dealing with you, yes. I definitely want to deal with you.

“As soon as I felt you enter one of the worlds we controlled, I knew it. I have a number of spells running at all times. Just to locate you after alerting me to your arrival. No one else noticed and I certainly didn’t tell anyone.”

Before she could get over the glass, Rene instead crossed over the window to stand at her side.

“Ah, thank you, my Rene,” purred Bianca after he joined her. Then she laid her hands on his shoulders, leaned in, and kissed him warmly. In the same way that his wives did. After a few seconds, she pulled away and let her left hand fall away from his shoulder.

Then with a smile and a little twist of her body, she gestured at herself with her left hand.

“Well? It’s just experimental, but I did as you asked. I’m not formally crossing lines yet, but… a good first step, right?” asked Bianca.

Somewhat unsure of what was being asked, Rene looked down at Bianca’s body.

After staring at her chest for several seconds, he realized she meant her attire. She was wearing red and black coloring for her clothing.

It would do absolutely nothing to help her blend into a cityscape, but he imagined she wasn’t someone who worried about such things.

“Uh, it looks good. You’d look better in a red and black dress, though. Don’t get me wrong, you fill that out nicely but… beautiful woman like you should wear beautiful things,” said Rene earnestly.

Bianca’s smile transformed into something quite predatory at that moment. Her teeth flashed as she gazed up at him.

“Well, aren’t you charming all of a sudden,” she murmured. Then she pulled him down and kissed him twice before releasing him. “Now, I’m here to help you. What’re we doing?”

“Probably… working to try and screw over your boss,” confessed Rene. “Make heroes who can fight him and… you… I guess.”

“Makes sense. I do a lot of that myself but on the other side,” Bianca admitted with a nod. “That’s fine. I don’t mind helping out this time. It’ll give me a better idea of what’s happening on your side.

“Not to mention, it’ll help me decide on if I want to move over permanently. Since meeting you, I’ve been able to have some very honest and direct conversations with my mother.

“Then again, talking to her is not what you’d normally expect either. Suffice it to say, I’ve gotten her to begin questioning if what she’s been told is the truth.”

“I mean… it’d be great if you and your mom switched over,” said Rene. He knew Runner wanted both of them on his side.

The only problem was that Rene was being offered up as bait. He already had more women in his life than he wanted.

Adding another, especially this woman, would be too much for him. Bianca was far too much woman for him.

Yet he also knew that it was a price he’d try to take on. This was a war between Runner and Zeus. One that Rene’s side needed to win.

Bianca was searching his face, her eyes moving across it slowly.

“You mean that. You really do want me to switch sides,” murmured the insane and beautiful woman. “How many wives do you have now? Have you broken ten? My dad has more than ten.”

“Uh… nine. I’m at nine,” answered Rene. Then he thought about Beatrice. “Nine and a fourth? Something like that.”

Grinning, Bianca squeezed his shoulder, then nodded her head towards the street.

“Shall we get going, my Rene? This is only a temporary thing, but it’s still my first mission for the Originator. I’m excited to see how it’ll go,” she murmured. “Oh, and before you fret about it. If I really wanted to cause problems, I would have remained far, far away, and only followed your trail after the fact. Don’t you worry… my Rene… don’t you worry.”

Right. Okay.

Right. I’m sure… this’ll be fine.

Ugh.

 

***

 

“This… is it,” Bianca said, pointing at the front of a building across from them. “I’m unfortunately not able to enter. I’ve tried a number of times. Even with a legionnaire’s ring.”

“Yeah, my notes tell me I need a ring. Maybe it’s keyed in a different way? I’m sure R—the Originator probably did something specifically to lock you and the others out,” offered Rene.

“Probably. The Silent One does the same,” Bianca admitted. “Makes sense. Not to mention, that’s where the portal out is.”

“Portal out?” asked Rene, moving across the street in a low crouch.

“Portal to the Prime Server. Well, that’s what my boss calls it. Prime Server.

“No idea on the actual name,” said Bianca, staying just behind Rene. “My father set everything up for it. They call him the Architect. I… know my mother is incredibly intelligent when she isn’t crazy, but what my dad did there is beyond anything I could ever imagine.

“His patterns are always so intricate and wind into themselves. I can always see where my aunt Shirley helped, though. All those swirls and circles of hers.”

Rene wasn’t quite sure what Bianca was talking about, but she’d been chattering non-stop since she joined him. To him, it sounded like she didn’t normally have anyone she could really confide in.

Easing the shattered remains of a door to the side, Rene cautiously edged his way into the building. Looking first left, then right, he found it looked like a location that’d undergone a firefight of some significance.

Pushing out with his senses, he felt absolutely no one other than himself and Bianca. No in any direction, living or undead.

“You’re talking about their magic? Your magic has both squares and circles, though,” said Rene as he stepped over a desiccated corpse.

“Ah… yeah… I… mm… Mother has patterns without patterns. They don’t make sense to me. No matter how hard she tried to teach me. It’s right there, by the way,” Bianca said, gesturing at a freight elevator. “The ring activates the second panel of buttons but I never got the buttons to work. At the bottom of the shaft is a gate that I couldn’t break through no matter how hard I tried.”

Nodding his head, Rene turned and grabbed the hand of the corpse on the ground. There was no ring there.

“Your magic, though? And do you have a ring, by the way?” asked Rene.

Moving from corpse to corpse, Rene kept checking for rings.

“No, I tossed them when they didn’t work. Into the elevator shaft, no less. Sorry,” apologized Bianca and paused for a moment before continuing. “My magic… a necklace my father placed around my neck. No one can remove it but me. There’s a third spell inside the necklace that doesn’t work. I don’t know why, but it doesn’t activate. It’s missing something that I can’t figure out.

“But I can see the first and second spells. My aunt and my father worked on both of them together to make each. The first one is a protection spell.

“My aunt uses circles, my father uses squares. They worked together to make it and I could see both. So I just… imitated that.”

Rene noted that she’d said the whole thing in a clumsy and round-about way. As if she wasn’t really sure how to explain it.

“Sounds more like your aunt wanted to raise you with your father,” said Rene, checking yet another corpse for a ring.

He was in luck this time and found one.

“Uhm, yes. I think that might have been it. Since the necklace attacks my mother if she’s nearby,” Bianca said in a quiet voice.

Yeah. Yeah that’s… kinda obvious at that point, isn’t it?

“Here, wear it,” said Rene, passing off the legionnaire’s ring to Bianca. He could already see another one just up ahead. Still on a corpse.

“I… accept. I would have appreciated something with more sparkle to it. Perhaps you down on one knee. At a restaurant or in front of my parents.

“This will do for now, I suppose. I do expect a second proposal later. Well, does that make me Bianca Anatolis?” inquired the insane sorceress with incredible power.

Glancing back at the woman over his shoulder, he could see she was teasing him. Except at the same time, she also wasn’t.

The insane glint to her gaze was quite present right now as she gazed back at him. Gazed back at him with a look that was hungry and promised him absolute hell if he tried to run.

“Can’t marry until you’re on my side,” said Rene in an offhand way. “Need your dad’s permission, too. I’m only eighteen, you know.”

Bianca laughed at that and then laid a hand on his back. She moved in much closer to him.

“I’m physically only older than you by a little bit. But given that we know the truth of the world… we don’t age. Wait until you see my mom. Looks like my older sister,” Bianca purred and then patted him on the back. “Hurry up and go get that ring. I’m going into the elevator.”

Unable to respond to that, Rene went and fetched the ring. Right now, he sincerely doubted if this was a good idea. Having her tagging along with him was presenting far more problems than he had been expecting.

When he caught up with her in the elevator, Bianca was forming spells between her hands. Three rows of spells building and forming into being right then and there.

Looking up from what she was doing, she gave him a smile then looked back at her work. Clearly, it wasn’t something she could just stop or ignore.

“There’s a lot of… bad things down there. We’ll be fighting zombies, wraiths, ghosts, and whatever else managed to pop through,” warned Bianca. “When we attacked this server, we didn’t expect all the pantheons to act the way they did. Not at all.

“In the end, no one won this server. Everyone lost. I regret what happened here a great deal. It’s where my apartment is, you know. I spend a lot of my time here trying to help people. Save people,” Bianca confessed in a strange tone. As if it were a deep and ugly stain upon her. “I’ve done a lot of wrongs and have harmed people. I admit that. But what happened here was well beyond that. Well beyond what we ever thought would happen.”

“The road to hell is paved with good intentions and the belief that one is right,” Rene said and then pressed the legionnaire’s ring to the security point.

The opposite panel flickered to life and then the elevator dinged.

“You sound like Seville,” grumbled Bianca. “He says things like that all the time.”

“Sounds like a smart man,” Rene said and tapped the button that just had a helmet as the icon.

Bianca didn’t say anything to that. It seemed like to Rene whoever Seville was, he was probably the only father figure Bianca had.

If she was in her rebellious phase, that would mean she didn’t want to agree with Seville on any level. It was unlikely that she would agree with Rene about him being smart.

“Did I mention I was a lot older when I died the first time?” asked Rene as the elevator doors closed.

“Did I mention I was there for the birth of multiple worlds when Runner made the second set? That I saw universes created?” Bianca said with a snicker. “But it’s okay. You don’t have to call me Mommy or anything. That’s not my personal kink. We can talk about what kinks I do have later when we bed down tonight.

“I can’t imagine we’ll be able to get back out before sunset. Roaming around at night is foolish. We can retreat back to my apartment by portal. We’d have to return here when we come back, though. That or leave the world to go somewhere else.

“As to Seville being smart. Sometimes. He is sometimes. He’s definitely given me good advice more than once.”

Birth of multiple worlds?

Damn.

I guess I should have thought of something like that when she said her dad made a world.

Whatever.

Strangely though, a dark and strange thought twisted up from the darkness of Rene’s mind. One that was yammering to be acknowledged and wouldn’t allow itself to be ignored.

Something he’d never considered until this very moment.

Do it! Do it, name her so, and give her the title.

I want to do it. It sounds so perverse and wrong but to us, vital.

“What if I wanted to call you Mommy?” asked Rene, giving voice to the dark urge that spiraled its way up from deep inside him. A smirk spread across his face as he considered the possibility that he had mother issues.

The elevator dinged and began to plummet down into the earth.


Chapter 26

 

“—ended up marrying her. At least on paper, though as I mentioned, we did consummate it. Left the city a few days after that. Then ended up here on the ride back home,” Rene explained. “That’s how I ended up with the one-fourth of a harem member.”

“Huh. Well, I think you’re underselling it. I bet you she’s number ten and you just don’t know it yet,” argued Bianca. “Now, you mentioned Odelia. She’s… the lead?”

“More or less. She kinda decides how we’re going to act or what we’ll do,” Rene murmured, leaning up against the wall of the elevator cab. They’d been riding down for a while now.

His best guess was that the motor was damaged and it wasn’t going as fast as it should. It’d left them with some time to kill as they traveled.

Quite a bit of time.

So far, it’d been spent with Bianca asking him quite a few questions about his harem or himself.

“I see. She’ll be the one I have to appeal to then,” murmured Bianca, lightly tapping the back of her head against the wall over and over. “It’ll be hard to convince her considering I’m not from her world and she’s not awakened. I can make it work though.

“I’m rather amused that it’s that world in particular though. The Silent One wasn’t very happy to have lost it to Amelia. Her little champion did quite the number on it.”

“Ah… let me guess… the Count? Count Inferno?” asked Rene, his curiosity piqued. 

“Indeed. That’d be him. He did change quite a bit on that world. The Silent One didn’t suspect a thing until it was too late. Wasn’t like we could just go there either and act. We’ve been rather busy,” Bianca admitted. “Anyone else I need to worry about?”

“No? Well, Alana. She’s an Elf. I thought she might be crazy but it’s just her people,” said Rene as he glanced up to the lit bar above the doors. They were only a few floors away now.

“And what’s wrong with crazy?” asked Bianca dangerously. 

“There’s hot-crazy, like you. Where I feel like you’re stalking me while also writing every little thing about me in a binder. Likely filled with stolen pictures and other things,” Rene teased, looking at Bianca squarely. “Your version of crazy, I get. I understand it. So long as I treat you honestly and earnestly, I doubt you’d ever harm me. Even if I sleep with other women.

“No, I understand your crazy. I had a voice in my head that told me to kill people. That wouldn’t leave me alone until I did kill people. It controlled my very existence.

“Like an itch inside my skull. On my brain. That I could never quite scratch. I could just barely alleviate it. Sometimes.”

Bianca’s eyes widened at that, watching him for several seconds.

“I mean… yes… I do have a folder on a computer. I have every picture of you I could find. Video, too,” admitted Bianca in a soft voice. “And… yeah, there’s a text file where I put everything I’ve learned.

“I’m uh… also recording this conversation. But it’s not like… I mean—”

Laughing when she stopped talking, Rene pushed off from the elevator wall and moved to stand in front of the door. They only had two floors left now.

“Like I said, doesn’t bother me. I’ve been crazier than that,” he said and drew up his SMG.

“I want to record us having sex so I can relive it by myself after you leave,” said Bianca in a rush.

“I… uh… huh. So long as I get a copy, I guess. And you let me move you around a bit so I can get you fully in frame,” murmured Rene.

“Of course! You can do whatever you want to me. On camera or off,” promised Bianca, moving away from the wall to standing beside him. “You’re my Rene. My love. I’m already all yours. We’re just waiting for one side of the war to win, so we can be together.”

Apparently, he’d found someone who was more than willing to let him explore any kink he had.

“I’ll hold you to that,” Rene said and eased his SMG up to his shoulder as the elevator dinged again.

“As long as you hold me,” Bianca said and then slapped him on the rear end with a great deal of force. “Now get moving, Baby Boy, Mommy wants her alone time with you.”

The skin on the back of Rene’s neck prickled and the sensation ran straight down his spine. At the same time, he felt his pants grow far too tight in the front.

Definitely… mother issues.

I need a therapist.

The doors opened and Rene was looking out at a wide street. On each side of it were businesses that appeared mostly intact.

“None of our agents were ever on this floor,” Bianca whispered from behind him. One hand was still on his rear end, her other hand held to the side. In front of her fingers were all the spells she’d prepared in advance. “We had people in the labs and armory, but that was it. Once they left, they couldn’t get back in.

“We might be the first people here since the world fell. We’ll need to be on our guard. This is where all the…er…ooky-spooky stuff end up.”

“That’d be your department,” Rene said quietly as he began walking forward, exiting the elevator. “I’m more anything physical that can be shot or kicked. So long as it bleeds, I can kill it.”

“Most certainly can leave all that to you,” whispered Bianca. She was still right behind him, though her hand had finally fallen away from his posterior. “What did his notes say again?”

“Post office, goal is floor fifty-six, office twelve-A,” replied Rene as they started down the street.

It was surprising to him. Everything had the look of a city. One that was abandoned with great haste during its prime.

There was no power anywhere, but he got the impression that most of this place could be turned back on. All it would take is flicking the right switches and having the right access.

“I never liked him personally—he was too much of a pompous, self-righteous asshole—but Felix did have a hand for grand-scale projects,” Bianca said in a whisper.

“Felix? Felix Campbell? He did this?” asked Rene, moving his weapon back and forth as he swept the street. They needed to find some type of city map, if possible.

Or street signs.

“He did, yes. The very same one you saved,” affirmed Bianca. “A fateful time for me when you did that. I met you, had a sudden spark of insight into how to beat Felix, and actually stood up for myself.”

“Can’t see you bending over backward for anyone, Bianca,” said Rene as his eyes scanned back and forth. Up ahead at an intersection, he could see what he wanted. A simple bench with a covered shelter off to one side. It looked a lot like some type of mass transit station.

“Don’t fret, Baby Boy, Mommy will most certainly let you bend her over how you like,” purred Bianca with a firm, authoritative tone as they walked.

Unable to respond to that as he wasn’t in the right frame of mind, Rene kept up his vigilance.

Or he tried at least.

Her tone, the way she said it, and how it rolled so easily off her tongue had speared right down into him.

I wish she’d say that again.

Wait, do I really? It’s not right.

But… I want… her to take control. Just as I take control of others.

Ugh. Thoughts on track, thoughts on track.

Don’t think of the beauty of her rack.

“I can’t believe I just said that,” muttered Bianca in a whisper. “This is… it’s a bit fast for me. I dated my first boyfriend for five years before I even let him touch me.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s probably just my effect on you,” Rene said as he closed in on the bench. He didn’t want the beautiful psycho to start doubting herself right now.

He really didn’t want to acknowledge how it had made him feel, but he needed her confident. Rene decided to push a button he hadn’t yet. But it was one that certainly worked on him when Darla did it.

“I liked it,” he whispered and then did what he felt he shouldn’t. “Mommy.”

Unfortunately for him, calling her that didn’t sound weird when he said it. In fact, it rubbed that dark spot in his psyche that needed to be scratched. To the point that he felt a slight emotional release.

Shouldn’t you be the one telling me to do this?

Where are you, Monster? You’ve been hiding for a while now.

You’re the dark one who should be telling me to call her Mommy.

Pausing in front of the bench, Rene found what he wanted.

A paper map was plastered to the back wall of the shelter. It depicted what looked like a route, including destinations of note.

Got it. Up this street, two intersections from here, turn right. Should be on the left.

“Small change I just realized,” Bianca said, her hand coming up to point to the post office, then follow it with her fingertip even as he figured out the same route. “I find that I suddenly do have a kink for you calling me Mommy.”

Smirking, Rene could only nod his head once then turned back to the street.

“Couple of psychos we are,” he said and started walking again.

“At least our broken pieces fit together well,” countered Bianca. “Despite us only having been around each other for maybe… a day? Two?”

Grunting, Rene finally sensed something.

Stopping, he got down on one knee and then pivoted. Aiming toward where he’d felt whatever it was.

Slowly, the sound of something scraping across the ground came their way. It came from up ahead at the intersection from a cross street.

“Once we start, we can’t stop,” said Bianca in a voice so quiet Rene could barely hear her. He wasn’t sure if she meant them, or what they were doing. “They’ll come from every direction.”

Rene knew she was right. If they started a fight here, it would be one that would follow them all the way until they reached their goal.

A Human-looking figure shambled out into view. They were completely kitted out in some type of advanced military outfit—a full helmet with goggles, odd-looking armor that moved with them, and a uniform that matched.

Their harness looked ripped and there was a hole in the zombie’s side. As if something had taken a big bite out of them.

The goggled head turned toward Rene and focused on him.

Groaning, the creature began to stumble at a much faster walk toward Rene and Bianca.

It had spotted them.

“I think I can take care of it with a wind spell but… I’m not sure,” said Bianca.

“I’ll handle it,” Rene said and then let his SMG hang at his side. Pulling out his nightstick, he grabbed the side handle and spun it around. Only the short end stuck out now, the length of the weapon running along his forearm.

Standing there, Rene waited quite patiently. He saw no reason to rush toward the monster.

When it was finally in front of him, he whipped his arm across in a hook. The stub of his nightstick connecting quite solidly with the temple of the zombie.

After an audible and disturbing crunch, the creature tipped over sideways towards the sidewalk. Partly slumped over a bent street sign that Rene couldn’t see the front of.

The zombie’s helmeted head bounced off the ground with the force of the impact, then laid still. Not moving at all.

With a pop, the street sign under the zombie broke free from its twisted base, swung around, and slammed into the glass window of a storefront.

The glass shattered from top to bottom. Shards spilled out in every direction and made quite the racket.

Uh.

Shit.

“Time to go!” said Bianca, sprinting past him. Her hand trailed out to snag his shoulder and then she jerked him forward.

An inhuman shriek could be heard echoing in the underground city ruins. One that sounded somewhere between a train whistle and a fork scraping across a plate.

Moving into a full run, Rene knew he’d rapidly outpace Bianca. There was no way she’d be able to keep up with whatever he was.

Scooping her up as he went, he caught her behind the knees and under the shoulders.

“Ooooh! I—”

Bianca stopped talking as Rene put on the speed. Running all out, he was moving faster than many animals could.

Looking ahead, Bianca raised her left hand and shot out a wild lightning bolt. It arced forward, hit the ground, and then shot up into the air.

Apparently, she missed everything that could possibly be a target.

Well, that was kinda disappointing and lame.

I thought our little psycho wasn’t so tame.

Zipping into the sky, the lightning bolt harmlessly continued onward.

Only to detonate against something in the air. Something huge that was heading straight for them.

“It’s a dragon!” Bianca yelled over the tumult of monster shrieks and what was apparently a dragon in pain. “We’ll need to be quick!”

You sent me up against a fucking dragon, Runner!?

What the shit!

“If Vince were here, we could try to get him to make a pass at it! Ha!” shouted Bianca. Coming out from around the intersection they needed were a crowd of zombies.

Looking at Rene’s chest, she plucked off one of the grenades he had there. Holding up her left hand, she cast some sort of spell on the grenade. A blue line of light zipped out from the grenade in an arc that landed amongst the zombies.

“Don’t pay any mind to them, Baby Boy, Mommy’s got it!” she said before pulling the ring out of the grenade.

As easy as could be, she whipped it over Rene’s head and away from them and the zombies. She hadn’t even tried to throw it where it would do any good.

Putting her hands over her ears, Bianca squinted ahead at the zombies.

The grenade detonated, but the explosion occurred right where the light had landed. Arms, legs, and other body parts scattered in every direction.

“There was no way I could throw it all the way over there!” laughed Bianca as she pulled another grenade free from Rene’s harness. “Spells and charms are all fun and games. Until someone loses a limb. Then it’s hilarious.”

Oh. I… yeah, that was pretty far away.

She’s physically just Human.

A few seconds after the grenade went off, Rene took the turn at his current speed. Not slowing down or even trying to.

Bianca grimaced and he could feel her body being pushed against his arms and chest with the strength of the turn. As if he was actually putting her under some type of g-force.

Bypassing as many of the zombies as he could, Rene was grateful. That one grenade had caused more than enough of a disturbance that he could slip right past the rest of the zombies.

In the sky above, Rene could see what was probably the dragon that Bianca had attacked. It was banking and heading back towards them.

“She put up a shield!” Bianca said and stuck the grenade she’d taken from Rene onto a hook of her own harness. Then she grabbed his SMG that was bouncing against her lap and disconnected it from his shoulder strap.

Pulling it in front of her, she aimed up at the dragon.

A second later, a quick burst of rounds fired off, the barrel squirreling away from Bianca terribly.

“I hate guns,” she said a second before Rene jumped over the remains of some sort of mechanized exoskeleton.

Lifting the SMG again, her hands turned bright green. A second later, the SMG took on the same color.

This time when she pulled the trigger, she held it down.

In a matter of seconds, the entire clip was empty. A green line of magic-infused bullets stitched across the dragon as it finished its turn.

Quite a few rounds landed across its abdomen and then up and through its wings.

Struggling with the weapon, Bianca tried to dislodge the magazine. She finally got it out after turning the weapon over entirely and staring at the bottom.

“Not far to go!” shouted Rene. He could see the postal office up ahead and on the left. Just as the map had specified.

Grunting, Bianca ripped a magazine free from Rene’s harness and then shoved it into the SMG. A second later, she managed to find the bolt and chambered a round.

A purple glow surrounded the gun this time as she lifted it up once more.

As soon as she’d sighted it on the dragon, the creature dove. It dodged to the side into a hard spiral that took it around a larger building.

“Run, you chicken!” Bianca shouted at the dragon, though it was incredibly unlikely to have heard. “I would have fed you to my Baby Boy after I got done cooking you! Like a damn chicken!”

With a grin, Rene came to a sliding stop in front of the post office.

Or at least, what was left of it. There was an enormous swath cut through it. Like someone had taken a massive laser to it and the insides were torched outright.

“Hold on, Bianca,” Rene said and then went straight toward the building.

“It’s Mommy, Baby Boy! Not Bianca, Mommy!” corrected Bianca. Holding onto the SMG with one hand, she grabbed his harness with the other and hung on.

Not the damn time for that!

But… mm, we won’t have much time for each other after this excursion.

And after this, we might end up having weapons drawn at each other.

When Bianca had said their broken pieces fit together, he hadn’t disagreed with her. In fact, it’d been almost too poetically correct.

Entering the post office, Rene could see exactly why he’d been directed here. The floor of the building had been gutted at the same time that the rest of it was.

Stopping at the lip of the immense gaping hole, Rene stared down into it.

“Well, I figured I’d be leading you into a nice dark hole, but I’ll be honest, Baby Boy, I didn’t think it’d be like this,” murmured Bianca while staring down into the large crevice.

“Really not the time and place for flirting,” grumbled Rene.

“Sure it is. We have to make our time now. We’ll be separating for… I don’t even know how long after this,” lamented Bianca. “Now, hold on tight to Mommy and jump, Baby Boy.”

Rene did as instructed and jumped.


Chapter 27

 

Hitting the ground a few seconds later, Rene did his best to take the impact from the fall. Holding Bianca tight, he let his legs relax and his knees bend.

Right to the point that his ass hit the ground and he felt something in his lower body break.

Glancing to the side, he spotted a red box flash to life. Giving it a quick check, he saw that he had indeed fractured his hip.

As well as having torn a few muscles.

The fracture would heal in a couple of hours, but it limited his carrying capacity by half. That applied to everything in his inventory.

Given he was so loaded up, it meant he was going to have to discard some things to make room or suffer from very low movement speed.

The torn muscles were merely an Endurance debuff that would last for an hour. That wasn’t too bad for jumping something like thirty feet.

“Well that was just splendid,” Bianca commented as Rene stood back up. Leaning up in his arms, she laid a tender kiss on his lips. After a few seconds, she leaned back into his arms and reached up to caress his cheek. “Good work, Baby Boy. I’m proud of you. You’re amazing.”

Feeling rather combative, and like he was somehow getting bulldozed over, Rene looked around. He quickly spotted a hallway that looked like it would lead away from the hole.

“I’m going to make you call me Daddy if you keep this up,” he growled, hobbling toward the hallway.

“I mean… sure? I wouldn’t mind that. Sounds kinda fun,” Bianca answered in an easygoing tone. “It’s not just about my wants and needs, but yours, too, my Rene. That and… well, I’m sure I have a father issue just like you probably have a mother issue.”

With a grunt, Rene walked into the hallway and then gently set Bianca down to one side. Looking to the entryway that they’d just crossed through, Rene wondered if he could somehow block it.

Remembering that he also needed to clear his inventory, he pulled that up instead. Flipping through it, he saw a number of things that could easily be dropped into a pile.

“Don’t judge me,” Rene said and started moving through his inventory and grabbing all the items he wanted to drop.

“I’m afraid, Baby Boy, Mommy will always judge you. But will also forgive you for sweet kisses and the like,” Bianca said, leaning on his shoulder. She wrapped an arm around his front and then nibbled at his earlobe. 

A single snort was the only response Rene gave to that. Then he started dropping the items he wanted to get rid of.

Corpses began to fall one after another. Slowly forming a mound of the dead right in the middle of the doorway that they’d come through.

“Well,” Bianca said as the rather well-endowed corpse of a woman flopped onto the pile. “You and my mother will probably get along just fine.

“Though you’ll forgive me if I start cleaning your inventory out for you in the future. This is simply unacceptable, Baby Boy. One buries, dismembers, or sinks corpses. You don’t just keep them on hand.

“It’s impolite to the dead.”

Uh… ha. Okay. Have to admit, she’s growing on me in a big way.

Well, I mean, growing on me more. She was already growing on me. Not to mention, I do like it when Odelia and Olivia give me guidelines.

My own personal little Dommy Mommy.

Wait… do I say that to her?

I should definitely say that to her. Maybe tell her that she’s welcome to inspect whatever she likes?

Fighting with his own twisted thoughts, thoughts that probably should have come from the Monster, Rene gave in.

“You can inspect whatever you want, my pretty Dommy Mommy,” replied Rene as he continued to drop corpses onto the pile. “And yeah, I forgot I had all these. I didn’t want to leave them on the street though and cause problems.”

“Dommy Mommy?” murmured Bianca. Then she grunted and kissed his cheek. “No. Just Mommy. That fits what I want us to be. And when it’s your turn, just Daddy, I assume. Now. Are you done yet? We need to get moving.”

Taking a step back from Rene, Bianca slapped him on the rear end and started walking away.

“Yeah, Daddy,” Rene said as the darkness in him cleared out at her simple dismissal and redirection. “When we switch roles.”

As soon as the last dead body landed among the rest, Rene spun on his heel. Up ahead, Bianca was slowly walking along, her hands behind her back.

She peeked through open doors into offices as she went. As if she were merely out for a stroll.

Lifting her hand up, she let a massive blast of fire out from her palm. Dousing whatever it was in front of her in an absolute wave of freakishly hot flame.

Unending flame that continued to wash into the room.

Bianca closed her hand and the flame died away at the same time that Rene caught up to her. Looking over her shoulder at him, she shrugged.

“Several ghosts,” she said dismissively. “As you pointed out, those are mine to handle.”

Putting her hands behind her back once again, she continued to slowly walk down the hall.

Glancing into the room, Rene saw fire, charred remnants, and a lot of smoke.

“I don’t think we’re far off,” remarked Rene, moving forward again. His attention moved to the placards on the walls. They were in a hallway that had offices numbered in the thirties.

“I do agree. By the way, are you alright, my Rene? I… didn’t want to ask at first. I was afraid you—mm… never mind the reason,” she said walking around an upended table. “Are you alright, my Rene? Baby Boy?”

“Yeah, couple of debuffs. They’ll go away quickly enough,” Rene answered, falling in beside her as they kept walking.

“I’m a little envious. You’re a unique character that can access all the normal system interactions. I can’t,” Bianca said with a long sigh. “I wonder what the Originator did to you so that could happen.”

“No idea, but I did die. Then I went to his afterlife… I think,” Rene replied as they exited the hall and entered an open room. “Placard over there says nineteen. That way, then?”

Bianca nodded her head and then took a step behind Rene, putting him out in front. Laying a hand against his back she put a bare hint of pressure there.

“You first, Baby Boy. It just works better with you in front,” she whispered softly. “I’m not as useful in a physical brawl and you have no magic. We pair quite nicely as we’ve already noted.”

While Rene did agree that they paired well, he did have one ace up his sleeve. He could already see that he would be able to directly combat her magic.

So long as he could figure out what was at the center of her spell, he could attack it just as he had with other magicians.

There was still a chance they’d end up becoming enemies down the road.

He’d need a way to fight her if that happened.

“Of course. On me then,” he said and then retrieved his SMG.

It was hanging backward on his shoulder strap. Apparently, Bianca had returned at some point though not quite right.

It only took him a moment to flip it around.

Pulling back the bolt, he saw there was a round in the chamber.

Time to move forward.

With an enemy behind me as my partner.

Damn. This is just asking her to betray me, isn’t it?

I should turn around and stab her. Or shoot her.

I could just spin the SMG around, stick it under my shoulder, and dump the magazine. Easily.

Wouldn’t even be—

“Baby Boy? Thank you,” Bianca said, her fingers moving back and forth against his back. “I know it’s hard for you to trust. Or at least, from what I can tell.

“And doing what you have up to this point is either you putting a lot of faith in me, or you’re just infatuated with me. I’ll take either and say… thank you.

“I’ll reward that trust tonight. Don’t you worry. Mommy will make your evening memorable.”

She knows me too well and figured that’d be the point when I started to question it.

“You’re too smart, aren’t you?” asked Rene as they moved past office fifteen. “How much of this is you trying to control the situation and how much is just you running with your gut feeling?”

“Fifty-fifty. I’m desperate to keep you close and slide deep into your heart. I can’t let you leave without having fallen for me,” confessed Bianca, not moving her hand away from his back. “If it makes you feel better, I spent many days planning out a bunch of possibilities. So many possibilities.

“I’ve spent more time on trying to figure out how to make you fall in love with me than I did on crushing Felix.”

Well… that’s flattering.

And absolutely insane.

Completely, absolutely, without a doubt, crazy.

“Can you blame a girl? I found my prince, my hero, my savior. My actual star-crossed lover!” continued Bianca. “There’s no way I’d let him go just like that.”

But apparently completely, absolutely, without a doubt, crazy for me.

“Oh and… in retrospect, I should clarify,” Bianca said as they passed office fourteen. “I’m going to make our evening memorable, but not because I’m that experienced. I only had the one boyfriend, after all, who I did anything with.

“Uh, anyway. I mean, it’ll be memorable because I’ll let you do anything you want. That’s what I meant.”

And incredibly insecure at the same time.

Wonderful.

I wonder if this is how my wives feel when they’re dealing with me.

“Be confident. You already have my attention and interest. We have work to do though,” Rene said as his eyes found the placard he’d been looking for.

Making sure his SMG was snug and secure, Rene began to edge sideways in front of the doorway.

Bianca was right on his heels, her right arm resting against his shoulder and her hand stretched forward. Small spell icons swirled and danced across her palm.

It was all for naught.

There was nothing that either of them could do for the situation that presented itself to them.

A nearly empty room with only a desk, chair, and computer.

No prisoner to release, no jailor or guard, nothing.

An empty office that held nothing out of the ordinary, it looked much like the rest of the facility. The chair was overturned, the desk had scorch marks, and the walls themselves had blood splatter on them.

“I… did the Originator set us up?” asked Bianca, her chest pressed to Rene’s back. She was leaning against him as if she wanted to dive into him.

He didn’t mistake the edge of fear in her voice.

If it was a setup, then the goal would have been to eliminate Bianca. Assuming that they were aware that she would go for Rene just as she did.

“No,” Rene said with confidence. “We’re just not thinking of this in the right way, I imagine.

“I mean, the notes were a bit weird. You read them. Weren’t they strange? The command execute thing. I thought it was going to be some type of magical golem if I’m being honest.”

“Yes, I did as well,” said Bianca and let her hand move out of his view. “Well… shall we?”

Letting his SMG slide down to a hang at his side, Rene stepped into the office. Pushing some clutter out of the way, he moved over to stand in front of the computer.

The only thing that made sense to him was that the instructions related to some type of computer command. That perhaps the prisoner wasn’t actually here, but somewhere else that this location controlled.

Looking down at the monitor, Rene found it was powered. Not only powered, but it was at the desktop.

“Overly convenient, but then again… if it wasn’t… I’m sure he would have provided more instructions,” Rene said and bent over to peer at the monitor.

“Sounds about right,” murmured Bianca, who had come to stand at his elbow. “He can be meticulous at times. Mother swears it’s my father’s influence or direction when it comes to that.

“I… wouldn’t know. I have yet to meet him. He doesn’t leave the planes the Originator owns. And I can’t really go to those planes. I would be located and killed quite quickly.”

Reading over all the desktop icons, Rene found one that read as “command execute.exe”.

“Well, in this case, he was being literal,” said Rene and pointed to the icon. “Extremely so. Let’s run this thing and then check that side mission the notes mentioned.”

There was no mouse that Rene could see so he grabbed the keyboard. Tapping the arrow keys, he was able to quickly move the selector from a different icon to the one he wanted. Then he snapped the enter key with a finger and stood up.

On the screen, windows began to flash by quickly along with a command screen. Text began scrolling through it as it executed whatever the program was.

“Right,” said Rene and then pulled out the device Runner had given him.

Scrolling to the general notes for this world, he opened the file which was at the very bottom.

“So many tasks to do. You chose the one at the bottom?” asked Bianca, looking at the device.

“It was the only one with a listed difficulty. Everything else is supposedly trivial,” Rene answered and pulled up the notes. “Figured I’d get the tough stuff out of the way first.”

“Does… that mean… we get to go on a leisurely stroll together through the other tasks?” asked Bianca with a bright tone.

Unexpectedly, she wrapped an arm around his hips and then eased up to his back again.

“I suppose it does. Apparently, it’ll take two or three days to get through them all,” Rene offered a second before he found what he was looking for. “Sidequest available, office twelve-B. So that’s right next door.

“Says we just have to plug in the red Ethernet cord. Doesn’t seem too bad.”

“How delightful. Absolutely delightful. Now, how about—”

A chirping noise interrupted Bianca.

“Ah… hm. One… one second,” she muttered and then stepped off to the side. Pulling something out of a pocket on her harness, she held it up in front of herself. It was a small circular device.

Tapping a button on the front of it, she rolled her eyes.

“Yes?” she asked. Her tone was cold.

Dead, one would say.

What? Is it like a cell phone?

“Oh! Hey! How are ya?” said a male voice from the device.

“I’m fine. What is it?” she asked. Her tone hadn’t changed at all. She clearly didn’t want to speak to this individual at all.

“Uh, I was just wondering what you were doing.”

“Working.”

“And after that?”

“Sleeping.”

“Could I take you out for dinner?” asked the voice on the other end. It sounded like he was used to Bianca’s short and cold tone.

“No. My boyfriend wouldn’t like that. Was that all?”

“The boyfriend that doesn’t exist? Come on just—”

“Goodbye.”

Bianca tapped a button on the device and stuck it back into her harness.

“You know, men from a modern era that experienced a glut of romantic comedies are terrible to deal with,” complained Bianca. “They somehow think that to get the girl they just have to be persistent to the point of being obnoxious.

“Anyway, let’s go then. Our sidequest awaits. Maybe we’ll have to investigate where so-and-so went and we’ll have to bring something back.

“You know, one of those, ‘Go find Timmy!’ and your first reaction is, ‘which part of Timmy did you want me to bring back? He’s probably dead’.”

Exiting the room with a bit of a skip, Bianca entered the hall and turned, vanishing from view.

I mean… she’s not wrong. I think.

I vaguely remember that being my own impression.

Been a while since I played a video game though. I don’t exactly live in a modern era anymore.

“You do realize that before I started working for the Originator, I hadn’t had electricity for around seventeen years, right?” called Rene, exiting the office and going into the hall.

His senses flared to life and he felt extreme killing intent. As if someone were staring down a barrel at him.

Shit!

Just like Erica, I let my guard down!

I trusted too much!

As soon as she knew what was going on, she got a ‘coincidental call’ from someone.

Twisting to the side, Rene bent to avoid whatever was coming his way.

A pale face and a mouth full of teeth were already on him, closing the distance before he could even fully react.

A pencil-thin rod of ice blew past him in the next moment. He could feel the cold it exuded and the promise of death that went with it.

Blasting straight through the forehead of the pale monster, it exited out the back of its skull. Passing through it as if it weren’t even there.

The ghost—as that was what it was, Rene realized belatedly—became a thin film while turning inside out. Then it slowly disintegrated into white sparkles.

“I’m so sorry, Baby Boy. I didn’t even notice that one until it was rushing toward you,” apologized Bianca, coming over to him quickly. She actually looked horrified. “She really had it in for you. I didn’t even notice her, but I swear she’s been following for a bit. Waited for me to get a bit further away from you, I suppose.”

Rene was breathing hard. He’d seen the end of his life in that moment. If Bianca hadn’t been ready at that moment, there was a distinct possibility that he’d be a corpse.

Looking at Bianca, he found that in this case, his trust hadn’t been squandered. Bianca really was just here to help him.

“I did the sidequest by the way. All done here. Let’s get out of here and go back to my apartment, okay? We can have a nice lunch and decide which world to go to next?” she asked, coming to a stop in front of him.

There were several streaks of dirt across her face as well as what looked like trails where drops of sweat had slid down through it.

“Okay,” Rene said with a smile. “Take me home… Mommy.”

Bianca grinned at that, stepped in close to him, and then dropped a spell over both of them.


Chapter 28

 

“That was a weird one,” Bianca said with a laugh, moving away from him quickly and doing a little spin.

Her yellow dress flared out around her as she slowly walked backward in front of him. She was watching him with a blazing smile.

“I mean… yeah, okay, it was,” agreed Rene with a chuckle. This world had them remove a street sign for a right-turn-only lane.

He imagined there might be a number of people who were going to be stuck in a turn they weren’t expecting.

“Then again, it wasn’t as weird as that one yesterday. I mean, really,” Bianca said, still walking backward. “Why in the world would someone need every possible magazine subscription sent to their house? Just bizarre.”

“Didn’t you say you did similar things? It can’t be that weird, can it?” asked Rene with a smile.

Over the last two days, they’d spent every minute together. Awake or asleep. The only time she’d left his side was to use the restroom.

“I mean, kind of? More like trials and things of that nature,” she said and let him catch up to her. Then she deftly slipped her arm into his own and moved in closer to him. “Nothing like what you’re doing. This feels more like that whole ‘butterfly effect’ malarkey I heard back in philosophy class.”

“You didn’t mention you went to college,” Rene said as they walked along. He was considerably more at ease with Bianca now. Two days of wandering world to world, having every meal with her, and spending the evenings in her bed had rapidly shaved off any concerns he had about her.

“It was boring and stupid. It did absolutely nothing for me. But it was worth at least experiencing,” Bianca answered. “Like having you being Daddy last night. That was most certainly worth experiencing. I enjoyed it quite a bit. But I think it did more for me than you. Right?”

“Ah… yeah,” agreed Rene. It’d felt a lot like his time with Darla, just with someone a bit crazier.

“Well. I believe that was our last one, wasn’t it?” Bianca asked with a deep sigh.

“Yeah,” admitted Rene. He was having some regrets about separating from Bianca now. “I won’t be able to visit unless he sends me out again.”

“And I can’t come to see you as… well… I’d be killed very quickly,” lamented Bianca. Her free hand came over to rest on his forearm. “I hope this whole war ends quickly. Then you can join me, or I you.

“That or… I finally convince my mother about what’s going on. Then again, she did a lot better when we had lunch the other day. I’m still rather surprised she accepted my invitation. And she didn’t babble or talk to herself, either.”

Rene nodded at that.

Bianca’s mother had been a strange individual, to say the least. A lot like Bianca, but far crazier, and not in a fun way. Though she’d managed to keep everything relatively normal during their shared meal.

“When are you supposed to go back?” asked Bianca.

“Device said to check in as soon as the last task was done so… probably not long,” answered Rene. “I get the feeling keeping him waiting is a bad idea.”

“Yeah. Yeah… that’s definitely not wrong. I planned for this though! I admit I peeked at your notes and memorized this address,” Bianca said in an upbeat tone. “Now, I can’t have you dying before we meet again. So we’re—”

There was a chirping noise from Bianca’s cellular-like device. Except that the tone this time was something he hadn’t heard up to this point.

“Huh?” asked Bianca and came to a stop, pulling out the device.

Tapping the button on the front, she cleared her throat.

“Seville? What’s up?” she asked, sounding somewhat concerned.

“Nothing, really. I’ll need your help later though if you don’t mind. A…well…a family friend, I guess, was murdered,” said the man on the other end of the device. “Executed, really. I was hoping you could help me figure out what was going on with it.”

“Of course, not a problem. Anyone I know?” asked Bianca, frowning at the device.

“No. You never met him. Been working with him for a long while. Years and years. I think Miles killed him, though,” Seville said and then grunted. “Leena, get off me.”

“My love, my love! I love you! Oh, is it Shiiiiiirleeee?” asked a strange voice.

“Yes. Stop it. You don’t need to—yes, thank you for the kiss. Now, go… put some clothes on,” grumbled Seville.

“No, I shall not! I am as my love loved me. I am filled with his love. I will enjoy it, my love, my love. And you’ll love me again in minutes. You even said you loved me,” said the same voice.

“I know. And I do, and will… but could you just,” Seville said before he stopped talking and sighed loudly. He’d clearly give up. “Sorry, Shirley. You know h—”

“It’s Bianca, now. It’s what my father was going to name me,” interjected Bianca. “And yes. I know how Aunt Leena is. Now, anything else I need to know? I’m on a date.”

“No, you’re not. You don’t have a boyfriend,” growled Seville.

“Yes, I do. Rene, say hello to Uncle Seville,” Bianca said and pivoted toward Rene, holding up the device.

“Ah… hello, Uncle Seville,” Rene said uncomfortably.

“Holy shit, he does exist. Ah… yes, hello. How are you?” murmured Seville, sounding extremely caught off guard.

“Quite well, thank you for asking. And y—”

“Gotta go! I’ll talk to you later,” Bianca said and disconnected the line. “Hmph! That’ll show him. You were never make-believe. I just couldn’t show you off.

“Now, where was I? Ah, yes. Okay! So, I’m taking you in here. Where I’m going to buy you every single thing possible that might give you a skill or an ability. Because that’s the best I can do for you right now.”

Turning and tugging at Rene’s arm, Bianca stopped him in front of a pair of double doors. Beyond that was a very large building filled with shelves and racks of books.

“It was the biggest one I could find nearby that also had a good selection of self-help books, instructional books, textbooks, and guides. Because that’s kinda what you need, right?” Bianca asked and then started pulling him forward. “Alright. Let’s go buy a boatload and get you ready. Because, my Baby Boy, you’re not allowed to die until Mommy says you can. And that’ll be a long, long time from now.”

Huh. Why didn’t I think of that?

 

***

 

Rene had been standing next to Bianca after saying goodbye one moment, then standing in the dark world where he often met Runner in the next.

“I mean… that was kinda… weirdly sweet?” said Runner as soon as Rene realized where he was. “It was like watching two asylum ward patients connect. Then discuss which horror lived in their rooms with them.”

“Ha. Very funny. Just for that, I’m going to make you give this to Ryker,” Rene said and then retrieved the letter he’d been given by Bianca. “And remind you that you said you’d tell him his daughter was alive. Time to pay the piper, if you didn’t.”

Holding out the letter addressed to “Father”, Rene waited for Runner to materialize and take it.

“Ugh… I did tell him. Thankfully,” complained Runner. “He wasn’t very happy. I don’t think that letter will help either.”

“It’s not like she can come to see him. Or him see her. You get to play postal carrier,” said Rene. “That or send me to wherever he is so I can give it to him. Talk to him.”

“Yeah, no. That… no. He’d pick you apart faster than Bianca did and then be tearing my asshole open,” grumbled Runner. “I’ll give him the letter.”

“Today,” demanded Rene.

“I’ll give him the letter, tonight. I’m having dinner with him,” Runner said and then sighed loudly. Followed by a groan. “You’re so fucking awful. Why can’t you be more… not-you?”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Rene waited. Letter held up.

It vanished into nothing and was followed by what felt like extreme speed. As if Rene was being rushed along on a roller coaster ride.

“For what it’s worth… good work. I could… practically… feel her wanting to cross over. Just to be with you,” muttered Runner. “And if she actually talks Claire into coming over, that’d be something even Ryker never predicted.

“She’s as strong as he is, just in a different way. Certainly stronger than Shirley or Bianca.

“Though… you need to stay away from Seville. He’s not like anyone you’ve ever met. I don’t think there’s anyone on our side of the line who could handle him.”

“Goodie, goodie. Alright. Send me to that other mission you mentioned. That or send me back and unpause my world,” Rene said with a flick of his hand. 

“I never paused it. I just slowed everything way, way down. Wasn’t worth pausing since you still needed to make your journey home. It’s only been most of a day since you left,” Runner explained. “Sometimes it’s easier to pause, sometimes to slow down. In this case, I just slowed it down. And before you ask, yes, you can keep all the books Bianca got you. You already learned them. It wouldn’t be as if I could take them back anyway. You’ve already started them. She was right. She’s far too smart for her own good. Just like her father.

“As to the other mission, yeah, it’s on hold for now. No reason to move on it quite yet.”

Bianca had made him read the first several pages of every single book they bought just on the off chance that Runner might take them. She had counted on the possibility that if they were already a part of him, Runner couldn’t take them away.

“Uh-huh, and what do you do for the Count?” asked Rene.

“What, Alex? Depends. I’ve been having to pause the world a lot for him lately whenever he has tasks in another world for me. He’s living a weird double-life right now. I wouldn’t envy him,” laughed Runner.

Rene was then flung out of the darkness and back towards reality.

“Best of luck!” shouted Runner as Rene faded back into the world he knew as home.

There was an odd ache in his chest though.

He was going to miss the broken, crazy young woman he knew as Bianca.

She started out as less than a friend. But our broken and torn pieces fit together.

Though for us it isn’t the end. I can feel it, a strong binding between us like a tether.

 

***

 

Rene exited the coach to find Mira and Odelia waiting for him.

“Ah, hello there,” said Rene with a smile. “Before you ask, I did remember to buy everyone little trinkets. Just as I promised.

“Everything else went just fine. No concerns at all. Officially married to Olivia and Alana by Elven law and writ.”

“Good work, my Master,” purred Mira, smiling at him. “Everything here has been maintained as you would wish. While you were gone, I—”

Stepping away from the coach, he went straight to Odelia and wrapped her in a tight hug. Holding her quite firmly.

Mira’s voice trailed off as Rene acted. She was clearly unsure of how or if to even proceed.

“Oh… well, hello, my Hero,” murmured Odelia, hugging him back with a laugh. “What’s this about?”

“Just realizing how much I appreciate you,” he said, his hands pressed to her back. “How much you do for all of us and… well… just that you give me direction and guidance. I’m not the best free thinker, I’m afraid.”

While Bianca had given him a great deal of guidance and direction, she’d also needed a lot of reassurance and emotional upkeep.

Odelia just trucked on through everything and anything like an unstoppable tidal wave. Nothing ever slowed her down. She was an unstoppable tidal wave that would sweep cities clear if they were in her way.

Not letting go of her, Rene lifted her up and began walking her to his bedroom. He knew exactly what he wanted to do with the lovely little woman.

“Come on, Mira,” Rene called, carrying Odelia physically away. “You can continue.”

He heard the maid fall in line behind him while Alana, Irini, and Olivia set about getting the coach squared away. There was no need for him to oversee their work.

They’d handle whatever it was they needed while he caught up with what was going on in the city and relay information. Rene wasn’t a micromanager.

For her part, Odelia just held onto Rene, pressing her face to his neck.

“I love you,” she whispered, her fingers tightening into the fabric at his shoulders.

“As I love you. Now, Mira, you were saying?” Rene prompted, holding onto Odelia as easily as if she were Lori.

Speaking of, I really need to check in on her. I’ve been so busy, I haven’t even seen her in weeks.

“Ah, yes, thank you, my Master,” said Mira. “I’ve been acting in your stead as the Mask while you were away. I’ve received… grueling training by everyone as well.

“I’m at the very least equal to the Jewels now. Though I was able to defeat several Elven Swordmasters in fights as well. Though this was as my other Mask, not yours.”

“What? You? How’d that happen,” asked Rene, balancing Odelia with one arm as he opened the door to the bedroom. “I mean, good job, by the way. That sounds like you learned a lot but it’s still surprising.”

“No one else was able to affect the same aura you do. I was able to imitate it better than anyone else,” said Mira, entering the bedroom and closing the door behind herself. Rene heard the turn of the lock as well. “It’s harder to disguise my figure than Aurora so I end up using a number of bindings, but I’m just a better Mask than her.

“As to how or why, it’s because people were saying the Mask wasn’t around. Aurora just wasn’t up to the task while also being Aurora, that’s all. She’s not you and she’s not a great actress, either.”

That’s a good point.

Somewhat of an obvious problem, after the fact.

“I elected to have Mira trained and don the mask once we realized Aurora wouldn’t be able to perform in the same way,” Odelia offered. “Mira is an incredible double of you at this point. She’ll just need some personal training on your part, my Hero.”

Grunting at that, Rene marched over to the bed and lightly set Odelia down into it. Without waiting, he started to undress her.

He was determined to have his way with his unfaltering planner and first actual love. The woman who had forcefully guided him along this path.

He’d discovered his feelings for her as if it were a light switch being struck.

When he finished up with Odelia, he’d then turn his attention to Mira. She was always able to get him to rise to the occasion again. That happened to be part of her incredible ability to act.

And likely why she did better as the Mask.

“Ah, R-Rene… Mira is here and I-I don’t really—”

Odelia’s voice faded away as she gazed up at him, his hands pulling her dress down her sides and rapidly exposing her body.

“It’s fine, Mistress. My Master simply wants to use me after he’s done with you,” Mira said in an offhand way. She went over to the recliner in the corner and sat down demurely.

“Continue, Mira,” commanded Rene as he worked at stripping Odelia completely.

She was now a bright shade of red and looked up at Rene with very wide eyes.

“Ah, that’s all I have, my Master. Mistress Odelia would be able to speak to the rest,” Mira said, her eyes roving over Odelia in an interested way.

Rene had long suspected that Mira wanted to get into three-ways with him and another woman. She’d just never had a chance to bring it up or act on it.

“Uh… so I-I— okay. I’m now Merchant Mask in the guild. Olivia is Noble Mask. Mira is Citizen Mask. We tried to switch things around a bit, so it wouldn’t be too obvious, but we needed to be able to talk about each other around others. Even if we never actually show up much,” explained Odelia.

Makes sense. Almost got in trouble calling them the O’s once already.

“I… I also found a blacksmith who was willing to take on Lori as an apprentice.  They’re in the city of Valitis. I sent her along with a contingent of bodyguards and tutors. It’ll be safer for her there. Away from here.

“Unfortunately, it’s a considerable distance away but I felt it was worth it.”

Rene paused, staring at the almost nude Odelia.

He really didn’t like the fact that Lori wasn’t in the city where he could keep an eye on her.

But he also knew that, realistically, it would be safer for her. Considerably safer.

“I understand. Thank you, Odelia. What else?” asked Rene.

“Uhm… you… that is… nothing. Everything else is fine,” whispered Odelia in a husky voice. Her eyes gazed up at him with a heat he’d often seen whenever he visited her at night.

There was also a great deal of excitement that he’d never seen in her before. Apparently, the idea of letting this happen in front of Mira was novel to her.

“You’re home, my Hero. Everything is fine,” she whispered. “And I’m so glad you’re home. My Hero. My Rene.”

“Good,” Rene said as he got Odelia out of her undergarments.

Then he began paying her a great deal of attention.


Chapter 29

 

“Baby, a letter just came in,” Rose said, sauntering into the study of the regent. In her hand was a sealed envelope.

Since he’d gotten back two days ago, Rene had settled back into his work-life balance with ease. Everything truly had been kept exactly as it had been while he was away.

Mira had played the Mask perfectly and no one had even questioned it. Aurora had kept to her Light Mask persona while Pinky and Darla had alternated as the Dark Mask.

The Elven army under Colonel Beauregard was quite happy to be settled around Felicie. They were often ranging out far and wide to find Council armies at the moment.

All that was left in the city was their garrison and wounded.

Rose came over to where Rene sat at his desk and looked at him. Her head slowly tilted to the side.

He got the impression she was smiling ear to ear right now behind her mask.

“Baby, are you happy?” she asked. In her voice, he could hear the smile he had suspected.

“Very, why?” Rene replied, smiling now as well. Leaning back in his chair, he turned more toward her, facing her directly.

Adjusting her dress with a few pulls of her fingers, she sat herself down lightly in his lap. Tucking the letter into her cleavage, she wrapped one arm around his shoulders and laid her other hand against his chest.

“Because in the last two weeks or so, you’ve changed. You indulge yourself with me or the others now,” said Rose, idly caressing him with her fingertips. “I used to have to throw myself at you to get you to make a move. Now you just… show up and ask me if I’m willing after flattering me for a bit.”

“Who wouldn’t want to see if they can’t make the gloriously beautiful Ruby blush?” asked Rene. “Or moan. The moaning is quite fun. Making such a magnificent creature like you moan is so rewarding.”

Rose chuckled at that and then let out a relaxed sigh.

“Or that. Right there. You make jokes, you flirt, and actually laugh at other people’s humor,” continued Rose, laying her head down on his shoulder. “Merchant Mask said it’s because you’re just that happy now. All your needs are taken care of and… and you’re becoming human again.

“Noble Mask, Emerald, and Sapphire all agree. The darkness we all felt in you isn’t there anymore. It’s more part of you but also not as much.”

Rene had long since wrapped his arms around Rose’s hips and held her. His fingers moved across her soft, smooth skin. 

Thinking about it, Rene hadn’t heard anything from the Monster in a while. Not even a whisper from it.

As if it had done exactly what it’d warned him about. That in time, it would just become part of him again.

That’s not so bad though, I do suppose.

A new and better Rene has now arose.

Granted mercy by our inner villain.

Except now, we must use ourselves as the fill-in.

“Yeah, Ruby. I’m happy and doing better,” Rene said and then let out a sigh, laying his head atop Rose’s.

Holding the eternally optimistic and upbeat little gutter-girl turned gang lieutenant, he couldn’t deny what’d happened. He’d finally outgrown the Monster and his need for it.

“Good. Then… take your letter, read it, then take your Ruby. Because I’m really enjoying our lovemaking as of late. You’re ever so tender,” asked Rose.

Rene couldn’t help but snicker at that. Leaning back from her, he plucked the envelope from its enviable resting place.

He had originally planned on breaking open the seal and opening the letter, only to realize it’d been folded shut.

Such a thing was the norm amongst commoners. People who weren’t going to spend coin on wax and sealing signets.

It was a waste of money to them. Money that could be spent on food.

Regretfully, he removed the hand from Rose’s thigh and began to work on the letter with both hands. Diligently pulling it apart with care so it wouldn’t rip or tear.

When he finally got it open he held it up.

 

Greetings Mr. Hood,

 

Or should I say, Mask? Either works, I suppose.

After your little disappearing act, I was very interested in you as a whole. I’m sure you can’t blame me at all.

If you were in my position, wouldn’t you do the same?

Anyway, I wanted to write to you as we’d left our trade in a place where I technically owed you. I didn’t care much for that, so I’ve kept an eye out for anything I could use to settle our debt.

Or perhaps put you in my debt.

In short, the Council has opened a bounty on the Mask. It’s eight hundred thousand, payable on delivery of your head and mask.

Open to anyone at all. Licensed or unlicensed.

From what I’ve heard, most of the hunters have decided to join together and hunt you as a group. An army, I’d say.

Last I heard, there are two hundred of them already gathered in Laetus. They’re using that city as their jump point because it’s still in Council control, but not too far away.

The individual I sent this letter with is absolutely trustworthy, there’s no need to worry about them having read the contents.

By the way, you never did explain how you knew my name.

No one knows my name, Mr. Hood. Mr. Mask. Not even I knew my actual last name until you spoke it.

And oh, the doors it opened when you did.

 

Sincerely and very interested,

Vala Krisil

 

It took Rene longer to process the name of the sender and who they were than it did to realize how bad the proposed situation was for him.

“Damnit. Damn those fuckers,” cursed Rene.

“Mm? What is it, my love?” asked Rose, lifting her head from his shoulder.

“Read it,” said Rene, then stood up cradling Rose. Setting her down in his chair, he gave her the letter and then moved to the door.

Opening it, he peered out of it and looked around.

He could see a handful of the regent’s guards around.

“Someone go to the Tail and fetch me—fetch me my Masks. Merchant, Noble, Sapphire, Dark, Light, whoever. All of them. Tell them I need them,” ordered Rene when several of the guards looked in his direction. “Go. Now.”

Closing the door, Rene put his hand to his chin and slowly walked back to Rose. This was far more than he expected and outside of his predictions.

He wouldn’t be able to deal with that many bounty hunters by himself. They would come from all walks of life and work as individuals more so than a group.

They’d all attack him in different ways at the same time. Drown him in their numbers and unpredictability.

“Oh. This isn’t good,” Rose murmured and looked up from the letter. “Is this the lady you met when you went up to see the Council?”

“Mm? Yes. It is,” answered Rene, coming to stand at Rose’s shoulder. He reached over and began to gently run his fingers through her hair.

“I see. Well, I would imagine she can be trusted to a degree then,” said Rose, setting the letter down on his desk. “If she already discovered you’re both the Hood and the Mask, though, I worry she might realize everything.”

By everything she clearly meant him being Rene Anatolis.

“Worst case scenario, we have her killed,” Rene said with a sigh. He didn’t want to kill Vala. He actually felt guilty over the thought of it.

Except he had to do what he had to do to protect those around him. To keep everyone safe and secure.

While he was feeling far softer and more sentimental than he used to, that didn’t mean he was an idiot. He wouldn’t let a danger exist for sentimentality

“I hate this,” grumped Rose as she rested her head against Rene’s hip. “You just got home and we’re having fun. Now you’re going to have to leave again, probably. I hate it. Hate it, hate it.

“How am I supposed to love you with every fiber of my being if you’re not here? Rude. Terribly rude. They just need to leave us alone.”

Grinning, Rene kept carding his fingers through Rose’s hair.

His bright and shining little optimist did have her own thorns at times.

Slowly, everyone began arriving. One by one, they joined him, read the letter, and got comfortable. There was no sense in discussing what to do, or how to react, until everyone was present.

Thankfully, it only took around thirty minutes for that to occur. The last to arrive was Mira, which was surprising.

Rene was surprised when she entered wearing form-fitting leather armor and wearing a mask that was made to look worn, run-down, and patterned like sackcloth.

Pulling the hood and mask off, Mira sighed and shook her head.

“Sorry, everyone. I had to put on a small show to convince everyone where Master and I were,” complained Mira, holding her mask in her hands.

At this point, everyone had a hood attached to their mask to help hide their hair and ears.  Every little bit of information that they could hide was for the betterment of them all.

They honestly should have been doing it from the beginning.

“What, did you sit there and moan by yourself for a while or something?” asked Irini with a laugh. “For the other maid staff to hear?”

Mira grimaced at that, then nodded her head, slowly walking toward Rene.

“I’m not used to this, still. My place is at my Master’s side. Sometimes that means sitting at home by myself,” complained Mira. “I had to come up with something that would get everyone to leave me, and therefore my Master, alone for an hour or three.”

Odelia, Pinky, and Olivia were the only ones who managed to not smile at the situation. All three women came over to pat, touch, and comfort Mira.

“I’ll see what I can do about that,” promised Odelia, then held out the letter to the overly-dedicated maid. “Here’s why he needed all of us to come here.

“To be fair, he’s right that we should all be here. This isn’t something we can just ignore.”

Pinky took Mira by the elbow and guided her into a chair even as the other woman began to read. Her eyes moved across the words on the page, line by line.

“I’ll just get right to the point that no one wants to hear. He’s going to need to go to Laetus,” Odelia said without any room for argument. She slowly turned her head around to meet the eyes of everyone here. “I know… he just finished the last journey, but we need him to go out again.

“This isn’t something we can just let happen, nor can we let it happen here. They’d not differentiate between the gang, the city, or the Mask. If the Mask were to go to Laetus, visibly, and announce himself when he arrived… then there’d be no reason for the hunters to leave.”

No one at all looked very happy about it. Least of all Rose, who was still sitting in his chair. She had her arms crossed in such a way as to emphasize her well-endowed chest. A beautiful pout was on her face and she looked like she wanted to argue with someone.

“I know, Ruby. I know,” Odelia said softly, her eyes coming to rest on Rose. They weren’t sure who could be listening outside of their home, so they were using their mask names.

“I don’t want him to go,” complained Rose. “I can’t love him if he’s not here. I love Boss. I love him so much.

“And he’s so nice and loving right now. So tender and kind. If he leaves, he might get hurt or something. I don’t want that. I love him.”

Odelia visibly winced at her words, unable to hold Rose’s gaze.

To Rene, it looked like Odelia was reconsidering her plan. Except that the only way they could reconsider the plan would be to simply fold up the Mask organization.

Given how violent crime had rapidly shifted in Felicie after his arrival, it seemed like a loss to the city. A genuine one that would cause a great many problems.

Rape was nearly non-existent in the city now, given how readily available brothels were. Even the cheapest street girls were now under the Mask gang.

While he couldn’t save them from sexually transmitted diseases—which would always plague the sex industry—he could at least give them a safe place to work plus the right to refuse customers and have someone guarantee their ability to work without fear.

Murder was at an absolute all-time low. The only deaths that occurred anymore were rival gangs or people not following Mask-law.

Theft, burglary, cons, and things of that nature were on the uptick by a fraction, but nothing too terrible. It had helped that the city guard had been told to operate exactly as they normally would.

The fact that Rene had personally ordered the executions of several gang members who had attacked the city guard and killed one had put everyone on notice. Especially as they were Mask gang members.

If the guard caught you, you didn’t fight. You took your fine, did your time, and then got out. Justice was preserved and meted out accordingly.

There was simply too much to give up by folding the Mask gang.

“It’s what we need to do,” murmured Rene with a shrug of his shoulders. “I’ll take two people with me. Emerald and Citizen. That’s all I need.

“You all can handle everything else without me being here.”

It was a risk to talk about the fact that he would actually be leaving, but they didn’t have a choice. Rene wasn’t above using this to his advantage either.

If it was reported that the Mask had indeed left before he showed up in Laetus, then it would be confirmation that they did have people who could listen in. Regardless of the fact that Rene couldn’t sense anyone nearby at all.

“Emerald and Citizen?” asked Rose, looking like she wanted to argue with that immediately.

“One can double with me, the other can assist me,” clarified Rene.

Having Mira with me will let me be in two locations at the same time while in Laetus. It’ll drive the hunters insane.

Pinky can move between Mira and I and eliminate people as we go. That’ll leave everyone else here to handle the city and its operations.

Not to mention that… well… both of them serve purposes that double up with others. It’s more useful for them to come with me than to leave them here.

We won’t be saying that aloud, though.

“I’d take more, but I’m honestly just waiting for a Council army to come calling,” explained Rene. “Having Elves garrisoned here is… it’s asking for them to come for a pitched battle. I’ll need you all here.”

“Agreed,” said Olivia and then sighed in a forlorn way. “As the Elven Oracle, I can sometimes get a glimpse or two of what’s coming. There will indeed be a great battle coming to Felicie.

“I’m unsure of the timing, but I know it’s coming. It’ll arrive at our doorstep sooner than any of us would wish.

“Along with the fact that only three go to Laetus. More will bring misfortune, less will cause the Mask to not return. That’s all I can see though.”

Rose stomped her feet angrily and shook her head. Then she bounced up out of her seat and went to Rene. Wrapping him in her arms, she clutched at him.

“Fine. Fine, okay. I understand,” growled Rose, pulling him down. “You better come back in one piece, Boss. One piece.

“I have something I need to ask you to do when you get back, too. A big favor. One that only you can give me. Okay?

“You got that, Baby? I need you to come back to me. I want you to.”

Rene had only one idea about what could cause such a weird reaction from Rose and he hoped he was wrong. It was the absolute last thing he wanted to consider right now.

He didn’t even dare think about it.

“Course, Ruby. Of course,” he said instead of what his inner thoughts demanded that he state. “I suppose I’ll be leaving tonight then. Soon as the gates are shut, we’ll set out.”

“I’ll have animals made ready,” declared Odelia, looking both grateful at Rene for stepping in to formally state their direction, and frustrated that the plan was going forward. “Just… do what Ruby said. Come back to us. Please.”

There were nods throughout the room as they all stared at him.

“Yeah, of course. Just make sure you’re all here for me when I get back. You’re not allowed to die either, you know?” demanded Rene, his arms firmly around Rose and holding her. “No risks. Nothing that would put you in too much danger.

“And no posing as me before I make it to Laetus. There’s no reason to put more risk in this endeavor.”

Rose let out a shuddering breath and tried to cuddle up against Rene as if she were going to crawl into him.

Unable to help himself, he smiled and rested his cheek on the top of her head while looking around at everyone else in the room.

What he saw reflected in all the faces there was care and concern. He’d never expected to feel that from those people in regards to him.

They’d all changed just as he had.

Need to remember to thank Runner for this.

For this life.

This chance.

I can’t screw it up.


Chapter 30

 

“It’s very much like Felicie, isn’t it?” asked Mira, walking down the street next to Rene on his left. She was dressed in clothes befitting someone from a mercantile family. “Though to be fair, my family settled down in Felicie when I was only a little girl. Most of my memories of my home are… hazy at best.”

Given her accent, Rene knew she wasn’t really from the core lands of the Council. She was far more likely to have come from a fringe city.

“I’ve never even been anywhere else but Felicie,” murmured Pinky on Rene’s right. She was dressed similarly to Mira in style and material. “It’s all new to me.”

Both women were doing their best to not stand out as the ridiculously beautiful women they were. That would only invite trouble, given the streets were swarming with soldiers and bounty hunters.

Women with any measure of attractiveness were always targets in situations like this. There had already been no small number of people who were more than happy to just stare at Mira and Pinky.

For his part, Rene had decided to opt for the look of someone who was here for the bounty, or more conveniently, a bodyguard.

Dressed and kitted out in chainmail, a simple breastplate, and similar armor for his arms, waist, and legs, he fit the role.

His costume even included an actual helmet that covered his face when the visor was pulled down. He’d belted on a long sword, short sword, and club as his weaponry. It gave him an appearance similar to that of the men who worked for Gideon.

Rene was doing his best to look the part so that people would leave him alone. Which meant people would also leave Mira and Pinky alone.

Right now, they needed to get an idea of how the city looked after having arrived this morning. To see what was going on and how things were playing out.

“This is anything but what the city should be, honestly,” growled Rene. As far as he’d been concerned, Laetus had been his home up until the last year. “The streets are considerably less crowded. Merchants aren’t running up and down the boulevards, nor are there hawkers on the corner of each street selling things.

“Things are not well in Laetus. Not at all.”

“It’s a shame we won’t be able to see your parents,” murmured Mira. “I rather liked your mother. She was direct and forthright. We were on the same page quite quickly. It was nice.”

And while I’m sad we can’t see them, I’m glad that they’re not here and far removed. Though I wonder if father got his coin out in time.

Rene could only agree and disagree with Mira’s wish. All the while his eyes moved from person to person in the area. Inspecting, evaluating, and assigning a threat value to each person.

Right now, he was sorely regretting all the changes he’d let Runner make to his skills.

Losing the nameplates and the ability to Analyze has sorely stripped me of easy intelligence.

Though he did promise to grant me something equal in return, didn’t he?

“Too much of a risk for them to stay here. Though I admit I regret it as well. I haven’t had the chance to meet either and… and I’d like to introduce myself,” said Pinky. “I mean, I’m his wife now, aren’t I? I have a legal name and everything.”

“This is true,” allowed Mira, the trio turning at the corner and heading towards the regent’s compound. “That is very understandable. I’d wish to do the same in your position.”

That’s a good question. Did Odelia include Mira in the marriage? I’ll have to ask Odelia later.

Not something to bring up right now.

“Uh, weird question, what was your legal name in the end? Out of curiosity, mind you. You could always tell me no,” asked Rene. He hadn’t ever bothered to find out. It was only what her name had been.

At his question, Pinky let out a laugh which ended in a snort. Something he’d come to expect from her when she found something truly hilarious.

“Of all things, it’s a longer way to say Rose,” Pinky said, still laughing all the while. “No last name though. Born of a prostitute and… who knows.

“Odelia was able to track it down based on what Dephan had told her. I’m as surprised as anyone else, though Rose was just as amused.”

“Considering she was the daughter of a noble family in the end, I imagine she was just as surprised as you,” added Mira.

“Did she figure out which house?” Rene asked, his eyes locked to the gates of the regent’s fort. There were a number of guards outside. Not one of them wore the regent’s colors.

They were one and all wearing military uniforms.

Martial law, then? Hm.

“She did,” Pinky said, her laughter finally dying away. “Her real name was Ashlyn Welsh.”

Rene grunted at that. The name tickled at his memory but offered nothing at all beyond that. Considering how many noble families he’d met in the last six months, he’d be surprised if he hadn’t run across them.

“—decided to keep our names. She’s a much better Rose than I am. And I’m just happy as Pinky,” said Pinky. Then she reached out and slid her arm through Rene’s. “Your Pinky.”

“I might need—”

“You won’t need your arm. And if you did, I could handle it. Or Mira could,” interjected Pinky before Rene could finish his complaint. “She’s honestly as good as anyone else, now. She can even handle the Jewel Trio by herself.”

Wait, really?

When did that happen?

Turning his head, he looked down at the diminutive and incredibly sexy maid known as Mira.

She was blushing, looking straight ahead, and unwilling to meet his eyes.

“Did you miss your calling as a fighter?” asked Rene in an amused tone.

“Or a dancer. She has a liquid feel to her when she moves,” complained Pinky. “It’s not very fair considering she’s so pretty.”

“Says a woman everyone views as incredibly intelligent, beautiful, and cunning,” countered Mira, then leaned forward and caught Pinky’s eyes with her own. “You’re not one to lament her gifts, Pinky. Lest one would think you’re greedy.”

Smiling at that, Pinky lifted her free hand and laid her fingers to her jaw.

“Why thank you, Mira. You’re rather lovely yourself,” she said, holding Mira’s eyes with her own.

Rene had found that amongst all of the women involved in his life none of them were interested in each other.

Odelia was turning into a bit of an exhibitionist when it came to Mira watching, but that was the extent of how far she was willing to go. No one else had shown any inclination of anything else whatsoever.

Except for Mira.

Since watching him with Odelia, Mira had mentioned several times that she regretted having no one else she could share him with at the same time.

Right now, though, Pinky and Mira were sharing a look that made Rene’s attention stray from his mission.

“Would you care to have sex with Rene and I?” asked Mira, who had decided to dive in headfirst. “I think you and I could easily be girlfriends and share him at the same time.”

Pinky turned scarlet and her eyes widened, then she nodded her head once.

“I think I’d like that. But I would never want to do anything with you, that wasn’t also with Rene around,” explained Pinky. “I’m willing to explore, but… I’m also not that into women, though I do find you incredibly attractive. Sorry.”

“That’s perfectly reasonable and I think that’s a wonderful place to start,” Mira replied. “How about we—”

“Hey, wake up, you two,” growled Rene. Up ahead, he saw a rather dangerous-looking group of people loitering around. Even from here, he felt the lethality coming from them.

None of them were dressed the same, but they all had the look of people who had taken lives. There was a dullness to their eyes and faces.

As though life itself was only valuable based on the price tag attached to it.

That’s enough. We know everything we need. Back to the inn to lay low until nightfall. The city is crawling with hunters, the regent is under military pressure, and they’re all looking toward Felicie.

Mira and Pinky had both realized what he meant and were looking down now. The hoods of their cloaks were pulled lower and closer to their faces.

People like those they were about to pass were the most likely to do something. They likely didn’t think that there was anyone who could stop them.

Thankfully, nothing happened. Passing by the group, Rene could feel a few stares from them, but no one spoke.

None of them acted.

Rene, Mira, and Pinky retreated back to the inn.

 

***

 

Realizing that he couldn’t exactly do the same thing as he had at the Elven capital, Rene decided that he needed to go with what worked against Humans.

Overwhelming force, extreme threats, and fear.

With a grin, Rene nimbly scaled the wall around the regent’s fort and home. He reached the top with little more than a few handholds and some decent effort.

And found himself looking down into the interior of the compound.

Once again, Rene noticed the lack of guards that one would expect to see for the regent. The grounds were being guarded only by those in military uniforms. He could see no one else in any direction.

A few seconds after he’d done a full scope of the field, he felt Pinky join him and then Mira.

The prior of the two was simply better with all things based on mobility, with the exception of fighting. Mira had already become, far and away, the better combatant. Rene had only given her a handful of lessons so far and she improved with every exchange.

The two women were under a strict silence order. They were not to interfere for any reason, to show themselves, or intervene.

A single exception to that was allowed.

If Rene asked them to help him.

Which wouldn’t happen unless Rene’s life was on the line. He would need them later on and keeping them hidden for now would be best.

Dropping down into the inner area of the compound, Rene began to ghost along. He skirted patrols, sentries, and guards alike.

He knew his own abilities were quite high at this point, but that didn’t mean Pinky’s and Mira’s were. In fact, he knew that Mira’s stealth skills were still quite low.

She’d only been trained in these abilities recently.

Accidentally alerting a guard would be extremely detrimental, to say the least.

Reaching the fort that sat in the center of the compound, Rene didn’t wait. He started to scale the wall, his fingers finding holds and small grooves to wedge into almost naturally. He powered himself straight up the wall and to a window far above.

Not waiting to look inside—as Mira and Pinky would need to get through as well—Rene clambering right up and through the open window, landing neatly on the inside of the fort.

He was positioned on a high guard platform that overlooked a large, open room. The assembly hall contained a single throne on a dais in the middle.

There were several guards with crossbows positioned up here with Rene. All of them were watching the entertainment below.

It was a party of sorts that seemed to be shifting into an orgy.

On one side of the room were a large number of people mingling, chatting, and eating. The other side of the room was like a sex scene out of a terrible porno.

Men and women in various states of fornication by themselves, in pairs, or in groups.

Hm.

Quite the party.

I’m not here for the entertainment, however.

I’m here to leave a note and make sure my message is received.

I must make sure that they understand my intent and how it’s perceived.

Mira and Pinky joined him momentarily.

Making a motion with his hand, he indicated the guards around the area. He needed them to take care of the soldiers while he kept an eye on the crowd.

Without his Analyze skills or the nameplates, it was considerably more difficult for him to pick out his target. Or at least, harder to pick them out of a crowd without more information.

Looking from face to face, person to person, Rene found it was impossible to tell who was who at a glance. Not to mention, there was the distinct possibility that the regent, the military commander in charge, or both were in the orgy.

Right as Rene was considering jumping down into the fray, Mira dragged a guard over to him. She had a forearm across his throat and the man’s tunic had been pulled up over his face.

Oh. They wouldn’t know who’d attacked them then, now would they?

Pushing the man down to the floor, Mira leaned into him, pulling back with her arm and tightening the chokehold. Holding it, she looked up at him through her mask.

Getting down next to the guard, Rene put his mouth against the man’s ear.

“Hush, now,” whispered Rene a second after Mira loosened her hold on the man. “Don’t move. Don’t thrash. I’d hate to throw you out with the trash.

“If we’re in accord, simply lay there against the board.”

The man let out a single grunt and went still, laying unmoving against the floor.

“Wonderful, wonderful. My name is Mask. Hello, how do you do?” said Rene. Mira took that as her cue to pat the man twice on the back of the head. “Oh, such a nice skull. Very solid. Sounds dense. I bet I could make a lovely, splendid, chamber pot out of it.

“Anyway. I’m here to find who is in charge of Laetus at the moment, as well as the highest officer in the military.

“Oh, and if someone is leading the bounty hunters who are looking for me. That person too, if they exist.”

“Right, ah, right,” whispered the guard. He sounded incredibly nervous. “That’d… that’d be General Morris. Jeff Morris. He commands all three.”

“Does he? That’s splendid,” said Rene in complete earnestly. It meant he could easily make his point very cleanly tonight. “Describe him for me.”

“Uh… he… uh… he’s… really average-looking? Looks like anybody,” muttered the guard, clearly wracking his brain for an answer. “Probably in uniform, slim, glasses, brown hair, and hazel eyes. Looks like he’d be stuck behind paperwork or books.”

“Helpful. Thank you. Now… have a nice rest, okay?” Rene said kindly.

Mira understood that to mean, “Smash that man in the back of the head with your elbow”, and she did just that. A second afterward, she pulled out several bindings that she had attached to her belt.

She rapidly had the man hog-tied and gagged before he could shake off the stunning blow. The guard laid there on his side, moaning softly.

Okay.

Mira is… surprising.

Far more sure and certain than even Irini.

Looking up from the guard, he found Mira watching him. Her eyes boring into him through her mask.

“Good job. Very impressive,” said Rene. He wanted to say more. A lot more, but he couldn’t right now.

He could see, however, the corners of Mira’s eyes crinkle up at his praise. Then she nodded with her head to one side. She couldn’t respond out loud, of course, given they were pretending only one person was here.

Rene lifted his gaze and quickly looked around.

He found Pinky had cleared out the rest of the guards. She’d done the same as Mira and hog-tied everyone. Each guard struggled in place with their tunics pulled up over their heads.

Looking back over to the party that was in full swing, as it were, Rene searched for his target. Unfortunately, even having some information on the man, he wasn’t able to spot him.

Alright. Time to jump and then… demand he be brought out.

Unfortunately, some very hapless guards are probably going to get hurt.

That’s how it goes.

Unsheathing two short swords, Rene leapt over the rail and plummeted down toward the center of the party. Landing amongst the crowd without anyone noticing, Rene sprang upward and threw out his arms.

“Ta-da!” he declared in as loud a voice as he could manage. “The Mask of the hour has arrived and he’s here to party!

“Though I’ll be honest now, I’m not really interested in anyone over there.”

Rene said, gesturing with one sword toward where the orgy had now stopped mid-sex. Waving the sword around as if it were some sort of guidance flashlight, he then let his arm drop back to his side.

“I mean, if you can send out any lovely unsullied ladies who haven’t participated in that… thing… over there, I might be interested,” Rene said in an offhand way, lifting his hand up and pressing it to his face. His sword stuck out in a weird way. “I’m just such a maiden at heart. I couldn’t really have a partner that valued themselves so… poorly.”

Party guests were scrambling every which way. Stumbling over one another, knocking others down, and generally creating an absolute panic.

One rather lovely young lady in a flattering, thin, blue dress went down in a heap in front of Rene, knocked flat by a heavy-set older woman. Only for the knocked-down woman to be trampled by a man scurrying away from Rene. His heavy boots went right up over the woman’s spine, shoulder, and head.

“Hey, asshole!  Watch it!” shouted Rene after the man as he ran off.

With a shake of his head, Rene grabbed the downed woman only to find she was unresponsive. She was as limp as a ragdoll, her head lolling around strangely.

“Damnit all,” grumbled Rene. The last thing he needed right now was to try and take care of someone.

Staring at her for a second, he got the general impression that she was alright but just had the sense knocked out of her. More than likely, she’d wake up momentarily. Though she’d probably be very groggy and there was no guarantee she’d be coherent enough to take care of herself.

Head injuries were weird.

Leaving her on the ground, however, was just asking for her to be harmed further.

Flinging the woman over his shoulder, Rene stood there, his left hand on her rear end to keep her in place, his right holding his sword out.

“I guess I’ll keep this one for now. In the meantime, could someone please let Jeffrey Morris know I’m here? He and I need to talk about the bounty on my head and… well… things. I’m sure you all know how it goes.”

A guard came over and made a full-on lunge toward Rene. Clearly, the man cared not the slightest for the guest that was resting on Rene’s shoulder.

Slapping the weapon aside with his own, Rene took a step to the side and slammed the flat of his blade against the man’s leather-armored skull.

With a clonk noise, the sword rebounded away, and the guard took several steps back. He now looked quite dazed and confused.

“Off with you, pup. Go find me Jeffrey Morris. The next time, I’ll kill whoever attacks me,” declared Rene. Then he slapped the rear end of the woman he was carrying, the pop of his palm quite loud. “And did you forget I had this? You could have hurt my little prize here. How very uncultured of you. Should I just kill you?”

In the span of a little under two minutes, the floor around him had been cleared out. The surrounding area was rapidly filling with guards and the like.

At some point, the woman on his shoulder had stirred briefly, then slipped into a form of sleep. Rene had often called it a recovery sleep.

When a firm loss of consciousness was replaced by being asleep.

Normally, one wouldn’t want to let someone who suffered a blow to the head sleep, but he was somewhat pressed on what he could do for her at the moment.

All around him, the tumult of screams, whimpers, and cries had all been replaced with the creak of leather and the clink of metal bits hitting together.

For his part, Rene just stood there, holding the young woman, and waiting for Jeff to show up.

So far, this was all working out more or less to his plan. There wouldn’t be a person in Laetus who didn’t know the Mask was here.

At this point, Rene’s mind began to wander. Between the tension, adrenaline, and the fact that he was pushing his senses out, it was wearing on him.

I should slap her on the rear end once more.

Not to mention she has quite a muscular, firm core.

I think I could risk giving another smack to her rear end.

So nice that I might even be willing to offend.

Realizing those thoughts weren’t helpful and were just coming from the darker part of him, Rene acknowledged them, sighed mentally, and put them away.

Though he couldn’t deny he did want to spank the woman’s bottom again.

He managed to resist.


Chapter 31

 

More and more guards infiltrated the room and filled any gaps in the growing mass of people. Long gone were the guests, party-goers, and servants.

“Should I assume Jeff isn’t coming at this point?” asked Rene in a bored and petulant tone. “He’s the host of this very fine party and he can’t greet me when I arrive? I mean, he’s hosting a party for what is… ostensibly… me… and he’s not even here?

“Terrible. Terrible. I mean, I least got a party favor out of it, but still. He should be here to greet me at the very least. To wish me welcome and whatnot.”

“Fine, whatever. If Jeff isn’t coming, I’ll just leave,” said Rene with a shake of his head. “Unless… is the second-in-command willing to speak with me? Can anyone from the government at all come talk to me?

“Maybe I shouldn’t leave, after all. Maybe I should just… take the throne.”

Thinking through his options, Rene knew this was likely his best course of action if Jeff wasn’t going to appear. He couldn’t leave and let them keep their foothold here in Laetus.

He needed to keep punching and keep them on the ropes.

If all the bounty hunters came at him at once, he’d be forced to flee after a short period of time. Rene wasn’t some type of inhuman monster that could actually fight against an army by himself.

He could last briefly against a small set of soldiers, certainly. A group of hunters if they couldn’t keep him pinned down, most definitely.

An army of two hundred hunters, all using individual skills to work together and alone, to bring him down? There was no possible outcome for Rene to win. Just a chance to cause some casualties before he had to flee.

And beyond all that, the longer I keep them all pinned down here, the better off Felicie is. I can’t let them go to the city.

Walking towards the throne of the regent, Rene was also heading for a number of soldiers. All of them had drawn weapons that were pointed at him.

“Do be smart little dears and move out of the way?” asked Rene, never stopping. “I can’t be as gentle as I’d like to be. I can’t put down my party favor, after all.”

Lightly patting the still sleeping woman on the rear end to demonstrate the point, Rene closed within melee range of the soldiers.

Several of them lashed out at his left side. The side holding onto the woman, where he most certainly had a loss of perception.

Moving away laterally, Rene neatly sidestepped the attacks. With his right hand, he sent out two quick zips of his blade. The first stabbed into a guard’s shoulder, causing him to lose the grip on his weapon.

Snapping the blade down after the first stroke, Rene caught the armored wrist of the closer soldier, the blade ringing loudly against the metal. This guard also lost hold of their weapon.

Moving into the crowd of armed and armored trouble, Rene used his short sword more like a baton.

Rapping hands, stabbing shoulders, cutting forearms, anything and everything he could do to disarm his opponents. He wanted to remove them from the fight without killing or permanently maiming them.

Shortly after entering the crowd, Rene exited the other side.

There, directly in front of him, was the throne he’d been trying to reach. Of course, it was empty but he was glad to at least have somewhere to put down his load.

Moving to the overly padded and quite likely very expensive wooden chair, Rene set the woman down in it. He tried to do it in a gentle way, but given that he was only using one arm, the chair wasn’t meant for such a thing, and she was out of it, it was difficult.

In the end, he got her propped up in the corner of it. He had even managed to do it while only exposing her chest for a second or two from how he had moved her. Thankfully, he’d been able to tug at the top of the dress and cover her once more.

“Alright,” Rene began after he finished up with the woman who was dozing on the regent’s throne. “Now, I think I’m going to set up shop here. Jeff isn’t coming to greet me, the regent isn’t here, and no one is sending their second-in-command.

“So… I’m taking over. I’ll need the regent’s clerks, accountants, and assistants brought here. We’ll just buckle in and start this whole thing up.”

Before Rene could even consider what to do next, his senses, his ability to feel an attack coming screamed at him. This wasn’t as it had been with Erica when he’d let his guard down.

He was ready.

Except that what came for him wasn’t something he could fight.

A mass of fireballs, lightning bolts, projections of ice, and chunks of stone all came flying at him. Spells that caused a manifestation of the element to appear, rather than a spell-force itself.

Damn. They’ve done their homework and prepared for me.

They expected me to come here.

Rene’s rapid-fire thoughts were about as long as he had to consider what to do. The spelled projectiles were flying at maximum speed and already on him.

Rene realized that there was no real answer that would allow him to remain in the throne room. Realistically, he needed to duck out, find cover, regroup with Mira and Pinky, and then plan.

Leaning as heavily as he could on his senses, his beyond-Human perception, Rene found an almost too small open space in the spells.

Tucking himself into a dive, Rene quite literally plunged into the spells.

A spear of ice passed through his leg and exited out the back of it. At the same time, one of the earthen boulders clipped his shoulder, sending him spinning to one side.

Knocked free of the mass of spell-made missiles, Rene landed in a roll. Dropping into a crouch, he slid off to one side and came to a stop next to the wall.

Everything that’d been thrown at him continued on.

Landing directly on the hapless young woman and the throne.

The woman let out a high-pitched shriek as a fireball engulfed her, waking her from her sleep. Only for a boulder to smash her chest and flatten her against the throne, snapping the back off it entirely.

Several ice spears blasted through her as well, ending her life before she was even truly aware she was dying.

Standing there, everyone watched the woman as she breathed her last. Her body had been torn to shreds, the top of her ended behind the throne while the bottom remained sitting in it.

And even more spells were being continuously thrown.

Damnit.

They really don’t give a shit at all!

Knelt in a crouch, Rene could only watch as the mages continued to dump spell after spell into the area around the throne, assuming that he was still somewhere over there.

In less than thirty seconds, the entire area was completely demolished. Most of it was on fire or had bits of ice and earth dangling from it.

Rene hadn’t wasted this time. During the entire barrage, he’d quickly bandaged the wound on his leg. The last thing he needed right now was a loss of mobility.

While bandaging the wound wouldn’t make it go away any faster, it negated a great deal of the debuff it had given him. There was nothing he could do for the damage he’d taken from the boulder, however, as that was a blunt force injury.

You couldn’t bandage a bruise, after all.

Staying low in his crouch, Rene snuck to the edge of the crowd of guards. They were mostly milling around, their weapons held loosely. They wore blank stares for the destruction the mages had caused.

While everyone had come to believe in the existence of magic and sorcery—with no small measure of that belief due to Count Inferno—it was unlikely that most people would ever meet a magician, let alone see magic being actively cast.

The destructive power of so many magicians gathered in one place for one person was unheard of. To the point that it was likely this was something ordered and funded by the entirety of the Council.

I can’t even begin to imagine the price tag on that. Probably several times the bride-price for Beatrice. All spent just to end me.

I’m going to have to make the Council pay. They did this even after what I showed them I could do.

This is overt and a direct message to me.

I’ll take a blood price on my way out.

They’ve forgotten that my greatest strength isn’t my inhuman constitution or fighting prowess. It’s that I’m a god-damned master class assassin who’s a ghost.

As gentle as a breeze, Rene slipped through the press of guards, easing them apart as he glided through the small spaces. He moved amongst the crowd as if they were all lightly jostling one another and little more.

Exiting out the rear of the crowd, Rene finally found what he was looking for. There were a dozen or so mages, all at the back of the room. Most of their spells had been lobbed blindly over the heads of the soldiers without putting themselves in harm’s way.

Rene wasn’t going to accept that.

Each and every one of them was dressed in leather armor that included actual leather helmets. Ones that covered their cheeks and down to their necks.

At the center of the group was an individual who seemed to be directing the efforts of the others. Speaking with those directly on either side of them with emphatic hand gestures.

Probably telling them to go get in there and make sure I was dead. Confirm there’s a body.

Well! I’ll show you a body!

Creeping up on the mages at the back of the group, Rene cast his short sword into his inventory. Summoning a dagger, he promptly buried the blade into the lung of one mage. Twisting the blade as he withdrew it, the mage stumbled forward.

Keeping himself low and invisible to the eye, Rene practically appeared behind the next magician. Once more, his dagger flashed out, sliding between the ribs and straight into a lung.

By the time Rene reached the fourth mage, they were now aware something was happening. With several of their number having collapsed to the ground gasping, it was rather obvious.

The ones closest to him were panicking now and trying to escape. Those further away were trying to find out what was happening.

Let’s catch the leader for information!

Brushing past a magician, Rene casually sunk his blade into the front of their abdomen. Catching the aorta there as he ripped the blade free.

A second to collect himself was all Rene needed before he leapt forward. Slamming into the front of the magician in charge just as they turned toward Rene. Likely to see what was going on.

Catching them head-on, Rene sent them sliding to the ground and landed atop them in the same crouch. The Sneak ability extended to the person below Rene, taking them out of view as well.

Not hesitating, Rene drew his knee back and then slammed it home into the mage’s stomach. If the fall hadn’t knocked the breath out of them, this most certainly would.

A rush of air exiting the mage’s mouth was the reward Rene had hoped for. A second after that, they tried to curl into the fetal position. It was the most common, normal response.

Moving to the side, Rene slid off the mage, wrapped an arm around their throat, and held onto them. With his free arm and strength that didn’t belong to a Human, Rene pushed himself to a kneeling position. He pulled the mage along with him as if they were a doll.

Still holding the mage, Rene began to Sneak away. He exited the area and headed outside. The previously agreed-upon instructions for Mira and Pinky was that if he vanished, they would meet back up at the inn.

“Hush, now,” Rene cautioned in an angry whisper. “If you move at all, I’ll gut you like I did so many of your friends. Your use to me is only based on the convenience of your assistance. If you resist… in any way… I’ll just stab you. Leave you in the gutter for the homeless to find as you bleed out.”

Flipping the mage up over his shoulder, Rene set off for the inn.

They desperately needed to plan what to do next.

 

***

 

As the door swung open, Rene was greeted with a blade against his throat. Staring into a duplicate of his own mask, he found Mira gazing back at him.

She’d acted so assuredly—quickly and without hesitation—that his senses hadn’t even responded. Her abilities were rapidly rising up to match his own level.

“Oh,” she said in a soft murmur. The blade vanished away onto her person and she pulled him inside, closing the door quickly behind him.

Pinky was sitting on one of the two beds in the room. One leg was crossed over the other and she was reading a book. Looking up from it with surprise, he nearly laughed.

She was wearing her Emerald mask, her leather armor, and even her weapon. Yet she clearly hadn’t known he was coming.

Pinky was far more at ease than Mira was.

“No issues?” he asked.

“None,” said Pinky and snapped the book closed. “And before you comment, she’s just better than I am at this. Her ability to sense things extends out several times further than my own.

“At that point, it’s silly for me to do the same thing. I’d rather read and relax until it’s my turn to take a shift.

“Now… what do you have there? Is it a gift? Certainly not for me, I’d imagine.”

“Of a sort,” Rene said, moving to the center of the room. Putting the mage down on the wooden planks, Rene materialized his dagger again.

Mira was already down on one knee next to the helmeted head of the mage with a blade pressed to their throat.

“Hush, now,” Mira said in a near duplicate of his own voice. Gazing down at the mage with the same exact mask Rene was wearing. “Do as instructed, you might live. Do anything else, you will certainly die.”

Mira tilted her head slowly to one side, staring down hard at the mage’s face. It was a woman who looked to be Aurora’s age. Wide light-brown eyes stared up through the helmet that bracketed her face.

Mira began to push down with the knife after waiting several beats. As if she had nothing more to say. The mage’s skin started to dimple under the pressure.

“Yes!” said the mage quickly, apparently realizing Mira had wanted a response to her statement. “I understand!”

“Good girl. Smart girl. Would the good, smart girl like to be a pet?” asked Mira.

“No, the good, smart girl should be a toy,” argued Rene, not looking away from the mage. “A toy to play with and be used freely. Pets get fed and watered, toys get used.”

“A toy? Yes. That would work. She would look very fine under me as a toy. Would she scream if I asked her to?” Mira asked in a curious tone. “Would you scream for me, my toy, while I avail myself endlessly of you?”

“I would use her first you realize. You would watch until your turn,” countered Rene. “Our toy, yes, but I would enjoy it first. I promise to not break it.

“Or at least, I will try not to break it? Or break it too much.”

“I broke the last one, so it’s only fair,” hissed Mira, easing up on the weight she was putting on the knife. “Just make sure it can scream for me when I get it.”

Both Mira and Rene fell silent, gazing down at the mildly attractive mage beneath them.

“You will tell us everything we want to know about Jeff,” prompted Rene.

“Like where is he right now,” added Mira.

“Or how you got your orders to get to the throne room. As well as to attack,” finished Rene.

Nodding her head quickly, the mage slowly held her hands up in front of herself. Her fingers spread wide apart.

“He’s not in Laetus at all,” confessed the mage. “He’s in the field with the army itself. He has twenty magicians in attendance watching over him. Spells that protect him and work to hide him. They also will alert him and the mages if anyone gets close to him.”

“Wonderful, pretty toy of mine,” growled Mira. “Now, how did you get your orders and know to attack?”

“He left them for us. He had contingency orders prepped. He knew you’d be coming here, so he planned for it and left orders,” the mage said quickly.

Ah… I see.

Alright.

In other words, my weak point is Felicie. The people around me that I care for and work to protect.

His weak point is himself. So his goal is to keep himself removed from the board. To make it so he isn’t able to be approached directly.

Though, if he planned all this, does that also mean he planned for the mage to respond in a certain way?

“Toy of mine, did he perhaps leave behind instructions in case you were captured?” asked Rene, slowly lowering the tip of his blade toward the mage. Rene didn’t stop lowering it until the blade tip rested against her leather armor, right above her heart. “If you answer me honestly, maybe I won’t break you. Now… I’ll know if you’re lying.”

Turning his senses toward the woman, he desperately wanted to be able to know if she was telling the truth now.

Taking in a slow breath the woman’s neck flexed, her eyes slightly scrunched at the corners.

It was obvious she wanted to say something.

“Yes. Of course, he did,” murmured the mage, telling the truth. “Everything I told you before was the truth.”

Rene believed that. It was indeed the truth.

Except an omission was still the truth. What wasn’t said could be just as problematic.

“Then what did he tell you to not say?” demanded Mira, her own blade still resting on the woman’s throat. Mira had beat him to the punch. “If you tell me the truth, I promise not only will you not be broken, but you won’t scream.

“Maybe I’ll love you like a woman and make you moan. Moan comfortably for the rest of your life. Maybe even let you have a child of mine. Those who serve me do better than those who don’t.

“Would you like to be a comfortable woman who moans for the rest of her life? Or a broken toy that screams.”

Blinking several times, the mage looked like a woman who realized that her loyalty wasn’t to Jeff. Her loyalty was to the two people who had knives upon her person.

“I would very much like to be a woman who moans comfortably,” the mage said in a tight voice. “What I was told to not say is that Jeff is a mage himself. He is more accomplished than I am. No one knows he’s a mage, outside of those in the magician’s guild.”

“Well, that’s valuable information,” murmured Rene. “Very valuable. Certainly worth more than your own life is worth.”

“Oh, my sweet mage. You will moan comfortably for as long as you live. Comfortably and happily,” Mira said, then leaned down and kissed the mage. Her mask pressed to the face of the Mage. Acting as if she wasn’t wearing the mask at all.

Sitting back up, there was a faint sideways smear of pink lipstick on Mira’s mask. Then she lifted her free gloved hand and cupped the mage’s face.

“My darling mage, you will moan wonderfully,” promised Mira.

Realizing he needed to add to the insanity, Rene reached up with his own free gloved hand and cupped the mage on the other side of her face.

“Sweetest mage of mine, I’ll make you moan so loudly that others will be envious and jealous at the same time,” guaranteed Rene. “Now… you’re mine, aren’t you? All mine?”

“Of… of course. I’m yours,” the mage said with a hard swallow.

“Like a possession?” prompted Rene.

“Yes. Like a possession,” confirmed the woman with a fragile quality to her voice.

Rene instantly cast her into his inventory the moment she’d said it.

The woman became a pixelated version of herself and vanished into the space where he kept all his belongings. As she herself said, she was all his.

“Alright, wipe that lipstick off your mask,” Rene commanded, looking at Mira. Then he pulled off his mask. “And let’s plan. There’s a lot to figure out.”


Chapter 32

 

“Uhm,” Mira said in her normal voice. “Where… where did she… go?”

“My inventory. It’s where I keep everything I own,” Rene said, then flicked the bloody dagger in his hand into said inventory. “Why, something you need? Or do you want to go there, too?”

“I… could use a sewing kit, actually. There’s a tear I’d like to mend,” Mira said, pulling her mask and hood off.

Rene did indeed have a sewing kit.

Withdrawing it from his inventory, he held it out to her.

“Thank you,” she murmured, taking it from him. She inspected it as well, rolling it around in her hands.

“Well, it sounds like our time in the city is done,” said Pinky, moving the conversation to the point where they needed it to be. Reaching up, she calmly removed her mask and hood. Laying it in her lap she sighed. “If Jeff isn’t here, then we have no reason to be here, either. There are two options as I see it.

“One, we go take care of the Council. They have clearly decided that they wish to be our formal enemies. They’ve acted in such a way that there leaves little room to believe their motivations to be anything other than hostile.”

“Especially since you already gave them a warning,” Mira said, rubbing her gloved hand back and forth against the front of her mask. Wiping away the lipstick. “They do not deserve a third chance, my master.

“And please do forgive me for acting as I did as well as the kiss. It was a good opportunity to dial in my performance closer to your own.

“As well as to show you how qualified I am at it. As the others told you, I’m very close to being a perfect mirror to you. I spent a great deal of time asking people questions about things you’ve done.”

“It was good,” Rene allowed, reaching over to pat Mira’s shoulder, then stood up. Holding his hand out to her, he looked at Pinky. “And yes, you’re right. That’s certainly the first course of action. Moving on the Council and eliminating this at the head. Removing them all from the picture.

“That’d certainly get a message across to Jeff, I would think. But I’m not sure if he’d take that as an opportunity to become king, or back down. With an army and all the bounty hunters at his disposal, who’s to say he won’t turn his army around and march on the Council?”

“That’s most certainly a good point,” Pinky said with a sigh.

Mira took Rene’s hand and then smoothly stood up. Sliding her fingers into his own, she held his hand tightly and then slid in close to him.

“Beyond that, there’s even the possibility that he could be using us as a tool to make him king. Perhaps he even planned our response to the information he left behind. That we might just take it out on the Council and solve his issues for him.”

“It is most definitely a possibility,” agreed Mira. “But while we do need to worry about what our foe is doing, it doesn’t change what the Council did. They sent Jeff into the field. They leveraged the bounty hunters.

“Jeff might be using that to his advantage to become king— if we’re guessing this truly—but he did not send himself.”

Rene grunted at that, squeezing Mira’s hand. Moving over to where Pinky sat, he took Mira with him. Sitting down next to Pinky, he turned and looked at her.

“Mira is right, just as you are, Pinky,” admitted Rene. “Both situations are true at the same time. Jeff could very well be using us for his own gain, or he’s just a loyal general who’s very intelligent.

“In either of those situations, it doesn’t change the fact that the Council gave the orders to march. They’re the ones paying the bill for the bounty hunters.”

“Well. Given that our second option is along the lines of going for Jeff in his fortress of magicians, it seems the first is more… sensible,” Pinky murmured with a shake of her head. “You’re formidable, my darling Rene. Very much so. But I think even you would have an issue with that much magic being thrown around. Would you not?”

He knew Pinky was right. He really couldn’t actually stand toe-to-toe with a force of magic-wielding bounty hunters that large in number.

At least, not directly.

“Depends. No one said I was going to fight them head-on,” countered Rene. “Going after them while they sleep, picking off people who venture out, and taking care of anyone whose path I cross while never revealing myself… I could do that. And very well.”

“Ah, yes. Why play to their strengths, when we can play to ours?” asked Mira with a throaty chuckle. “My Master, send me to deal with the Council. Pinky and I could take care of it by ourselves. You should go take care of Jeff.

“In this way, we play to our own strengths. I can be you, in your place. And you can be you, at the same time.”

Chewing at his lower lip, Rene realized that Mira actually had the right of it. From what he could tell, she could easily kill the entire Council in their sleep. Likely without anyone being able to stop her.

She wouldn’t be able to grandstand as much as he likely would, but she could just as easily leave a calling card of sorts. Or be seen by someone briefly.

“I will be safe and very cautious, my Master. Don’t fear for me,” Mira promised, laying her free hand atop his as she held it tight with the other. “I very much want to prove myself and test my limits a bit.

“I’m very excited to find that I have far more to offer you than simple bedroom pleasures. I look forward to being much more deeply involved in your life.”

“I, however, will be going with you, Rene. I will not accept any other answer,” declared Pinky, holding his gaze with a flat stare. “Mira will not need any assistance at all. Your training with her as of late has elevated her to a point that she will be fine.

“You will be dealing with something that by its very nature is hard to deal with. Even for you. I’ll be more helpful there. With that said, we’ll need to set out tonight. There’s no time to waste and we really can’t afford to let this continue. If Jeff has planned this far out, then it’s likely he will have other plans in place, as well.”

Again, Rene wanted to argue with that logic. Just as he had wanted to argue with Mira.

But both of them were correct with their assessments. There wasn’t any room to naysay or dispute their points.

Sighing, Rene nodded his head. Accepting what was said.

“Now, let’s have some fun before we separate,” ordered Pinky. “Then we’ll be about our business. You’re in the middle, Mira, so go ahead and get settled in the bed. Just like last time if you don’t mind.”

 

***

 

Gazing out from the tree where he and Pinky were perched, Rene wasn’t really sure how he was going to make this work. The army that the Council sent this way was much larger than the Elven army nearby.

That meant that there were only a few possible outcomes for the current distribution of forces.

The Council army would besiege Felicie directly. Not bothering to try and engage the army, just go for the city directly. Attempting to starve out the Elven garrison as well as the city itself.

Rene shook his head. Honestly, that outcome might not even be the worst possibility. If they went for a siege, without using siege equipment, then it was possible that the city might come out alright.

Even if they used siege equipment, the city could probably rebuild and some of the citizens would survive. He’d just have to make sure that his people survived it at all costs.

No, the worst possible situation was an actual battle and breach. Where soldiers would try to break into the city directly. That would result in a lot of rape, theft, murder, and quite possibly the city being razed.

That didn’t even account for the likelihood of it being a contested battleground in the surrounding areas. There would be no food grown anywhere around Felicie once that had happened.

Soon enough, the outskirts of the city were going to be threatened by foraging parties from the Council army. The only thing truly keeping them from committing to full-force foraging was the Elven forces sent to prevent that. Groups of Elven archers and soldiers who were just waiting to attack and slaughter any Human contingent that came their way.

Of course, the Council army would expect the Elves to be there waiting. And they would prepare appropriate responses to such ambushes and plan for their expected losses.

For now, though, that wasn’t an issue. This army was still days away from Felicie. Days away and not moving at the moment.

“Can’t torch their supplies,” said Rene under his breath. They were high enough up that it was beyond unlikely anyone would hear them. Even if the tree was right at the edge of the war camp.

“Why’s that? Seems perfectly valid to me,” replied Pinky. She was crouched on a branch without bracing herself. Dressed how she was and given how she was perched, it was like something out of his old world’s entertainment industry.

Looks like a damn anime heroine.

“It’s perfectly valid. I’d not hesitate in an instant to give them the Brit family motto,” admitted Rene. “The problem though… is that if I do torch their food… spoil it… ruin their water, then they’ll be very hungry and thirsty. With only a few possible options for where to replenish and restock.

“If I did it now, they’d just get it from Laetus. It wouldn’t have much effect. They’d be restocked and reset within the day. If we do it as soon as they’re far enough away from Laetus, they’d only have one other opportunity to restock.”

Pinky actually winced as he spoke. Clearly, her thoughts had followed his words to the inevitable conclusion.

If there was no food or water, the Council army would go find it.

“What might be light foraging attempts into the outskirts of Felicie when they arrive,” murmured Pinky, her mind turning through the outcome Rene felt would happen. “Would become all-out desperate attempts to supply themselves. There wouldn’t be enough Elves to push them back and the battle to stop them, would ruin the land anyway.”

“Mmhmm. I can’t attack their supplies without them trying to find a way to resupply. Actions have consequences,” said Rene with a complaintive sigh. “I’ll have to start with just… people. Start with people.

“Officers, weapons, armor, non-food or water supplies, people of import, anyone that isn’t in that… big… magic bubble. Everyone outside of that is fair game if they have any modicum of power.”

At the center of the camp was a large, white, shimmering dome. Rene imagined that it covered a number of tents and people and hid them away from the world.

There would be no possible way of approaching the center of the camp without going through that dome. Which, Rene imagined, would immediately alert anyone.

It was also very likely exactly where Jeff was.

Any chance Rene would have at catching the general would boil down to a few seconds after passing through the dome. Seconds that would be wasted trying to find a man who Rene had never met or seen before.

“I understand,” Pinky stated. “I will kill anyone and everyone I can tonight that might have a spark of influence.”

“Exactly that. Just keep an eye out and don’t go too deep in the camp. I have a strange feeling that Jeff would expect this to happen. He likely might have a surprise waiting.

“And since he’s a magician, that surprise could be entirely out of the ordinary. So be on your toes and be ready to bolt at any time. Keep your exit strategy ready.”

“Of course, Rene. It’d be rather hard for me to break a bed with my shoulders if I’m dead,” replied Pinky in a matter-of-fact voice.

The gutter-girl turned bed-lieutenant was drifting further and further back into the rearview mirror. 

A confident and determined woman had taken her place who happened to be his wife.

“That… wasn’t too much, right?” asked Pinky, turning her head towards him. He could see her eyes through the holes in the mask. “I feel like it’s who I am. What I want to be.

“But I could be wrong. I’m still figuring out this actually being your wife… thing. It’s not every day a gutter-girl is told she’s worthwhile, important, and valuable, you know. Still trying to figure it out emotionally.”

Grinning, Rene tilted his head to one side as if he conceded the statement as fact. Thinking through her personality, what he thought of her, and her actions, he found that a slightly sexualized version of a confident and determined Pinky was right.

“I liked it just fine. Just remember that statement though, when I’m trying to push your back through a bed,” replied Rene. “Just as you suggested.”

“Well, tonight will most certainly not be a bed. It’ll be the grass. And you’ll be on bottom tonight. I still have friction burns on my shoulder blades from last night. That cheap blanket at the inn tore me up. My skin is used to far better now,” said Pinky and then looked to the ground. “I think my Safe Fall is high enough that I can make this drop.”

“Should be fine,” agreed Rene. “Alright. See you back here when the moon sets. That should give us both more than enough time to eliminate some people. Send them all to an early grave and a pine box.”

Rene paused and considered if there was anything else to be said. Though Pinky’s comment about putting people in coffins had given him something he wanted to do.

Shrugging his shoulders he cleared his throat.

“And with that being said, I’ll see you later and—” Rene paused and then cleared his throat again. Adopting the voice of the Monster from his own mind. “I’m the knife.”

“I sincerely doubt she ever said it like that,” Pinky said and then stuck one foot out into thin air. “You sounded far crazier than she probably ever was.”

Pinky vanished as she dove out of the tree, speeding for the ground below.

“Maybe,” murmured Rene to no one. “She always sounded like a kindred spirit to me. But maybe that’s because I am indeed crazier.”

Stepping out of the tree, Rene went speeding toward the ground as well.

“No. I’m the knife,” grumbled a voice after Rene had disappeared. A voice that no one in Rene’s circle would recognize. However, there was no malice in the tone. Merely amusement. A person appeared on the branch several above where Rene and Pinky had been. She was garbed completely in leather armor. She wore two daggers, one on each hip. “But… you’re not bad. Not bad at all. What do you think, little one?”

Another individual appeared on an even higher branch, also clothed in leather armor and armed with knives. They let out a brief chuckle at the question, but gave no other response.

The night was silent thereafter as they watched Pinky and Rene leave the area.

 

***

 

Pinky would take his words to heart and work the perimeter of the army encampment. Picking targets of opportunity that she could dispatch without a concern.

Her goal wasn’t to cause massive problems but to sow chaos.

Paranoia.

Rene had decided his goal was somewhat different. He wanted to get up close to that dome and take a look. To get a better understanding of what it was.

Sliding past small tents, cook fires, sleeping soldiers, Rene kept his speed as fast as he felt he could manage. He didn’t want to alert anyone to his presence and he certainly didn’t want to waste this opportunity.

This was a definite chance for him to get a better idea of how Jeff had gone about this. How he’d planned his campaign.

Rene was most certainly going to trigger that dome, but only when he was ready. He was also going to do it in a way that would give him information

Because by this point, he was fairly certain Jeff had dug deep into the personality of the “Mask”. He was a dramatic and over-the-top kind of person. One who couldn’t resist pushing the big red button if it was there.

A visible dome was just something that the Mask couldn’t help but mess with. He would charge into it and lay waste to everyone just to prove he could.

Except, that wasn’t at all what Rene was going to do.

Upon reaching the dome, Rene found that he’d also stumbled into the location where most of the commissioned officers were. The backbone of any command structure in a medieval military.

There was no such thing as an NCO in this world.

Even Inferno, for all that he did to change warfare, hadn’t been able to change the military world’s belief that only certain individuals could lead. No commoner could truly rise up and outperform their betters.

Circling once around the dome in its entirety, he found there were no mages outside of it. There was no one maintaining that magical construct that he could get his hands on. They were all likely inside.

Completing a second circuit of the dome yielded him no new observations. Other than that it was putting out a significant amount of heat. Which was rather odd to him. For all he knew, that was normal for magic though.

Looking at a group of soldiers who were having what seemed to be an end-of-day chat around a cook fire, Rene came up with a plan. He wanted to see what would happen if someone who was authorized touched the dome first.

Getting close enough that he could hear the conversation, Rene chose to wait. They were exactly what he needed in the end.

None of them were wearing their insignia but some were addressing others by rank, rather than by name. As if the other person were their superior and they were unsure of how to actually call them by name.

All he needed was for someone to get close enough to the dome that he could trip them. Simply stretch out his boot and send them crashing into the dome.

Crouched there, Rene did his best to shift around as best he could. He flexed his arms and legs to keep them from locking up.

Eventually, one by one, the officers started to leave. Exiting from around the cook fire and heading out to get some sleep.

One of them finally gave Rene just what he wanted. Moving around the outside of the cook fire to pass close to the dome and around a nearby tent. It wouldn’t even take much for Rene to act.

Stretching out his boot, he kept it very low to the ground. The goal was for it to look natural. As if the man had tripped over his own feet or a root.

The officer walked by one second, then crashed into the dome directly the next. The upper part of his arm passing right through it.

“Shit!” he shouted and rolled quickly away from the dome. Holding up his arms he stood there, his eyes closed tightly. “I’m sorry! I tripped! It was an accident!”

Clearly, the man had expected something to happen to him for his accidental exposure to the dome. As if someone was going to rush out and kill him.

Standing there, the man waited. As did everyone else.

Their collective breaths caught as they all stared at the dome. Only the crackling fire could be heard.

“Move along,” said a voice from inside the dome. There was no distortion to the voice. It sounded perfectly clear and crisp.

Alright. There are most certainly people inside. Definitely people watching and keeping an eye on the surroundings.

This isn’t an empty trap with nothing in it. Otherwise, something would have immediately happened.

Or nothing would have happened.

“—hank you, sir! Sorry, sir!” said the officer before scrambling away.

“Don’t let it happen again,” proclaimed the voice from within the dome. The faint sound of boots crunching across grass was just on the edge of Rene’s hearing as well.

There we have it!

Now… let’s go kill some officers in their beds. No sense in wasting the opportunity.

I think… I’ll do it by cutting their throats. Yes. That’d be just fine and quite merciful. Cut their throats and push them deeper into their bedrolls.


Chapter 33

 

Stifling a yawn, Rene blearily looked out at the Council army. They were still in camp but were stirring. Soldiers were going about their business, going from tent to tent and bringing people to the land of the waking.

Below him, he could hear what sounded like Pinky climbing up the tree. She was moving quite silently, but even so, Rene’s hearing was exceptional.

With but a thought, he pushed out his senses and confirmed it was indeed Pinky climbing up the tree.

He and she had met up at their first rendezvous point and then left. They’d moved a considerable distance away from the camp and found a tree closer to the exterior picket lines where they could watch the camp.

It would be much harder to see from here, but it was also quite a bit safer for them. Both while visible and invisible.

Rene was trying to be extremely cautious about Jeff’s wizards. If they were able to make a dome as they had, Rene had no way to know its possible size.

Right now it was a large question mark.

For all he knew, they could rapidly expand the whole thing to include the entire camp. If so, they could bring everyone into it and perhaps even change the permeability of it.

Being trapped in a magical dome didn’t seem like a great idea to Rene.

Pinky finished climbing the tree and sat down on a branch that was slightly higher than his own. Getting into a low crouch, she then leaned against the tree trunk.

“How’s your back?” she asked in a flirty tone.

With a grin, Rene couldn’t help but feel terribly amused at her tone. He rather liked her personality as of late.

“Fine and dandy. How’re you?” he asked, reaching up with one hand to rest it on her ankle. “Those burns healing up nice?

“I’m… quite well. And yes, they’re doing fine. Thank you for asking. Anything going on over there? Looks pretty normal but I’m not an expert on army camp layouts, I’m afraid. What few camp girls I met back at the Tail didn’t mention anything either,” Pinky asked, her tone still sounding quite playful. A second later, her hand drifted down to rest atop his. Then she pulled his hand off her ankle and slid her fingers between his own.

“They’re waking up. You can hear it from here. Military cough as everyone starts hacking up last night’s dust.

“In a few minutes, they’ll probably start to notice that some people aren’t getting out of their tents. They’ll start finding all the dead right after that.

“Though they won’t really notice any of the missing equipment until much later. Probably some poor clerk or storage officer will discover that one,” offered Rene, squeezing her hand with his own. “I know we didn’t talk about it much last night when we got back, but I stole quite a number of things that were laying around. Killed quite a few people as well. I’m sure they’ll be sorely missing all the extra bedding, blades, arrows, and shields I took.

“Most especially though… most especially all the boots. A soldier lives on their feet and sleeps on their stomach. Food and boots.”

Pinky chuckled and held his hand more tightly. When they finally left and stopped at their new camping spot last night, she’d attacked him. Wrestling him to the ground, she mauled him with kisses, and quite literally “had her way with him”.

Only for both of them to fall asleep.

Neither of them had a chance to discuss what they’d done in detail, but he honestly hadn’t worried about it. If anything important had happened, she would have started with that. There would have been no way for her to join him as she had without things going smoothly.

“Well. I didn’t steal anything, nor did I end up trashing anything, but I did kill everyone I came across. Quite a few, in fact. So much so, that I fear it felt almost as routine as putting on a dress.

“After searching around for a while, I just gave up. There was no point in trying to find specific targets, so I decided to just become indiscriminate. Everyone became a worthy target so long as they were living,” Pinky admitted. “If I’m being honest, I couldn’t tell who was what rank. No one had anything on their collars, sleeves, or chest that gave any indication.

“At least, nothing like what I’m used to from Council soldiers. Then I realized it didn’t matter. You’d handle what officers were there and I could just let loose on the common man.”

Rene frowned, thinking about what she’d said. That no one had any markings of rank at all.

Now that she mentioned it, the camp really didn’t make much sense in retrospect. Nothing had actually been laid out in a way he’d expected.

It wasn’t just his perceptions being off due to him coming from a different era. Things didn’t actually add up from the little he knew of current military formation from this world.

The dome encircling the center of the camp came down. Inside was a series of tents that were considerably nicer than the ones around it. Nicer than any other tents in the camp, in fact.

Raising his eyebrows, Rene tilted his head to one side. As he watched, he saw a number of mages moving away from the dome’s edge. If he didn’t miss his guess, these were the ones who’d held the dome up all night.

Surprisingly, there was no “command tent”. There was no single point that looked like the center of anything. While the tents in that area were of better quality, there was no point that looked as if it were the best.

“He wasn’t in the dome, was he?” Pinky asked quietly.

“If he was, he’s doing his best to blend in completely and absolutely,” agreed Rene. “Which means it’ll be near impossible to dig him out. Not without something forcing him to reveal himself.”

“Forcing him?” Pinky asked in a curious tone.

“There’s too much going on for us to really figure out where orders are coming from over there,” murmured Rene. “Even my Tracking ability was completely obscured. There was no way for me to see if he was even in the camp.

“Jeff could just as easily hand out letters to be carried off, opened elsewhere, and then handed off to be taken to another person.

“Or everything could be exactly as he’d done up to this point. Pre-arranged with instructions having already been given for the vast majority of things.”

Pinky and Rene stared at the camp in silence for several seconds. Neither of them said anything as people just now began to discover the dead.

“That’s a lot of foresight to put into this,” Pinky thought aloud. “A lot of foresight and a lot of planning. Weeks, if not months, just trying to study everything you’ve done up to this point. To figure out what you’re likely to do, develop plans around that, and actually implement them. That isn’t easy to accomplish, I’d imagine. In fact, it sounds almost impossible.”

“And yet… I think that’s not even the half of it. Look. They’re not concerned about those they’re finding. At all. As if the dead were expected to be so, and that they were of almost no consequence at all,” said Rene, pointing with his free hand. “In fact, from what I can see… those people coming out of the center are all officers. There wasn’t anyone outside of the dome we could target that had any real worth. He’d already rolled up anyone with any value and taken them into the dome. He put them all firmly behind something that’d be hard for us to go after anyway.

“Jeff expected us to take out our displeasure upon his people if we decided to not go for the dome itself. And if we did go for his people, he’d expect us to try and strike at the leadership or supplies. Officers and food stores.

“I can’t speak for the food since I stayed away from it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he had something left behind to divert us. Or snare us.

“For the officers… now that I think about it, he might have hired an entire false ‘officer corps’ just to give us the opportunity to strike at a straw-man. They were addressing each other with titles but they didn’t exhibit any behavior I’d actually expect from an officer. I wasn’t paying as much attention as I should have.”

“He’s out thought us at every turn,” grumbled Pinky. “Or at least, out-planned us. This is becoming rather annoying.”

“I would tend to agree. He has most certainly out-planned us. Which means we need to act outside of our playbook. Beyond what he’d expect from us,” Rene offered. “We’ll go after the foraging parties today as well as the scouts. We’ll blind the man and sting his fingers. Keep him locked down here. Away from Felicie and not wanting to stumble into something.

“Because normal Mask tactics would be to go after the dome or the people who came out of it during the day.”

“What if he planned for that? If he expected you to do that next?” Pinky asked. She sounded somewhat unsure at this point. “That we’d go for the scouts and foraging party?”

Even Rene couldn’t deny he’d had the same thought. That maybe Jeff wasn’t just a step ahead of him, but a country mile.

“Then we change tactics from there afterward,” murmured Rene. “Fear of our enemy’s possibilities can only weigh on our own decisions so far. We can’t let ourselves fall into analysis paralysis.

“Okay. You trail and disrupt the foraging group. I’ll handle the scouts.

“Meet back at this tree at nightfall when the sun hits the horizon. Other than that… keep yourself safe. I really don’t want to bury anyone at the end of this.”

With everything going so poorly, Rene was starting to wonder who this Jeff Morris was and if the man had already beaten him. He just didn’t know it yet.

Sighing, Rene let go of Pinky’s ankle and dropped out of the tree. He needed to be ready to follow the scout group when they headed out. The foraging group would be going on foot.

Scouts always went on horses. Thankfully, Rene was anything but Human anymore.

 

***

 

As far as Rene had seen so far, the scouts were moving in a way that spoke to them having already been this way. To the point that they weren’t really even watching what was going on around them.

They rode their horses across paths and roads that looked to have an equal number of hoof prints ahead of them as behind them. This was a well-traveled circuit they were running.

Squatting low nearby, Rene watched as the scouting party relieved themselves. In a location that looked like they’d done this here before.

Rene moved nearer to the closest scout even as the man continued to empty his bowels in a squat.

Regardless of how much he wanted to avoid the stink of it, Rene knew he needed to get nice and close to test his theory. Uncomfortably close, unfortunately.

When he was less than ten feet away, he got the confirmation he had been looking for. Spread out behind the man were other piles of Human fecal matter. As well as leaves and scraps of what looked like fabric covered in wiped-off filth.

Definitely a pre-set course they’re running. One they’ve done repeatedly.

This all speaks to everything being set long before this point.

I’ll… need to capture the leader and question him. Then end him. The rest I’ll just take care of first. It isn’t their fault but I can’t let them report back about me.

Having this scouting party go missing at the same time as the foraging group taking losses will provide us with information anyway.

The way they react will help us decide what to do next.

Moving forward quickly, Rene summoned up his dagger. Making it as quick as he could, he slashed the scout’s throat.

Coming up out of his crouch, Rene sprinted toward the four others in the group. Rushing at them.

Two were relieving themselves, one was getting resettled after doing so, and the last was watching over everyone else.

With a leap through a bush, Rene was able to dispatch the next closest scout in a similar manner. By the time he’d closed on the next one, who was finishing their business, they only had just now realized there was a problem.

Grabbing the sword from the scout that he’d just fatally wounded, Rene yanked it clear of the scabbard. Flinging it in a side-handed throw, the weapon spun toward the man who was working at his belt.

As the sword reached the soldier, it slammed home just under their ribs. For the first time in a while, Rene managed to land the throw, the tip of the blade sliding into the man. Vanishing all the way up to the hilt, it came to a stop.

The only person left was the one Rene had ignored. The only one he’d been interested in. The one who’d been given the orders and instructions throughout their scouting run.

Stamping his foot down, Rene dropped low, then jumped forward. He launched himself straight at the last man.

Who stood almost motionless even as Rene had acted.

With as much force as he’d put into the jump, the impact carried the scout officer clean off his feet. Taking him right off the small path and into the grass beyond it.

“You’ll be dying today,” Rene said, gazing down at the man through his mask. “It can be swift, or it can be slow.

“If you’re forthright and honest with your answers, it’s swift. If you’re hesitant to answer, or a liar, it’ll be slow.

“Now, why are you scouting the same route you have previously?”

“It’s our orders!” squeaked the man from behind his helmet. Rene couldn’t see much of the man but it was obvious that they were on the younger side.

“Your orders? Explain that to me,” demanded Rene.

“We have orders to run the same scouting path! We’re not supposed to change until we get a new shift!” explained the man.

It made no sense to Rene.

“A new shift?” he questioned, keeping the blade he was going to kill the man with behind his back.

“Shift to the plan. Until the plan shifts, we’re supposed to keep scouting as we have. If we move to a city, we scout the surroundings around it. If we go to the field, we spread out in different degree increments.

“We… we don’t get new orders. We just act on the old orders based on what the army does.”

Okay. So… yes. It’s all standing orders. Everything is pre-arranged.

Jeff has assumed most of this would happen already. To the point that he can remain in the shadows and issue very few commands. 

That means I need to act in a way that would be far outside of his predictions.

Thinking, Rene racked his mind. He beat it, tortured it, and screamed at it. Trying to form anything that might be outside of Jeff’s expectations.

As long as he keeps going the way he is, everything would be according to his own plan. He’ll probably slowly encroach on Felicie and then siege it. Locking in the Elven forces there.

But what would break his plans? What would force him to—the Elves. If they’re attacked by the Elves, directly, it’d be outside of the norm.

Jeff would have to act to direct his forces, wouldn’t he?

“What’re you supposed to do if an Elven army approaches?” asked Rene.

“Uh… there aren’t any armies around here,” argued the scout. “Just that force around Felicie.”

There it is.

Elven army attack.

That means Colonel Beauregard needs to go on the offensive for a moment. If I give him information about this army, and that it isn’t really being led right now, that would force Jeff to respond. There we go.

That’s how we get him to unburrow himself.

“Thank you,” Rene said.

Then he buried his dagger in the man’s throat and tore it to the other side. Practically severing the man’s head from his neck in a flash.

“That’s as quick as I could make it,” apologized Rene and stood up.

Sighing, he turned his head and looked at the other scouts. Three were already quite dead, the last was suffering on the ground. Rolling back and forth with his arms around his middle and the sword sticking out of it.

Marching over to the man, Rene used the same dagger to send him off to the afterlife. A single swift knife swipe was all it needed.

Putting his hands on his hips, Rene idly looted all the men of their equipment, coin, and anything of value with only a thought. Most of the windows that popped up when he killed people were background noise anymore.

Okay. Jeff has planned for even this, most likely.

Now that I’ve shown up in his camp but didn’t go for the dome, he will likely assume I’m aware.

Adding on top of that, a missing scout patrol and the foragers taking losses, Jeff will commit to a “shift”, I’d imagine. The army will more than likely begin moving toward Felicie.

His goal is to not only fight the Elves but to put an end to me. Putting pressure on the city is the most likely way to bring me to heel.

With that being said… he’ll move on Felicie, siege, attack, and skirmish in the lands surrounding it. Start bringing the hammer down onto them.

Then… then, he would probably send a messenger. Likely with a set of terms and agreements already pre-set. It’d almost certainly be his bottom line and not something I could change.

If I declined, he’d commit to the full attack on Felicie. If I accepted, he’d spare the city and I’d have to clean up the Elves.

Leaning his head back, Rene looked up at the sky above. Staring up into the vast blueness of it.

A single cloud scuttled its way across the empty expanse.

No. I made a deal with the Elves. They’re honoring it. The Council didn’t.

My time limit on this is short. To the point that it really comes down to when this army arrives at Felicie.

That’s not a short march and likely has pre-set locations to break camp.

I need to get the Elves attacking Jeff before that final movement. Otherwise, it’s unlikely I’ll get Jeff to commit to any change in his tactics.

I’m playing by his rules and plans right now. Time to shake things up.

Nodding his head, Rene started running flat out back to his rendezvous point with Pinky. He’d need to leave her a note explaining the situation. What his concerns were and what he believed he needed to do. That as long as she kept near the southern picket line at sundown, they’d be able to meet up later.

They could use the army’s stated orders to their advantage. The southern picket line would be an easy landmark to use.

As well as lay out his expectations for her. To simply keep killing indiscriminately and causing problems for the common line soldiers.

Just as Jeff was attacking Rene’s strong point with his wizards, making it hard for Rene to truly act, Rene would attack Jeff’s.

His army.

Any army worth the equipment they wore started with morale.

If soldiers are constantly dying in their beds at night, while officers sit safely behind their dome… well… that wouldn’t bode well for morale.

Not at all.


Chapter 34

 

Rene popped open the window to Colonel Beauregard’s home and then slid inside. There was no reason to close it behind himself as he would likely exit the same way.

He wasn’t about to waste any more time than he had to. Spending as long as he had just to get here was already a problem. The time between when Jeff would start moving his armies and when they’d arrive at Felicie was unknown.

It was entirely dependent on something Rene couldn’t count or predict.

There was the distinct possibility the Council army was already on its way to Felicie. On its way with a preset list of orders about how to respond.

There’s even the possibility that there are orders regarding the possibility of an Elven attack. But… at the very least… I’ll be able to sort out officers if a battle comes.

Sort out who’s who… then sort them out permanently.

Grimacing, Rene entered the study where Colonel Beauregard often spent his free time. Unless there was something that needed his attention, he rarely left Felicie.

Entering it, and it actually being an hour or so past dawn, he found the Elf exactly where he’d been hoping to find him. Reading a book, enjoying a cup of tea, and looking for all the world very much not like an Elf commanding a Royal Guard force.

Standing up slowly, Rene lifted his hand and knocked twice on the door frame. Making sure he was visible and not moving at all.

“Morning, Colonel. I bring news and a request,” said Rene as soon as the Elf’s eyes rose to meet his own.

“I… see. Alright. Let’s start with the news,” the colonel said, closing his book and setting it aside. He looked to be quite unbothered by Rene’s appearance.

To be sure, Rene had dropped in on him like this before, but he seemed particularly calm about it.

“The Council army at Laetus will probably be moving toward Felicie to besiege it, or raze it,” Rene said simply. There was no reason to beat around the bush. “I don’t have hard numbers, but it’s likely they outnumber your own force by at least two to one.

“Mostly common soldiers and lots of conscripts. They have more than enough people, however, to actually take Felicie given enough time.”

Frowning, Eric slowly nodded at that. Processing the information quickly. Then he took in a short breath and let it out as quickly.

“Do you know the name of the general?” he asked, looking back up at Rene.

“Jeff Morris. Assigned by the Council directly. He commands a force that includes magicians in its number,” answered Rene. “Their ultimate goal is, of course, to repulse the Elven invasion. However, I must confess that I’m their objective at this moment.

“They view me as having aligned myself with the Elven nation. That I am aiding your countrymen.”

Eric scoffed at that, then tilted his head to one side.

“Obviously, you’re not. Though… maybe Felicie would do better as an Elven asset?” asked the colonel. While he might definitely be going Human-Soft, he was still an Elf. He still fought for his homeland.

Acquiring Felicie, and by proxy the Mask, as citizens would likely be beneficial to them.

“I’d like to avoid that as much as possible,” admitted Rene. “My goal is to remain a neutral power. I want nothing of this war for myself, my people, or my gang. Nor do I want to take over either nation. I’m perfectly happy running my city.

“For now, though, this is as it must be. I would like to acquire your services as a colonel in the Elven armed forces. I need you to attack the army of General Morris before it reaches Felicie.”

Eric Beauregard, Colonel of the Elven Royal Guard, force commander of an Elven army, said nothing. He stared at Rene and seemed to be processing everything that had been said.

To be fair, I’m not exactly offering him anything to do this. There’s nothing that I’m willing to offer either. I have to keep Felicie out of this fight at all costs.

We’ll remain neutral and outside of this war.

To the victor, we’ll pledge allegiance. Until then, we’ll take no side, and offer everyone the same.

“I see no reason to get involved at this time,” Eric admitted with a shrug of his shoulders, holding a hand out in a cupping gesture. “There is no reason so far to attack them directly that would outweigh the benefits of a defensive position.

“Because if I’m being honest with you, my Lord Mask, my best answer as a commander is to let them come. To dig in and defend outside of the bounds of Felicie and let them besiege the town.

“You yourself have said repeatedly that you’re neutral in this. There’s no particular reason for me to get involved until it benefits me and my soldiers.”

Rene couldn’t fault him for his logic. It was perfectly acceptable. Reasonable, even. It’s exactly what he would do if the position would be reversed and he was in his shoes.

“The Human army doesn’t have an active general,” Rene said, appealing to what he assumed would be the colonel’s strategic wishes. An army with an absent, yet in control, leader would be easily manipulated. “He’s left a series of orders behind. All with the intent of them responding to whatever happens without him revealing himself.

“I imagine a creative commander would be able to use that to his advantage. Given the right opportunity, there is a good chance that they could even truly beat a much larger enemy. History would likely not remember that the enemy wasn’t ready either. Only that they’d gotten their shit pushed in.

“Unless you’d rather wait until they’re at the door, ready for you, and trying to push your own shit in. At which point, you’d be asking for help. Probably from the much larger and not as… elite… army. With a commander who would be more than happy to come rescue you.”

Sprinkling in profanity unexpectedly could often be a sound strategy to trip someone up. Especially if they weren’t used to you speaking to them in such a way.

Clearing his throat, Eric appeared to be contemplating once again. Digesting what’d been presented.

“The general left orders, but isn’t there to countermand them?” Eric asked.

“If he’d been there, I’d have already killed him,” confessed Rene. “And if he does show up to take command… well, I’ll be more than happy to greet him.

“And promptly send him screaming into a grave. Because while you’re engaging his army, I’m going to be looking for messengers, officers, and anyone else I can stick a blade into. They’re going to pay a price for turning on my city, one way or another.”

His words also held a promise.

This was an opportunity for Eric to earn himself some leeway with Rene. On top of that, it was a promise that if he didn’t act, there was the distinct possibility that Rene would remember his inaction.

“I see. Well. I suppose I’ll be calling up my command to order and marching swiftly,” murmured Eric. “If we can catch them just after they break camp, it would be ideal. When orders are just starting to be carried out and an attack would be unexpected.

“Though, I do have a favor I need you to complete for me in exchange. It shouldn’t be too much for you, but it’s certainly far too much for my own people.”

“Speak it, then,” grumped Rene. Now that Eric was willing to do as he asked, Rene was far more likely to agree to a request.

“There’s a Swordmaster that’s wandering around in the land between here and… well, here and the Elven capital, I suppose,” explained Eric. “Everyone I send to capture this Swordmaster is defeated. More than half of them are killed outright and usually the better people I dispatch. Those who survive always claim the same. The Swordmaster apologized for not being able to spare them, but they were too strong.”

“I see. And you want me to eliminate them?” asked Rene. It didn’t seem like too much of a problem or inconvenience.

“Eliminate, recruit, silence, whatever. I just need them gone. I’ve got my boss breathing down my neck about it after being personally defeated in a challenge by this Swordmaster,” Eric said with no small annoyance.

“Fine, that’d be your business beyond me taking care of the Swordmaster, which I will.  I and my people will be looking for officers in the battle,” Rene said. “I’ll be in the enemy camp waiting.”

Getting into a low crouch, Rene faded away from view. Vanishing once more. Leaving the colonel alone with his thoughts.

Rene needed to be elsewhere.

He had to run everything by Odelia in a few sentences, collect Irini, Aurora, Darla, and Rose, then head back into the field. Olivia and Odelia would remain in the city while the rest of them went head-hunting.

 

***

 

Crouched in a huddle were far more people than Rene wanted to admit he cared about. They were all watching the enemy army marching toward Felicie.

Sitting on a hill, they were all observing the army as it moved from the south. They needed to have a plan in place so that as soon as the army stopped for the day, they knew which part of it they wanted to hit while also remaining safe.

Given Eric’s willingness to get a move on, Rene was hopeful. He was counting on the Elven contingent coming upon the Council army in the next day or two. That would put them a single day from Felicie, but not actually at the city.

With the sun heading towards the horizon, the soldiers would break formation to start setting up camp soon.

Things were on a knife’s edge, but not falling apart.

Not yet, at least.

“—hunters. I want to take their tags personally. So I can tell them who it was as they die.

“No small number of them always looked down on me. Just because I was a young Alis without a backer,” growled Irini. She was immediately behind Rene and on his right, with Darla right in front of her. To her own right was Aurora. “Will you give that present to me, my True Mate? I will be extremely grateful.”

Chuckling in mirth at her words, Alana sounded like she wanted to say something to that, though she didn’t. She was on his left with Rose at her side.

“Oh, Baby, do that for her? I’ll make sure to help her when she becomes extremely grateful to you. Whenever that time comes,” asked Rose in a warm tone. “Or even by myself if that’s how you want it, I’ll gladly take her place to let you do as you will. So… Baby… let her have the hunters?”

Frowning, Rene turned and looked at Rose. Her pretty mask and lovely eyes stared back at him, pleading with him to simply agree.

What in the world is going on that she’s willing to throw in for Irini? I missed something. I’ll need to dig into it to figure it out.

Damn. I wonder what it was.

Sighing, Alana lifted a delicate hand and motioned with her fingers in a “giving” like gesture. She seemed very resigned.

“I’ll also pitch in to offer myself in tandem with the others, or on my own, if you let Irini have that request granted,” Alana said. “If only to support my subordinate. Because I know this is important to her.”

“Oooh! Thank you,” Rose said, reaching over to lay a hand on Alana’s back.

“Fine. But someone will explain this to me later,” growled Rene. Rose nodded her head quickly.

Dismissing it from his thoughts, Rene looked ahead again. Right now, he had other concerns plaguing his mind. None of it actually had to do with the army in front of him.

There’d been no sign of Pinky.

They were more or less right where the southern picket would be placed in time. This would be where Pinky was supposed to meet up with them.

Except she wasn’t here. They were also far enough away that Rene’s Tracking ability would work.

She wasn’t on the list.

“For now, I’m going to start doubling back. Following the trail to see if I can’t find any trace of Pinky,” continued Rene. “Irini, bounty hunters. Darla, Rose, work together to identify targets you think you can take care of. Alana, hit their food supplies and water.

“With Eric coming to engage them… we can risk provoking the Council army attacking Felicie more aggressively. Because it doesn’t matter. They’re on the move.

“Whether we like it or not, we might end up losing some of the fields to battle. We’ll just have to spend some coin and time to have them built back up.”

“There’s money already put aside for the fields being destroyed,” Darla said and then sighed. “Before you ask, it wasn’t my plan. Odelia, Olivia, and Pinky have been putting money aside since war was declared.”

Grunting, Rene turned and started heading back the way the army had come from. He wasn’t going to wait any longer before he set out to find Pinky.

There was a sick feeling in his stomach that he couldn’t shake and he was terribly afraid of what it could be. Afraid of what probably already happened.

Any chance you can help me out here? Offer me anything?

Runner? Fearn?

There was no response from either deity, though Rene didn’t miss the fact that he could feel them both.

Watching him.

Damnit.

 

***

 

Hours after sunset, Rene was just now finding where the army had camped the previous day. The ground had been disturbed far too much for it to be anything else.

Running at a dead sprint had cost him considerably, but he’d made amazing time. The only problem would be if he actually ran into some type of trouble or issue.

Especially one that involved soldiers or mages.

Searching across the open fields where the southern picket line would have been, Rene had no luck as of yet. There’d been no trace or clue of Pinky having made it here.

“If she’s not here, we go back another day,” Rene mumbled to himself, his eyes searching across the ground. He was constantly refreshing his Tracking ability.

Whatever magic had been cast on the camp the prior day wasn’t as strong out here. He had found that there were actually names in his Tracking window.

Some led into the camp area and vanished, some led out on what looked like a patrol and wandered around. There was nothing to be found of Pinky.

Chewing at his lower lip, Rene moved on. Trailing down and along the edge of the picket line, he hoped that he would stumble across something.

Anything.

Moving back and forth in a zigzag pattern, Rene kept checking his window. Over and over.

Endlessly.

A name popped up in his window that he glanced over and dismissed. He closed the window, only to realize that it was the name he’d been looking for.

Opening the window again, he saw it read as “Rosalia”. There were a great many names all around it, as well.

She said her name had been Rose, right? What if she isn’t Pinky anymore, but Rosalia? She adopted the name legally to be wed to me.

That might have swapped it.

Right?

Selecting it, Rene saw the trail zip off. Heading to the south, it vanished in the distance.

Must be her.

Set out around the prints that were Pinky’s, he could quite clearly see what looked like a full squad of soldiers. Moving along behind her.

His heart clenched at the thought of what had likely happened. She’d come here to meet up with him. Except something had changed with how the camp was behaving. Something that caught her out.

A mage, probably.

Rene was off once again, following Pinky’s trail as it went in a straight unending line. Away from the camp.

Then it paused and circled around a lot with an odd pattern of footprints. It ducked through several bushes and around a tree.

Before finally leading to a large pool of blood. There were a number of them, in fact. As if a fight had taken place right here.

Stepping through a bush, Rene found two corpses. One was dressed in clothing similar to a bounty-hunting mage and the other was a soldier.

From there, Pinky’s trail flew away from this location. Slipping off into the foliage and straight south once again.

Except that this time, there was an addition to the trail he was following. There were still the prints of the soldiers chasing her, but there was a noticeable blood trail as well.

She’d been wounded in the exchange. Wounded in such a way that she couldn’t care for it, treat it, or stop the bleeding.

On top of that, the trail was already at least half a day old. The corpses he’d found were already starting to do what they did best.

Rigor mortis had more than set in, and it was already fading away. They were at what he’d always referred to as the turning point. Where they’d start to go limp again.

That put the trail at a minimum of twelve hours old, which matched the timeline considering that she would have been at the picket line the day before.

Leading him on endlessly, Rene followed after the remnant of Pinky’s trail. Rene was completely lost, time slipping by him as he mindlessly ran on. Step after step, traveling further and further away.

Until he practically stumbled over a body. Lifting his eyes, Rene realized he was at the end of his chase.

The final destination where Pinky had gone.

Corpses were spread out around a small hill that was topped with a tree. They sprawled out in a circular pattern, save for two at the center.

One corpse in full soldier’s gear had its neck torn open. Just beside it lay another in leather armor surrounded by a pool of blood.

Bright blond hair was spread out on the ground behind its head. Glittering in the pale moonlight, it fluttered lightly in the breeze.

Damnit.

“Pinky?” Rene called, moving over to the body.

There was no response at all.

Reaching down, he grabbed her by the shoulder. Her body was semi-limp in his hand.

Rolling her over, he saw her face was incredibly pale. Her eyes closed. There was a large gash in her stomach with her guts spilling out of it.

“Ahh, Pinky,” groaned Rene, falling down to one knee. Staring down at her slack face, he knew he was far more deeply injured than he thought he would be.

His heart shuddered and squirmed around in his chest.

Then her eyes slid open ever so slowly. Staring up at him with bloodshot eyes, she took an incredibly shallow breath and then smiled weakly up at him.

Targeting her, Rene found that none of the information he was used to would respond to him. At this key juncture, when he desperately wanted name plates, health bars, and the ability to Analyze, he found none of it available to him.

“At least…you found me,” she said in a wheeze, gazing up at him. “It’s…really hard…to breathe.”

“I mean, all things considered, that’s not surprising,” said Rene in a semi-sob. He was going to end up watching Pinky die here.

There wasn’t a damn thing he could do. She wasn’t like him where wounds and terrible atrocities to his body would just mend themselves.

“Watcher, Fearn, make her like me,” demanded Rene in a whisper. Gazing at Pinky.

There was no response now. At some point during his journey, he’d felt Fearn and the Watcher both depart. They had been followed by what felt like a cold and incredibly violent presence.

There was no possibility of them helping him right now. Even if they wanted to.

He had to try, though.

Smiling wider at his words, Pinky twitched on the ground, as if she had tried to move but was unable to do so.

“At least…you found me,” she said again, staring up at him.

No. I will not allow this.

I’ll make her like me. Awakened.

Yes. If she’s Awakened, I can screw this up and shift the whole thing. Right? I can use this to my advantage!

Bianca told me that there were other functions that would work as well. Forming parties and using abilities.

I could use my First Aid abilities on Pinky.

“Hey, the world isn’t real,” Rene said, not bothering to be gentle about it. This was the only chance that he could think of. “All the things I can do? It’s because this whole world is made up. Nothing is real at all.

“You’re just a made-up figment of someone’s imagination. So am I. We don’t actually exist. Someone could literally close our ‘book’ tomorrow and that’d be the end for all of us. We’d never know it.

“You’ve seen me get stabbed in the heart. Didn’t you ever question it? That it’s not quite right? That everything feels off?”

Pinky’s eyes slowly glazed over as she stared up at him, the smile slowly vanishing from her face.

“Oh,” she said in a whisper. Her eyes focused on him again. “That explains…a lot, I…suppose.”

“Right?” asked Rene, forcing a smile onto his face.

Pulling out his medical bandages, a suture set, and painkillers, Rene shook his head. Laying everything out on the ground around Pinky, he set about his plan.

“Pinky, Rosalia Anatolis, this is going to hurt. A lot,” apologized Rene.

“It’s okay…pain means I’m…alive and not…that fake,” wheezed Pinky.

“A very good way to put it,” he agreed, then leaned over, looking at her intestines as they hung out. “I want you to look up and to the left. Errr… while also not looking. You’re looking for angry little red boxes.”

“Boxes?” she asked.

Looking back at her face, he saw her eyes drifting upward, then stop.

“Oh. I…see them,” she whispered.

Perfect! Okay. Perfect.

Boxes mean she’s like me. Like me and I can now abuse the system.

Abuse it and get her put back together.

Even if I can’t move her from here, if I can get her put together, she can remain and heal.

“I’m going to start now,” Rene said quietly.

“Okay,” she said, her eyes moving back to him. “Call me…my name…again?”

Grinning, Rene started to gather up her entrails.

“Keep your teeth pressed together and try not to bite your tongue off, Rosalia Anatolis,” whispered Rene.

Then he started pushing everything back into her stomach.

Pinky started screaming then.

Or at least, screaming as much as someone could whose guts were hanging out.

And being shoved back in.


Chapter 35

 

Pinky had thankfully passed out and lapsed into complete unconsciousness while he worked. For which he was truly grateful.

Right up until she didn’t wake up when he finished.

If he tried to take her with him, carrying her over his shoulder, there was an extreme likelihood that she’d be injured by it. There was also the distinct possibility it could kill her.

If she was at least awake, he could question her about her boxes and how she was looking. What they read as and what her current concerns were.

In the end, Rene had been forced to make a crappy choice.

He left her there, tying her into place up in the highest branches of the tree. She wouldn’t starve or dehydrate there and she’d have some marginal protection from others finding or reaching her.

The problem was that he wasn’t actually sure if she’d survive.

When he’d tried to listen to her heart, it’d been incredibly faint. Her pulse was almost non-existent.

He’d done all he could and departed.

Because in a few hours, it was more than likely that the Elven forces would strike. Attacking the Council army directly and with tactics that they wouldn’t be able to respond to.

Or so Rene hoped.

The goal was to draw Jeff out and then take care of him.

Except, can I really take care of him? If I do, and Mira has finished up with the Council, then what? Have I just created a power vacuum? Would there even be anyone who could stand up to the Elves at that point?

Would all of humanity fall to the Elves at that point as it fell to inner politics? A civil war could just as easily erupt due to eliminating the strongest leaders.

Once the Elves took over, then what?

There’s no telling what they’d do to the Human race.

Enslave it? Exterminate it? Push it out of its own empire?

The question is, can I end Jeff if the Council is gone? And I have no answer.

There were no good answers here. None that would help him or provide any type of positive closure.

For now, the best he could hope for was to get ahold of Jeff. Get ahold of him, and force him to divert from his current path. To shift away from Felicie or at least treat it as neutrally as the Elves were doing.

In the far distance, Rene could see the Council army. They were in the process of breaking down their camp and getting ready for their march.

He probably wasn’t going to be there when the Elves struck. He’d be late to the fracas and quite possibly miss Jeff surfacing.

Damnit all. It was worth it, though.

Giving Pinky a chance was worth the time. Even if he had to work harder to find Jeff, it’d still be worth it.

The next morbid thought that shot through his head wasn’t one he could stop. But it was a thought that he had to at least acknowledge.

Providing she lives, that is. If she lives, it was worth it.

It was worth treating her, but that assumed she lived through it.

If she dies because I left, and I miss Jeff coming around, then all I did was waste… everything. I wasted everything.

Forcing that thought back down, Rene continued to run full out. Straight toward the encampment. The last thing he needed right now was dark thoughts like that chasing him.

Even if it was true.

If only I could run at truly inhuman speeds. Maybe like a big bounding moron. Jumping and hopping along.

Would need a stupid name like Steve, for that, though.

Rene certainly wasn’t that.

He could run fast, and his body could handle all the stress he put on it, but only up to a point. If he pushed it too far, his still Human body would fail.

Just as the Council army had started to move the first column out, they were hit. An Elven force of riders charged out from cover and headed straight for the front line.

The column stumbled to a halt even as their ranks piled into one another. Another column nearly packed in as tightly as the first, without understanding what was going on in the front.

When the Elves arrived, only the front several rows of Humans knew what was going on. There were no officers present to change the orders.

In that single minute, the Elves had arrived and were already in a formation of their own.

A long stream of riders was wheeling around in a circle. Moving across in a pass, turning, circling around back, and passing by again.

Those Elves passing in front of the Humans were firing aimlessly and endlessly into the mass from horseback.

So tightly packed were the Humans that there was almost no way the Elves could miss. Their arrows landed as easily as shooting fish in a barrel.

No officers still. That’s not going to go over very well. Beauregard seemed competent enough to make them pay for this.

Circling repeatedly, the Elves continued to fire until it seemed their quivers were completely empty. Only then did they ride off. It left the survivors of the front column wondering what had just happened.

Behind the mess at the front, more and more columns, wagons, and support personnel were getting bogged down due to the non-existent march. An ever-increasing bottleneck that wouldn’t unsnarl anytime soon without someone to coordinate the cleanup.

Yet no officers had come to the front. No riders were sent and the runners who had left the front, returning to the rear, came back empty-handed.

Rene could only barely make any of this out but he knew what he was looking for. What he wanted to see.

He wanted to see people trying to get this whole thing unfucked. Because those were the people he would need to put down.

Wherever the Elves had gone, it must’ve been to resupply their quivers. They were now on their way back, though at a far more sedate pace. Their horses weren’t being forced into a charge and the riders looked almost at ease.

Instead of coming around in a wild wheel, the Elves took their shots with more precision, though only taking a second or two more to fire. Their horses moved along at a mild jog or a slow trot.

That’s going to be a hell of a butcher’s bill.

Another set of Elven riders on horses were leaving from their positions now. These looked just as at ease as the other group. They were all carrying what looked to be throwing weapons. The type that was far more often carried by infantry rather than cavalry.

Now they’re just trying to cause as much carnage as they can. With no response at all from the Council army, Beauregard is just going to keep taking more and more.

Whatever preset orders the Humans had weren’t doing them any good.

Off to the north of his current position, Rene was startled as a very large group of Human riders materialized from nothing. Their horses were already moving in a fast canter.

Clearly, these were the missing officers and, quite possibly, Jeff himself. Rene had never found any of them because they had been as invisible as he often was.

Veering off wildly to intercept these riders, Rene pulled up his Tracking window.

Whatever magic they’d been using to obscure trails was no longer active. Rene’s window was filled with names of all those who had marched across this area previously.

Changing his approach after realizing he could make this work, Rene got into a low crouch. He did his best to keep his speed as high as possible as he went, but he wanted to be able to get the drop on Jeff.

The general’s focus would be entirely on the Elven contingent shortly. This would be Rene’s opportunity to break this whole thing off at the base.

The Mask girls appeared out in front of the group of officers.

Alana with her sword drawn was in the front with Irini and Aurora at her sides. At the edges of the formation were Rose and Darla. A second after they became visible, everyone but Alana started hurling throwing knives. Throwing them with great precision and accuracy.

Riders throughout the group dropped from their saddles and crashed to the ground. Horses without direction began to crash into other horses and the whole thing degenerated into a mad press of flesh.

In keeping his group removed from the action, Jeff had kept them safe. Right up until they had been revealed and were able to be singled out.

Now they were all just targets without protection.

As the horses got closer, everyone but Aurora and Alana slipped away. Vanishing into nothing. More than likely, they had scurried off to the sides and out of the way.

Alana unsheathed her blade and then whipped it around in an upward swing. It neatly decapitated the horse that had been charging at her and knocked the rider clean out of the saddle.

Aurora was able to mostly do the same although she’d avoided harming the horse and just unseated the rider instead.

That was the same moment when magical effects started appearing. Several rods of ice and a fireball splashed down almost on top of Alana.

She and Aurora both vanished, once again slipping away into nothing. They knew better than to challenge a magician.

Rene was finally lining up behind that officer group. His Tracking window appeared and gave him a name he’d been looking for.

One that he’d wanted to find for a while now.

Jeffrey Morris.

Selecting it, Rene watched as a set of hoofprints appeared. They charged across the landscape and straight into the mess that his people had caused.

Perfect.

Running forward, Rene kept one part of his focus on the tracks, the other on the horses as they broke through the madness. Heading ever onward toward the beleaguered Council army.

Rene really didn’t want to have to deal with Jeff getting into the army ranks. So much so that he struggled to go faster. Pushing himself as hard as he could, to the point that he felt like his feet almost couldn’t keep up anymore.

He wanted to appear in their shadows. As if he would become their damn shadows. Able to rise up out of them and be able to get his hands on them.

There was a shuddering feeling around him as if he were about to blackout, but Rene ran on. Struggling for all he was worth to run down Jeff even as he rode a horse.

The corners of his vision continued to darken but he poured on ever more speed. Finally, just up ahead, he could see Jeff’s horse. Distinct from every other, the highlighted tracks appeared below it even while it ran.

Ha! Hahahaha.

Faster than a speeding horse.

We’ll finally catch the main course!

Leaping, kicking off with all the strength he could muster, Rene aimed himself at Jeff’s horse. As he closed in on the man, Rene summoned up a dagger.

The darkness at the edges of his vision faded away, Rene’s mind now focused on making sure this attack went off correctly.

Landing behind Jeff, Rene wrapped an arm around the man’s neck, leaned back, and jerked the general from his saddle.

Hitting the turf, Rene and Jeff bounced, then started to roll head over heels. Bouncing along the grass.

A grotesque snap followed by searing pain ripped through Rene’s consciousness. It felt as if his left arm had been torn clean out of its socket and nothing remained.

Finally, Rene came to a stop, still holding onto Jeff with his right arm. His left arm was bent at an unnatural angle and stuck backward from where it should be.

“Hello, Jeffrey Morris. Hush, now,” hissed Rene, his arm tightening around the magician’s throat. “I’d hate for you to do something stupid. Then I’d have to respond. Likely with something stupid.”

Jeffrey struggled against him for several seconds, then simply disappeared. Rene’s arm slammed against his own chest as all the resistance went away.

“Impressive!” said a voice.

Glancing up, Rene found that he was looking at the man who could only be Jeffrey Morris. He stood not far away.

He looked exactly as he’d been described— slim, glasses, brown hair, hazel eyes. A somewhat common everyman sort of look, though he did run towards a “bookish” appearance if Rene had to label him.

His hand was raised, a number of ice spears forming there. Quite a few, in fact. So many that Rene was positive he wouldn’t be able to roll away or escape from them all.

Jeff said nothing more. There was no monologue, no speech, no taunting. Just an expectation for this to end.

Rene stared at the man and thought about what’d just happened.

The general had literally teleported from one location to another. As if he’d blinked to that location. A term he’d known once, long ago, from a few games he’d played.

If he can do it, why can’t I?

I’m someone who lives in shadows and it’s where I arose. 

The dark spaces between places are but my childhood.

Even in my old life, the darkness was my kin and wife.

I’ll appear to the rear and set my blade to be paid.

I’m the Mask much later, but first I was something much greater.

A man who appeared and cleared all who opposed him and tore them limb from limb.

Focusing entirely in that instant on appearing behind Jeffrey Morris, to do exactly what he’d thought of earlier, to rise up out of his shadow, Rene pushed with all his being.

Pushed in a way that made his mind ache and his vision instantly went completely dark. As if he were already amongst the dead.

Then he was suddenly behind Jeff, his blade slamming home into the man’s throat. Ripping it across and to the other side, Rene didn’t question what had just happened. He didn’t think it’d be worth it.

All that mattered right now, was that he’d caught Jeff and ended his life.

Slumping forward, Jeff collapsed to his knees, his hands coming up to his throat. All the spears of ice he’d formed sank to the ground and broke apart in the grass.

Slowly, Jeff fell forward into the grass, still clutching at his torn-out throat.

And so I cast Humanity to the mercy of the Elves.

Because I wasn’t able to fight Jeff to a draw or capture him. He was simply too great a foe for me to leave alive.

Because he learned from all I’d already done. He’d learn more and grow from this, as well. There’s no way I could have allowed such a terrifying man to survive.

Regardless of what it’ll do to the lands of the Council.

Rene took in a shuddering breath and reached over to grab his mangled arm with his right hand. He’d have to get it set and put back together before it could start to mend.

He did, however, realize that much like his arm, he could work to fix the Human lands at another time. If he really did cast them into a dark age.

Don’t fret, my dear heart. It’s all well and good.

It’s a simple debt on our part. We just might have to don the Black Hood.

It’s done and spent, our choice we can’t repent.

We’ll start with Laetus and dear Father, just to make sure he doesn’t suffer a bother.

Standing there, beside the corpse of someone who had nearly ended all of his plans, Rene knew he didn’t want to be there.

He had needed to go check on Pinky, but only after making sure everyone else here was fine.

Then there was a great deal of work to start on again.

Felicie would need to be as neutral as it could be and that alone would take more effort than Rene wanted to contemplate.

It was very likely Eric Beauregard and the Elven Royal family would push for more now that the Council army was likely defeated.

Turning his head, Rene looked out to where the Elves had been decimating the Humans.

It continued on as he’d seen it last, though much worse now.

Much worse.

Almost too much work to do.

But none of it should be too terrible. A lot of it will simply be tedious.

Tedious and boring while rolling out through the war and remaining neutral.

All the major threats to me and mine are eliminated for the moment.

Back to Pinky.


Epilogue

 

Writing out the declaration of intent to remain neutral as a city, Rene felt rather odd. This was something he was penning in the hand of the Mask, rather than Rene.

Yet it was something far more suited to his true self.

With a shake of his head, Rene finished the declaration and set it aside. He’d give it a once-over again later, but right now he needed to look away from it.

“All done?” asked Aurora, coming over to stand at his shoulder.

“Mm. Take it over to Merchant and Noble. They need to give it a once-over,” he said and laid his left hand over the eyeholes of his mask. He hated that he had to work with his mask on.

The problem was that a great deal was going on with Felicie at the moment. A number of problems and things that needed his attention as the regent. Things that he couldn’t set aside or put down.

Ever since returning yesterday after having ended General Morris’ life, Rene hadn’t had any time to himself. About the only thing he’d managed to do on his own time or his own purposes was to check on Pinky.

Thank fuck, she’s recovering.

As soon as his thoughts touched on her, Rene found that he was thankful. Thankful that his attempt to save her had been fruitful.

While she wasn’t awake often, sleeping the vast majority of the time, she was alive. Alive and getting better.

He’d briefly caught her alone in the middle of the night and had a chance to talk to her. Ask her about what boxes she saw and what they said.

In the end, it’d take her another few weeks to recover given all the damage, but she’d be fine. Nothing was permanent other than a fairly large scar on her abdomen.

Then again, there was no telling if it’d even remain given she was now “Awakened”.

Aurora leaned down and hugged his head, pulling him up against her chest and shoulders. Her fingers held him tightly and she squeezed him.

“You’re doing well. Thank you. Everyone I care about is here in Felicie and they’re safe,” she murmured. “Keep doing what you’ve been doing.”

Aurora’s head dipped down and he felt her nuzzle him, then she picked up the parchment and left. Leaving him alone once again.

Her behavior matched a pattern he was starting to notice. They were coming to him one by one. Often, they’d wait around until he needed something.

Each and every one professed her thanks for one reason or another, then did whatever task he’d asked of them. Or swapped out with someone else, as if it was some sort of shift position right now.

Ah… I’m overworked. They’re trying to keep an eye on me but also make sure that I have everything I need.

That’s it, isn’t it?

 

Yep. That’s exactly what it is.

They’re quite worried about you. Though inside looking out, you’re fine, and doing fine. Or at least from what I can tell.

 

Allo, Watcher. You reading my thoughts today? Or do I need to talk aloud?

 

Reading your thoughts.

It’s just easier this way.

And ever since you took the Monster back into yourself, your thoughts are quite clear.

Crisp.

Almost normal, you could say.

 

Mm. I was wondering if that’s what happened. I hadn’t heard him in… forever. Started rhyming all by myself.

To myself.

As if I was speaking for the Monster.

 

Considering there never was a Monster, and it was just you… yeah. Yep. That’s it exactly. Sorry.

Everyone is meant to be alone in their own head.

 

Rene nodded at that. It made sense and it was the only thing left that he could chalk it up to. He’d just reabsorbed that part of himself back into the whole.

It made me healthier and almost human, didn’t it?

 

Oh, yeah. So, so, so much.

It’s such a massive shift in your back-end data that I couldn’t even describe it. It’s like comparing a VCR to a modern-day supercomputer.

There’s no valid comparison.

You’ve improved yourself in a way that is simply immeasurable.

 

Well. Isn’t that just dandy?

So.

To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? Is it time for another mission? Something to distract me from this… mind-numbing tedium?

He couldn’t deny that he enjoyed Runner’s missions at this point. They were always something different and new. Sending him to worlds across a multitude of time periods had left him feeling rather fortunate.

He was practically a time traveler.

 

No such thing as time travel, except from a historical point of view. Just to go see things.

Any type of action taken in the past is probably going to alter the present faster than you’d realize. You just end up getting pushed backward in a loop.

Wondering what the hell just happened and why everything tastes purple.

Time is a lot like a tower going upward. Any attempt to change that tower is more likely to send the whole thing sideways.

I mean… you could theoretically be a time traveler, but you could never touch your own tower.

 

Opening his mouth to question that, Rene gave up and didn’t bother. It was worthless information and Runner was babbling.

It made Rene suspicious. Very suspicious.

Well? Reason for your visit?

 

Ah… to apologize, honestly.

If I’m being truthful, I took to heart your request to get Cinnamon to join you. I thought that you needed more hands to make the work go faster and that’s why you asked.

Now... look. Look. I... didn't understand you were just being an ass about Cinnamon. I thought you literally needed more help. So... I kinda… sorta... maybe... might have... bumped a few pieces around that normally wouldn't have ever found you.

Up front, I’m sorry… but also, I’m not sorry. You gave me a wife I didn’t want.

Do you have any idea how annoyed you made the rest of my wives?

So… sorry, not sorry.

 

Ah, what?

 

Anyway. Gotta go spend time with Fearn. We’re going on a honeymoon. I’ll see you soon enough. I’m sure I’ll have a mission for you. Byeeeeee.

 

The creak of his jaw flexing as it clenched was all Rene could hear. Runner had done something and Rene was going to end up having to pay a price.

From the sound of it, he was going to be getting help he wasn’t expecting from a source he didn’t want.

Rene just knew that was likely what was about to happen to him.

There was a firm knock on the door, causing Rene to turn toward it.

“Enter,” he called with a grin. His senses had already told him who it was.

The door opened and in walked Mira. She was wearing her Citizen mask. Which really should be called Peasant when he thought about it.

Closing the door behind herself, Mira sighed loudly, pulled off her hood and mask, and walked over to him.

She looked tired and worn, but whole.

“Hello, my Master,” she purred, sitting down on the edge of his desk. “And before you fret, we both know there’s no one nearby. My senses extend as far as yours do.”

Reaching down, she took off his hooded mask and then quickly flicked her fingers through his hair. Combing it one way, then adjusting it slightly another.

Sighing softly with a subdued smile, Mira watched him for several seconds.

“You need more fruit in your diet,” she said quietly, her fingers moving down to lightly cup his jaw. “Your skin tone isn’t quite right. I’ll speak with Alana and make sure we get it taken care of.

“Now… shall I tell you of my journey? Of what happened with the Council?”

Unable to help himself, Rene moved closer to Mira, looking up to her. Grinning, he nodded his head once.

“The Council was long gone. Cleared out,” said Mira and shrugged her shoulders. “So I held a council without them. Invited the peasantry in. Let them take whatever they wanted. I left instructions for the Council to treat Felicie as neutral. That any further acts on their part against the city would bring my ire.”

“Ah,” Rene said with some relief. He was actually very glad to hear that. It meant that with a little effort the Council could balance this war back out.

“I made sure to commit to some true ‘Mask-worthy’ theatrics,” Mira admitted and wrinkled her nose. “I felt like they needed a slap or two across the face.”

“Oh?”

“Indeed. For the finale, I… ah… well… I defecated on their desks,” Mira said, her eyes sliding away from him. “Repeatedly. Every opportunity I had. I didn’t want them to forget that I was there any time soon.

“Of course, I also—”

There was another firm knock on the door.

Rene had been so intent on Mira that he’d actually lost track of his senses.

Frowning, Mira quickly pulled on her own mask while Rene did the same. Then she stood up, took several steps away from him, and put her hands behind her back.

“Enter,” called Rene.

“Lord Mask, there’s a guest at the gates who wishes to speak with you,” called a regent guardsman from outside the door. Apparently, they didn’t want to open the door. “They brought a division of what appears to be cavalry.”

“I see,” said Rene in mild surprise.

Getting up, he looked down at himself, shrugged, then looked at Mira.

“Finish up later?” he asked in a quiet voice.

She nodded her head, then lifted a hand to put a fingertip where her mouth would be.

That brought his thoughts straight to what that likely meant given her personality.

Mira would always be Mira.

Dragging his thoughts away from the lovely woman, Rene opened the door and found the guard who’d been speaking.

“Lead the way,” he commanded.

 

***

 

Walking out from the gate, Rene wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at.

Out in front of him stood a trio of people in their mid-twenties. They were all dressed in clothes suitable for riding.

One man and two women. If it weren’t for the varied traits amongst them, Rene would swear they were family.

“Ah! Lord Mask!” said the man, turning to face him completely. He had light-brown hair that was close to dark blond, and eyes of a color that couldn’t seem to decide between green and blue. Rene couldn’t deny that man was incredibly handsome and fit. “I’m so glad you were willing to meet with me! My name is Alexander, Alexander Brit. Formally, Alexander the second.

“Not to be confused with my older brother of the same name or my father. Though my older brother goes by Alec. He was never that fond of our father’s name.

“Or the titles, either, really. Makes Auntie Anna rather sad, but there it is. Though we all do love our eldest brother. He’s one of the reasons we’re all a family, after all.”

The two women with Alexander Brit nodded their heads at that.

Somewhat shocked, Rene took the man’s hand in his own.

“Mask,” Rene said, then looked at the two women.

“Lucy Derth,” said a woman with curly blond hair and bright-blue eyes. She looked more similar to Alexander now that Rene was closer. Rene shook her hand as well.

“Annabelle Aerin,” said the second woman, also shaking Rene’s hand. She was just as pretty as Lucy, but a stark contrast in coloring. She had brown hair and brown eyes.

“Well, I’m sure you’re curious what the children of Inferno are doing here,” Alexander said with a rueful chuckle. “Truth be told, Father wanted me to come meet you. Offer you some trade deals and see where you stood.

“Apparently, Felicie stands alone as a neutral party in this war… between Humans and Elves. And by the way, they are so interesting to look at. Especially their teeth. Elves that is.”

“There aren’t any Elves back home,” Annabelle offered, tilting her head to one side in an eye-catching manner.

Rene had a hard time not staring at Lucy or Annabelle.

“Sure,” Rene said. “Make yourself at home and we can talk details about it later. I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to offer much in the way of answers at the moment. I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Yes, well, that’s to be expected,” said Lucy, reaching out to lightly pat Rene’s upper arm. “We gladly accept your offer. We’ll have our retainers camp outside the city and only bring our personal Numbered. Would that be alright?”

“I… yes. Of course. Not a problem. I have several manors that are for sale where I could put you up for free,” said Rene, staring into Lucy’s wide, bright-blue eyes.

“Well, aren’t you sweet? I’d love that, thank you,” said Annabelle, coming up on the other side of Rene. Then she reached up and pressed her fingers to a small pin at her collar. “On behalf of the Brit family, we accept your courtesy.”

“Ah, no oaths here, dear sister,” countered Alexander. “They forbid all that. And don’t let them get too close to you, Lord Mask.

“They have a never-ending stream of men all trying to get a word in with them. They’ll put a bewitching on you if you’re not careful.”

Rene could only agree with that warning. Between the two women, he was quickly finding himself hard-pressed.

“Yes, well. I’ll make the arrangements. Until then, enjoy your stay,” Rene said and then stepped out and crouched down low. He vanished before their eyes, not caring at all if it was rude.

“Oh! Aunt Coffin was right. He really can do that,” Lucy said and clapped her hands together. “I can only imagine how excited she and Nel are.”

“Now, now, he’s probably still here. Let’s give him the time to exit properly,” Annabelle said firmly, turning to look to Alexander. “Shall we proceed?”

“Of course, of course. This should be exciting. Do you think Father would fault me if I came back with an Elven wife?” asked the man, turning his eyes toward the gates of Felicie.

The conversation between the siblings was lost to Rene as he fled back to his home.

His actual home. The household of Anatolis.

This was too much for him today. Far too much.

He didn’t want to deal with any more of this. He wanted to have a cup of tea, read a book, and pretend the world as a whole didn’t exist for the moment.

Pulling the hood and mask from his head, Rene stepped down out of the attic. Even now, he still preferred entering the way he and Irini did.

I wonder who is home at the moment.

Tilting his head to the side, he could sense two people in the kitchen. He was fairly certain one of them was Rose, but he couldn’t quite identify the second.

Whoever it was felt familiar to him.

“Oh! Baby?” called Rose from the kitchen. Apparently, she’d sensed him at this point and knew he was in the house. “Can you come into the kitchen?”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Rene was rather surprised now. Whoever she was with, she trusted completely.

Walking into the kitchen, Rene stopped just at the doorway.

Sitting at the table were Rose and a woman Rene recognized. Though the full extent of his memories took a few seconds to catch up.

“Caitlin?” asked Rene in a stupefied way.

Smiling, the woman sitting next to Rose looked rather surprised.

“See? I told you he’d remember you,” Rose said, grasping Caitlin’s hand and holding it in her own. Then she turned and looked at Rene. “Caitlin is my little sister. Irini spared her when she told her that you had named her North. She then gave her to Darla who… in turn gave her to me.”

The young woman continued to smile, apparently not quite as dead as Rene had assumed she was. Watching him with a certain eagerness.

Sitting side by side, he could now see that they did indeed share some similarities in features. He could easily believe that they were sisters.

“Your… pretty bird awaits your command, Rene,” said Caitlin in a soft voice. “Would you tell your pet what you’d like?”

Rose laughed at that, thinking it was rather funny. Then rapidly patted her free hand against the back of Caitlin’s.

“Oh, this is so nice,” exclaimed Rose, then she looked to Rene. “Baby, I want you to treat her just like me. She’s my sister and one of your Mask girls now. She’s North. I’ve already had her mask made. It has a pretty compass on it with the north point highly decorated.”

“Just like you?” repeated Rene.

“Yes! Just like me. We’ve talked about it and she’d rather be one of your women than just a lieutenant,” Rose said and then waved her free hand at him, still holding Caitlin’s with the other. “Anyway. That’s wh—”

There was a clatter toward the back of the kitchen from an attached hallway. One with an entrance from the backyard. Then he heard the stomp of what sounded like booted feet hitting the floorboards, followed by the rustling of leather.

Entering the far side of the kitchen from that hallway was an Elven woman.

She was very Human-pretty in a way that could measure up to Beatrice with short, light-brown hair and sharp abyssal-black eyes.

Rene recognized her after a second, his face scrunching up in confusion.

He’d bandaged her up after nearly killing her and set her free. Letting her go with enough provisions to hold her over.

Dressed in scarred-up leather armor and with a full-length sword, she had a very martial look. Hanging from the hilt of her blade was a tattered, worn black leather marker.

She gave him a wide smile, showing off her canines.

“You! It you. Found you,” she said in a halting yet distinct way. “Full Calling mate. I found you.”

A second afterward and another woman entered the kitchen from just behind the elf.

“Oh! You did find him. Good job,” said the woman, moving into the kitchen fully.

Once more, Rene recognized the newest addition.

Her light-brown hair hung down to her waist in a large ponytail. Her hazel eyes picked over the room quickly and then settled back on him.

Much like the Elf at her side, she was dressed in leather armor. However, hers looked incredibly well-maintained and oiled. It did an admirable job of smoothing out and flattening what Rene knew was a lovely figure.

“Vala?” asked Rene, looking from the Elf to the gang leader.

“He even remembers me. How delightful,” said Vala, putting one hand in the other. “And do you remember my friend here?”

“Not her name, no. She was just… a Human-pretty Elf I didn’t kill,” he mumbled, his brain not catching up to everything yet. “I let her go after taking care of her. Binded up her wounds.”

Letting out a loud exhalation of breath, the Elf nodded her head once.

“Yes! You remember. Good full Calling mate. I Katell. Your true Calling mate,” said the Elf with another single nod of her head. She looked rather pleased.

“I found the big lug wandering the roads challenging people. Trying to find information about the Mask,” Vala said, wrapping an arm around Katell’s hips. “Her language skills need work but she’s doing fine so far. Now, Mr. Anatolis, I believe we have some things to discuss.”

Ha… hahaha.

Runner. You… you dickbag. You did this!

And—

“Ahem.”

Nearly jumping out of his skin, Rene took two steps forward and spun around.

Standing behind the spot where he’d been was yet another woman. Her hands were on her hips though she had her chin lifted with a smile on her face.

She was a pretty little woman with raven-black hair. Her dark eyes held heat and Rene could see that she was definitely what he’d personally consider lovely. She was somewhere between Odelia and Aurora in her figure. A lovely middle ground between the built-for-womanhood shape that Odelia had and the made-to-be-an-athlete body like Aurora.

“Aurelie Solange,” said Rene as his brain called up the name attached to the woman’s face.

“Oh! I… well—that’s surprising. And here I was just about to disparage them for being so excited that you remembered them. I suppose I’ll just have to be silent in the end about that,” said the Dhampir. “I’ve come for my date. I believe we were going to go out for dinner. Then I was going to take you home and make you call out my name. Loudly.”

“Well, that’s mildly unnerving,” muttered Rose. “Though… I guess that fills the other compass directions—South, East, and West.

“Olivia is going to be livid. Pinky will be annoyed. And Odelia… Odelia is just going to be pissed.”

Unable to help himself, Rene started to chuckle.

“Hello there,” he said, the idiotic grin on his face unmovable.


Thank you, dear reader!
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