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      A wet deluge thundered down onto Eastport, transforming the area just outside the city gates into a giant lake of mud. All around, men struggled with animals stuck in the thick, wet muck. They pulled them, pushed them, and cursed them, desperately trying to move them out onto firmer soil.

      The heavy rain struck just as the trade caravan had begun to assemble—a hundred animals and carts gathered, awaiting inspection by the city guard and the trade master.

      The city guard inspection was new. Very new. Instituted within the last day, by order of the new Arch Mage, Sibeal Cernunnos. Like the previous Arch Mage, Sibeal was a channeler—someone born with no innate magic, but who had made a pact with a demon in exchange for magical abilities.

      The pact was binding and, in the case of channelers, gave them not only access to the demon’s magic, it also slowly transformed the channeler into a visage of their patron demon. Rumor was that Sibeal now resembled some sort of monster.

      None of that mattered to the merchants and their retinues. They just wanted to get the four-week journey to Midgard started, the capital of the northern province controlled by House Aesir. Unfortunately, it did not appear they would be organized anytime soon, let alone actually leave.

      While men and animals struggled in the churning mud, a lone man sat under a tree nor far from the muddy spectacle. He wore a weathered tunic, with scraggly gray hair sticking out from under his battered, wide-brimmed leather hat. A matching scraggly gray beard hung down past his chest, direly in need of trimming.

      The old man was the type of nondescript person no one graced with a second glance. In his shabby clothes, he looked like just another laborer—one of thousands of others in the city.

      In fact, there was nothing at all to note about the man except his eyes. His eyes didn’t quite match the rest of the man. They were cold, hard eyes that moved constantly, taking in every detail of his surroundings. They were the eyes of a killer.

      Gage stared out at the spectacle in front of him while his eyes roved, on the lookout for anything suspicious. His mind spiraling back over recent events.

      First and foremost on his mind were his wife and daughter. It had been their murder that led to the death of the previous Arch Mage. Gage had killed him, personally, for giving the order to assassinate his family.

      Ruy Cernunnos had paid with his life, but just before he died, he had revealed that others were involved in the decision. The entire council had apparently decided that Gage should die. He didn’t know all the details; Ruy died before he could give out any other information.

      Gage had thought his revenge would end with Ruy but he’d been wrong. The entire council would feel his wrath—his loss. He’d find every single council member and send them to oblivion alongside Ruy. Maybe then, Alani and Shaunna would be at peace. Perhaps he would be too.

      Or rather, that had been his plan. But now there was a hiccup. The new Arch Mage had acted much more quickly than Gage had expected. She’d circulated his description and there was now a standing kill on sight order for him. It was the reason for his current disguise.

      During his former life as an assassin, Gage had learned many useful skills. One of those skills was hiding in plain sight. It had served him well in his job as master of assassins for House Cernunnos, allowing him to infiltrate other Houses and eliminate his targets.

      Now, the disguise skill he’d perfected to slay other mages in the name of House Cernunnos was protecting him from the very mages Gage had served, as well as their lackeys.

      Two guards managed to pry themselves from the muddy spectacle. One was a dark-haired man covered in mud from head to toe. Judging by the sheer amount of mud on the man, Gage guessed he had fallen in the mud at some point. The other guard was a woman with auburn hair plastered to the sides of her head. The pair staggered over towards Gage.

      Bringing up his display, Gage scanned them both.

      Mollar

      Human

      Fighter

      Level 6

      Sceelly

      Human

      Fighter

      Level 5

      Gage wasn’t from this planet. He’d been abducted from his home on Earth and dropped off when he was young. Since that time, he’d possessed what he had come to call his display. It fed him information about himself and others in writing that appeared in his vision. Writing which only he could see.

      The writing showed him stats, like in video games back on Earth. It was something that seemed unique to him. To his knowledge Gage had been the only one he’d ever met who had a display—until recently.

      While he’d been captured and held inside the Cernunnos Keep, he’d received some help. His old mentor from the assassin’s guild, Aeg Derg, had unexpectedly sent someone to help him escape.

      The person he’d sent had been a young woman named Heather. Like him, she had a display. Heather had called it a HUD, a heads-up display. Also like him, she’d been abducted from Earth too.

      Gage had desperately wanted to speak more with the woman about Earth, but at the time, he’d had a mission to complete, and time was of the essence. They’d gone their separate ways and now he was leaving Eastport—and Heather—behind.

      “Mollar, these people are insane!” Sceelly said as the two guards stopped in front of Gage. They wiped mud off their uniforms, not acknowledging Gage’s existence.

      Mollar wiped mud from his tunic with his hand and flicked it onto the ground. “There’s no way we can question all of these people, not in these conditions.”

      “I say we only question the bald men,” Sceelly suggested. “After all, the description we were given said he had a shaved head.”

      “And that’s about all it said,” Mollar complained. “Shaved head, medium build, medium height and middle aged. Seriously, what kind of description is that?”

      “You think it’s true?” Sceelly asked. “That he killed the arch mage?”

      Mollar shrugged. “The arch mage was a channeler, a real demon. And they want us to believe some bald guy just waltzed in there and killed him? Some regular guy killed the arch mage?”

      Sceel

      ly stared blankly at her partner. “What are you saying Mollar?”

      “I’m saying, it’s awfully convenient that the new arch mage just happened to arrive an hour before the old one died,” Mollar replied. “I think it’s another case of mage killing mage to rise up the ranks. I doubt this Gage guy is a real person.”

      Gage kept his face completely neutral, staring out at the muddy spectacle and showing no outward reaction to the man’s words.

      Inside, he was mulling over what the two guards had said. It wasn’t surprising that they had both his name and his description. They had captured him after all—captured and tortured him. It was surprising that the description was so vague.

      He smiled inwardly as he realized it wasn’t so surprising. Everyone in House Cernunnos who’d seen him was now dead. Other than a few vague recollections from a stray guard or two who happened to remember he had a shaved head, there was no one to give a more accurate description. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than he’d thought.

      A light kick to his leg brought Gage’s attention back to the moment. He looked up at the guard who’d kicked him. “Eh?”

      “I’m talking to you,” Mollar said. “What’s your name? What’s your business?”

      “Me?” Gage feigned ignorance.

      Mollar gestured around the space under the tree. “Do you see anyone else around?”

      “Ah, no,” Gage replied, staying in character. “But you already asked me, guard Mollar.”

      It was a lie, but Gage trusted his high Bluff skill to make the lie convincing. He even threw in the guard’s name to make it more convincing.

      Mollar squinted down at Gage, one hand absently running a hand over his face to brush the water out of his eyes. “I did?”

      “You did,” Gage replied and pointed to the opposite side of the mud pool. He’d seen the two guards come out of the city with a half dozen others and begin questioning the people. “You asked the same question, guard Mollar. You and guard Sceelly.”

      Gage intentionally used the two guards’ names, the names he’d gotten from his display. Since knowing their names implied they’d met, he’d found that it was a good way to put people off balance.

      Mollar turned to the auburn-headed guard, brow furrowed. “Sceelly, did we question him before?”

      “How should I know? They all look the same.” Sceelly shrugged. “Besides, he’s not bald, he has a beard, and he’s a bit older than middle aged.”

      “I want to believe, Scelly.” Mollar made a sour face and then turned back to the spectacle. Sceelly glanced over Gage once more and then turned as well. No longer paying Gage any attention, Mollar glanced around the mud filled area. “I want to believe these morons will get things organized so we can get back into a warm, dry barracks and change out of these soaked uniforms.”

      “You and me both.” Sceelly ran a hand across her face, wiping water from her eyes. “Come on, we’d better get back to questioning people before the sergeant shows up and sees us doing nothing.”

      With a grunt and a nod, Mollar began to skirt around the lake of mud and Sceelly followed him. As the two guards walked away, Gage grinned. So far, his disguise was working perfectly. He just had to keep it for the next four weeks.
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      Gage pretended to be staring straight ahead. The caravan had finally left an hour after midday by his reckoning, though it was hard to tell with the dark clouds obscuring the three suns. The rain continued to soak them all and his wide-brimmed hat was barely able to keep it out of his eyes.

      He rode next to a short, rotund merchant, Roddet. Gage had paid the merchant to ride in his wagon rather than spending money on a horse. Sitting on the front bench, without having to stir the cart, he was free to watch over things.

      While his eyes took in everyone around him, Gage was focused on one person in particular. He kept a close eye on the female half-orc guard riding next to Roddet’s wagon. The woman, who appeared to be a mercenary, had been watching him since they’d left. She’d tried to be subtle, and most people wouldn't have noticed. He wasn’t most people.

      He’d been an assassin for years and trusting his instincts was second nature to him. His instincts told him there was something not right about the half-orc. He wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but something kept setting off warning bells in his head.

      He brought up his display and looked at her stats for the fourth time.

      
        
        Darka

        Half-orc

        Fighter

        Level 7

      

      

      The name wasn’t familiar to him, and he didn’t remember seeing this particular half-orc before, let alone meeting her. So why was she surreptitiously watching him?

      His first thought had been that she had recognized him. At the moment, Gage was probably the most wanted man in the province. He didn’t know how much of a reward was being offered for his capture—or death—but he was sure it was substantial.

      He’d seen it before. When enough money was offered, people of all sorts seemed to ooze out of the woodwork. Was the half-orc some sort of mercenary? Perhaps a bounty hunter? If so, why had she waited so long? Why not try to take Gage back while the caravan was still gathering outside the city?

      Another idea occurred to him then. Was she an assassin? The contract on Gage would have been nullified by the former Arch Mage’s death, but nothing said the new Arch Mage hadn’t taken out her own contract with the Shadowed Fist.

      Despite him being a former member of the Fist and protégé to the guildmaster, Aeg Derg, Gage knew if a contract was taken out on him, his old mentor would still send someone to try and kill him. Try was the operative word.

      Gage had been the best assassin in the guild when he’d left. The only one who might be able to equal him was Aeg Derg himself. But that had been then.

      This wasn’t the old days. He’d spoken with his old mentor recently, when he’d broken into the guildhall to find out who was responsible for his family’s death. By Aeg Derg’s own admission, most of the old assassins were gone and the new ones were nowhere near his skill level.

      His eyes flicked to the half-orc. She didn’t come across as an assassin. She didn’t have that palpable aura of danger about her that most assassins had. Then again, she—like him—might be playing a role—the role of a common mercenary. She could be waiting for just the right moment to strike.

      The problem was everything about the woman told Gage she was exactly what she appeared to be—a half-orc caravan guard. From the frayed ends of her tunic to the weather worn leather of her sword belt, everything looked right. Even the scar across her right bicep and the calluses on her hands from years of swordplay all told Gage she was exactly who she appeared to be.

      He blinked as it hit him. The woman did indeed look every bit the part of a caravan guard, but her horse, he realized it was the horse which had subconsciously bothered him.

      The mare was soaked but well groomed. It also had a brand-new saddle, stirrups and bridle. Risking a glance at her saddle, he realized the rolled-up blanket strapped to the saddle was new. There were no stains or frayed ends. Everything looked as if she had just bought it new, right before leaving Eastport.

      The brand-new horse and tack didn’t fit with the battle worn look of the half-orc or the weathered look of her armor and weapons. It didn’t necessarily mean she was an assassin or bounty hunter.

      He could think of a dozen different reasons why that might be the case. She could be a city guard who wanted to get out and see the world. Maybe even an adventurer whose horse just died. There were many possibilities, but it did make him even more suspicious of the woman.

      There was something else. The half-orc seemed awkward in the saddle—as if she hadn’t ridden much. One more thing that didn’t quite fit.

      “What are you looking at, old man?” The half-orc growled as she caught him looking.

      “Admiring your stallion.” Gage smiled at the woman. “What’s his name?”

      “Charger. I’ve had him through a few scraps,” Darka replied. The half-orc reached down and petted the side of his neck. As she did, she started to slip and had to catch her balance. “Haven’t I, boy.”

      Gage grunted in acknowledgement. He’d purposefully lied about the horse being a stallion when it was obviously a mare. If the half-orc said something, he was going to blame it on his “old” eyes. Yet, the half-orc hadn’t corrected him. She knew nothing about horses.

      Not only that, but that slip had been something an amateur would do, not a grizzled veteran who had been in “a few scraps” with her horse.

      Any one of those things separately wouldn’t garner his attention, but all of them together bothered him. When they stopped, Gage would find an opportunity to take the woman aside and… “question” her.
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      The caravan continued until dark and then stopped on the road. It wasn’t unusual. Some caravans would find a place to circle up and fortify themselves against attack by bandits or monsters, other caravans just stopped where they were. Gage guessed this was the latter.

      “Gods blast it! Ain’t gettin’ a fire in this downpour,” Roddet growled, involuntary shivering.

      Gage grunted in agreement.

      “It looks like soaked bread and cold jerky tonight,” Roddet complained. “Unless you’re a wizard and can conjure us a fire.”

      “Ha!” Gage chuckled, staying in character. “If I were a wizard, I would have kept myself warm instead of freezing my stones off!”

      “Aye!” Roddet laughed. “You and me both.”

      Eyes flicking to Roddet, he spoke loud enough that he knew the half-orc would hear too. “Speaking of stones, I’m going to go answer nature’s call. Keep the fire warm for me.”

      “Oh yeah,” the man cackled. “I’ll stoke the fire for you and get it nice and hot.”

      Hoping down from the bench, Gage landed in ankle deep mud. As he did, he caught a glance of the half-orc. She was watching him.

      Feigning back and hip pain, Gage grumbled like an old man and hobbled through the mud to the side of the road. He slipped behind some bushes, making sure he was obscured from those on the road. He ducked down where he could still see the half-orc between the branches and waited.

      Gage watched as the half-orc continued to glance in the direction he went. The woman’s brow furrowed as the minutes ticked by. Finally, she slipped off her horse and tied it to Roddet’s wagon. Then she started towards the same bushes Gage had entered.

      Activating his Shadow Blend ability, Gage disappeared from sight. The ability would continuously burn Mana as it enveloped him in shadows, but it would make him all but invisible. He crouched down silently and waited.

      Pushing the bushes apart, Darka stepped through. Her head moved from side to side, looking for him. She took one step after another, further into the shadows of the forest and away from the bustle of the caravan.

      Gage struck then. In a fluid, silent movement, he came up behind the half-orc. Pressing his body up against hers, he brought his arm around and clapped one hand over her mouth. The other hand came around, holding the blade of his dagger against her throat.

      “Don’t attempt to cry out or you’ll be dead before you know it,” he hissed. “Keep walking away from the caravan.”

      The half-orc’s body trembled next to him, something he wouldn’t have expected from a grizzled warrior. She followed his instructions, and they were quickly out of sight of the caravan. Even if she screamed out now, the sound of the rain would drown it out.

      Spinning her around, he slammed her back against a nearby maple tree. He kept the dagger against her throat and stared into her frightened eyes. “I’m going to remove my hand. If you scream, you die. You understand?”

      The half-orc started to nod but stopped when she realized it pressed the edge of his dagger closer to her throat.

      Gage moved his hand away from her mouth. “Who are you and why are you following me?”

      “Bloody hell, Gage,” the woman cried out, her voice dripping with fear. “It’s me… Heather.”

      Before his eyes, the grizzled half-orc morphed into a familiar face. The face of the woman who’d saved him in the Arch Mage’s dungeon. A woman who had claimed to be from his original home, Earth.

      He wasn’t surprised by many things, but the woman’s sudden transformation took him by surprise. He blinked. “Heather?”

      “Yes!” She cried out. “Can you please take the bloody knife away from my throat?”

      Gage slowly pulled the dagger away from her throat but kept it ready. He gave her a hard look. “Maybe you’d better tell me why you’re following me.”
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      Breathing heavy, Heather put her hand to her throat. She brought it up to her eyes, obviously checking for blood. “Bloody hell! You almost killed me!”

      “You’re lucky I didn’t.” Gage just stared at her, eyes narrowed. “If I hadn’t intended to question you, you would be dead.”

      Heather stared at him wide-eyed. “I… I…” She swallowed, breath still coming fast. Suddenly her face changed, it went from terrified to curious to angry. “How did you even know it was me? Was there something in your HUD?”

      Gage raised an eyebrow, still not used to the idea of someone else having a display in their head. Until he’d met her, he thought he was the only one. “No. Your gear was all weathered, well used…”

      “I was perfect! I had every detail down! How did you see through it?” Heather demanded. Her fear was gone now, although she was still rubbing her throat.

      “Your disguise—or whatever it is—might have been perfect,” Gage smirked. “But your actions and your horse weren't.”

      Heathers wrinkled her nose. “My actions? My horse? What’s my horse got to do with it?”

      “All of your gear is well used,” he replied, sheathing his dagger. He leaned back against a tree. “Your horse was freshly groomed, not shaggy at all. All of your tack and your blanket are brand new.”

      “You noticed that my horse stuff was new?” She made a face and put her hands on her hips. “Who notices that?”

      “I did,” he replied.

      Heather rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine. So, the horse is new. I should have gotten a used one or at least, used horse stuff.”

      “Tack,” he supplied helpfully.

      “Tack,” she repeated with a sarcastic smile. “But what was that about me? My disguise was perfect.”

      He smirked. “Your disguise, yes. You, no.”

      “What do you mean, me, no?” Heather demanded. “What does that mean?”

      “Have you ever actually ridden a horse?” he asked bluntly.

      She frowned. “I had some riding lessons once, like when I was twelve.”

      “It shows,” Gage replied.

      “You could tell?” Heather wrinkled her forehead.

      “You appeared as a grizzled, half-orc warrior,” he said. “But you have a brand-new horse that you can’t handle very well. The two things seemed very incongruent. It made me suspicious.”

      “And so, you were going to kill me?” Heather asked, her hand coming back up to her throat.

      Gage shrugged. “I thought you might be a bounty hunter. I was going to find out what you knew and then kill you.”

      “Bollocks! You can’t just go around bloody murdering people!” she growled.

      He cocked his head. “I am an assassin.”

      Heather shook her head, speaking under her breath.

      “But you didn’t answer my question,” Gage said, putting some steel in his voice. “Why are you here and why are you following me?”

      “Well, it certainly isn’t your boyish good looks and your charm,” she retorted.

      Gage said nothing. He just narrowed his eyes and dropped his hand back to his dagger.

      “Alright! Alright!” Heather raised her hands up, palms out. “I thought you could tell me what’s going on. I was going to approach you tonight and ask you.”

      “What do you mean: what’s going on?” Gage furrowed his brow. “What’s going on with what?”

      “The Shadowed Fist? Aeg Derg?” she said, as if that explained what she meant.

      Gage frowned. “What about them?”

      Heather cocked her head then furrowed her brow. “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?” He hissed, starting to lose patience.

      “From what the other Ravens told me…” Heather started.

      Gage interrupted her. “Wait! The Ravens? You’re a member of the thieves’ guild not the Shadowed Fist?”

      “Uh, yeah,” she snapped. “I’m not a killer. I just do odd jobs for Aeg Derg when he asks. I mean, let’s face it, do you really turn down the head of the assassin’s guild?”

      “Not and live,” Gage agreed.

      “Right!” She nodded and continued. “After I set you loose, I went back to a safe house to collect the rest of my payment. I waited and waited but Aeg Derg never showed. He’s never not shown.”

      Gage nodded. His old guildmaster and mentor, Aeg Derg, was a very by-the=rules sort of fellow. One of those rules was punctuality. It definitely didn’t sound like him. “Then what?”

      “I gave up around noon the next day,” she explained. “I went back to the Ravens’ guild house and suddenly everyone’s coming up asking me if I’d heard the news…”

      “What news?” Gage demanded.

      “House Cernunnos did a full out attack against the Shadowed Fist last night,” she continued. She bit her lip for a second, her eyes flicking to meet his. “Rumor is… they wiped them all out because they killed the old Arch Mage.”

      Gage stayed quiet for a moment as he absorbed what he’d heard. House Cernunnos had wiped out the Shadowed Fist. He mulled it over in his mind for a long moment before shaking his head. “I don’t believe it.”

      “It was like all over town,” Heather retorted. “Everyone’s saying…”

      Gage shook his head. He knew his old mentor. He knew how meticulously he planned everything. There were always multiple escape routes. He also had a huge spy network—even in House Cernunnos itself. There was no way he’d be taken unaware. “Aeg Derg had contingency plans, he had contingency plans for his contingency plans. He wouldn’t let himself get caught like that.”

      “Sure,” she said, her tone unconvinced. “Whatever you say. Anyway, I figured if they knew about the Shadowed Fist, they might know about my involvement, so I did a runner.”

      “A runner?” Gage asked, cocking his head.

      “Uh,” Heather screwed up her face. “What is it you yanks say? Oh yeah, I got the hell out of Dodge.”

      Gage just stared at her blankly, not recognizing that expression either.

      Heather let out an exasperated breath. “I was scared. I ran. Okay?

      “The boats were being watched closely, so I used the money I had to buy a horse and I adopted the Darka persona and was going to leave with the caravan. Then I saw you and decided to tag along and find out what you knew when it got dark,” she recounted.

      “You saw me how?” Gage glanced down at himself. “You recognized me?”

      “Uh, duh! The HUD.” She pointed to her temple. “I was reading everyone, trying to see if any of them were guards and I stumbled upon you. Decent disguise by the way. I doubt I would have recognized you without my HUD.”

      Gage nodded. He wasn’t used to someone else having the same advantage he’d enjoyed for many years. Being able to scan someone and see their name, race, class, and level had given him the edge since he’d arrived. While he still didn’t fully understand how the display worked, it didn’t stop him from using it.

      Knowing she’d used her display to recognize him made him feel better. That meant not only was his disguise decent, it also meant she most likely wasn’t working for House Cernunnos. If so, she could easily have pointed him out when they were back in Eastport.

      “Say I believe you,” he said. “What do you want from me?”

      “Uh, first, do you know what’s going on?” she asked, her tone indicating it was the obvious question.

      “No,” he replied.

      “No?” She made a face and glared at him. “Just no?”

      “No,” he said with a sigh. “I talked to Aeg Derg after I left the Keep.”

      Heather’s eyes went wide. “So, it was a hit?”

      “No, not really,” he replied. If the Shadowed Fist was for all intents and purposes dissolved, he didn’t feel like he was betraying any trust. “The new Arch Mage had a hand in orchestrating the death of Ruy. If I had to guess, I’d say she didn’t want Aeg Derg holding the knowledge of her involvement over her head—so she tried to wipe out the entire guild.”

      “That’s cold,” Heather murmured.

      “That’s the Houses.” Gage chuckled mirthlessly. “But that’s not real cold. Real cold is where we’re going—Aesir. Midgard and Asgard.”

      “There’s really an Asgard?” Heather asked with a smirk. “Does that mean there’s a Thor and Odin too?”

      Gage nodded. “Yes, I’ve met them both.”

      “You’ve met the Norse gods?” Heather asked incredulously.

      “Gods?” Gage snorted. “They’re no gods. They’re wizards playing gods.”

      Disappointment washed across her features. “Wizards? So, there aren’t really any gods?”

      “I’ve never met one,” he replied.

      “Too bad, I was hoping Thor would be like that hunk in the movie,” Heather lamented wistfully. She let out a heavy sigh. “Now what?”

      “Now,” he said. “You change back into the half-orc and return to the caravan, and I’ll do the same.”

      “Then what?” she asked, her body morphing into that of the half-orc mercenary.

      “Then, you get off at the first stop,” he told her.

      “Not a chance,” she argued. “I’m sticking with you.”

      “No,” he said sternly.

      “Listen,” Heather said, an undertone of fear in her voice. “The House may find out I was involved in your escape. They might send someone after me. Right now, my best chance to stay alive is to stick with you…”

      Gage opened his mouth to object, but she cut him off.

      “Besides, you owe me,” she snapped. “I got you out of that cell, remember? I risked my life to get you out of there and I didn’t even get paid! You owe me!”

      As much as he hated to admit it, he did owe her. He might have been able to get out of there without her, but her help had made it much easier—and less dangerous.

      “Also,” she said with a smile. “We might be the only two Earthlings on this crazy world. We should stick together.”

      Gage couldn’t deny that he wanted to talk to her more about Earth. There was so much he’d forgotten or that he couldn’t be sure of anymore.

      Years of experience told him he should just leave her at the next stop. That would be the safest thing for both of them. He caught himself. No, it would be the safest thing for him. Heather wasn’t wrong. If the House did know she was involved, they’d hunt her down.

      He looked down at the woman and cursed silently. Gage knew exactly what his wife would have told him. She would have wanted him to protect her. And he couldn’t do that unless he was near.

      He scowled. “Fine. You can stay with me—for now.”

      Grinning, she started to walk past him. “See, I knew you’d see it my way.”

      Gage rolled his eyes and followed her back to the caravan. He had to admit, the girl had spirit.
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      A detachment of guards from Eastport arrived as the caravan set up for the night. They ordered everyone out in front of the wagons and rode up the line, scrutinizing each person.

      None of the guards paid Gage any attention but he noticed several of the guards give Heather appreciative looks. She just scowled back at them, thankfully staying in character.

      Gage counted over forty men in the detachment, and it was obvious they were looking for him, possibly Heather—maybe even both. He had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last inspection they endured.

      He waited until they had gone before setting up his tent on a rocky patch of earth higher than the muddy road. Roddet slept in the wagon, but there wasn’t enough room for two people.
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      Hours after the patrol had passed them by, Gage was lying down inside his tent. The suns had set, and by his reckoning it had to be around eight o’clock. He’d listened to the rain hit the tent since he’d laid down inside. He could hear rustling and snarling outside his tent. It didn’t take much guesswork to know it was Heather.

      As if on cue, the girl stuck her water soaked head into Gage’s tent. Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “Let me into your tent.”

      “No,” he replied, glaring at her.

      “Come on!” She said, arms wrapped around her chest. “It’s freezing.”

      “You didn’t bring a tent?” Gage growled. He hadn’t been asleep, but he was still annoyed that she was putting both their covers at risk by speaking with him in sight of everyone. There was no legit reason why the two of them should know each other, let alone speak to each other.

      “Yes! I had a bloody tent!” Her voice rose and he put his finger to his lips. “It’s gone. Someone stole it—probably while we were in the forest.”

      “Shh! You’ll blow our cover,” he chided with a meaningful glance. Gage was already regretting agreeing to allow her to come with him.

      Heather growled but lowered her voice. “I don’t bloody care at this point. I’m soaked through and it’s like four degrees out here.”

      Gage frowned. “If you think this is cold, you’re really not going to like Aesir.”

      “Come on,” she begged, teeth chattering.

      He growled to himself. When had he become so soft? He thought quickly. “Fine. Here’s what you’re going to do.”

      She ducked out of the tent. Just as he instructed, he heard her stomping around. After a couple of minutes, she growled something about her tent being stolen. A moment later—right on queue—she pushed her head in and started crawling in. “Move over little man! The moths got my tent so I’m sharing yours!”

      “But… ah…” Gage replied, playing along with the scenario he’d outlined for her.

      “No buts!” She growled loudly. “Move your worthless carcass over or I’ll throw you out.”

      “But…” he continued in a whiny tone. He needed to sell it to anyone who might be listening.

      “Shut up and make room, old man!” she bellowed. “I’ll pay you in the morning.”

      Head inside the tent, she gave him a questioning look. He nodded. Gage had explained to her earlier that her half-orc character would be expected to be rough and demanding. If she were going to sleep in his tent, she needed to maintain that impression for anyone who might be listening.

      With a sigh of relief Heather crawled into the tent and squatted by the entrance. She started to crawl forward onto the covers, but he held up his hand. “Take your clothes off.”

      Heather blinked, face going crimson. “Listen… I didn’t mean…”

      “Your clothes are wet,” he stated blankly. “If you lay down on the blankets now, you’re going to get them wet. Then you’ll still be cold. Plus, I’ll be cold—and then I’ll be irritable.” He tossed her a spare set of his own clothes. “You can wear these.”

      She smirked as she snatched up the pants and tunic. “You mean, this isn’t your irritable side?”

      “No,” he replied blankly.

      She glared at him for several more seconds. She glanced between him and the clothes in her hand and finally let out a frustrated growl. “Fine.”

      After checking to make sure the flap was closed and tied down, she once again morphed back into the younger, more fragile looking girl he’d first seen in the dungeon. He’d lived with magic since he’d come to this world, but he’d never seen anything quite like it. Gage smiled that something could still amaze him after all this time.

      Heather made a disgusted face. “You don’t have to be a letch about it.”

      “What?” he asked, confused.

      “The big, slobbering grin on your face,” she snapped.

      He snorted. “I wasn’t smiling at you. It’s your magic. I’ve never seen anything like it.” He flashed her a grin. “Besides, you’ve already seen me naked.”

      Heather’s face blushed, obviously remembering when she’d found him in the dungeon, not only naked, but chained as well. It hadn’t been his finest hour.

      Clearing her throat, she changed the topic. “My power is pretty wicked, right?”

      “Have you always been able to change your shape? Even back on Earth?” he asked.

      “Are you serious?” she asked. “There’s no magic on Earth. I mean, there’s magicians but they just do tricks… not real magic.”

      “Then you got that power since you came here?” he asked. As he spoke, he brought her up in his display again.
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      He had more levels of Rogue than she did, so he knew it couldn’t be from that class. He’d never seen Infiltrator. “Did your infiltrator class give you that ability?”

      She nodded and then looked down at him and bit her lip. “Do you mind holding up the blanket while I change?”

      Shrugging, Gage rose to a squat. He grabbed his second blanket and held it up so it hid all but her face.

      “Thanks,” she said and began stripping off the wet armor that was now too big for her. “And yes, I got the ability when I first got the class although until I hit level 5, it used to constantly burn through my Mana. I could only do it for short periods of time.”

      Gage nodded, thinking about his own Shadow Blend ability. “And you can change into anyone?”

      She nodded and pulled the dry tunic over her head. “Mostly. I have to really fix their appearance in my mind. If I don’t know all the details, I can’t replicate them.”

      “That’s incredibly useful,” he murmured, thinking of the possibilities in his previous line of work.

      Heather frowned. “For killing people?”

      “Just useful in general,” he lied.

      “But that’s what you do—kill people,” she said. “You’re an assassin.”

      “Technically, I’m retired,” he replied.

      She rolled her eyes. “You already told me you killed Ruy.”

      “That was personal,” he snapped.

      “You still killed him,” she retorted. “You can drop the blanket.” She set her pile of weapons and wet clothing against the side of the tent. She looked wistful. “What I wouldn’t do for a hair dryer.”

      “A what?” he asked, dropping the blanket.

      “Never mind.” She sighed. Heather held out her arms, showing off the tunic which went down to her mid-thigh. She hadn’t put the trousers on. “Am I rockin’ this or what?”

      “Rocking?” He furrowed his brow, not understanding what she was talking about. Did she want hot stones to warm the blankets? She should know that wasn’t possible without a fire. And with the rain, a fire wasn’t happening tonight.

      She sighed again, teeth chattering. “Nevermind.”

      Grabbing the blanket, she moved forward and laid down on the opposite side of the tent, facing away from him. He looked down at her and shook his head.

      She was a strange girl. Were all women from Earth like her? The only woman he could really remember was his mom. The memories were sporadic, but he was fairly certain his mother had been nothing like Heather.

      He lay back down, checking the daggers under his blankets. They were still there. Satisfied, he pulled his own blanket over him and closed his eyes.

      After only a moment, he heard Heather’s teeth chattering in the quiet. He sat up. “You’re still cold.”

      “I’ll warm up eventually,” she said, still not looking at him.

      “We’ll put the blankets over both of us and share body heat,” he told her.

      Heather turned to face him. “I’m not sharing covers with you, mate.”

      Her declaration would have been much more convincing if her teeth hadn’t been chattering. Seeing her blue lips, he gave her a stern look. “Would you prefer hypothermia? They have hypothermia back on Earth, right?”

      She stared into his eyes for a long time, body shaking and teeth chattering, before finally nodding. “Fine. But don’t try anything.”

      Instead of answering, he pulled her close and put both blankets over the two of them. She was cold against him, and he wrapped his arms around her to give her more of his warmth.

      “What are you—?” she started but stopped. “God, you’re warm.”

      “That’s what my wife used to say,” he murmured, thinking of Alani.

      “Oh, sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean…”

      “It’s okay,” he replied. “You didn’t know.”

      Memories of his times with Alani came flooding back, along with the anger at Ruy and the others for taking her and his daughter out of his life.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” he lied. “Try to get some sleep.”

      He felt her nod against him, and she went quiet. It was fifteen minutes before she stopped shaking, and another fifteen minutes before her breathing told him she was sleeping.

      He moved his arms away from her then, settling on his back. His thoughts were on Alani and Shaunna. It was hours before he drifted into a troubled sleep.
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      The rain had stopped sometime during the night. Gage had been awake for over an hour, but still hadn’t moved. Beside him, Heather slept. He’d debated on waking her earlier, but she seemed exhausted.

      He heard stirring along the line of sleeping caravanners. People started to wake up, and soon the caravan would be moving. It was time for her to get up.

      Gage shook her gently. “Heather.”

      The girl groaned but didn’t open her eyes. He let out a heavy breath. He shook her harder and got close to her ear. “Heather.”

      Heather sat up quickly, eyes wide and only Gage’s quick reflexes prevented him from being knocked in the face by her head.

      Blinking, she looked around with wide eyes until she saw him. “Oh, it’s you! Bloody hell. I nearly had a heart attack.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked. Gage could see Heather was shaking. Given her abrupt reaction to being woken, he wondered if something was wrong with her. Had she gotten hypothermia after all?

      She gave him an uncomprehending look, obviously still not fully awake. “What?”

      “Are you well? Do you have feeling in your extremities?” he asked pointedly.

      Heather’s eyes darted around the tent, still blinking, for a few more seconds. She looked down at her fingers and wiggled them before nodding slowly. “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry, I just… I just forgot where I was for a moment.”

      “It happens,” he said. He remembered feeling similarly when he was a kid. For months after he’d arrived on this world, Gage would wake up and expect to be back in his bed on Earth. Each time, he’d been disappointed.

      After waking up in the same crazy world night after night, year after year, he had eventually accepted that he was never going back. Gage glanced at the girl next to him. He wondered if she had accepted it.

      “I guess,” Heather replied, hugging her arms around herself. She rubbed the sleepiness from her eyes, yawned, and then frowned. “Is it still dark out? What time is it?”

      Gage nodded. His internal clock told him it was nearly sunrise. “It’s about five in the morning.”

      Heather groaned. “Five in the morning? Are you crazy?”

      “People are already stirring. You need to… change back into the half-orc and be ready,” he told her sternly.

      “Just let me sleep a little bit longer,” she argued, eyes half closed.

      “You chose a half-orc persona,” he reminded her. “You have to play the part.”

      She groaned. “Just another fifteen minutes.”

      Gage gritted his teeth. “You need to get up, change, and get dressed. You need to get out of the tent before too many people see you.”

      “Why? We put on that show last night,” she retorted. “That should cover it.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” he said. “We’ll be spending a lot more time with these people and you need to maintain your cover.”

      “You’re being paranoid,” she replied.

      Gage shrugged. Of course, he was being paranoid. A healthy dose of paranoia had kept him alive for the last thirty or so years. He gave her a stern look and put steel into his voice. “Get up, change around, and get out there.”

      “Fine, don’t be such a wanker,” she growled and pushed the blankets off.

      He didn’t even ask what a wanker was, it was obvious by her tone it was something derogatory. Ignoring her comment, Gage checked his own disguise. He straightened the gray wig he wore and checked his clothing. Everything was in order.

      Heather tossed the blanket to him. “Hold it up for me, would you?”

      Gage shook his head. He took her equipment off the twine line at the top of the tent, handing it to her. He then hung the blanket over it, blocking off half the tent. He smiled and gestured to it. “Multi-purpose.”

      Rolling her eyes at him, Heather disappeared behind the blanket. A moment later, she tossed his tunic over the blanket at him.

      Taking the tunic, he carefully folded it and put it back into his pack. He took the remaining blankets and did the same.

      By the time he’d put everything away, Heather had changed back into her half-orc persona. She yanked the blanket down and tossed it to him. She stopped and bit her lip. She let out a heavy sigh.

      “Thanks, by the way,” she said. “You know, for letting me stay here last night and… uh… you know… keeping me warm.”

      Gage nodded. He cocked his head, taking in her appearance. He was still intrigued by her ability to change her appearance. He brought her up in his display.
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      “What?” she asked, screwing up her face. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “How do you trick my display?” he asked.

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “My display,” he said and then remembered what she had called it. “My HUD. How do you trick it? I don’t think I’ve ever encountered anything that my display didn’t show me correctly.”

      Heather relaxed a bit and shrugged her shoulders. “I have no idea. Until you mentioned it, I had no idea my ability could change the display.

      “Speaking of which…” She started but voices from outside caused her to go quiet. She blushed. “Are they talking about us?”

      Gage had heard the voices too. Apparently, her intrusion into his tent hadn’t gone completely unnoticed. He scowled but he’d already come up with a plausible plan last night when he couldn’t sleep.

      “Some men on this world like to be, how shall I say this, dominated by strong women…” he started.

      “You mean like S&M, dominatrix stuff?” Heather smirked. “I guess that’s universal.”

      He had no idea what she was talking about, but he guessed she got the general idea. He nodded slowly. “We’re going to pretend that’s what’s going on here. You will yell at me and debase me, and I’ll act like a simpering, adoring idiot.”

      An evil smile spread across Heather’s face. “I’ve never been into that sort of thing, but I think I might enjoy this.”

      Gage snorted. “I’m sure you will.”

      “We’ll be in Riverton in a couple of days,” he continued. “There, Darka is going to go her own way…”

      “But—” she started to object but he held up a hand.

      “Telma will join her husband, Bhalan, for the rest of the journey,” he continued. “It will give you a good excuse to sleep in my tent and for us to be seen together without compromising your persona.”

      Heather frowned. “I chose this form because she’s a big brute and no one will mess with me.”

      “That’s just it,” Gage replied. “Because you are a brute, you will attract other brutes. They’ll want to challenge you. See who’s tougher. Or see who can bed you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No… They don’t…”

      “I saw at least four other caravan guards and two of the bigger men eyeing you yesterday,” he interrupted. “My guess is, at least one of them will try to strike up a conversation with you today.”

      “But half-orcs aren’t attractive!” she retorted. “I have bloody tusks!”

      “You’re large and in excellent physical shape. Some men find that attractive and will probably think you are good breeding stock,” he argued.

      “Breeding stock?” Heather growled.

      “Breeding stock,” he repeated. “That’s all they’re looking for: someone to give them strong babies. I don’t really remember how it was back on Earth, but in case you haven’t noticed, this world’s a nasty place. Stronger babies make it, weak ones don’t.”

      Gage gestured to the sword strapped to her hip. “Can you actually use that?”

      Heather bit her lip. “Not really. I’ve never really needed one.”

      “I thought as much,” Gage said. “The Ravens aren’t known for their fighting prowess. They’re known for getting in and out without being noticed.”

      “Yeah, I was good at that,” she murmured.

      He nodded. “It’s better if you assume the form of a noncombatant. Someone that won’t turn eyes. An old woman traveling with her equally old merchant husband isn’t going to attract much attention.”

      “I chose Darka because she’s intimidating… what if… what if someone sees a frail old woman and wants to take advantage of her?” she asked.

      “I’ll kill them,” he told her matter-of-factly.

      Heather swallowed and he saw a shiver run over her body. “Just like that. You’d just… kill them.”

      “Yes.”

      “How can you… you know, just kill somebody like that?” she asked, revulsion clear in her tone.

      “I’m not sure how things work back on Earth. I barely remember it,” he told her. “But this world is harsh and unforgiving. We all do what we have to do to get by. Even kill people.”

      She stared at him with an unreadable mix of emotions. Finally, she nodded and headed for the tent flap.

      “Remember the plan,” he whispered.

      Nodding, she went outside the tent. A moment later, he heard her bellow. “Get out here footwarmer and make me some breakfast. I’m hungry!”

      Gage rolled his eyes. Heather was right. She was going to enjoy this charade—probably too much.
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      The next day mired the caravan in issues. A dense fog had risen overnight, making visibility extremely limited. From his perch on the wagon, Gage couldn’t see two wagons ahead. Or rather, he couldn’t see more than two wagons ahead without using his Shadow Vision.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t use the ability without risking drawing attention to himself. If someone saw his eyes go completely black, they would assume he was some sort of wizard or, more likely, a warlock or channeler. While he wasn’t above pretending to be a warlock or channeler and had done so before—it wasn’t his first choice for a number of reasons.

      First, they were headed north, through small towns and villages. Many of those rural areas still observed the old practice of burning warlocks, channelers, and summoners at the stake. It had been common practice throughout the kingdoms until the wizard blood began thinning in the Great Houses. Now, as he’d been recently reminded, a channeler could hold the title of Arch Mage.

      The second reason was the length of the journey. He would be traveling with the caravan for at least two weeks. He had enough to worry about without drawing undue attention to himself. While he knew he could handle any trouble that came up, Gage didn’t want to unnecessarily risk his persona. No, he needed to keep a low profile until they reached Daleford.

      Gage frowned at the thought of Daleford but Roddet cleared his throat next to him. Looking over at the portly merchant, he gave the man a quizzical look.

      “Ahem, ah… Bhalan,” Roddet cleared his throat again. He leaned towards Gage conspiratorially. “I was… ah… just wondering if you managed to warm anything other than her feet last night.”

      Bhalan was the name Gage had given Roddet when he’d paid him to ride his wagon. He remembered meeting a merchant named Bhalan in the south, but the man had died in a centaur attack.

      Raising an eyebrow, Gage said nothing. He knew exactly what the man meant but his Bhalan persona wouldn’t. For now, he played dumb. “Eh? What’s that Roddet?”

      Roddet’s eyes darted to Heather’s half-orc form, riding just ahead of them. He licked his lips. “The half-orc. Did you two share more than a tent last night?”

      Gage let his eyes brighten with understanding and he turned his head towards Heather as she rode in front of them. He had to admit, her half-orc form was impressive. Too impressive. While she’d been spared some of the attention yesterday because of the deluge, now that it was clearer, Gage could see some of the merchants and other guards ogling her.

      “Well?” Roddet pressed. He licked his lips again. “Did you?”

      “Nah,” Gage replied with a shake of his head. “She kept me down at her feet all night. I nearly froze!”

      The rotund man shook his head. “What a shame. That’s a fine specimen of female flesh right there.”

      Gage grumbled. “Not so much when you have her feet pushing you out of the tent.”

      Roddet chuckled, licking his lips again. “It might be worth it.”

      The big merchant settled back on the bench, his eyes still on Heather’s backside and a leering grin on his face. Gage thought it was best not to imagine what the man was thinking.

      Instead, his mind went back to Daleford. The city, only slightly smaller than Eastport, struggled with similar power dynamics. There was even a Cernunnos estate there, and the House had a strong presence in the city. He scowled. Just the thought of it brought up lots of bad memories.

      A group of merchants dumped him in Daleford after finding him wandering when he’d first arrived in this world. They’d unceremoniously dropped him off at the Suns’ Mercy Orphanage. He shuddered at the reminder of his first few weeks in the orphanage.

      Everything had been so confusing for Gage those first few weeks. Still a child, he hadn’t understood what had happened or where he was. He’d cried nearly constantly for the first two weeks, earning the contempt of the other boys—contempt and beatings.

      If it hadn’t been for Tomas, he would likely have been beaten to death. The oversized boy from a farm took pity on him, or perhaps he just hated bullies. Tomas had clocked the biggest bully in the group with one of his meaty fists, knocking the kid out cold. The beatings had stopped, and the group of other orphans never bothered him again.

      After that, Tomas and he had become good friends for about a month. He shuddered remembering one of their last days together. It was the day they’d witnessed a waterspout sending a riverboat and its crew shooting hundreds of feet into the air. After all these years, Gage still had an issue with any sort of water travel.

      Only a few days later, while still traumatized from seeing the sailors fall to their deaths, Tomas was given to a blacksmith for apprenticeship. Knowing the beatings would resume, Gage had escaped from the orphanage that night and scratched a meager living on the streets of Daleford as a thief.

      Gage pushed the memories out of mind. Those things seemed a lifetime ago now. For the moment, he needed to concentrate on his surroundings and help Roddet navigate the thick fog.

      They continued in the fog until midmorning when the suns finally burned it away.

      Another detachment of soldiers found the caravan around noon. They came from the south, most likely from Eastport.

      The soldiers slowed down and each guard eyed him and the others as they passed. None of them gave Gage and Heather more than a quick glance. So far, their disguises held. Seemingly satisfied, the soldiers rode on.

      A half hour later, Gage was still doing his best to avoid looking at the ocean and the scores of  scores of waterspouts to the east when the sound of a horse coming up from behind caught his attention. He glanced back to see a burly caravan guard riding on a much older and shaggier mare than Heather’s horse.

      The man fit the stereotype of a caravan guard to a tee. His long, greasy brown hair hung down to his shoulders. His frame burly, but also overweight, disclosed a habit of too much riding and not enough training.

      Like many caravan guards, he wore a leather hauberk, but the armor was old, faded, and hugged his belly just a bit too tightly. His pants were old and stained, as were his leather boots. The only thing which did appear to have been regularly maintained was his sword, which hung at his waist.

      The man glanced at Gage and Roddet as he passed, sneering at the two men. He kept going until he caught up with Heather just ahead of the horses pulling Roddet’s wagon.

      Roddet leaned over and whispered in his ear. “This could be trouble.”

      Nodding to the merchant, Gage kept his eyes on the burly man and brought him up in his display.
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      The man was just an average guard and if Heather really knew how to handle that sword she wore, he’d be no match for her. Unfortunately, the sword was for show. He’d seen her real hands and they lacked the calluses of someone who trained regularly. If she practiced with any weapons, he’d be surprised.

      Jupp was talking in low tones to Heather, who continued to look straight ahead. After a few minutes of talking, in low tones, the caravan guard suddenly threw his head back and laughed.

      “Come on!” the man bellowed. He cast a sneering glance back at Gage and Roddet, gesturing to the two of them. The fat merchant next to him withered under the man’s gaze and, to stay in character, Gage did too. “Which one was it you spent the night with? You can do better than that! I’ll keep you warm all night!”

      The guard turned his gaze back to Heather and slapped a large hand onto her thigh. “We could keep each other warm!”

      “No chance, wanker!” Heather growled, shoving his hand off her leg. “Get lost!”

      Jupp went red-faced and drew back his hand to backhand her. Gage tensed. If he needed to, he could pretend to fall off the wagon and roll underneath it. Once hidden from view, he could Shadow Slide off either side and throw a dagger at the man. If he timed it right, he could make it look as if it came from Heather.

      Before he could put his plan into motion, Heather’s hand darted out with a flash of steel. She shoved a dagger into the man’s groin, holding it just above his manhood. “Where I come from, no means no. Shove off or I’ll be keeping a little souvenir of our talk.”

      The guard froze, eyes wide and staring down at his crotch. He said something Gage couldn’t hear and then led his horse away from Heather. Jupp glared at Heather as he turned his horse around.

      Riding towards the back of the caravan, Gage could see the man’s red face and his gritted teeth. He was mumbling under his breath, glancing over his shoulder at Heather.

      Gage didn’t need to know what Jupp was saying, he knew the look in the man’s eye. The guard was going to bide his time and take revenge for the public humiliation. Since he hadn’t challenged Heather outright or simply drew steel and attacked her, Gage guessed the man would take a stealthier tactic—or come back with friends.

      Watching Jupp disappear into the fog, he knew the man was trouble. The guard would return, and he’d create trouble for Heather. Gage realized he’d need to take care of the man—the sooner the better.

      Given people had seen the little exchange between them, if he disappeared or was stabbed to death, people might talk. They may not be able to prove anything, but they’d still talk and that would bring attention to both of them. No, Gage smiled. This called for a more delicate touch, and he knew exactly what to do.

      Heather’s horse dropped back so she was parallel to him. She leaned over and whispered to him, voice still dripping with anger. “See, I told you I can take care of myself. And I didn’t have to kill anyone.”

      Gage looked up at her, nodded and flashed her a smile. In his mind, he was already planning Jupp’s death.
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      That night, as soon as Heather fell asleep, Gage donned the darkest clothes in his pack. He would have preferred his nighttime gear but he’d had to ditch his gear before joining the caravan, in case his belongings were searched. It would have looked very out of place in the hands of an old merchant.

      He silently slipped out of the tent and into the shadows. Slowly, he made his way down the line of tents, horses, and carts to find Jupp. He planned to kill the man, but make it appear like an accident. Gage glanced up at the dark, cloudy sky. It was a good night for it.

      While the fog had lifted earlier, it seemed to return in the evening with a vengeance. It made visibility difficult for anyone with normal vision. Gage activated his Shadow Vision, turning the world black and white. While he could no longer see color, the shadow ability pierced the fog and showed the world in unerring detail.

      Gage moved towards the rear of the caravan. He didn’t know Jupp personally, but he knew the type. The man would want revenge for being publicly humiliated by Heather. He was also a coward. Most likely, he’d enlist the help of at least one other friend, most likely two friends.

      He knew Jupp and whatever help he managed to procure would come tonight or the night after, drag her away, and take his revenge. He doubted a man with so little self-control could wait longer than that. No, Jupp would need to save face with whatever friends he had, or the humiliation would fester.

      Slipping from shadow to shadow, Gage continued down the caravan. Most people were in bed now, but he kept going until he spotted a campfire with four people around it. One of them was a dwarf. He didn’t know three of them, but instantly recognized Jupp. They were passing around a bottle and speaking quietly.

      Gage was close enough to bring the other men up in his display.

      
        
        Tobyn

        Human

        Fighter

        Level 7

      

        

      
        Noy

        Human

        Fighter

        Level 5

      

        

      
        Berinon

        Dwarf

        Fighter

        Level 6

      

      

      Noy was directly to Jupp’s right. He was younger than Jupp by a few years, with a youthful, freckled face and light hair pulled back in a ponytail. Gage thought it was blonde, but it was sometimes hard to tell in the black and white of Shadow Vision. The man wore a wrinkled tunic, dark breeches, and low leather boots. Next to him was a sword belt with a long sword.

      To Jupp’s left was Tobyn, a tall, slender man with swarthy skin. Tobyn had jet-black hair and several days’ worth of stubble on his face. He wore a stained shirt over dark breeches, possible black or dark blue but it was impossible to tell with his Shadow Vision, and knee-high leather boots. The man still wore his sword belt with a long, thin sword—a rapier.

      The last person, directly across from Jupp was Berinon, a portly dwarf. The dwarf was broad, with more than a little extra around his midsection. He had medium hair and like all dwarves, he had a long beard. Next to him, leaning against the log he sat on, was a battle worn axe.

      As he watched, Berinon passed the bottle to Noy. As the bottle was illuminated by the fire, Gage recognized it. It was a brand of dwarven spirits popular in Eastport. It was extremely strong and expensive. Dwarven spirits weren’t the normal drink the average caravan guard would be carrying with him.

      He doubted the dwarf would have supplied it. It was simply too expensive. Gage guessed Jupp had bought it from one of the merchants—possibly as a bribe to the others, possibly to fortify his own courage. The one bottle had probably cost him a week’s salary.

      Spotting two more empty bottles lying near the fire, Gage frowned. Jupp had probably spent every cent he had on those three bottles. He was either fortifying his own courage or bribing the other men. Likely both.

      Berinon grabbed his axe and stood up abruptly. Unlike the others, he seemed to be completely sober. “Sorry lads. I won’t tell anyone about this plan of yours, but I can’t be a part of it. It’s one thing to avenge your honor, but what you’re talking about is wrong and I won’t risk my career for it.”

      Jupp’s face, already flushed from alcohol, darkened even more. “But you said…”

      “I’ve said my piece.” Berinon frowned. “I won’t help but I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      Without another word, the dwarf spun and stomped off through the wagons. The others watched him go. Jupp reached over and yanked the bottle from Noy’s hand. He took a long draw from the bottle before handing it over to Tobyn.

      “We don’t… need him,” Jupp’s words came out in a slur. “More of her for us.”

      The other two snickered. Tobyn took another swig of the alcohol. He didn’t appear as intoxicated as the other two. “We’ll have to gag her until we… get her far enough away. And then, there’s the old man she sleeps with.”

      “Footwarmer!” Noy chuckled.

      Tobyn nodded. “We’ll have to deal with him.”

      “We just… slit his throat,” Jupp slurred and then let loose a loud belch. The man’s sloppy tongue licked his greasy lips and he slid his finger over his throat. “It’ll… look like… the half-orc did it… and ran away.”

      Tobyn nodded and licked his lips. “I’ll do it.”

      Gage had heard enough. The men were planning to kill him and take Heather off somewhere to have their way with her before killing her. In his mind, they’d forfeited their lives. It was now only a matter of when and where he would deal with them.

      Briefly, he wondered what they’d do when they opened the tent to find the real Heather instead of the half-orc they were expecting. He shrugged. He’d never know, because these men would be dead shortly.

      Moving further into the shadows, Gage waited and watched. The men continued to pass around the bottle until it was gone. Noy, who took the last sip, held it upside down. He swiveled his head towards Jupp. “You gotch more?”

      “No.” Jupp shook his head. When he stopped shaking his head, he swayed in his seat. “No mores. Naw. We go get—the botch. Butch. Batch. You—know what I mean.”

      The three men exchanged glances. Tobyn, obviously the most sober of the group, stood up. He had an evil smile on his face and a cruel glint in his eye. “Come on then. Let’s go get her. We want to make sure we have time to enjoy her before we kill her and get back to our bedrolls.”

      Tobyn was almost completely sober. The man didn’t need to get drunk to do unspeakable things. He was someone who truly enjoyed inflicting pain on others.

      Too bad. That wasn’t happening tonight.

      Staggering to their feet, Jupp and Noy rose. Noy grabbed his weapon. The drunk guard tried to buckle his sword belt but after several failed attempts, just slid the belt over his shoulder. He gave the other two a grin. “I’m ready!”

      “Shhh!” Tobyn said. “We must be quiet. No one can know.”

      Jupp and Noy both gave exaggerated nods and Tobyn rolled his eyes at the two men. The swarthy man licked his lips. “Come on. Follow me and we will teach this whore a lesson.”

      Gage thought it was interesting how Tobyn had now become the main instigator. It had been Jupp whose pride had been hurt and obviously his idea to seek revenge but now it looked as if Tobyn was the one leading them to Heather.

      The other two men began staggering after Tobyn clumsily. They came by Gage, who activated his Shadow Blend ability. He disappeared into the shadows, practically invisible until they passed. Once all three of them were beyond him, he dropped the Shadow Blend and fell in step behind them.

      Noy was last in line and Gage moved up behind him. He silently withdrew his dagger. In a single fluid motion, he reached around and clamped his hand over Noy’s mouth and stabbed the dagger through the man’s ribs, angled so it pierced his heart.

      
        
        You critically pierce Noy with Surprise Attack for 69 damage.

        You have killed Noy.

        You gain experience.

      

      

      The blonde man struggled briefly but then went still. Gage kept his eyes on the men in front of him, making sure they didn’t hear. He gingerly lowered the man’s body to the ground.

      Falling step into step behind Jupp, he did something similar, but brought his dagger around the man’s body and came in from the front of his chest. His blade slipped between the ribs, through the man’s lung and into his heart.

      
        
        You critically pierce Jupp with Surprise Attack for 63 damage.

        You have killed Jupp.

        You gain experience.

      

      

      Jupp was so drunk, he barely struggled before going still. Lowering the dead man to the ground, Gage moved in on Tobyn.

      The man was almost a half-foot taller than Gage, which made it difficult to get a strike through the heart. Without a killing blow, the man would make noise. Noise would wake and attract others. Gage didn’t want that. Or did he?

      A new plan came to his mind and Gage smiled. He moved in quickly, wrapping both arms around Tobyn’s torso. The tall man twisted his head to look at his attacker and went for his rapier. Gage smiled up at Tobyn and activated his Shadow Slide ability.

      The Shadow Slide ability supposedly allowed Gage to move from one patch of shadow to another shadow within eyesight. He’d found as long as there was any sort of darkness nearby, the ability worked just fine. At nighttime, he could slide anywhere that wasn’t well illuminated. He could also take a person with him.

      Before she’d been murdered, he’d often Shadow Slid with his daughter. She’d loved it and despite knowing he could be discovered by their neighbors; he couldn’t refuse his daughter. But she was dead now and there would never be another “zoomy” again.

      Scowling up, Gage looked straight up and Shadow Slid a hundred fifty feet up into the air above the space between the corpses of Jupp and Noy. Because he was holding Tobyn, he took the tall man with him. The two of them slid through an icy cold shadowy realm before emerging in midair.

      Seeing where he was, the guard’s eyes went wide, and his mouth opened.

      Gage let go of Tobyn then. He saw the man’s look of horror as he felt himself falling downwards. Tobyn’s arms and legs windmilled wildly, and he screamed as he plunged towards the ground. It was nothing like the horror the men had planned for Heather and Gage had no sympathy for the man.

      Getting closer to the ground himself, Gage picked a spot near the two dead men and activated Shadow Slide. Instantly, he appeared next to Noy. Behind him, Tobyn’s scream was abruptly cut off by the sound of broken bones.

      
        
        You have killed Tobyn.

        You gain experience.

      

      

      Hearing men stirring in the tents, Gage reached down and yanked Noy’s sword from its scabbard. He stabbed it into Jupp and put it in Tobyn’s dead hand. He grabbed the man’s coin purse and cut it off with his dagger.

      Moving quickly, he stepped over Tobyn to Jupp’s corpse. People were starting to stir inside their tents and Gage knew he only had moments before someone looked out. As a precaution, he activated Shadow Blend.

      He pulled Jupp’s sword out of its scabbard, stabbed into Noy and put it in the man’s hand and then took his coin purse as well. Gage turned and dropped both coin purses next to Tobyn. He backed away into the shadows, just as heads began poking out of tents.

      Safely hidden in the darkness, he watched as guards and merchants emerged. Most of them had some sort of weapon in hand, possibly fearing an attack. They looked around until someone spotted the three corpses.

      There was yelling and men gathered around the bodies. Gage had arranged the bodies so it would appear as if Tobyn had tried to rob Jupp and Noy and the situation had ended in everyone being killed.

      He wasn’t sure if it would convince everyone, but he knew people liked simple explanations. Barring some other plausible idea, they should accept it. Even if they didn’t, there was no way to link it back to him or Heather.

      Leaving the gruesome scene behind, Gage slipped through the shadows and quickly made his way towards the tent. He moved through the thick fog unerringly, avoiding anyone who had been awakened by the noise near the dead men.

      Halfway to his own tent, Gage stopped behind some bushes, stripped off his bloody clothes and buried them. Naked, he stealthily made his way back into the tent. Silent as a whisper, he slipped inside. Heather was still asleep when he arrived, and he quickly donned his normal clothes and laid down next to her. Closing his eyes, he smiled and allowed himself to fall asleep.
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      The news spread around the caravan by the time Gage had made a fire and started breakfast. Everyone talked about the drunken brawl that ended in three men dead. There was talk that one of the dead guards had been a warlock since one of the men’s legs had been crushed. Of course, Gage knew the truth. A long fall onto hard packed ground would crush a man’s legs too.

      Heather barely paid any attention to the news. Although the men’s names were mentioned with the tale, she had never known Jupp’s name, and the others had been completely unknown to her. For the moment, at least, she was blissfully ignorant of how close she had come to death the previous night.

      With only a slight delay, the caravan packed up and was on its way shortly after breakfast. No one came sniffing around, asking questions. Brawls—even deadly ones—weren’t uncommon on long caravan journeys. Despite the death of three guards, the caravan moved out at its usual time. The weather stayed clear, and they made good time, crossing the Iron Bridge around noon.

      The Iron Bridge was a giant monstrosity of a bridge built by the dwarves of the north. It was made completely of metal. Despite its name, it was clearly constructed from some sort of alloy and not actually iron. The dwarves who built it had never been forthcoming, which had led to speculation over the centuries. Whatever its composition, the bridge had survived for hundreds of years.

      As Gage’s part of the caravan exited the forest and started across the bridge, he felt his blood go cold. To the east, the ocean lurked. Scattered across the seawater were hundreds—possibly thousands—of enormous waterspouts, hundreds of feet tall.

      Waterspouts were supposed to be a rarity on the rivers, but they were a constant thing on the ocean. Gage stared straight ahead, gritted his teeth, and tried to control his breathing.

      He wasn’t afraid of much, but since witnessing that boat shot hundreds of feet into the air, Gage had an unnatural fear of rivers and oceans. Just the sight of a waterspout sent shivers down his spine.

      Seeing so many made him want to turn around and go back. Instead, he focused his eyes straight ahead and did his best to ignore the gigantic waterspouts of death.

      “That’s certainly not something you see every day!” Heather whistled. “It’s one thing to see them from the city walls, but this is right out in the open.”

      “It’s kind of pretty,” Roddet agreed, staring out over the ocean.

      “Mm-hmm,” Gage muttered, focusing on the cart in front of them.

      “You’re not even looking!” she retorted. “Check those out. I wonder if it’s the planet’s gravitational pull causing those, or maybe a combination of the other moons’ gravity along with the planet.”

      Gage didn’t look. His palms stung from a sheen of sweat that covered his body. “Could be.”

      “Are you okay?” Heather asked, dropping her horse back so she was riding next to him. “Are you sick?”

      Gage wiped his sweaty hands on his breeches. He’d broken out in a cold sweat as they’d gotten to the half-way point on the bridge. Despite trying to control it, his breaths came in ragged gasps.

      “I’m fine. I—just—don’t like—waterspouts,” he replied through gritted teeth.

      “You don’t look okay,” Roddet said, the chubby merchant looking him up and down. “You eat something bad?”

      “I’m fine,” he growled through clenched teeth.

      “Roddet!” Heather pinned him with a stare. “Get over to the other side of the wagon and watch the waterspouts. Now!”

      The old merchant flinched and obediently slid to the opposite side of the bench.

      Leaning down from her horse, Heather lowered her voice. “You don’t look okay, mate.”

      They were in the middle of the bridge now and an entire horizon of waterspouts loomed to Gage’s right. He clenched the sides of the bench with white knuckles.

      “You have some sort of phobia or something?” she asked quietly, concern etched on her features. “It’s okay if you do. I’m that way with spiders. I have arachnophobia. Go absolutely bonkers around them.”

      He turned away from the ocean to face her. He swallowed. “I just don’t care for the waterspouts.”

      He hated himself for not being able to control his fear. Gage despised appearing weak. The weak didn’t survive on this world. And yet, the sight of the hundreds of waterspouts had his heart pounding. Despite his considerable willpower, he couldn’t shake it.

      Minutes on the bridge seemed like hours until finally, blessedly, they left the bridge, and the ocean was once again blocked by the trees of the forest.

      “Are you okay now?” Heather asked, leaning in close.

      Unable to see the waterspouts, his heart rate returned to normal, though he was still soaked in sweat. He cursed silently. “I’m fine.”

      “Whatever. Have it your way.” She rolled her eyes at him. Heather spurred her horse ahead, so she was riding parallel to the wagon’s horses.

      Alone, Gage allowed himself to relax. He once again cursed his own weakness and then settled back against the bench and closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The caravan slowly rumbled up the coast for another day before finally reaching the outskirts of Riverton. They arrived around noon and the caravan set up just outside the city, near a large field. Many of the merchants set out some wares as curious townsfolk came to see the offerings.

      People from the town came with their own goods. There were townsfolk selling animals, some selling fresh vegetables, and even bakers with sacks full of bread. Just as the caravan brought goods to the town, the townspeople sold their own wares to the merchants.

      Gage had traveled through Riverton many times on his way north. A small town, barely larger than a village, it thrived mostly on all of the traffic it received from the caravans that passed to and from Eastport. There were always travelers who wanted fresh food and a night of real lodging as they passed by.

      “I’m going into town to meet my wife, Roddet,” Gage told the merchant. “Remember, I told you she’d be joining us.”

      Roddet’s eyes flicked from Gage to Heather. He raised an eyebrow. “You both going to let her sleep in the tent with you?”

      Gage shook his head. “No, I hear she’s staying here.”

      “More’s the pity.” Roddet cackled. “I enjoyed watching her backside.”

      “I’ll be back tomorrow morning,” Gage told him and hopped down from the bench.

      Walking over to Heather, he spoke in a low tone. “I’m going to the Robin’s Nest Inn, join me when you change.”

      Heather sighed. “Are you sure this is a better plan?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “Less chance of notice and talk. No one cares about an old merchant couple.”

      “I hope you’re right,” she replied. She looked over at her horse. “I don’t suppose I can take the horse with us.”

      Gage shook his head. “Too many people have seen you with it. It will raise questions if we come back with a horse that belonged to Darka.”

      “Fine, whatever,” Heather growled. “I’ll sell the horse and then I need to walk around the town a bit.”

      He raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t the time for sight-seeing. “Why?”

      “I need to get a good look at some older women so I can mimic them,” she explained. “Touch them if I can.”

      “Touch them?” Gage asked. “Why touch them?”

      Heather shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure. Maybe, somehow the magic is sampling the person’s DNA or something.”

      He furrowed his brow. “DNA?”

      “Geez, how far did you get in school?” Heather asked.

      “6th grade,” he replied. It was one of the few things he remembered about Earth. He’d been in the sixth grade when he’d been brought to this world.

      “Ah, that explains it,” she smirked. “Wow, you were young.”

      Gage ignored her comment. “So what? You can mimic someone you’ve seen or touched?”

      “For the most part. That’s what I did with Darka here,” she replied.

      “That might not be good,” he told her. “If you mimic someone from Riverton, someone in the caravan may recognize you.”

      She waved off his concern. “I can also composite people. You know, take this person’s nose, that person’s eyes… basically like Frankenstein.”

      The name rang a bell, and he remembered a big green guy with bolts on the side of his neck from Earth. He smiled. “Yeah, I remember Frankenstein.”

      She rolled her eyes. “He remembers Frankenstein, but not DNA.”

      He shrugged.

      “Fine, be that way. I’m going to go do what I need to do,” she told him, hopping back up on her horse. “And then I’ll meet you so we can have a proper meal.”

      “Remember, the Robin’s Nest,” he told her as she rode away. Watching her go, he picked up his haversack and started the walk into Riverton.
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      It had been a long time since Gage had been to Riverton. After leaving the Shadowed Fist and settling near Blarney, there wasn’t a reason to travel this far east. Everything he’d needed was readily available.

      A wellspring of anger burbled up, and he reflexively tightened his grip on his haversack as he walked towards the town. He cursed the fact that he could only kill Ruy once. If he had the ability to raise the man from the dead and kill him again, Gage would.

      There were other targets of his anger now. Ruy had revealed the council had voted to kill him, and not just him, other mageslayers as well. They were all partly responsible for the death of Alani and Shaunna. They would all pay the price.

      Gage realized his anger was showing on his face as two people moved away from him; he shoved his emotions down deep. There would be time later. For the moment, he needed to concentrate on where he was and where he was going.

      Wiping the anger from his face, Gage focused on the people lining the road. They were shouting all sorts of things and holding up goods of all sorts. The spectacle reminded him of the Bizarre in Eastport.

      “Fresh fish!”

      “Bread! Baked today!”

      “Jerky!”

      “Fancy some company?”

      Aesir and Cernunnos had been at peace for years. He chuckled to himself. They’d been at relative peace, at least. Behind the scenes there had been political assassinations, carried out by the assassin’s guilds, but the two were friendly by all appearances—including trade.

      Increased trade between the two provinces led to thriving towns along the trade routes. That included Riverton.

      Gage scanned the lines of people, no less pushy than the merchants in the Bizarre—or any other major city market. They were catering to the caravan folk, offering the merchants and guards goods—and services.

      A woman in a colorful, if somewhat faded, dress waved at him. “Would you like some companionship for an hour or so, old timer?”

      From his opposite side, a man called out something similar. “Looking for a slave that’ll keep you warm at night? These are my last three!”

      Glancing at the speaker, Gage forced himself not to react.

      The man stood with several scantily clad beast-kin women, collared and attached to chain leads he held, a cat-kin, a fox-kin, and a rabbit-kin.

      Gage’s hand tightened on his haversack, his knuckles going white. He did not approve of slavery of any type. Neither had his wife.

      Looking down at the three slaves, he noticed they were not true beast-kin. They were something that had only recently become popular among the nobles—hybrids.

      Hybrids were the children resulting from the union of a beast-kin and a human. Such a combination rarely produced offspring, for whatever reason. When it did, they were always a hybrid. They had the ears, tails, and coloration of full-beast-kin, but without the body hair or sharp beast-kin features. Their senses were more acute than a human, but not as sharp as a full beast-kin.

      These three looked barely out of their teens, dirty, and completely malnourished. Dressed in little more than rags, all three crouched on the roadside and kept their eyes down, not making eye contact with any passersby.

      He paused in front of the man, looking down at the three hybrids. He briefly considered murdering the man right then and there and setting the slaves free, but he knew that would only blow his cover and put the girls at risk—branded as escaped slaves.

      It would probably risk Heather’s cover too, though with her ability, she could easily assume a new likeness and identity. She really did have a remarkable power and he reminded himself he wanted to talk to her about it—away from the prying ears of others.

      “You looking for some help, pops?” the man asked. “Or maybe someone to keep your old bones warm?”

      The man was tall and lean, with dark, slicked back hair gathered in a ponytail. He had small, beady eyes, a thick unibrow, a long pointed nose which had been broken at least once, and a pock-marked face. He wasn’t now, nor probably ever been, mistaken for attractive. His entire face and demeanor reminded Gage of a weasel.

      Gage knew there would likely be buyers from the caravans. If nothing else, they’d be bought here and then sold in Daleford.

      “How much?” Gage asked, keeping the revulsion out of his voice. He took the opportunity to scan the man.

      
        
        Igger

        Human

        Rogue

        Level 6

      

      

      “For you, three hundred gold! Your pick!” The man grinned. “These are the last three I’ve got!”

      The slaver growled and snapped the chains he was holding. “Stand up girls. Show the man what he can have.”

      The three girls stood up. They looked even skinnier than he’d suspected, and he also saw the telltale marks of beatings. Gage had to once again resist the urge to strangle the weasel of a man. There were just too many witnesses.

      Three hundred gold was a small fortune and probably more than the going price in this area. The slaver had obviously jacked up the prices just for the caravan.

      Gage had enough to buy all three, but it would leave him with very little extra money. He might not have enough money to make it all the way to Aesir.

      He looked at the man and the poor condition of the women. He knew he couldn’t just leave them. Alani would never have allowed him to do that. She’d absolutely despised any form of slavery.

      He cursed silently.

      “Seven fifty for all three,” he offered.

      The slaver blinked. “What?”

      “I’ll give you seven hundred and fifty gold for all three girls,” Gage repeated, gesturing to the three girls. The hybrid girls looked up at him, both fear and hope in their eyes.

      “All three?” the man considered. He grinned. “Eight fifty.”

      Gage shook his head. He pointed down at the girls. “I’ll resale them in Daleford but they expect more up there. I’ll need to spend money to clean them up, fatten them up a bit and get them new clothes. Seven fifty.”

      “Eight hundred,” the man offered.

      “Seven fifty or take the chance you don’t sell them at all, or that you don’t meet a better bargainer than me,” Gage replied. He took a step back and started to turn towards the town.

      “Deal!” the slaver said through gritted teeth. “Seven fifty for the three of them.”

      Nodding, Gage smiled and slid the haversack off his shoulder and brought out his coin purse. He counted out the money, feeling the purse grow lighter and lighter.

      At the sight of gold, the man’s eyes lit up and he licked his lips. His eyes never wavered from the growing pile of gold on the makeshift table.

      Gage already knew he’d be paying this man a visit tonight. He would retrieve his gold, that much was certain. What he wasn’t certain about yet, was whether the man would survive the visit.

      After the man made his own count of the money, he grinned and pulled a stake from the ground where he’d attached the chains. He held out the chains for Gage to take and grinned wickedly. “Normally, the chains are extra, but I’ll throw them in for free. Nice doing business with you, Pops. Enjoy them.”

      As Gage took the chains from the weasel of a man, he turned and offered three pieces of parchment to him. “Their papers.”

      After Gage took the parchments, the slaver turned and left without another word.

      Looking at the three girls, Gage sighed. He knew this was the right thing. It was what his wife would have wanted. Unfortunately, doing the right thing and buying them complicated matters.

      “Come on girls,” he told them in the kindest voice he could muster. “Let’s get you properly fed.”

      The girls exchanged looks; their eyes still fearful but with a little glimmer of hope. He took a step towards them, and they flinched.

      Gage leaned in and lowered his voice. “I’m going to remove these chains. You can run if you want. I won’t stop you. If you do, you’ll be on your own. If you stay with me, I guarantee you I won’t hurt you and I will make sure no one else hurts you. I’ll also make sure you’re fed. It’s up to you.”

      He removed the chains and collars from around their necks. He smiled as an idea came to his head and he stuffed them into his haversack.

      The girls were still there when he looked up and he smiled. “Shall we go get something to eat?”

      Almost as one, they nodded their heads. Gage started walking towards town again, motioning for them to follow him. “This way.”
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      The three girls followed him obediently. He kept his eyes roaming the road in front of him and the merchants to either side. He only glanced back once, to scan the trio.

      
        
        Kitti

        Nekomusume

        Commoner

        Level 1

      

        

      
        Foxi

        Kitsune

        Commoner

        Level 1

      

        

      
        Fluffi

        Banigaru

        Commoner

        Level 1

      

      

      Gage groaned inwardly at the names. He guessed the slaver had named them. Given the man’s lack of personality, it made sense he’d also suffer from a lack of imagination when it came to names.

      He noted the commoner class. He knew beast-kin had very short life spans compared to humans. Perhaps to make up for their short lives, they matured much more quickly. A two- or three-year-old beast-kin was already a fully functional young adult.

      If the girls were full beast-kin, he would guess them to be two years old, maybe two and a half. As hybrids, he wasn’t sure. They appeared to be in their late teens or early twenties, but they could easily be two or three.

      Because they were so young, it made sense that they hadn’t yet chosen a class, but he would have thought their quick maturity would have allowed them to gain a class earlier. Then again, perhaps it was lack of exposure to any trade skill.

      As they got to the outskirts of the town itself, he dropped back so he was walking alongside them. “How old are you girls?”

      The girls exchanged glances. Fluffi answered first, rabbit ears twitching. “I’m one. I’ll turn two in a few weeks.”

      Kitti looked down and bit her lip. “Two.”

      “One and a half,” Foxi replied with a swoosh of her tail.

      Gage nodded. They may be hybrids, but it appeared they aged at the same rate as other beast-kin. He’d been right. They were physically and mentally the equivalent of eighteen- or twenty-year-old humans.

      He looked at their emaciated figures. He guessed part of their gaunt appearance was due to their accelerated development. They probably needed more food than humans because of their growth rate.

      “When we get into town,” he told them. “Stick close to me and don’t wander off. Understand? We’re about to enter the city and I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      The girls nodded.

      Gage had wanted to look around and buy some additional supplies, but it would have to wait. He wanted to get to the inn and get the girls into his room as quickly as possible. Three young hybrids were bound to draw attention and that was the one thing he didn’t need right now.

      They left the vendors and townsfolk lining the road behind and entered the town itself. The last time he’d visited Riverton, it had been roughly the same size as Blarney. It was now clearly larger. He hadn’t seen the entirety of Riverton yet, but it might even be approaching the size of Roundstone to the north.

      While the outskirts were unfamiliar to him, once he hit the town square, Gage got his bearings. He quickly followed a series of streets which led him to the Robin’s Nest inn. Stopping in front of it, he frowned.

      The inn’s exterior hadn’t been well maintained in the intervening years. When he’d last visited, it had been a nice, out of the way spot to get a room for the night. Now, it looked run down.

      Gage briefly considered finding another inn, but he had already told Heather to meet him here and there was no way to get a message to her. His frown deepening, he opened the door and gestured for the girls to enter. As soon as they were inside, he followed them in.

      The interior of the Robin’s Nest was dark, lit by a few wall sconces placed strategically around the common room. It actually looked very similar to what he remembered, though the furniture looked much more worn and some of it didn’t match.

      The aroma of cooking food Cut through the smell of stale beer. He couldn’t quite place the dish, but it did smell appetizing after so many days of eggs and jerky.

      Glancing around the interior, he spotted a couple towards the back corner, huddled together at a table. There were also three men in the inn, each one sitting at a separate table. None of them looked like caravan folk but all of them looked up as he and the girls entered.

      A portly young woman behind the bar eyed him and the girls suspiciously before setting down the pewter mug she was drying and slapping the wet towel onto the bar. “We don’t rent by the hour, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      Several of the patrons snickered. Gage forced himself to chuckle, once more reverting into the old man character. He scanned the woman before answering.

      
        
        Hazel

        Human

        Innkeeper

        Level 3

      

      

      Hazel had dark brown hair, pulled back into a bun. She wore a plain, blue dress over which she wore a dirty apron. Her face was plain and, despite her youthful appearance, she had wrinkles around her eyes and mouth.

      “Too old for that, missy. No, I just want two rooms for the night. One for the girls here and one for me and my wife,” he explained.

      The woman raised an eyebrow, cocking her head one way and then the other. “Your wife?”

      “Oh, she’ll be joining us shortly,” Gage assured the woman.

      Hazel looked familiar but he was sure he’d never met her. She did favor the proprietor, Robin, who he’d met several times when staying here. Could this be her daughter?

      He walked over to the bar. “Does Robin still work here?”

      The woman shook her head. “Mum’s dead. Four years now. I run the place now.”

      “I’m sorry,” Gage replied. He was actually sorry. Robin had been a nice woman, and one who didn’t ask too many questions. He did remember she had a daughter, but the girl had still been young the last time he’d been through. Had so many years really passed?

      It appeared the time had not been kind to Hazel. Most likely, the stress of her mother’s death and taking over the inn had prematurely aged her. Gage had seen that happen to people who had gone through severe stress.

      Hazel shrugged. “It’s 1 gold for the two rooms. It’s another two silver per meal. Today’s lunch was venison stew and bread. I still have some in the kettle.”

      Gage nodded. “We’ll take the rooms, next to each other if you have them. And can you bring the food up to our rooms?”

      “Yeah, sure,” the woman said. She reached out and held her open hand in front of him. “Money first.”

      “Of course,” Gage smiled and retrieved the money from his pouch. He dropped the coins into the woman’s outstretched hand.

      Taking the coins, the woman bit into the gold ones, obviously checking to see if they were really gold. She nodded and dug her hand into the pocket of her apron. Her hand emerged with a handful of thick, iron keys. She sorted through them and picked out two. “Here. Room three and four. Up the stairs, end of the hall.”

      Gage took the offered keys from Hazel and smiled. “Thank you. When my wife comes in, can you send her up?”

      “Sure, what’s her name?” the woman asked. “What does she look like?”

      Realizing he had no idea what name Heather would choose for her disguise nor even what appearance she would go with, Gage found himself at a momentary loss. He recovered and cleared his throat. “Actually, I think I’ll come down here and wait for her.”

      Hazel shrugged indifferently. “You want your food down here, then?”

      “Yes, I’ll…” he started but stopped as the door opened behind him.

      “Bhalan, dear, is that you?” A woman’s voice called out from behind him.

      Glancing behind him, he saw a woman’s form silhouetted in the doorway. He guessed who it was but scanned her to be certain.

      
        
        Jannis

        Human

        Commoner

        Level 3

      

      

      A moment after he’d scanned the woman, he realized his mistake. With her disguise ability active, his display showed the character she’d assumed, not the real her. Gage still found it disconcerting that it could fool his display.

      Gage considered the woman in front of him. She was slender, with brown hair streaked with gray. She had a plain face that showed a few wrinkles around the eyes and the mouth. He guessed she could be early to mid-forties. It was younger than his character, but not by enough to be uncommon.

      She wore a simple blue cotton dress, trimmed in gray. It was of better quality than the average villager, but not enough to stick out in a town like this. Gage had to admit it was a good choice for the wife of a merchant.

      There was no indication whatsoever that this woman was Heather. Still, some instinct confirmed it. There was also the fact that she knew his assumed name and had shown up at the inn he told her about.

      “It’s me dear, I just paid for the rooms for us and the girls,” he said.

      “The girls?” Heather asked, confusion in her voice. Her forehead wrinkled as she spotted the three young girls next to him.

      “Yes,” he replied. “I bought us some slave girls. Aren’t they nice?”

      “You what?” Heather snapped, eliciting some more snickers from the patrons.

      “Looks like you’re in trouble, old man,” one of the men quipped.

      “I’ll explain it upstairs… dear… in our room,” he said through clenched teeth, putting steel into his voice. It might break his character slightly, but the last thing he wanted was an argument with her in front of others. That was likely to break both their characters even more.

      “Oh, you’d better,” she growled angrily. There were more snickers from the patrons at her tone.

      Gage turned to Hazel and forced a smile. “On second thought, we’ll have the meals upstairs.”

      “Whatever you say,” the innkeeper replied. She had a bemused expression on her face. Obviously, she expected him to get a tongue lashing from his wife.

      “Come along girls, let’s go check out the rooms,” he told the three hybrids. Glancing behind him, he forced a smile. “Come along, dear.”

      “Coming…. Dear. I can’t wait to talk to you about the girls.” Stalking over to him, she leaned in and hissed in his ear. “And this had better be good.”
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      “You bought slave girls? I can’t believe you!” Heather yelled as soon as he’d shut the door to their room. Her face screwed up in disgust. “What sort of perverted wanker are you?”

      He’d heard her use the word before but still had no idea what a wanker was or how bad it was, but he got the gist of her comment. He glanced towards the door. The girls were in their own room, directly across the hall, where he’d left them.

      They had seemed concerned at Heather’s anger and cowered away from her, looking to Gage for protection—or perhaps comfort. The father in him wanted to comfort them, but he also knew they would very shortly need to stand on their own two feet.

      He’d left them in the room together and asked them to stay put. The girls had obeyed him. They seemed all too happy to go to their own room, away from the angry woman.

      In his own room, Gage sat down in one of the two chairs in the sparsely decorated room, unphased by Heather’s anger. He motioned to the chair. “Have a seat.”

      Heather’s face twisted in disgust. “I’m not even sure I want to be in the same room with you. You bought young slave girls! Very young slave girls! Are they even out of their teens?”

      “Actually, they’re hybrids,” he said. “They’re around two or three years old.”

      “Two or three!” Heather spat, her eyes bugging out. She took a step back from him. “You’re disgusting! Do you have some sort of twisted anime fetish or something?”

      Remaining calm, Gage shrugged. He had no idea what an anime was. He hadn’t heard of it, but he was sure there were many fetishes he hadn’t heard of. “If I hadn’t bought them, someone in the caravan most likely would have.”

      Heather shook her head. “What’s your point? So, you get to use them for your own sick, twisted little fantasies instead of someone else?”

      Gage resisted the urge to chuckle at her. For whatever reason, she’d assumed he had bought the girls for his own pleasure. He kept his voice even, still unphased by her anger. “I bought them to save them.”

      “What? Save them for yourself?” Heather retorted angrily. “Listen, I don’t think traveling with you is such a good idea any longer…”

      “I bought them so we can set them free,” he interrupted. “But I can take them back if you’d like. Let someone else buy them and use them for their own… what did you call it… anime fetish.”

      Heather blinked. She shook her head. “Wait. What?”

      “I bought them so I could set them free at the next city,” he explained.

      The anger drained from Heather’s face as she considered his words. She furrowed her brow. When she spoke, her voice came out small, almost embarrassed. “Are you serious? You really bought them to free them?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “What would I do with three slave girls?”

      Heather opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again, then snapped it closed. Her face flushed and she bit her lip. Eyes on the floor, she cleared her throat. “Sorry. I, uh, assumed you got them for some… other reason.”

      Gage shrugged. He knew exactly what she had thought and, as it so happened, her reaction actually helped solidify their characters. An old man who bought a few slave girls would most likely get a tongue lashing from his wife.

      “The story is,” he continued, as if nothing had happened. He kept his voice lower so no one downstairs would hear them. “Is that I bought them, thinking of selling them in Daleford for a profit. You’re angry at me for not consulting you first and for buying them so young. Got it?”

      Heather blinked. She shook her head. “What?”

      “That’s the story,” he told her. “You need to play it off as if you’re still upset with me for not consulting you before spending all our profits on them. Understand?”

      She nodded. “Are you really going to set them free?”

      “Of course.”

      “But they’re only two and three years old,” she argued. “How will they make it on their own?”

      He shrugged. “I was younger than them when I was thrown into this world. I made it. They’ll make it.”

      “Uhh!” Heather threw up her arms in exasperation. “You can’t just throw three young girls on their own. Do you know what will happen to them?”

      Gage actually did have an idea of what would happen to them. He’d seen many things in his time on this world. People were terrible and barbaric. It was simply the way things were. The strong survived, the weak perished. It was the way of the world. Nothing he did could change that. “They’ll either survive, or they won’t. But at least they can do it on their own terms.”

      “You’re just going to let them go into the wild and maybe they’ll survive and maybe they won’t?” Heather growled.

      “What would you do with them?” he asked curiously.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Find them good homes? Teach them a trade? Something!”

      “We don’t have time to teach them a trade and the only things I could teach them would be killing or farming,” he replied. He raised an eyebrow at Heather. “How about you?”

      “Well, I could… I mean, we could…” she started but trailed off. Heather seemed to deflate a bit. She walked over to the chair next to him and collapsed into it. “Aw, bloody hell.”

      “Most of what I learned in university,” she said, looking up at Gage, “isn’t really useful in this world. Or if it is useful, would take years to teach them—assuming I can even remember it all.”

      Gage nodded. He had a vague recollection that a university was a school back on Earth, but he couldn’t recall any specific details. The only school he remembered was the one he’d attended and even those memories had faded after so many years.

      “We can give them some money to get started,” he explained. “But after that, they’ll be on their own.” He raised an eyebrow, an idea coming to him. “Unless you want to stay with them.”

      Heather seemed to consider his idea for a moment before shaking her head. “As far as I know, I could be hunted. If someone comes for me, they could become collateral damage.”

      “You still think House Cernunnos might come after you?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “They took out the assassin’s guild and more than one person in the thieves’ guild knew I did work for Aeg Derg. I wouldn’t put it past the guild to feed the new Archmage some information to ingratiate themselves.”

      Having been part of the thieves’ guild himself, Gage knew there was truly no honor among the members. The guild did what it had to in order to survive. Sometimes that meant cutting a member loose or sacrificing them for the good of the guild—or the guildmaster.

      “Fair point,” he conceded. He glanced towards the door. “Do you see the dilemma?”

      Heather sighed. “It’s not safe for either of us to stay and help them.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “And as you pointed out, I’m definitely being hunted, and you’re possibly being hunted. That means the longer they stay with us, the more chance they have of being hurt if someone does catch up with us.”

      “And we just drop them off in some unfamiliar city?” Heather asked.

      Gage considered their options. “We do pass a number of villages along the way. We can see if we can get them work at whatever the local inn is. It’s not much but it doesn’t require much skill and its honest work.”

      Heather brightened, though her eyes were hard and far away. “It’s better than tossing them out on their own in some big city. I know firsthand how cities like to gobble up young women.”

      Remembering how difficult his own transition had been when he’d arrived in this world as a young boy, he imagined it would have been much worse had he been a girl.

      “Then it’s settled,” Gage said, standing up. “If the girls agree, we’ll see if we can get them work as barmaids as we head north.”

      “Sounds good.” Heather smiled. Her face clouded for a moment, and she bit her lip. “I… I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions.”

      Gage shrugged. “It was a logical assumption. You really don’t know me. For all you knew, I did have an… anime fetish.”

      Heather cocked her head. “You have no idea what anime is, do you?”

      “None whatsoever,” he replied.

      “I’ll explain it to you some time.” She snickered. She glanced around the room and cleared her throat. “So… one bed, huh?”

      Gage nodded. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

      Heather bit her lip but said nothing. It didn’t matter to Gage. He’d be doing very little sleeping tonight. He had to pay a visit to a certain slaver.

      “Well, after we eat,” Heather said with a wry smile, “I’m taking them shopping.”

      Gage wrinkled nose. “Give them a bath first.”
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      The innkeeper, Hazel, brought the stew and, after eating, Heather took the girls out shopping for new clothes. When she told the girls her plan, they became extremely excited and talkative.

      Gage watched them leave, then he went shopping too. They were low on provisions, and he’d planned to buy more. Now that they would have three additional mouths to feed, he would need to stock up. He would also need an additional tent before they rejoined the caravan the next morning.

      And, of course, he needed to do some special shopping before tonight’s visit to Igger the slaver. He wanted something dark and disposable.

      Going from shop to shop, Gage found the necessities they needed first. They were low on rations and out of eggs. He’d be feeding five now.

      As he moved through town, he kept an eye out for the special items. He found a pair of loose, dark pants and a black, long-sleeved tunic. He also grabbed a long dark scarf to wrap around his head.

      He also picked up a comfortable pair of leather boots. With Heather joining him as his wife, he would allow her to ride next to Roddet. That meant, he’d be doing a lot more walking from here on out.

      After two hours, he had everything he needed for tonight’s visit to the slaver, as well as the food they would need. There were other, smaller villages and towns between Riverton and Roundstone, but there was no guarantee the caravan would stop at them.

      Gage returned to the inn and stowed the items in their room. Heather and the girls hadn’t returned so he decided to take a brief nap. He smiled. Since Heather wasn’t here, he could use the bed. Besides, he wouldn’t get much sleep tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Loud voices in the hallway woke Gage to his dark room. A glance out the window confirmed the suns had set. He rolled off the bed and slipped his leather shoes back on. He used his Shadow Vision to make his way to the small table and lit a candle just as the door opened.

      “Hey old man,” Heather said. “Turn around and check out the girls.”

      Gage ignored the remark. He was in character after all. Not wanting to alarm the girls or give away his powers, Gage switched off his Shadow Vision as he turned around to face them.

      Heather stood in the doorway, but she moved to the side as he turned around, revealing the three girls standing in the hallway. They smiled nervously as he held the candle up so he could get a better look at them.

      “Come on in, girls, let G…Bhalan get a look at you,” Heather said and gestured to them to enter the room.

      The girls obediently came inside, and Gage could see they were all wearing dresses of varying colors. They weren’t the sort of fancy dresses he would have seen in a city like Eastport, but he guessed they were fancy for a place like Riverton.

      He sighed inwardly at the impracticality of the dresses for the upcoming trip but held his tongue. His wife and daughter had taught him, sometimes it was better just to smile and tell them he approved.

      “Very nice.” He smiled. “You look like court ladies.”

      The girls grinned and giggled. Heather beamed too. “I took your advice and we all got hot baths too. I’d forgotten how nice a hot bath is.”

      Gage nodded, noticing how much cleaner and prettier the girls looked. They were all very striking in their nice dresses. He smirked to himself, knowing that if the slaver had done the same, he might have demanded an extra fifty gold per girl.

      “The dresses are very pretty, but you did get them something practical for the trip, right?” he asked.

      “I’m not daft,” she replied. “I got them some leather breeches, tunics, and boots for wading through the muck they call a road.”

      He nodded appreciatively. It was what he would have recommended. There was only room on the wagon for two people, Roddet and one other. While he’d been traveling alone, he’d taken that spot.

      Now that his “wife” was joining him, he would be expected to let her take the seat and he would walk alongside with the girls. Heather and the girls could take turns walking and riding, but Gage would be expected to walk the entire time.

      “We’d better see what’s for dinner and then go to bed. We have an early start tomorrow,” he told the group.

      “I guess we might as well, it’s not like there’s any nightlife on this bloody world,” Heather muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Gage waited until everyone was asleep, and the inn had quieted before he opened the window of their room. He scanned the area below with Shadow Vision and then Slid down to the ground.

      He’d chatted with the girls over dinner about Igger, how he’d treated them, and where he lived. Gage kept his inquiries casual, giving no hint at his plans for the evening. He now knew exactly where to find the slaver. He also had more reason to dislike the man.

      Apparently, Igger specialized in beast-kin and beast-kin hybrid slaves. He kept a regular “kennel” with a dozen female beast-kin, which he “bred” by also operating as a brothel. He sold the hybrids who survived as slaves.

      The stories the girls told about their treatment and the treatment of their mothers made Heather furious and Gage had to physically restrain her from leaving the inn and going after the man. He lied and said they couldn’t get involved. Not without risking the girls.

      Heather had finally settled down, though she didn’t speak to him the rest of the night. That was fine. Gage didn’t need to say anything. He agreed with her. The man was scum. And tonight, Gage was going to take out the trash. He’d just do it his way.

      Originally, he’d thought to simply eliminate the man. Once he’d learned the extent of the man’s operation, Gage had reconsidered. There were other ways to destroy a person, and sometimes death was too quick a punishment.

      Moving stealthily around the village, he avoided any late-night wanderers and made his way to Igger’s large two-story house on the edge of town—the house which doubled as a beast-kin brothel. He took up a position in a nearby tree after making sure there were no roving guards.

      Gage watched the house from all sides, seeing who went in and who came out. He watched the downstairs and upstairs windows, marking which ones were the patrons’ rooms and which ones were Igger’s private chambers. He also found two windows that remained dark the entire time.

      There were a surprising number of patrons, many of whom he recognized from the caravan. He frowned. This place was busier than expected for a small town. It must be some sort of underground brothel catering to visiting caravans. He smirked. This would be the last night it catered to anyone.

      Making his way to the back of the house, he Shadow Slid to to darkened window near what he thought might be a study. He quickly slid the window open and climbed inside. With his Shadow Vision, he could see the room was barren except for bits of broken furniture. He didn’t bother trying to figure out what the room had been used for. It wouldn’t matter soon.

      He moved to the door and opened it just a crack. The door opened into a hallway with several other doors to either side. He heard grunting, moans, and a few yelps from behind the doors to the left. He nodded to himself. These were the rooms he’d seen the patrons entering.

      To the right were Igger’s private rooms. Two large men stood guarding the hallway. He scanned them.

      
        
        Larr

        Human

        Fighter

        Level 5

      

        

      
        Ifan

        Human

        Fighter

        Level 4

      

      

      Local toughs. They were big, but their expressions were vacant. They were just dumb brutes who kept patrons in line and made sure no one bothered Igger.

      Gage drew two daggers. With a quick Slide, he appeared behind the two burly men. Without hesitating, he slammed the pommels of his daggers into the bases of their skulls.

      
        
        You critically crush Larr for 26 damage.

        You have performed a sapping blow.

        Larr is unconscious.

      

        

      
        You critically crush Ifan for 26 damage.

        You have performed a sapping blow.

        Ifan is unconscious.

      

      

      Even as the two brutes dropped to the floor, Gage was already moving. He was already in front of the door he knew led to Igger’s office before the man called out. “What’s going on out there?”

      Grabbing the handle, Gage flung it open, revealing a large, richly furnished room, which looked oddly out of place in such a small town. It could easily have been the smoking room of a successful businessman. Behind the large desk sat the man who had sold him the girls, Igger the slaver—and brothel owner.

      “Who in the hells are you?” Igger, who was behind a large desk, jumped to his feet, eyes wide.

      Gage caused the shadows in the room to stretch out, obscuring him. He kept them shifting so it would be difficult for the man to make out his exact shape. The only things he didn’t obscure were his eyes. With his Shadow Vision active, blackness filled his eyes completely, and he knew that unsettled people.

      “Who are you?” The man realized magic was at play and then met Gage’s black stare. He blanched. “What the hell are you?”

      Gage didn’t reply. He stalked forward. Igger scrambled back up against the bookshelves built into the wall.

      “What?” he screeched, his voice going high. “What do you want?”

      “Strongbox,” Gage growled.

      The man blinked. “What?”

      “Your strongbox. Where is it?” Gage repeated.

      Igger swallowed. “My safe?”

      “If I have to ask again,” Gage said, twirling the blades around in his fingers. He glanced down at the man’s crotch. “You’ll lose a body part.”

      “Okay, okay,” Igger squeaked. He pointed at his desk. “Bottom drawer.”

      Gage continued to glare at the man menacingly. “Get it out.”

      “I…” The man started to say but his voice went dry as one of Gage’s daggers thudded between the man’s legs, barely an inch from his crotch.

      Gage slowly withdrew another dagger. “Strongbox. Now.”

      The man lost control of his bladder, the wetness spreading across his breeches and the pungent scent filling the room.

      “Now!” Gage growled, pulling one of the daggers back as if to throw it.

      “Yes! Yes!” the man screeched, moving forward and yanking open the left bottom drawer. He brought out a small iron bound chest and set it on the table. “There!”

      Gage smiled wickedly. “Open it.”

      The man scrambled around his neck for a golden chain which held a key. He yanked the key off and struggled to open the lock with trembling fingers. The man kept glancing up at Gage, who stared stoically back at him.

      Finally, the slaver managed to get the chest open, and Gage tossed him a large pouch. “Put half of the money in the pouch.”

      The man hesitated and looked confused.

      “Put half of the money in the pouch.” Gage repeated himself. He gestured with his daggers. “It will be much more difficult to put the money in the sack with only one hand.”

      Igger scrambled for the pouch and began shoving coins into it. He continued for almost a full minute before he had filled the pouch with gold. He shoved it to the opposite side of the desk, near Gage.

      Sheathing one of his daggers, Gage picked up the leather pouch. He gestured with his other dagger to the strongbox. “Pick it up.”

      Once again, the man hesitated and looked confused. He glanced from the strongbox to Gage.

      “Pick it up,” Gage growled.

      The man did as he was told and picked up the strongbox.

      “You’re going to go out into the hall and yell ‘fire’ and make sure all the patrons get out. Once you and the girls are safe, you’re going to divide the money in the strongbox equally among them,” Gage told him.

      “But…” the man started but Gage took a step towards the man. The man’s voice died in his throat.

      “We will stay around … watching,” Gage hissed to the man.

      “We?” the man squeaked. He looked terrified, glancing into every corner of the room.

      Gage ignored him. Saying “we” instead of “I” made the person think there were more people involved. “If you don’t give them the money, if you open another brothel, if you sell another slave, if you tell anyone about me… we’ll meet again. If we do, there'll be just enough of you left to pray to every god you know for death.”

      The man’s face went pale.

      “Do you understand?” Gage growled.

      The man opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

      “Do… you… understand?” he repeated.

      “Now go warn your patrons about the fire.” Gage walked over to one of the two oil lamps on the man’s desk. He sheathed his dagger and picked up the lamp. “Now!”

      The man saw Gage’s intention and fled past him through the door. Not bothering to wait until the man was gone, Gage tossed the lamp against the bookshelves. The lamp shattered, splashing oil all over the bookshelves and the floor. The flame from the lamp ignited it, and in a second, the wall was engulfed in flame.

      Grabbing the second lamp, he peeked around the door into the hall. Men and beast-kin women were running down the hall. He glanced down at the spot where he’d left the two unconscious men and saw that either they’d recovered and left, or someone had dragged them off.

      He slipped to the opposite side of the hallway, opened the door to what he found was Igger’s bedroom. Without hesitation, he threw the remaining oil lamp against the far wall, engulfing the room in flames.

      Gage then quickly made his way back to the window and Shadow Slid into the darkness. He retreated to the edge of the light and watched the brothel for several minutes. He listened for any screams or any signs someone might still be inside the building.

      When he was sure no one was trapped inside, Gage crept back to the village. He took extra care not to be seen by the beast-kin and patrons standing around the building. They all just stood outside the brothel, watching the fire consume the structure.

      He smiled as he saw Igger walking around to the beast-kin, giving them handfuls of gold. He wasn’t sure how much it would be, but he hoped it would be enough for them to make it to another town and start over.

      Hearing the cracking of the flame and looking at the fire, it reminded him of his own house burning and the death of his family. Gage frowned as a sense of loss overcame him. He pushed back the memories of that night as he swiftly moved back to the inn.
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      Gage slipped in the room and checked the bed.

      Heather was still fast asleep, having reverted to her normal form. Asleep and cleaned up, she looked very innocent. Maybe it was the recent memories stirred up by the fire, but she reminded him of Alani.

      He shook the thought from his head as he quickly changed. No sooner had he laid himself down on his bedroll on the floor when a bell started clanging somewhere in town. He sighed and pushed himself up to his elbows.

      “Bloody hell!” Heather growled. “What bloody wanker is ringing a bell in the middle of the night?”

      “An attack? A fire?” Gage feigned ignorance, though Gage knew exactly what it was. The word was out about the brothel fire, and someone was calling people out to manage the fire. He wasn’t going to hide his involvement from her—if she asked. But Gage had learned long ago the less you volunteered, the stronger position you were usually in.

      “Who would attack a town this size.” She tried unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn. “Must be a fire.”

      “Must be,” Gage agreed.

      Heather fell back in bed and pulled the pillow over her head. Gage cocked his head, stared at her, and waited.

      After only a few seconds, Heather shot up in bed, knocking the pillow to the floor. She slid her legs off the bed with a thud. “Just my bloody luck. I finally get a real bed and I can’t even sleep in it. Bollocks!”

      Gage nodded. Standing up, he grabbed his shirt and slid it over his bare chest. He grabbed his gray-haired wig and slapped it on his head.

      “Going somewhere?” she growled.

      “I’ll go check on the girls,” he told her. He wasn’t completely sure how mature the hybrid girls were, he knew his daughter would be concerned at a sudden ringing in the middle of the night.

      “Bloody hell,” she growled, slapping her hand against her head. “I forgot all about them. Give me a moment and I’ll come too.”

      She grabbed the dress she’d been wearing earlier and slid it on over her night shirt. She looked down at herself and sighed. “Good enough.”

      Gage smiled. “Are you forgetting something?”

      Heather wiped some sleepiness from her eyes and then stared at him dumbly for a moment before looking down at herself. “Bloody hell. They really need a decent cup of tea or at least coffee on this world!”

      As he watched, her body morphed and changed until she was the older woman he’d seen before. She frowned at him. “Better?”

      He nodded. “Much.”

      They walked over to the door and opened it to find the three girls about to knock. They jumped back in surprise.

      “Sorry,” Kitti said, lowering her head. “We heard the noise.”

      “We didn’t know what it was,” Fluffi said.

      “Probably a fire somewhere in the town,” Gage told them. “It’s nothing to be worried about.”

      No sooner had the words left his mouth than he heard stomping coming up the stairs. A moment later, the innkeeper’s head came into view. She saw them and rolled her eyes. “It’s nothing to worry about. That’s the fire bell. Someone ran up and said there was a fire at the brothel. Don’t worry, that’s far away. You’re safe here.”

      “The brothel?” Kitti said, her face horrified. “Ma.”

      “Wait,” Heather said. “Your moms still at the brothel?”

      The girls bobbed their heads up and down. They looked on the verge of tears.

      Having recently lost his own family in a fire, Gage sympathized. “Get your boots on. We’ll all go see if we can find your mothers.”

      The girls nodded and rushed back into their rooms. Heather gave him an approving look. “You’re a big softy, aren’t you?”

      Aware of the innkeeper still looking at them, Gage smiled and darted his eyes towards the woman. “Whatever you say, dear. We should get our own boots.”

      “Right, dear,” she replied, glancing at the portly innkeeper. “We might as well. It’s not like we’re going to get any sleep.”

      The group assembled in the hallway a few minutes later. Gage led them outside, where townspeople were milling about.

      “Which way is it?” Heather asked.

      “It’s this way,” Foxi said.

      They followed the girls to the outskirts of town, back to the place Gage had been just an hour before. The place was completely consumed in flames and the heat was so great, the fire brigade could get nowhere near it.

      Instead, the people who had come to form a human chain of buckets from the nearest well to this building stood idly around watching it burn. He’d been right. Everyone loves a good fire.

      Glancing at the girls, he saw that tears were streaming from their eyes, and they looked terrified. He looked back over his shoulder at the burning building and realized it had probably been the only home they’d known.

      “Ma,” cried Fluffi.

      Gage turned and scanned the crowd for any sign of the beast-kin, but with all the townsfolk who had shown up, it was impossible to pick them out of a crowd without turning on his Shadow Vision.

      He turned to the girls. “Can you smell like a regular beast-kin?”

      “Wha—what?” the girls asked between sobs.

      “Your mother’s scents,” he clarified. “Can you smell them? Track them?”

      Kitti and Fluffi shook their heads, but Foxi nodded. “I… I think I can. There’s a lot of smoke…”

      “Try,” he said.

      Foxi wiped her eyes and nodded. She began sniffing the air and taking small steps. “I think… I think I smell my ma.”

      The other fell in behind Foxi as she led them around the burning house, to the opposite side of where they’d been. There, at the edge of the light cast by the fire, a group of beast-kin women were huddled together, watching the fire.

      “That’s them!” Fluffi shouted and darted ahead. “Ma! Ma!”

      The other girls glanced at Gage questioningly. He smiled. “Go!”

      “It’s going to be a brief reunion,” Heather said. “I’m sure that piece of scum who ran the brothel will be around to claim his property soon enough.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and he died in the fire.” Gage shrugged. He knew for a fact the slaver had made it out. He’d seen Igger handing money out earlier. But he kept up the charade—for now.

      “Ha.” Heather snorted. “That would be justice.”

      Gage nodded absently as he watched the girls embracing their mothers. Once again, he was reminded of his wife and daughter. Two people he’d never see again.

      After a few minutes, Gage walked over to the group of beast-kin. The woman looked at him in suspicion and he couldn’t help but notice they all carried small bundles with them. Bundles which made the tell-tale clinking sound of coins when they moved.

      “Ma has some money,” Kitti said. “She’s going to go to the city.”

      “Mine too,” Fluffi and Foxi said in unison.

      Heather screwed up her face in confusion. “Money?”

      “Igger, the master,” Foxi’s mom said. “He gave us money and told us we were free.”

      “Really?” Heather’s forehead wrinkled. “Just like that?”

      “We don’t know why he did it, but we are free now,” the woman said.

      “I assume you girls want to go with them?” Gage said, glancing at the three hybrids.

      The girls bit their lips and nodded.

      “We will pay you all we have to get our daughters back,” Fluffi’s mother said.

      Gage held up his hands. “No. That won’t be necessary. They are free to do as they wish.”

      The girls looked hopefully but the women narrowed their eyes at Gage. “What is the catch?”

      “There’s no catch,” Heather said quickly. “He’s just doing the right thing for once in his life.”

      Gage shot her a hard look.

      Heather ignored him. “Take them and take good care of them.”

      “Thank you! Thank you!” The women grabbed their daughters and hugged them tightly. They grabbed Heather and hugged her, then Gage and hugged him.

      He tensed but allowed them to hug him. Finally, they let him go and began chatting with each other about their plans.

      Gage backed away and rejoined Heather.

      “It looks like we won’t be finding them jobs after all,” she said.

      “I guess not,” he replied.

      Heather looked up at him suspiciously. She nodded towards the burning brothel. “This whole thing doesn’t feel right. The place burns down, and the slaver just frees them and gives them money?” She narrowed her eyes. “Did you have anything to do with this?”

      “We should go back to the inn now. The bell stopped ringing. Maybe we can get some sleep.” Gage shrugged. He turned and started walking back towards the inn.

      “You know, a non-answer is an answer,” she said as she scrambled to catch up with him. She smiled. “You did have something to do with it, didn’t you?”

      “I’m just an old merchant who wants to get some sleep,” he replied.

      “Fine. Be that way,” she pouted through a yawn. “Though to be honest, sleep does sound good.”

      Walking past the enthralled townspeople, the two of them headed back to the inn.
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      As soon as they were out of earshot of the gathered crowd, Heather turned to him. “Be honest with me. Did you have anything to do with that?”

      Gage didn’t miss a step. He flashed her a confused look. “What makes you ask that?”

      A disgusted look crossed her face. “I’m not a bloody idiot, you know.”

      “I never said you were,” Gage replied with a straight face.

      Heather rolled her eyes. “The brothel just happens to burn down and then the guy who sold you the girls just happens to give money to the former tarts…”

      “Tart?” Gage asked, unfamiliar with her use of the term. He raised an eyebrow. “Pastries?”

      “Prostitutes,” she clarified. “And don’t change the topic. That stuff doesn’t just happen. Not on this world.” She smirked. “Not on any world. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “What’s your point?” Gage asked, looking bored. She was right, of course. He’d realized his mistake the moment the girls had spotted their mothers. There was no way the women wouldn’t tell their daughters what had happened. Once Heather had heard it, he guessed she might put two and two together.

      Heather narrowed her eyes. “Are you playing with me?”

      Gage sighed. Heather was intelligent and tenacious like Alani had been. It was one of things he’d always admired about his wife. Now, when he was trying to keep things under wraps, it was rather annoying.

      He considered continuing the lie—well, maybe not outright lie, but certainly denial. After a moment, he realized there was really no benefit in not telling her. If she left, Heather would probably be safer.

      “Fine,” he admitted. “I might have paid Igger a little visit.”

      “Igger?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “The slaver,” he replied. “And the man who sold me the girls and ran the brothel.”

      “And you didn’t kill him?” she smirked. She narrowed her eyes at him. “Isn’t that what you do?”

      He shook his head. “Had I killed him, I wasn’t sure what would happen to the girls who worked for him. By allowing him to live, I made sure they were freed and provided for.”

      “Why would you care?” she asked. “I mean, you’re a killer, right?”

      He nodded.

      “And you look after slave girls and prostitutes.” She lifted her eyebrow again, a slight smile on her face. “An assassin with a conscience?”

      “I’ve killed very few people who didn’t deserve it,” he snapped. “Mostly it’s been wizards. Wizards who enslave people. Who pretend to be gods. Who keep normal people ignorant and under their boot.”

      Heather raised her hands up in a peaceful gesture. “No argument there.”

      She went quiet and they continued to walk towards the tavern. They were almost back when she stopped. He paused and turned to face her. “Yes?”

      Heather bit her lip. “Those men in the caravan. They ones they said died fighting each other. Did you kill them?”

      Once again, he was tempted to lie but decided to keep going with the truth. It was a novel approach, after all. “Yes.”

      “Why?” she demanded, face going red. “I dealt with the guy…”

      “The three men were drunk and on their way to rape and kill you,” he replied without emotion. “Not necessarily in that order.”

      Heather blinked, mouth falling open. After a moment she snapped her mouth shut. Emotions played across her face for a minute before she seemed to master them. “They were really coming to kill me?”

      Gage nodded. “I knew his type the moment I saw him interact with you. I knew he’d get revenge on you for publicly humiliating him.”

      “I could have dealt with him!” she snapped.

      “Really?” he asked. “Despite being low-life scum, he was a practiced swordsman. You could tell from his hands and the way he carried himself. Could you really have gone toe to toe with him?”

      A slight look of embarrassment crossed her features, but she hardened her jaw. “So what? You just went there and killed him and his friends?”

      “No,” he replied. “I went there just to kill him. I found him inciting two other men. One was just a follower, but the other was truly sadistic. He would have made sure you died screaming.”

      Heather swallowed. “You could have told someone. The caravan master or someone.”

      “I could have,” he agreed. “But I didn’t. There was a problem. I dealt with it.”

      “By killing them?” she asked with a shake of her head.

      “I really don’t remember what Earth was like, just bits and pieces really,” he said. “But here, on this world, that’s how it works. If someone wants to kill you, you kill them first. You don’t leave them alive to try another day.”

      His thoughts went back to a female summoner and her strange, demonic cat. Gage had broken his own rule then. He’d left her alive. Luckily, it hadn’t come back to haunt him.

      “And yet, you left the slaver guy alive and that worked,” she said triumphantly.

      “That’s different,” he replied. “He wasn’t a direct threat. He was just a piece of human garbage. I scared him and destroyed his way of making a living. Maybe he’ll learn from that, maybe he won’t. Either way, he’s no threat.”

      They reached the inn and went inside. A few people were sitting at tables or at the bar, sipping on mugs of ale. They turned and looked up at the newcomers

      The innkeeper flashed them a tired smile. “Did they manage to get the fire under control?”

      “No,” Gage replied in his old man voice. “It looks like the whole building went up.”

      “What about the girls?” a burly man shouted. “Are the girls okay?”

      “As far as I can tell,” Gage replied.

      The man nodded. “What about Igger? He make it out?”

      “The man who ran the place?” Gage answered. “I think so.”

      “Well, if he made it out and the girls made it out,” the portly man next to him said. “He’ll be starting up the brothel again in no time.”

      “Where are the young ones?” the innkeeper asked.

      He realized he hadn’t thought of a cover story for their absence. Gage had been distracted by Heather and her questioning. He quickly thought of a plausible explanation.

      “I sold them,” he replied, earning a glance from Heather. “Igger ran up to me at the fire and offered me a bit more than I paid. Practically begged me. I took him up on it. Easy money.”

      “Really?” the burly man said with a lecherous grin. “I wonder if he’ll have them start at the new brothel.”

      Heather took a step towards the man, but Gage placed a restraining hand on her shoulder. She spun and glared at him.

      “Nothing good will come from you making a scene here,” he whispered. “We need to maintain our covers.”

      Heather glared at him for a few seconds and pulled her shoulder from his grasp. She started towards the steps.

      “Someone’s upset,” the portly man chuckled.

      “We lost a decent amount of profit on the early sale,” he explained and followed her towards the stairs. “There’s been a lot of excitement. I think my wife and I will go up and try to sleep.”

      Gage and Heather went up to the room. As soon as the door shut, she whirled on him. “Why didn’t you let me…”

      “Let you what?” he asked. “What would you have done?”

      “I would have given him a piece of my mind!” she growled, shaking her fist. “The pervy one wanted to have sex with them. They’re like two!”

      “That’s like eighteen to twenty in human years,” Gage reminded her. Seeing her look of disgust, he changed his avenue of attack. “It would have brought attention to us. Attention neither of us needs right now.”

      “Bollocks!” she snapped.

      “I know they’re after me,” he replied sharply. “You think they’re after you. You don’t think two older people creating a scene wouldn’t be remembered if someone comes asking? You said you were smart.”

      “Fine,” she growled with clenched teeth. “You’re probably right.”

      “If you want,” he told her nonchalantly. “I’ll go out later and kill him.”

      She blinked. “Wait. What?”

      “I can go out and kill the burly man,” he told her. “I’ll make it look like an accident—or maybe a burglary gone wrong. That stuff happens when the caravan’s in town.”

      “No, I don’t want you to go out and kill him,” Heather retorted. “Why would you think I would want him dead?”

      “I mean, if it’s worth blowing our covers over…” he trailed off with a raised eyebrow.

      Heather threw her hands up. “You’re impossible.”

      Gage cocked his head. For the first time in hours, the town was quiet. “The bell stopped ringing. I guess they finally realized it’s a lost cause.”

      She frowned at him. “So?”

      “So,” Gage said, taking off his shoes and shirt. “If we’re lucky, we can get a few hours of sleep before we have to get up and rejoin the caravan.”

      After he finished talking, Gage laid back on his bedroll and closed his eyes. He heard Heather stomp around the room for several minutes before she climbed into bed. Within ten minutes, he heard her breathing become regular and knew she was asleep.

      Gage sat up and went over to the door. He moved several of the supplies in front of the door so anyone who tried to push the door open would knock over the supplies and wake him. He did the same with the windows. Satisfied no one could get into the room without waking him, he laid back down on his bedroll and allowed himself to fall asleep once more.
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      Gage was up at sunrise the next morning. He dressed and packed their stuff. The sun sat barely above the horizon when he made the first trip back to the caravan. Unlike during their arrival, there were no townsfolk lining the path. It was a quiet, solitary walk.

      Roddet was still asleep when he arrived, so Gage dropped off the supplies in the cart and returned to the inn. Slipping inside the room, he found Heather still sleeping. Annoyed, he walked over and shook the girl awake.

      Heather didn’t open her eyes. She turned away from him. “Go away!”

      “Time to get up,” he said and shook her again.

      “Morning already?” she groaned with slitted eyes.

      “It is and I’m guessing we have about an hour to get back to the caravan before they start off without us,” he told her.

      She collapsed back in the bed. “Bloody hell! I could have slept for another 45 minutes!”

      “You could if you don’t want one more home cooked meal before we leave,” he told her.

      Heather groaned and pulled the blanket over her head.

      Gage watched her for a minute longer. She didn’t stir and after another minute, he heard a light snoring. He shook his head and wondered how the woman had survived so long in this world.

      He could no longer remember how he was before being dumped here, but Gage had quickly become a light sleeper. He’d learned early on that those who slept in got robbed, beaten, or worse.

      Even joining the thieves’ guild hadn’t allowed him to relax his guard. The saying “there’s no honor among thieves” held true for those in his guild. Anyone who slept late and couldn’t keep another thief from taking their goods was fair game.

      The guild hadn’t allowed outright killing—or even brutal beatings—of members. If, however, a rogue left his stash unguarded, nothing in the guild rules outright forbade stealing it.

      Gage had nearly starved until he’d become a very light sleeper and defended his goods. He involuntarily looked at his forearms. Some of the scars from his early scraps were still visible after all these years.

      Shaking the memories from his head, Gage stared at the sleeping form of Heather. His instincts told him to leave her. She was a liability. A distraction. Her lack of knowledge about the world outside of the city combined with her lack of fighting skill meant she would be more of a hindrance than a help.

      He glanced at the door. Part of him wanted to just go. Another part of him needed answers. Answers to so many questions—questions he’d long put out of his mind.

      Why did she have a display? What was Earth like? How had she gotten here? Did she know why she was brought here? Did she know why he was brought here?

      Gage frowned. Her appearance had stirred questions he’d thought were long buried. Seeing her—meeting her—had brought them to the surface. Now he needed answers. And she was the only one who might be able to give him those answers.

      Making up his mind, Gage set his pack on the floor. Walking over to the bed, he shook her awake. “Get up Heather! We need to go!”

      “Just leave without me.” Heather groaned.

      “Is that what you want?” Gage asked, an eyebrow raised.

      Heather sat up suddenly, eyes blinking. “No! I didn’t mean that. Don’t leave me.”

      Gage stepped back and folded his arms over his chest. “If you don’t get up and get moving, I will.”

      Glaring tiredly at Gage, Heather shoved the blanket off her and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She was wearing a long night shirt, which was too short by far for any woman not living in a brothel. He found his eyes unconsciously drawn to her shapely legs.

      Catching him staring, she rolled her eyes and made a face. “My world. This world. Men are all the same.”

      Gage cleared his throat and turned away. He suddenly felt guilty for looking at Heather’s legs. His wife had only been dead a few weeks.

      He walked back over to the supplies and double-checked the bindings. He heard the rustle of clothing behind him for a couple of minutes before Heather spoke.

      “All ready, dad,” she said, stifling a yawn. “You can turn around now.”

      Turning, he saw that she was dressed in the same gray trimmed, blue cotton dress she’d been wearing before. She covered another yawn with her hand. “Is this okay for the trip?”

      He looked her up and down. It was thick material, which would keep her warm, and plain enough that it wouldn’t stand out in the caravan. “That’s good. Do you have a cloak to go over it?”

      She reached down and picked up a dark gray bundle. “Yeah.”

      “Good,” he said. “You’ll be riding up on the cart, so it will be cool.”

      Heather raised an eyebrow. “You’re letting me ride up there with you?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “You’ll ride. I’ll walk.”

      She gave him a mocking smile. “How gentlemanly of you.”

      Gage shrugged. “It will be expected. We have…”

      “... to maintain our covers,” she finished. “You’re like a broken record.”

      “A what?” he asked, something jogged the recesses of his memory but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      “Nevermind.” She sighed. “Earth saying.”

      He nodded, reached down, and picked up the pack. “We should get going.”

      “What about the home cooked meal?” she pouted.

      “Order some sausages and some bread. Wrap it in a cloth and then catch up with me,” he told her.

      Heather narrowed her eyes at him. “You wouldn’t leave me, would you?”

      “No,” Gage answered.

      She flashed him a dubious look.

      “I could have left you while you slept,” he told her. He pulled the door open. “Get the food and meet me at Roddet’s wagon.”

      He heard her footsteps behind him and he stopped. Turning his head, Gage looked her up and down. “You might want to do that thing you do.”

      Heather looked down at herself and let out an exasperated breath. “They really need caffeine on this planet!”

      A moment later, the slender twenty-something year old was replaced by her new persona.

      
        
        Jannis

        Human

        Commoner

        Level 3

      

      

      Gage shook his head at the change in his display. Once again it truly disturbed him and his sense of what was true. He’d always accepted with absolute certainty that what his display showed him was the truth.

      The display had been the one thing he’d been so sure of in this world. The one thing he knew would not lie to him. Knowing that it wasn’t always showing him the truth was causing him to question everything he knew—or thought he knew.

      It was one more reason to keep her around—for now. Perhaps she could give him more information on the display and how her power altered it.

      “What?” she asked, looking at him sideways.

      Realizing he’d been staring at her; Gage shook his head. “Nothing. Come on. We’re wasting time.”

      Walking down the stairs, Gage found the common room completely empty. “Get an extra order of sausages.”

      “An extra…” she started but he was already walking out the door.

      Gage left Heather to order the food and began making his way back to the caravan. Roddet was up and helped him settle the supplies in his cart as they waited for Heather.

      Twenty minutes later, Heather arrived carrying a small bundle in her arms. She was chewing on something, and he guessed she’d already started on her portion.

      As she approached, Gage nudged Roddet. “Here comes my wife.” In a low voice he whispered. “Remember, not a peep about the half-orc.”

      Roddet chuckled conspiratorially. “Not a word.”

      “Hello, dear,” Gage said, hopping down from the cart. “I’ll take that.”

      “Roddet,” he said. “This is my wife, Jannis. Jannis, this is Roddet. He was gracious enough to allow us to share his cart.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Jannis said. A shout began from the front of the caravan and began being echoed down the line. “Looks like just in time.”

      After helping Heather mount the cart, Gage unwrapped the bundle. He grabbed some of the sausages and a piece of the bread before handing the food back to his “wife” and gesturing to Roddet. “I think Roddet might enjoy the extra sausages.”

      “Oh! I won’t say no to sausages!” The old merchant grinned and tore into the food Heather handed him with reckless abandon. By the time Roddet had gobbled down his share of the sausages and bread, the caravan was on the move.
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      The next week passed quickly, with very little time for Gage and Heather to talk privately. They were only alone at night in the tent. Even then, talk of Earth or anything related to their pursuit carried too much risk—always a chance someone walking by might hear them through the tent.

      Four more patrols passed the caravan, though most had only ridden by and given the group no more than a cursory glance. Clearer weather allowed the caravan to travel faster than the beginning of their journey, and they welcomed the end of endless rain and mud.

      The morning before they arrived in Daleford, a new patrol forced the caravan to halt. The captain in charge had ordered everyone to stand alongside the wagons as the soldiers once again rode up and down the lines.

      This time, the officer in charge had a parchment. He held it up as he rode by, showing it to everyone. He asked the same question to each person. “You see this man? He is an assassin.”

      The sketch was crude and barely recognizable, but it was close enough that Gage realized he would need to stay in disguise until they left the province. He shook his head when it was his turn and saw Heather do the same.

      Gage cursed silently. How had they gotten a sketch of him? Magic? He wasn’t aware of any magic which could create likenesses.

      He couldn’t see how it could be a mundane sketch. He didn’t remember leaving anyone alive on his way out. He cursed again. They must have talked to one of the guards who had caught him the first time. One who hadn’t been on duty the night he’d killed Ruy and was still alive.

      The captain had also made a point to mention a reward—ten thousand gold coins—to anyone who told them the whereabouts of the assassin. It was a fortune – life-changing money for all but the wealthiest. If news of the reward was common knowledge, he wouldn’t be safe anywhere.

      Gage glanced over at Heather. Perhaps not even from her.

      Catching him look at her, Heather leaned in. “Looks like they’re just looking for you… And willing to pay well.”

      “You’re probably right,” he replied. “Or maybe I’m just the one with the big reward.” He looked into her eyes. “Big enough for you to turn me in?”

      She hesitated and looked wistful. “It is a lot of money… what… don’t give me that look… if I had wanted that reward, I could have turned you in just now.”

      Gage nodded, not completely convinced.

      “What are you two whispering about?” Roddet said, stepping close.

      “The reward!” Gage replied with a grin. “We were just saying, wouldn’t it be nice to get that reward.”

      Roddet licked his lips and nodded. “The things I could do with ten thousand gold.”

      “It is a lot of gold,” Heather said. “A small fortune.”

      The old merchant sighed and shook his head. “Best not to get involved with that sort of thing though.” Roddet stopped speaking and looked around. He made a warding gesture. “Probably Shadowed Fist. You don’t cross the Fist and expect to live long enough to spend the money.”

      Heather smirked. “I heard the assassin’s guild was wiped out by the House the day before we left.”

      Roddet snorted. “Yeah. I heard that rumor too. No one wipes out the Fist. No one. Not even the Archmage.”

      Gage nodded. He knew Roddet was right. There was no way the guildmaster, Aeg Derg, had been captured or killed. The man had spies everywhere and probably twenty different escape plans. No. He wasn’t dead, and neither was the Fist.

      “I think you’re probably right,” Gage said.

      “Come on,” Roddet said as the ready shout echoed down the line of the caravan. He climbed onto his wagon and held a hand down for Heather. “Time to get moving again.”
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        * * *

      

      The caravan plodded towards Daleford, the second largest city in the province. They made good time, and the city came into view a few hours before sunset. It brought back a host of memories for Gage, but he didn’t have time to linger on them. Besides, very few of them were pleasant.

      Daleford was located at the top of a large hill. From where they were, Gage could see the road to the city snaking up the slope. He also saw several encampments of soldiers between them and the city entrance.

      A rider came towards them, and Gage recognized it as one of the caravan’s representatives. He rode by slowly yelling out as he went.

      “Checkpoint up ahead!” he shouted as he rode by. “Have your papers ready. We want to make it into the city before sunset!”

      Gage cursed inwardly as the man rode by. He hadn’t had time, nor the resources, to get fake papers before he left. They were rarely used except when entering or leaving the provinces. He’d planned to abandon the caravan before then and go his own way.

      Heather leaned down, a worried look on her face. She kept her voice low. “Do you have papers?”

      “We’re going to need to ditch the caravan,” he whispered with a shake of his head.

      She bit her lip and then nodded.

      Gage thought quickly. They needed to leave the caravan without arousing suspicion and then disappear. He looked to the east and instantly regretted it as his stomach did a somersault. There was nothing but sand, all the way to the ocean’s edge and dozens of waterspouts within eyeshot.

      Quickly turning away, he looked to the west. The hillside sloped up and disappeared into the trees and bushes. He spotted a path and quickly formed a plan.

      “Follow my lead,” he whispered to Heather.

      She nodded.

      “Dear,” he said loudly enough that Roddet would hear. He pointed up the path. “Isn’t this the spot?”

      “The spot?” Heather asked, glancing

      “The spot where I proposed twenty years ago!” Gage said with a grin. “Hard to believe it’s been so long.”

      “You’re right!” Heather said, playing along with him. “That is the spot.”

      Gage looked up at Roddet. “Roddet, can you look after our stuff while we go visit the spot I proposed?”

      Roddet frowned. “You’ll get left behind.”

      “Nah. Everyone will get stopped at the checkpoint, so it’ll give us time to catch up. If not, we’ll meet up later.” Gage patted his haversack. “I got my papers right here, so I’ll just meet you at the marketplace if we don’t make it in time.”

      “Up to you,” Roddet replied with a shrug. The old merchant gave Gage a wink. “You two have fun up there.”

      Gage gave Roddet a wink in return. He smiled up at Heather who was about to step off the cart. “Better grab your haversack, dear. I think there’s a blanket in there.”

      Heather furrowed her eyebrows but grabbed her haversack and slung it over her shoulders. She then hopped down into Gage’s arms. He caught her easily but, keeping in character, pretended to be knocked back a step.

      “See you later, Roddet,” he lied.

      Roddet waved and rode past them.

      Taking Heather’s hand, he led her to the path and the two of them started their ascent up the steep hillside.

      “What if someone tells the guards we left the caravan?” Heather asked.

      “I’m hoping Roddet will relay the story,” Gage replied.

      Heather looked dubious. “And when we don’t show up tonight? Or tomorrow?”

      “By then, we’ll be in the city,” he replied.

      “How?” she growled. “We have no papers. There’s a checkpoint at the entrance, remember? Probably one at every entrance.”

      Gage grinned. “Leave that to me.”

      “Oh, right,” she rolled her eyes. “Leave that to you.”

      “I grew up here,” he said, glancing out at the city which had been his home for many of his early years on this world. There were plenty of bad memories of the city and his time there, but there had been some good ones.

      He was certain things had changed since the last time he’d been to Daleford but at the time, he’d known at least a dozen ways to enter the city undetected. He guessed at least some of them were still viable.

      “What about our supplies and our gear?” she asked.

      “There was no way we could bring it with us without raising some eyebrows,” he told her.

      He glanced back at her. “Your money’s in your haversack, right?”

      She nodded.

      “I have my money, you have your money,” he explained. “We’ll buy new gear in Daleford.”

      He stopped their ascent. “These disguises are blown. Even if Roddet bought our story, he’ll still mention us to the guards, and the caravan master will have a record of me—presumably you too. When we’re not accounted for, they’ll make a note of it. We’ll need new disguises if we want to walk around Daleford without worrying about our descriptions being circulated.”

      “I guess a new persona it is.” Heather sighed. She smiled up at him. “Can we go with someone a bit younger this time?”

      “We’ll see.” Gage rolled his eyes and started back up the hill. Very shortly, he’d be back in his old stomping ground. Back in Daleford.
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      “It’s not bloody happening!” Heather repeated in a muffled voice for the third time. Her hands were holding a piece of her cloak over her mouth and nose in a vain attempt to keep from breathing in the stench from the sewer grate. She shook her head emphatically. “I am NOT going in there.”

      Gage massaged his forehead. While he admitted that the liquid coming from the sewer drain was pungent, he didn’t think it was as bad as she made it out to be. Then again, he’d spent the last few years taking care of livestock and shoveling manure of all sorts. Perhaps he’d developed a tolerance to the smell of excrement.

      “The other ways are guarded,” he reminded her. “Or sealed.”

      There had been a hole in a section of the city wall in the sprawl that the guild had used to smuggle things in and out of the city back when he’d been in the Daleford thieves’ guild. He’d checked it first, but it appeared to be guarded by several rough looking types. He guessed they were thieves’ guild toughs.

      Another hole he’d used in his former life had been sealed up. Guessing by the way the stones had fused together, someone with Earth magic had done the repair. The final breach in the wall he was aware of, one near the butcher just outside the merchant quarter, had also been sealed but by more mundane means—bricks and mortar.

      That left only the broken sewer grate on the south wall and their current dilemma.

      “What about sneaking in the gap in the wall once it gets dark?” Heather suggested, her voice holding a tone of desperation.

      “I could sneak by them. Can you?” he asked her bluntly. He raised an eyebrow. “Or I could always kill them all.”

      “You know, you don’t have to kill everyone you meet,” she snapped.

      “I didn’t kill you,” he replied.

      The truth was, he could sneak by the rogues at the hole using his Shadow Blend ability. There hadn’t been any beast-kin among them so it would be simple. Unfortunately, he couldn’t take her with him. At least, not without revealing his Shadow powers to her. He wasn’t sure he was ready to do that just yet.

      Killing them would also be easy. He could do that without using any of his Shadow powers. There were two problems with that idea. First, he knew Heather wouldn’t approve. That would be an inconvenience at best. It was the second reason which gave him pause.

      If he killed the thieves’ guild members at the entrance, the guild would investigate. They would want revenge on the person or people who had killed their members. The guild would hunt them down using a beast-kin to pick up their scent and track them to wherever they hid.

      Of course, he could kill whoever came for them, but leaving a trail of dead bodies would attract the city guard. With his description and profession being circulated, it wouldn’t take long for someone to put two and two together and guess he was in the city. If they suspected Gage was in Daleford, the guard would lockdown the city and surrounding countryside. That was trouble he didn’t need.

      He glanced up at the top of the wall. It was easily thirty feet tall, probably closer to thirty-five. Gage could wait until dark and Shadow Slide to the top of the wall and then down into the city. If he did, it meant leaving Heather behind or revealing his Shadow powers to her.

      Gage had been very careful during his career to never reveal his powers to anyone—not and let them live. He hadn’t even told his mentor, Aeg Derg of their existence, although he’d often wondered if the old man had figured it out. He was a crafty one.

      No, the only two people who had known about his Shadow Powers had been Shaunna and Alani. He frowned as he thought of them and the people who were responsible for their deaths. He tightened his hands into fists. One of them had already paid the price but there were others who were equally culpable.

      Still frowning, he stared at Heather. Gage had traveled with the woman for two weeks and still knew very little about her. He certainly didn’t know her well enough to trust her with his most valuable secret.

      “What?” she asked, taking a step back. She put her hands up in front of her. “Hey, don’t get angry. I’m not going into a sewer. Do you have any idea of the amount of germs and bacteria there are in sewage?”

      Gage wasn’t entirely sure what she meant, but he got the gist. Looking down at the green sludge that flowed from the sewer, this entrance wouldn’t have been his first choice either.

      “What about you?” he said, gesturing to her. “Can’t you assume the likeness of one of the city guards?”

      Heather bit her lip. “Becoming another person isn’t as easy as you might think.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “If I spend enough time watching and listening to them, I can mimic someone pretty well,” she replied. “At least, to the average person or maybe even a friend from a distance or real brief contact.”

      “What do you mean?” Gage said with an arched eyebrow.

      She sighed. “I don’t somehow get intimate knowledge of the person. I don’t know what they know, and I can only mimic mannerisms I personally witness.”

      He nodded, beginning to understand the limitation of her power. “If you want to pretend to be someone, you need to observe them for a while—learn their mannerisms, habits, and quirks.”

      “Exactly!” Heather nodded. She bit her lip again. “I also can’t mimic things I can’t see or don’t notice—scars on a part of the body I can’t see, eye color if I don’t get close enough. And even if I think I see everything, someone who knows the person might see subtle flaws and things I missed.”

      “Your power is only as accurate as your powers of observation,” he concluded.

      “That and my acting ability.” She grinned. “That’s why I usually combine a couple of different people to come up with a new identity. It’s not someone anyone knows, so they have no expectations. They just accept what they see.”

      What had seemed like an insanely powerful and useful ability did have limitations—much like his own abilities. Gage nodded again. “You wouldn’t be able to mimic one of the guards without watching him for a while and getting close enough to get a very good look at him.”

      “And then there are the clothes,” she added. “I might be able to change into a guard, but we’d still need to get a guard uniform.”

      An interesting thought occurred to him. “Are you limited to female forms? Or can you change into a man?”

      Heather blushed but looked at him defiantly. “Not that I enjoy it, but I can turn into a blok… uh… a man.”

      He nodded. “What about non-human? Obviously, you were able to do a half-orc. What about beast-kin?”

      “I can do it, but not very well.” She grimaced. “I’m not as familiar with their anatomy as I am with more human-like races.” She cocked her head. “Why?”

      He ignored her question. “When you change to a beast-kin, do you get their enhanced senses?”

      “Oh yeah,” she replied, wrinkling her nose. “The night vision was nice, but the sense of smell is quite a shock to the senses, believe me. It actually makes it extremely difficult to concentrate on things.” She gave him a meaningful look. “Why?”

      “How about claws or tail?” he asked.

      Heather let out an exasperated breath. “Yes, claws and tail. Why?”

      He continued to ignore her question. “You said, you take aspects from different people to create a unique form, right?”

      “Yes.” She let out a frustrated growl. “Why are you asking me these questions?”

      He smiled. “Could you say… take the eyes from a beast-kin and integrate them into a human form to give yourself night vision?”

      Heather opened her mouth to retort but then closed it and looked thoughtful. “I… could. But people would notice the eyes right away. Animal and beast-kin eyes are very different looking.”

      He nodded but smiled. “Not in the dark they aren’t.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What are you getting at?”

      Gage looked up at the wall. “Can you guess why none of the guards really patrol this section of the wall?”

      “Because of the smell?” Heather made a face.

      “Exactly,” he replied with a grin. “Two people climbing in the dark could make it up and over the wall without getting spotted.”

      He wasn’t completely sure that would be the case normally, but if he manipulated the shadows just right, no one would spot them. Not at night.

      Heather frowned. “We don’t have any rope.”

      He nodded. “We’ll have to free climb.”

      “Bloody hell!” she spat. “You’re joking! That wall is thirty feet tall!”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “But look. It’s old. There are tons of hand holds.”

      She looked embarrassed and bit her lip. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough to do that.”

      “Maybe you’re not, but Darka is,” he said, referring to the muscular half-orc she’d transformed into previously. “Just adapt her eyes to beast-kin eyes so you can see in the dark. And add some cat-kin claws to help you grip.”

      “Darka’s strength. Cat-kin claws and eyes.” Heather frowned and looked up. “That might work.”

      “It’ll work.” Gage smiled. “Either that, or we take the sewer.”
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      “How long do we have to wait?” Heather growled for the tenth time. She made a gagging sound. “If we don’t go soon, I’m going to be sick.”

      Gage suppressed the urge to chastise the woman. She had explained that the joining of dissimilar forms was causing her constant pain. While he sympathized, he couldn’t rush the timing of their ascent.

      He turned back to her. Her new form was awkward looking, to say the least. Heather had a full cat-kin head, which looked surprisingly like Kitti’s head. He’d convinced her to take the entire head so that she had the sense of hearing and the night vision. Unfortunately, it had come with a cat-kin’s enhanced sense of smell too.

      Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do to speed up the darkness. It was a six moon night. Looking up into the sky, he counted there were still four of the moons out. The fourth moon was dipping low and the light it provided was waning. “A few more minutes.”

      Heather shuddered as she met his shadow-filled eyes. “I can’t get used to your eyes like that.”

      He shrugged and turned towards the west. Gage watched the moon as it dropped behind the hills.

      Switching off his Shadow Vision, he scanned the area. It was dark enough at the wall that only a beast-kin would be able to see them. Thankfully, he’d spotted no beast-kin on patrol.

      Gage turned to Heather. “It’s time.”

      The two of them approached the wall and began climbing. Gage hadn’t climbed for years. Luckily, those intervening years had involved hard farm work. His calloused hands easily found the handholds, and his strength was more than adequate to hold him.

      He heard the click-click of claws on stone next to him and glanced to his left. Heather matched his pace, though she seemed to be exerting slightly more effort. Her movements were jerky and unsure—not those of a practiced climber.

      “I thought you were a member of the thieves’ guild?” he asked, his brow furrowed and his voice low. They were only ten feet from the top and even though there were no guards, voices had a way of carrying on the night air.

      “I am… was… whatever,” she hissed. “Why?”

      He raised an eyebrow and whispered. “And you didn’t do much climbing? What kind of thief were you?”

      Heather made a face. “B and E.”

      Gage wrinkled his forehead, unfamiliar with the word. “Bee’s knees?”

      She let out a frustrated sigh. “B and E… breaking and entering. I’m rather talented with locks, I’ll have you know.”

      He smirked. “Ground floor, I take it.”

      Heather stuck out her tongue. “Mostly, if you must know. Rich merchants, the occasional guild house, that sort of thing. Most of the time, I just mimicked them and walked in the front door.”

      Gage nodded. He’d been heading the same direction before Aeg Derg had killed everyone in the thieves’ guild to get him to join the assassin’s guild. Once he’d joined the assassin’s guild and began going after mages, he was forced to do a lot of climbing. Wizards did love their high towers—far above the common people.

      They continued their climb, getting only a few feet from the top. He was just now beginning to feel the strain on his arms. He reached up for the next hand hold, carefully testing it before committing.

      “I have to admit, the claws were a good idea,” she whispered to him with a toothy smile. “They really make this…”

      Even as she spoke, the mortar under her right hand crumbled and she screamed for just a second and then clamped her mouth shut. She turned towards him; eyes wide.

      She was able to hold herself with just the claws of her left hand, but the damage had been done. Her horrified expression and her twitching ears told him everything. She looked at him and whispered. “They heard me. They’re walking back this way.”

      Having seen the torches of the guards to the left and right moving towards them, Gage had already guessed that. He looked down. It was a good twenty-five feet down. Too far for her to drop.

      Eyes as big as saucers, Heather looked from one incoming torch to the other. “What do we do?”

      There was no place to go but up or down and any moment the guards were going to look over the edge with their torches. Gage could kill both the guards but that would put the entire watch on alert once their bodies were discovered.

      Gage cursed inwardly. He had no choice. He would have to use his power.

      Letting go of his left hand, he reached out and put his hand on top of Heather’s. “Don’t move and make no sound.”

      She opened her mouth, but a glare and a shake of his head caused her to shut it.

      The instant before the guards looked over, Gage activated Shadow Blend. Immediately, their forms disappeared from sight, and he felt her tense beneath his hand.

      Gage also felt the tug on his Mana. Shadow Blend took a good amount of Mana normally, extending it to hide another person was taking even more. He knew he wouldn’t be able to keep it up for very long.

      Two torches and two heads peeked over the wall. The torches moved back and forth as the two men squinted into the darkness.

      Gage scanned them.

      
        
        Gerry

        Human

        Fighter

        Level 5

      

        

      
        Deen

        Human

        Fighter

        Level 4

      

      

      “You heard it too, right?” Gerry asked.

      “Yeah, idiot,” Deen snapped. “That’s why I came over here.”

      Gerry shook his head. “Gods, this area stinks.”

      Deen moved his torch around. “I don’t see anyone.”

      “Maybe it was a bird,” Gerry offered.

      “It sounded like a person,” the other guard snapped. “Like a woman.”

      “I thought it sounded like a cat,” Gerry retorted, his head moving from side to side. “There’s no one there.”

      “I know what I heard,” Deen stated.

      Gerry backed out of sight. “You want to report it? You know what will happen if we do?”

      “Dragon’s breath! You’re right.” Deen stood up and backed out of sight. “They’ll make us go out to the sewer and investigate.”

      “Exactly,” the other one replied. “No thanks. It’s bad enough just being thirty feet above it.”

      Deen’s head popped over the edge again along with the arm carrying his torch. He waved it around for a few more seconds then ducked back behind the battlement.

      “Right,” Deen said finally. “It was a bird. No. It was a cat, chasing a bird.”

      “That works for me,” Gerry agreed.

      Gage strained his ears and waited for the sound of boots on stone to fade before releasing his Shadow Blend. They snapped back into view, and he checked his Mana.

      
        
        Mana: 21

      

      

      He’d used up a good chunk of Mana just for the few minutes he’d kept them hidden.

      “What the bloody hell just happened?” she demanded in a low tone. “You turned us invisible? You have real magic?”

      Gage said nothing. He grabbed a new hand hold with his left hand. He put his weight on his left hand and arm and allowed his right hand to rest for a few seconds, taking a moment to shake out his right hand.

      “Well?” she demanded.

      “This isn’t the time,” he hissed back. “Let’s get to the top and get over to the other side.”

      Anger played across her face, but she nodded. “And then you will explain to me what the bloody hell you did and how you did it!”

      The two of them made it to the top and then cautiously peeked over the wall. They could see Gerry and Deen, holding their torches as they walked towards the opposite side of the wall. Neither was looking back.

      “Go!” Gage whispered and pulled himself over the battlement and into a crouch. He moved silently to the opposite side of the battlement and looked over the inner wall. He saw nothing with his Shadow Vision and then crawled over the wall.

      He waited for Heather to do the same and the two quickly climbed down to about ten feet above the ground before dropping to the cobblestones below.

      Gage landed quietly, bending his knees to absorb the impact. Beside him, Heather grunted as she hit the stones and then dropped to her side. She quickly got to her feet and looked around.

      “Now where?” she asked.

      Glancing around provided some bearings, and memories of the city came flooding back. They were in the sprawl, the poorest area of the city where the general laborers lived. He had an idea of where they were and remembered a nearby inn that didn’t ask questions, the Sullied Virgin.

      The inn was aptly named asking no questions about the couples who frequented their establishment. If their gold was good, they were given a room.

      “This way,” he said.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, trialing after him.

      “Some place safe,” he replied. At least, he hoped it would be safe.

      Turning into an alley, he remembered how long it had been since he’d been in the sprawl. He had no idea what was safe any longer. But they were short on options and the Sullied Virgin was only a few blocks away.
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      “Spill!” Heather demanded, slamming her pewter mug down on the stained, chipped wooden tabletop. It was her third ale after practically inhaling the first two.

      She had reverted to her normal form since a half-orc beast-kin hybrid would stand out, even in a place like the Sullied Virgin. Her face was flushed from the alcohol and her pupils were slightly dilated already.

      Gage stared back at her from under his hood, his own ale still untouched. The ale didn’t smell right, and he guessed it had gone bad. He’d ordered some wine, but that hadn’t arrived yet.

      The two of them sat in the darkest corner of the inn’s common room, the noise from the other patrons drowning out their conversation from casual listeners. There were no beast-kin in the place, so someone would need to have very good hearing to distinguish their conversation.

      Despite looking straight at Heather, Gage was watching everything and everyone in the common room with his peripheral vision. While the Sullied Virgin was a good place to get lost and avoid the watch, it was still a place filled with the underbelly of the city.

      He’d already caught four men glancing their way more than Gage would have expected. Of course, in her natural form, Heather was a pretty girl. Certainly, she was pretty enough to earn unwanted attention.

      All four of the men looked like street toughs, perhaps even members of one of the city’s thieves’ guilds. Last he’d heard, there had been two of them. But that information was years old. He kept a wary eye on them.

      “Well?” she said impatiently, holding up her mug to get it refilled.

      “You’ve had enough,” he said flatly.

      She screwed up her face and stuck her tongue out at him. “Says who, dad?”

      Gage scowled. He hadn’t had the time to remove his make-up and still wore the gray-haired wig. If anyone caught a glimpse under the hood, there would be very little to mark him as the man whose description was circulating. Given her current appearance, he probably looked more like her grandfather.

      “This isn’t the type of place you want to lose your focus,” he growled in a low voice.

      “But I have you to protect me,” she smirked, her words slightly slurred. She leaned in, her face close enough that he could smell the stale hops on her breath. “Now tell me about that bloody magic you did. You turned us bloody invisible!”

      Eyes narrowing, he stared more intently at Heather. She backed away, blinking. She seemed to sway in her seat.

      “Wha…?” She slurred; eyes now unfocused.

      Gage glanced down at the dented mug in front of him, over at Heather, and then down to his own mug. He reached down and brought it up to his nose. He took a good whiff. Under the hops, he recognized a familiar herbal scent. Valerian! He cursed. The ale was drugged.

      Glancing up at the aproned man behind the bar, he saw the man pale when they met eyes. As if on cue, the four men at the table he’d noticed shoved their chairs back and stood up at the same time. All of them wore grins and three of them carried leather clad cudgels in their hands. Blackjacks. They weren’t there to kill them, just subdue them. Once they’d knocked them unconscious, the men would most likely sell them into slavery or prostitution.

      He was about to tell Heather to get behind him but as he looked over, the girl’s eyes rolled back into her head. A moment later, her head fell forward onto the table with a thud. Gage sighed and stood up slowly.

      Bringing up his display, Gage activated his two evasion abilities. He briefly considered his new ability, Shadowy Double, but decided against it with the other patrons looking on. He brought up the stats on the four men.

      
        
        Otelin

        Human

        Thief

        Level 7

      

        

      
        Wymer

        Human

        Channeler

        Level 6

      

        

      
        Hab

        Human

        Thief

        Level 6

      

        

      
        Elyot

        Human

        Thief

        Level 5

      

      

      Even as Gage saw their classes and levels, Wymer’s hands burst into flames. The others snickered at the display of magic, probably thinking it would intimidate him. “Take it easy, old man, you and the pretty girl are coming with us.”

      All the men were average height and build, perfect for a forgettable thief. Gage’s eyes darted from man to man. They wore an assortment of scars on their face, marking them as experienced combatants.

      Now that he looked for it, he saw the channeler had slightly pointed ears and a reddish hue to his skin. With only minor mutations, the man couldn’t have been a channeler for long.

      Elyot chuckled. “I think the old man is going to soil his breeches.”

      “Take it easy, old man,” Hab told him. He and the other thieves were spreading out. They were looking to come at him from different angles. “And you won’t get hurt.”

      “Huh,” Wymer snickered. “Ain’t worth much anyway. Maybe I’ll just burn him.”

      Gage said nothing. He just stood there, or rather, that’s how it would appear to the men. Perhaps they even thought him petrified with fear. In actuality, he was manipulating his wrists so that the daggers up each of his sleeves fell into his waiting hands.

      “Don’t you burn down my tavern!” a portly man wearing an apron said from behind the bar.

      “Shut up, Efon,” Wymer said, casting a glance over his shoulder. “You know who really owns the tavern.”

      The man bit his lip and fumed silently. Gage guessed the thieves’ guild owned the tavern. He cursed again. If the thieves’ guild owned the place, he’d need to find another place to stay the night after he killed these men.

      Otelin and Wymer approached Heather’s unconscious form while Hab and Elyot circled around the table to either side of Gage.

      “Stop staring at me, old man!” Wymer growled, raising his flaming hands. “You want me to burn you or something?”

      The two men on either side of him stepped in and Gage knew it was time to act. First, he used his Nullify Magic ability to extinguish Wymer’s magic. Instantly, the flames died out and all four men looked down at his bare hands.

      “What the—?” Wymer started but Gage was already moving. One dagger went high, up under Hab’s throat and into his brain. The man gurgled as the dagger was withdrawn, his eyes rolling back into his head and his body twitching. He was already dead, there just wasn’t enough of his brain left to figure it out.

      
        
        You critically pierce Hab with Surprise Attack for 47 damage.

        You have killed Hab.

        You gain experience.

      

      

      His other hand slammed the dagger through Elyot’s ribs and into his heart. He twisted the dagger before sliding it back out of the man.

      
        
        You critically pierce Elyot with Surprise Attack for 56 damage.

        You have killed Elyot.

        You gain experience.

      

      

      Elyot stumbled back, looking down at his chest uncomprehendingly. He blinked and tried to take a step forward before his eyes glazed over and he fell backward against the wall. His body slid down the wall into a boneless heap.

      Otelin and Wymer had barely had time to register the death of their comrades when Gage surged forward. Otelin was closest and Gage brought one dagger across his throat, while the other dagger sliced across the inside of his thigh.

      
        
        You critically slash Otelin for 27 damage.

        You critically slash Otelin for 25 damage.

        You have killed Otelin.

        You gain experience.

      

      

      Otelin collapsed down to his knees, his blackjack clattering uselessly to the floor.

      Ignoring the spray of blood from the man’s jugular and femoral veins, he stepped towards Wymer.

      “My magic!” the man screamed, backpedaling away from Gage. “What did you do to my magic?”

      “I guess maybe you need to be more careful when making bargains with demons,” Gage growled.

      Wymer turned to run towards the door and Gage let one of his daggers fly. The dagger embedded itself in the back of his calf. The man screamed as he pitched forward and tumbled to the ground.

      
        
        You critically pierce Wymer for 19 damage.

      

      

      The fall took him out of range of the magic nullifying ability and Wymer’s hands burst into flame again. The man turned back towards Gage, a mixture of pain and triumph on his face. The look lasted for only a moment as a second dagger embedded itself hilt deep into his eye socket.

      
        
        You critically pierce Wymer for 38 damage.

        You have killed Wymer.

        You gain experience.

      

      

      Wymer’s body convulsed to the floor and the fire on his hands died for the final time.

      Gage retrieved two more daggers from hiding places in his shirt. No one else in the inn moved. They just sat in stunned silence.

      Sliding one of the daggers into his belt, Gage walked over to Heather’s body. Hefting her over his shoulder, he walked to the door. He retrieved a silver from the pouch on his belt and flipped it onto the bar next to the innkeeper.

      “Sorry about the mess,” he said and walked out the door with Heather’s unconscious form.
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      “Bloody alcohol,” Heather moaned as her eyes fluttered. “How many pints did I put away?”

      “Shh!” Gage put a finger to her lips and whispered. “Stay still and be quiet?”

      Heather brought her hand to her head. She opened her eyes to slits. “Why do I have to be quiet?”

      “Because we’re hiding out,” he replied tersely.

      Eyes still barely open, Heather attempted to sit up but then started to collapse back to the floor. Gage deftly reached out an arm and caught her, then lowered her to the pile of old blankets she was lying on.

      “Stay still,” he told her again, this time a bit more firmly.

      “I can’t see!” she hissed, moving her hand in front of her face.

      “You’re fine,” he told her. “We’re in the attic of the Sullied Virgin. It’s the best place to lie low. You can’t see anything because the windows are closed and there are no lights up here.”

      There were two windows in the attic, both of which were covered with old blankets, but he’d so far found nothing to burn for light. Normally, he would have had a tinderbox with him but most of his supplies were still back at the caravan.

      While his Shadow Sight allowed him to see without a problem, she was—literally—in the dark as soon as she awakened.

      “Wait. What?” she groaned, her right hand massaging her head. “How can you see… oh… never mind, your black eyes.”

      He nearly nodded but remembered she couldn’t see. “Yes. Can you change your eyes to beast-kin eyes?”

      Heather scrunched up her face in concentration for several seconds, before stopping. Her eyes went glassy for a moment. Finally, she shook her head. “I can’t. My head is fuzzy, and I can’t concentrate enough to shift.”

      Gage cursed under his breath. “Sorry, I don’t have any way to make light at the moment and there was nothing up here I could use to start a fire.”

      She blinked her eyes, shifting them around in the darkness, obviously trying to make out any details. “Wait, you said we’re in an attic? The attic of the pub? Why are we hiding in the attic of the pub? And why the bloody hell am I so groggy?”

      “We’re in the attic of the Sullied Virgin,” he repeated. “We’re hiding out here until you recover. I killed the four men who drugged you and were going to sell us into slavery. You can’t wake up because the innkeeper drugged our ale.”

      “Blimey! I was bloody roofied?” she growled, eyes opening wide. “They do that on this world too?”

      Gage had never heard the term, “roofied,” but he understood the context. He nodded, momentarily forgetting she couldn’t see him. “It’s more common than you might think. Especially now that most of the Houses have re-instituted slavery. Drugging targets allows the slavers to take their targets without them fighting back—or taking any injuries which could lower the selling price.”

      “Bastards!” she spat. She looked in the direction of his voice. “But you killed them, right? In the pub?”

      “Yeah,” he replied.

      She felt around the floor of the attic, feeling the blankets she was sitting on. She furrowed her brow. “So why are we hiding?

      “Because I killed the four men who were going to sell us both into slavery,” he reminded her.

      “I know, you said that,” she retorted, making a face in the dark. “But you killed them, right? Why do we need to hide?”

      “I’m fairly certain they were thieves’ guild,” he replied. “The guild can’t just let someone who killed their people go free.”

      “No, they’d lose respect.” Heather groaned. “So now they’re hunting us. Wonderful.”

      Gage started to nod but caught himself. “Exactly.”

      “Wait. You killed some men in the thieves’ guild… in the Sullied Virgin… and now we’re hiding out… in the Sullied Virgin?” she asked, her face screwed up in confusion. “Is that stupid?”

      “It would seem so, wouldn’t it?” he said. “But everyone saw me leave with you. The last place they’d search is the last place they saw me leaving.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” she admitted. She sat up slowly, eyes blinking. “Uh… we’re up in an attic?”

      “Yes,” he confirmed.

      “How did you get me up here if I was unconscious?” she demanded. Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “More of your magic? Yeah! Don’t think I’ve forgotten about that magic you did—you turned us invisible—right there on the wall!”

      Gage cursed silently. He’d hoped the Valerian might have addled her wits enough that she would have forgotten. No such luck.

      “Now that you’re awake,” he said, changing the subject. “I should go see if I can find a tinderbox and maybe a change of clothes….”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and leveled a stern look a few inches to the right of him. “Oh no, mate. You know about my power. Time to return the favor. I saw you do real magic. Don’t deny it. Spill it.”

      “Real magic?” he chuckled. “You can change your entire body into someone else. You don’t consider that real magic?”

      Heather shrugged. “I guess… I mean, technically. But I can only do it to myself. I figured the aliens did something to my DNA or something.”

      It was his turn to furrow his brow, even though Gage knew she couldn’t see him. “Aliens? Did what? What are you talking about?”

      She smirked. “Oh, so you know what aliens are?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yes. I did watch cartoons… on the… TV… back on Earth.”

      A few moments ago, he’d been unfamiliar with aliens. Somehow, the word had triggered memories in him from his childhood on earth. Aliens. Cartoons. He’d seen aliens on the TV when he was a kid. He smiled at the memory.

      “Well, obviously aliens altered us when they brought us here,” she replied. “Otherwise, how would any of this work?”

      He frowned. “What do you mean? How would what work?”

      “Magic!” she replied. “Our HUDs! That’s got to be something implanted into our brains by aliens. Either that or we’re in some unbelievably complicated and technologically advanced video game.”

      “Wait! What?” Gage blinked. Inside a video game? Was she insane? Aliens messing with his brain? Was that possible?

      “I don’t really understand how all the magic works,” she replied. “I’ve never been able to decide whether this all is some sort of ultra-realistic virtual reality game or if there’s some sort of technology making the magic appear to work.”

      Gage ran his hand across his shaved head. “You don’t think magic is real? The girl who can literally change her body to be anything doesn’t think magic is real?”

      “It can’t be,” she replied adamantly. “It defies all laws of physics.”

      “Whose laws?” he asked.

      She bit her lip. “Unless that black hole is somehow warping the laws of physics. But still, that wouldn’t explain the HUD. Or the weird quests we get. It’s got to be some sort of massive virtual reality game and we’re both stuck in it.”

      “A game? A video game?” he scoffed. Gage remembered playing video games on his TV and on his phone. The idea he could be inside a video game was just not something he could grasp.

      “This could be alien tech,” she explained. “More advanced than anything on Earth.”

      Gage chuckled. “You know that sounds crazy.”

      “And real magic isn’t crazy?” she replied incredulously.

      He shrugged. “Of course not. It’s part of the world.”

      “And our HUDs?” she asked.

      He frowned. Gage had always assumed he had one back on Earth and it had stayed with him when he was brought to this world. “Don’t all Earth people have them?”

      “I never had one before I woke up in this place,” she told him. “And you didn’t either. No one on Earth does.”

      Gage didn’t have any actual memories of having a display before coming to this world, but there were a lot of things he didn’t remember about Earth. Could Heather be lying? If so, what did she hope to gain?

      “Face it,” she continued. “Someone—or something—gave us this HUD. That means, either we’re in some super hi-tech multiplayer game or they did something to us—or implanted something into us.”

      Despite not understanding all the words she was saying, he sensed some grain of truth in it. He had always wondered why he had a display and no one else did. And why he received quests.

      For a long time, he assumed the gods of this world had been sending him quests—before he’d learned that the so-called gods were nothing but wizards masquerading as divinity to keep the masses in line.

      Now, he had no idea who sent the quests or supplied the information in his display. Could it really be aliens? He needed to think about it.

      “Now that you’re up,” he told her, moving towards the window. “I’ll go find some light and a change of clothes. We’ll both need a new identity so we can get out of town quickly. Stay out of sight.”

      Without another word and without giving her a chance to object, he pulled back the curtain. After checking the area, he slipped out of the window onto the roof. There were things he needed to do—and pondering the existence of aliens and the idea that he was in some massive video game weighed heavily on his mind.
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      After making sure he wasn’t seen, by Heather or anyone on the street, Gage Shadow Slid to a nearby rooftop. He waited and watched, looking for signs the thieves’ guild was out looking for them. He didn’t have to wait long.

      Shady looking men roamed the area, using younger teens and even children as runners between the various groups. Gage nodded inwardly. It was as he suspected. The thieves’ guild was out in force, and they were searching for the two of them in the sprawl.

      The guild wasn’t stupid. Given the description of the assassin circulating, they would suspect he had been the one to kill their people. No doubt, they were hoping to find him and turn him in for the reward money.

      Gage toyed with the idea of wiping out the groups of men, one by one. It wouldn’t be difficult. The problem was, the more people he killed, the more likely word of it would get back to the city watch.

      He cursed. They couldn’t afford to have the city locked down. They would still be able to escape by going over the wall, but not with the supplies they’d need for a trip north. No. They needed to pass through the gates.

      The problem was, to get out the gates, they’d need papers—official travel papers. Normally, he would have approached the thieves’ guild to get fake papers. They always had a corrupt official on the payroll. Unfortunately, that option was no longer on the table.

      There were two other ways he could get papers. One, he could bribe an official himself. There was always some petty bureaucrat who needed extra money. Unfortunately, it had been so long since he’d left the city, he no longer knew any corrupt officials—and making discreet inquiries would be risky.

      That left the last way—acquiring the papers himself. He could forge a set of papers. It was difficult but not inconceivable. The papers had a magical seal which was all but impossible to duplicate without a friendly wizard.

      While the seal itself was nearly impossible to forge, the writing on the paper wasn’t. With the right alchemical mixture, he could remove the writing on the paper and leave the magical seal intact. Then, he could create his own travel papers. Of course, to do that, he needed someone else’s papers with an official seal.

      Gage glanced around the sprawl, the poorest section of the city. He doubted anyone in the sprawl had travel papers. Few people made it out of the sprawl. Most of them had been born in the sprawl and would die in the sprawl.

      No. If he wanted papers, he’d have to search better neighborhoods. He’d need to go to the city district or the merchant district. It would be his best chance.

      His mind made up, Gage began a series of Shadow Slides from rooftop to rooftop, slowly making his way to the north. He stopped from time to time to allow his Mana to regenerate. As soon as he was back to full, he’d start Sliding again.

      In short order, he found himself in the brightly painted buildings of the merchant district. Breaking into the merchant’s houses was not a difficult thing. Like Heather, he too was quite good with locks. It also had a nostalgic feel as he remembered his youth in the city—and in the thieves guild—before Aeg Derg had “recruited” him into the Shadowed Fist.

      The search for papers took longer than he expected and several hours passed before he found his first set of travel papers. He looked at the name on the papers: Enmeline Malleta. The papers belonged to a woman but if he could get the alchemical ingredients he needed, he could remove the name.

      Gage took the papers and carefully put everything back exactly as it was. He then relocked the strongbox and replaced it in the nook he’d found it in. He wanted there to be no trace of anyone being in the house. With any luck, Enmeline wouldn’t notice the missing document for weeks.

      As he was re-locking the door to Enmeline’s home, Gage looked at the horizon. He cursed. The suns would be rising soon. He needed to make his way back to the Sullied Virgin before daybreak. He Slid up onto a nearby rooftop.

      He Slid several houses away to a house he’d previously searched and then picked the lock again. He went to the pantry and grabbed several apples from a basket he’d seen, then grabbed a wax candle and some flint and steel from the home before leaving.

      Keeping to the rooftops, he did a series of Slides back to the sprawl. He arrived at the Sullied Virgin just as the flow of the first sunrise started to spread across the horizon. Gage looked around to make sure no one was watching. Whatever search the guild had mounted was over and the streets were empty.

      Climbing through the attic window, he found Heather sitting on the blanket. Her expression told him she was not happy.

      “Gage?” she hissed.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “About bloody time!” she growled quietly. “I’ve been sitting in the dark for hours!”

      “It took longer than I expected,” he replied.

      “No kidding,” she retorted, her voice dripping with irritation. “Did you get a bloody light at least?”

      He brought out the lamp and set it on the floor. He brought out a small piece of one of the wool blankets, the flint, and tinder and quickly got the candle lit. Flickering light filled the attic, illuminating the space and causing small rodents to go fleeing into the corners.

      Heather involuntarily turned away from him, blinking and squinting at the sudden light. “Ow!”

      Gage didn’t reply. He reached into his pack and brought out the four apples he’d managed to steal.

      “Thank God!” Heather exclaimed, snatching up one of the apples. “I’m starving!”

      Nodding, Gage picked up one of the apples and quickly devoured it. He’d been focused on finding papers and hadn’t realized how hungry he was. After finishing their first apples, both of them polished off a second.

      “I guess it’s too much to hope that you have anything to drink in there?” Heather asked, looking over his shoulder at his haversack.

      He shook his head. “Afraid not. I ran out of time trying to find papers.”

      “I hope you found some,” she replied, her face becoming serious. “Because we need to get out of the city today.”

      Gage piqued an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      At that moment, a series of moans and gasps came from beneath them. It was accompanied by the sound of a wooden bedframe hitting the wall.

      “Oh yeah.” She screwed up her face. “You didn’t tell me this was a brothel.”

      “I didn’t realize it was,” he replied, straight-faced. It was true. He didn’t remember the Virgin being a brothel back when he’d been in the guild here.

      “Well, it is,” she replied. “And I’m guessing the thieves’ guild makes up a good portion of their clients.”

      “That makes sense,” he agreed. “Many guilds have… err… services… for guild members. It would explain why things were quiet when we first came into the attic—everyone was out looking for us.”

      “That must have stopped about an hour ago because that’s when all the shagging started,” she told him. “And the talk.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What talk?”

      “I heard one of the guys say something about the army getting here in a couple of days,” she replied with a frown. “The bloody army.”

      Gage swore. Why was the army coming? Surely not for him. Or was it?

      In the end, the reason didn’t matter. They couldn’t afford to be caught here during a military lockdown. Heather was right. They needed to leave—today.

      She looked at him pleadingly. “Please tell me you have the papers, and we can get out of this hellhole.”

      He cursed and reached into his pouch. He pulled out the travel document he’d taken from Enmeline Malleta. As he did, several other papers fell out of his pouch. “I could only find one. It’s under a woman’s name.”

      “Lucky me, I guess. Heather furrowed her brow and pointed to the other papers on the floor. “What are those?”

      Reaching down to pick up the other papers, he realized they were the bills of sale and ownership for the beast-kin girls. “The papers for the girls. I forgot I still have them.”

      He looked down at the ownership papers in his hands and then up at Heather, then back down at the ownership papers. He sighed as an idea came to him. He could make it work, but it was going to be awkward.

      “I think I know a way for us both to get out of town with only a single travel document,” he said.

      Gage quickly explained his idea to her. When he’d finished, he frowned and rolled his eyes at the woman as she burst into laughter.
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      That afternoon, Enmeline Malleta presented her papers to the guard at the north gate.

      The guard looked down at the paper, his eyes glazing over slightly at the text before drifting down to the magical seal in the lower right-hand corner. He glanced up at Enmeline, a rather ugly, gray-haired old woman, mounted on a brown-spotted mare. The old woman wore a flamboyantly bright red riding dress and an oversized hat with a bright red ribbon. She looked down at him and smiled, giving him a little wink.

      Not bothering to hide the look of disgust, the guard glanced at the horse behind her and the young, attractive beast-kin who sat upon it. She led two mules loaded down with packs.

      He smiled at the young beast-kin. “Where’s your papers?”

      “She doesn’t need papers,” Enmeline replied, pulling another piece of paper from a satchel at her waist. “She is property. I bought her.”

      The guard took the paper and looked it over. Given the way his eyes glazed over as he glanced at it, it was obvious the man couldn’t read. He snickered. “I bet she cost a pretty penny.”

      “She did,” the old woman replied.

      After a moment of staring in unabashed lust at the young beast-kin, he thrust the bill of sale and Enmeline’s travel papers back at her. “Fine.”

      “Business?” the man asked in a bored tone. His eyes flicked back to the beast-kin.

      “I’m going to Blarney to visit some friends,” the old woman replied.

      The guard nodded absently, still leering at the young beast-kin. He fished into his own pouch for a moment. His hand emerged holding a wrinkled piece of parchment with a bald man’s face drawn on it. “You see this man?”

      Enmeline stared down at the parchment, cocked her head to the side, and then shook it. “Can’t say that I have. Who is he?”

      “Someone you should report immediately,” the man growled. He stuffed the parchment back into his pouch. He waved them towards the gate. “Get moving.”

      The old woman nodded her thanks to the guard and with a kick of her heels, started the mare moving towards the gate. Behind her, the beast-kin followed suit as the guard continued to leer at her.

      Fifteen minutes later, they were clear of the city walls and out of earshot of anyone. The beast-kin burst into laughter.

      Gage frowned, the caked-on make-up causing his nose to twitch. “What?”

      Heather got her laughter under control for a moment. “Nothing. Nothing at all. You do great in drag. Seriously… a real knockout.”

      Drag. There was that word again. He gathered it meant using a costume to assume another identity, but he had the suspicion there was some other context to it. Gage frowned and looked down at himself.
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        * * *

      

      Earlier that same morning, they’d climbed down from the attic without anyone spotting them. Nearly all of the members of the thieves’ guild had finally abandoned their search at daybreak. The few remaining thieves were easy to avoid and soon they made their way to the merchant district.

      Gage stayed well away from the river which snaked through the city. It was the very same river where he’d seen men thrown hundreds of feet into the air when a rare waterspout had sent their boat skyward.

      When they finally had to cross the bridge, Gage had done so quickly and kept his eyes straight ahead.

      “You afraid of water or something?” Heather had asked as they made it to the halfway point of the bridge.

      He scowled but didn’t look over at her. “Or something.”

      “You look pretty pale right now,” she replied, concern in her eyes. “Even for you.”

      He had said nothing and kept walking. Gage didn’t relax until his feet were firmly back on solid ground and away from the riverside.

      Gage had directed Heather to procure a riding dress and the other pieces of his ensemble from a variety of shops. Her shape shifting ability allowed her to move freely through the city without arousing suspicion.

      His actual likeness and current alias both compromised, Gage had no choice but to stick to the alleys and shadows. Staying out of sight, he had followed her from shop to shop as she picked out the clothes that would allow him to become Enmeline Malleta.

      When he’d finally opened the parcels, he’d scowled at the very bright red riding dress and equally bright wide-brimmed hat. “I’m going to look like the owner of a brothel.”

      She’d only smiled.

      “I will look like a harlot,” he told her.

      “A very old harlot.” She snorted and then grinned. “Yes, you’ll make quite the strumpet.”

      He glanced from her down to the dress and hat and then glared.

      “What?” She grinned even wider. “It’s so posh, no one will even think you’d be trying to sneak out of the city. You’ll be… hiding in plain sight.”

      He deadpanned. “As the owner of a brothel.”

      “Hey, madams have to travel too, right?” she retorted.
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        * * *

      

      Gage looked down at himself again and shook his head. He rarely, if ever, tried to be so blatantly eye-catching. He’d spent most of his life blending in. Trying to avoid being seen.

      Still, it had worked. The slight flirting he’d done with the guard had clearly made the man uncomfortable. Combined with Heather shape shifting into a duplicate of Kitti, they’d made it through the gate checkpoint without any hassles.

      “Not that I don’t enjoy seeing you in that gorgeous red dress.” Heather smirked. “But how long do we need to keep up these disguises?”

      “Why? You’re not the one who looks like an aged prostitute.” He frowned. Looking at Heather again, he was amazed at how much she looked like Kitti. Her voice even resembled the cat-kin’s voice, though the strange accent carried through. “You really look like her. Sound like her too.”

      Heather flashed him a smile, but the smile turned into a grimace. She shifted in her saddle. “I got a really good look at her when the girls were trying on outfits. The girls weren’t shy.” She grimaced again and cursed. “Bloody tail! How do beast-kin ride horses?”

      It was his turn to chuckle. “You’ve never noticed?”

      “Noticed what?” Heather shot back as she shifted her backside on the saddle.

      “They lean forward in the saddle,” he replied. “And arch their hips so their tails don’t get stuck under them.”

      “I tried that!” she retorted. “I can’t keep that up. It’s worse than Pilates!”

      “Worse than what?” he asked.

      She groaned. “Nothing.”

      “Neither of us have a choice at the moment,” he reminded her. “We only have one set of papers and they’re for a woman.”

      “I could be the woman,” Heather quipped. “You know, since I am a woman.”

      “But that leaves me without papers,” he replied. “If you’re stopped by a patrol.”

      Heather rolled her eyes. “You’re being paranoid. The other patrols never asked for our papers.”

      “Being paranoid is a good way to stay alive,” he pointed out. “Besides, if the army catches up with us, they’ll want to see our papers.”

      There was a long silence as they rode before Heather spoke again. “Why do they want you so bad? I mean, they called out the army. Killing the Archmage or not, that seems like a lot of manpower for one person.”

      Gage had wondered the same thing. He’d actually been thinking the same thing since he’d seen the contract Ruy had taken out on him. Why did they want him dead in the first place? And why spend so much effort to find him now when it had been his successor, Sibeal Cernunnos, who had wanted Ruy dead?

      Then there was the Shadowed Fist. According to the rumors, House Cernunnos had declared war on the assassin’s guild and tried to kill everyone there. The Fist had been one of the House’s most valuable weapons against the other Houses. Why turn on them?

      Those questions had been haunting him since he’d left Eastport. So far, he had no answers. Now, he was on his way to kill Odin, the leader of House Aesir. Maybe he could get some answer from the wizard before he killed him.

      Heather rode alongside him and looked over at him. “Well?”

      “I don’t know,” he replied honestly. “But I wish I did.”
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      On their own now and no longer limited to the caravan’s snail pace, it took them only four days to reach Jublin. They also had a strong motive to keep up a fast pace. The army was headed north and neither Gage nor Heather wanted to have a run in with them.

      Throughout the four-day trip, they were stopped several times by roaming patrols of guards—all of which demanded their papers. It was an inconvenience but each time the guards took a look at the papers and sent them on their way.

      The biggest inconvenience for Gage was being constantly in the guise of Enmeline Malleta. It required much more make-up than his previous disguise and the clothing wasn’t nearly as comfortable. To add insult to injury, by the time they rode into town, the melons he was using as breasts were starting to go bad.

      The two of them only spent a single night in Jublin. They re-stocked their supplies and bought warm clothes for the trip north. Gage also managed to find a dark blue riding dress in his size that he could wear instead of the flamboyant bright red dress.

      With Gage still in the guise of Enmeline Malleta and wearing his new blue riding dress, they left early the next morning on horseback with two loaded mules trailing behind them.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me again why we couldn’t take a bloody boat. Wasn’t it, like, half the time?” Heather growled several days to the north. “Not to mention, my bum wouldn’t feel like it was ready to fall off!”

      Gage glanced back and narrowed his eyes at the woman. Not for the first time, he’d wished he made the journey alone. Her lack of riding experience was causing her pain and no matter how many times he gave her pointers, she reverted to her bad habits.

      He gritted his teeth and ignored her. She’d asked the same question a half dozen times. Why didn’t they take the river route? While he had to admit to himself that his natural aversion to rivers and boats was part of the reason, it wasn’t the only reason.

      “Why?” she insisted, perhaps hoping that asking again would give a different answer.

      “I told you.” He snapped, not even turning around to look at her. “The longboats the Aesir use are rowed. They rarely take passengers and when they do, they’re forced to sleep out on the deck. Since you can’t maintain your shape while you’re sleeping… that presents a problem.”

      “We could have gotten passage as ourselves,” she grumbled.

      Gage suppressed the urge to scream. He’d repeated the same reasons over and over. “No. We couldn’t have. We had to show our papers to leave the city. We would have been forced to do the same on the dock. That means, I’d be stuck in this ridiculous costume for a week and a half aboard a small ship with twenty men nearby—same with you.”

      Heather muttered something incomprehensible under her breath. Gage thought they’d finished speaking but two minutes later, she asked another question.

      “How far is it to the border town?” she asked.

      “Another four days to Snowhaven,’ he replied through clenched teeth. She asked everyday how many more days until they got to their destination. “From there it’s three days to Maerin, the first city in Aesir.”

      Heather snickered.

      “What?” he asked, glancing behind him.

      “It’s still funny. Aesir. Odin. Those are things out of Norse mythology. Didn’t you even say there was a bloody rainbow bridge?” she retorted.

      Gage nodded. “It’s the only land-based way to reach Asgard, though you can still get there by boat… or magic.”

      “And you don’t find any of this strange? Myths from Earth here on a planet who knows how many hundreds or thousands of light years away?” she asked.

      He shrugged. Gage really had no idea what she was talking about. Part of it vaguely rang a bell in the back of his head but his time on Earth had been so long ago. “I guess.”

      “That’s right. You were just a child.” She blew out a breath. “Trust me, it’s weird. A real Odin and a real Thor. That’s insane.”

      “They’re not real gods, you know,” he replied.

      “I’m not a bloody idiot,” she snapped. “I know they’re not gods. They’re wizards.”

      He nodded. “Just be careful not to say that aloud once we enter Aesir. They’ll burn you at the stake or hang you. House Aesir and some of the other Houses take their little charade very seriously. It’s what gives them power over the people.”

      Heather screwed up her face. “You’re joking, right?”

      “No,” Gage replied with a shake of his head. “Unlike Cernunnos, most of the other nations rule their people with an iron first. They propagate the belief that they are gods; anyone who doesn’t believe in them is an infidel—something punishable by death.”

      “But people would know better,” she argued. “I mean, they’d figure out they were just wizards.”

      Once again, Gage shook his head. “The Houses purposefully keep their people uninformed. They have everyone convinced the only ones with magic are the gods. To the people of Aesir and some of the other Houses, wizard is just another name for god.”

      “Bloody wankers,” she spat.

      “I haven’t been to every province, but so far—other than Cernunnos, that is the way they all rule,” he told her.

      “So how do they explain when one of the wizards die?” she asked. “I mean, gods don’t die.”

      “You haven’t guessed?” He snickered, having encountered this scenario many times after he’d killed one of the House wizards.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Obviously not, since I’m asking.”

      “What did Ruy Cernunnos look like?” he asked.

      Heather furrowed her brow. “Well, he… uh… I mean, people said he had horns and… eh… wings…”

      “Exactly!” he interrupted triumphantly. “He was the Archmage, the ruler of House Cernunnos and the entire province—and you can’t tell me what he looked like with any detail. That’s how they do it. If one of the wizards dies, another takes his place.”

      “Bloody hell. It’s like movie magic.” She groaned.

      Gage knew what movies were. They were long TV programs. He remembered watching some at the… movie theater. But what was movie magic? He piqued an eyebrow. “Movie magic?”

      “You do remember movies, right?” she asked and waited for him to nod affirmatively before continuing. “In movies, they have stunt doubles that do the dangerous stunts for them. They usually look very similar to the person—same build, height, and same hair—even if it’s a wig. Everything happens so fast in the movie; you never notice it’s not the real actor.”

      He wasn’t sure he followed her entire explanation, but he got the gist of it. “Very similar. Many of them have a special costume that has become iconic for the wizard. As long as the new wizard generally resembles the statues, wears the outfit, and does some magic, to the people, they are the god.”

      “And this allows the wizards to keep the masses under control,” Heather sneered. “Disgusting.”

      “They’ve even encouraged worship for hundreds, maybe thousands, of years,” Gage told her. “In fact, the wizards are now only really seen by the masses in the temples on special occasions. Just enough to keep the stories alive.”

      “I think I prefer Cernunnos,” Heather said. “At least there, you know it’s a wizard and not a god.”

      Gage snorted. “What’s the difference?”

      “One’s just a man,” she replied. “The other is, you know, a god.”

      “What does that matter to the common person?” he asked, remembering the same argument presented by his wife. She’d never been a fan of the wizards and their lies. “No matter if you call them wizards or gods, they still have tremendous power normal people can’t match. They still rule over them.”

      “I take it there's no such thing as democracy or even a republic on this world?” Heather asked.

      Gage remembered democracy and republic from school. Both involved voting for leaders. He chuckled. “I’m not even sure the words exist here. On this world, those with magic rule over those without it. It’s been that way for thousands of years.”

      Heather went silent and Gage turned his attention to the mountains around them. At nearly the same time, the horses and the mules became skittish.

      “Whoa, girl,” he coaxed, patting his mare on the neck. “What is it?”

      As he soothed his horse, he caught movement up the slope to his left. It was there one moment, then gone. Whatever it was, it was large.

      “Something wrong?” Heather asked, struggling with her own mare.

      Gage didn’t answer her. His eyes darted to the opposite side where he had spotted more movement out of the corner of his eye. He cursed and slid his hand towards his daggers.

      “We’re not alone,” he hissed.
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      “Ride!” Gage bellowed. Activating his Uncanny and Improved Uncanny Dodge abilities, he dug his heels into his mare. “Ride now!”

      His mare broke into a gallop and Gage glanced behind him to make sure Heather was following. Wide-eyed and ashen faced, Heather was barreling after him. The mules, tied to her horse, protested with loud brays but were forced to gallop after her.

      Gage glanced to either side as furious howls split and the air. He spotted hairy arms and part of a head on his right just as a large boulder was pushed over. The boulder began toppling down the slope behind them, knocking other rocks loose to join the small avalanche.

      On his left, Gage spotted another hairy shape as the boulder it had been hiding behind was pushed over. It began its tumble down the left slope.

      The large hairy creature was out of his display range, but Gage didn’t need it to tell him what the creatures were. He’d seen them before, even fought one before. They were mountain trolls.

      “Ride faster!” he yelled back.

      Mountain trolls were a furry relative of the more common forest or swamp troll, both of which he’d encountered. They were large creatures with immense strength. They were cunning but had very little actual intelligence.

      He rotated his left shoulder as he remembered the vicious slash he’d taken in his last fight with a troll. It was years ago, but he still had the scar despite using a healing potion immediately after the fight. He’d counted himself lucky.

      Looking at a troll, an inexperienced person would think the troll’s great size and strength was their greatest asset. It wasn’t. A troll’s biggest asset was their regeneration. They healed quickly from any wound. Almost any wound. Thankfully, trolls did have a weakness.

      Trolls couldn’t regenerate from wounds caused by fire. Not even sages knew exactly why they couldn’t. They just couldn’t. This was fairly common knowledge so most mercenaries and guards who traveled through territory with trolls carried plenty of torches and oil. Gage knew they had oil and torches. The problem was, they were packed away on the mules.

      “What the bloody hell are those things?!” Heather yelled.

      “Trolls!” he shouted back to her.

      She glanced from the two large shapes lumbering down the slope towards them then swiveled back to Gage. “Bloody trolls? What do they want?”

      “To eat the horses and the mules,” he replied back. “Us too.”

      “Just bloody great!” she shouted, followed by a stream of unfamiliar words which Gage guessed were obscenities back on Earth. Finally, the obscenities trailed off. “What do we do? Can you make us invisible like you did on the wall?”

      Gage grimaced at the mention of his power. She hadn’t mentioned them lately and he had hoped she’d forgotten. Apparently not. “I could make us invisible! But not the horses and mules too.”

      She looked disappointed.

      “It wouldn’t matter if I could,” he shouted back.

      Heather screwed up her face. “Why not?”

      “Trolls have an excellent sense of smell!” he said and glanced back at the two nine-feet-tall creatures loping after them. “They’ll track our scent.”

      “What do we do?!” she demanded.

      He shrugged. “Try to outrun them. If that doesn’t work, we kill them.”

      Heather’s head swiveled from the hulking creatures giving chase to Gage. “You can kill them?”

      “Yes!” he shouted.

      Her eyes widened. “Really? Both of them?”

      Gage nodded.

      “Wow,” she muttered and stared at him with a strange look in her eye. Was it admiration?

      He ignored her and stared back at the two trolls. He was confident he could kill both of them. In his satchel, he had two small vials filled with poison. It wasn’t just any poison. It was draiocht-neim, sometimes called Wizard's Folly, mixed with a deadly poison called Widow's Tears.

      The two vials were left over from killing Ruy. Gage had been saving the poison for Odin or any mages who got in his way. Now, he might need to use one or both of them on the trolls.

      One little known fact about trolls which Gage had discovered was their susceptibility to not only fire, but also poison—specifically, the magebane poisons he used. He didn’t know for certain, but he guessed their regeneration must depend on Mana. Robbed of their Mana, they died like everyone else.

      He didn’t relish the idea of using the poison. The main ingredient for the draiocht-neim, Cichiadamon or Bitter Petal, was difficult to find. There were other magebane poisons he could make, but none were as potent as Wizard’s Folly.

      “Oy! I think they’re gaining!” she shouted. “It’s the mules. They’re slowing us down.”

      Gage glanced back over his shoulder. She was right. The trolls were gaining. She was also right about the mules. Despite how terrified the animals were, they weren’t running as fast as the horses could.

      “We can cut them loose!” he suggested. “Get away while they eat the mules!”

      “Are you crazy?! They have all our supplies!” she retorted.

      “Supplies are no good if you’re dead,” he pointed out.

      She growled in exasperation. “I thought you said you can kill them!”

      He frowned. Gage could kill them, especially with the poison. The main reason he hadn’t so far was that he couldn’t kill them without using his Shadow Slide—not without risking some of the animals or even Heather being hurt or killed.

      Earlier in the day, he might not have been able to use Shadow Slide. Now, with the suns further to the west, they cast long shadows across the pass. It was fortunate for him—unlucky for the trolls.

      Gage bit his lip and stared at the young Earth woman. The real question was: Did he really trust her with the knowledge of his most powerful ability? He glanced past her to the two huge trolls lumbering nearer. He cursed as he made his choice.

      Whirling around in his saddle, he pulled out one of the vials. He applied the poison to both blades and stashed the poison back in his satchel.

      He hopped up onto the saddle, glad he was wearing a split riding skirt instead of a normal dress.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her brow furrowed as she looked at him crouching atop the saddle.

      “Killing trolls,” he growled. He jumped into the air and activated Shadow Slide.

      As usual, he shot through shadows at blinding speed. Gage came out of the slide just as the troll on the right passed the point where he appeared. Twisting in midair like an acrobat at the fair, he sliced both daggers across the creature's throat.

      
        
        You critically slash Mountain Troll for 96 damage.

        You critically slash Mountain Troll for 91 damage.

        Mountain Troll is poisoned.

      

      

      The troll kept running forward, blood spurting from its neck. It stumbled to a halt and looked down at itself. It brought its large hands up to its throat in a vain attempt to stop the bleeding before falling face first into the ground.

      
        
        Mountain Troll dies.

        You have gained experience.

      

      

      Gage sprinted towards the other troll who was still running after the horses. Normally, he’d have no chance of catching up. Trolls could outrun mules and nearly outrun horses over short distances. But that didn’t take into consideration Shadow Slide.

      Picking his spot just ahead of the troll, Gage Slid just in front of the troll. This time, he had no momentum in the opposite direction. Instead, he appeared just in front of the troll and ducked.

      The troll saw him at the last moment and reached a clawed hand down to grab him.

      Dexterously, Gage avoided the reaching hand and slipped between the creature’s tree trunk sized legs.

      He sliced one dagger across the inside of the creature’s leg, trying to reach the femoral artery—or whatever passed for it in a troll. The lack of arterial spray told Gage he’d missed it.

      
        
        You slash Mountain Troll for 19 damage.

        Mountain Troll is poisoned.

      

      

      Cursing, Gage slammed the other dagger up between the troll’s legs, giving it a twist before yanking it out and rolling to avoid another reaching hand.

      
        
        You critically pierce Mountain Troll for 69 damage.

      

      

      He avoided the hand, but the creature kicked back at him as it fell forward, both hands going to its injured groin.

      
        
        Mountain troll kicks you but you Dodge.

      

      

      Tumbling and leaping to his feet, he darted at the troll’s back.

      The creature sensed him coming and took a swipe with the massive, clawed hand.

      Knowing full well what the claws could do to him, Gage ducked under the hand, latched on the creature’s back and slammed his dagger into the base of the troll’s skull.

      
        
        You critically pierce Mountain Troll for 107 damage.

        You kill Mountain Troll.

        You have gained experience.

      

      

      The troll’s body jerked, the hand weakly spasming back towards Gage for a moment. Gage twisted the dagger and the body shuddered once more before going limp.

      Gage looked down at his blue riding dress, torn in several places and spattered in dark troll blood. The dress was ruined and unwearable. He sighed. The color had really looked good on him. Now he’d have to wear the red one and go back to looking like a madame.
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      “You can bloody teleport!” Heather seethed, glaring daggers at his back. “And you didn’t tell me? You can turn invisible AND teleport!”

      Gage ignored her and kept riding. It was the third outburst since she’d circled back for him with the horses.

      “Why won’t you bloody talk to me?” she demanded.

      Sighing, Gage pulled his horse to a halt and waited for her to ride alongside him.

      Face red, Heather glared at him. “Well?”

      “Keep in mind,” he said coldly. “The only people who know what I can do… are dead. Either killed by me.” He swallowed a lump in his throat as he thought of Alani and Shaunna and what had happened to them because of him. “Or because of me. You sure you want to know?”

      The cat was out of the bag now. She’d already seen nearly all of his powers. At this point, there was no point in pretending he didn’t have his Shadow abilities.

      Heather bit her lip, her anger dissolving. It was replaced by a brief look of fear, perhaps even panic, but she seemed to master it. She met his eyes defiantly, but he still caught a glimmer of fear in them. “You know my powers. It’s only fair I know yours.”

      “Who said anything about fair?” he growled. “Since when is anything in this world fair?”

      She looked about to retort but he held up a hand to forestall her. “I’ll tell you but understand this. If you tell anyone, if you betray me… I’ll kill you. Are we clear?”

      Heather involuntarily backed away from him in her saddle, fear visible in her eyes now. She opened her mouth, but he shook his head.

      His voice was ice. “Are we clear?”

      “Yeah.” She swallowed. “We’re clear.”

      “Good,” he said, trying to sound slightly less frosty. “Then I’ll tell you my shadow abilities.”

      Fear remained etched on her face, but it appeared curiosity won out and she leaned back towards him and licked her lips.

      He frowned. Other than Alani, he’d never explained his powers to anyone. Gage never even sat down with Shaunna and explained them to her, she’d just noticed and accepted them. He pushed back the painful memories and focused on the woman in front of him.

      “You’ve already seen my Shadow Vision…” he started.

      She nodded impatiently and gestured for him to move on. He glared at her until she rolled her eyes. “Fine, continue… Please.”

      “As I was saying,” he continued. “Shadow Vision allows me to see in the dark, but I only see in black and white.”

      Heather furrowed her brow. “Really? Black and white? Like a security camera?” She nodded. “Or like night vision goggles!”

      Something gnawed at the back of his mind. It was some memory of Earth but he couldn’t quite bring it to the forefront of his mind. Gage stared at her blankly.

      Seeing his expression, she waved him off. “Right. Never mind. I’ll explain them to you some other time. Go on.”

      “I can activate it anytime and it doesn’t take mana,” he said. “The downside is, I can’t see color and it covers my eyes with shadow.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Yeah. That’s kind of creepy.”

      He shrugged. “If anyone sees it, it’s usually the last thing they see.”

      “Uh, right.” She swallowed again and gestured for him to continue.

      “Manipulate Shadows allows me to form shadows into any shape I want,” he explained. As he did, he formed a nearby shadow into the shape of a troll that seemed to be right next to her.

      “Bloody hell!” She exclaimed as she caught sight of it, nearly leaping out of her skin. She recovered quickly and turned a glare on him. “Very funny. So what? Like… really fancy hand puppets?”

      Gage scowled. “Yeah. Like really fancy hand puppets.”

      They sat facing each other in silence for a moment before she rolled her eyes. “Fine. Sorry.”

      He nodded. “It costs mana to change and maintain them. It’s really only useful as a distraction. Then there’s Shadow Cloak. It allows me to blend into the shadows and…”

      “Become invisible?” Heather asked excitedly. “That’s what you used on the wall, right?”

      “Yes.” He wanted to scowl at her, but her excitement was infectious. Instead, he just shook his head and let out a small chuckle. “Shadow Cloak is what I used to make us invisible.”

      “How does that not make you effectively invincible?” she asked.

      He snorted. “It only affects vision. People can still hear you and smell you.”

      “Smell you?” She wrinkled her nose for a moment before her eyes brightened with comprehension. “Oh… right, beast-kin.”

      “Beast-kin.” Gage nodded. “Beast-kin can smell and hear me, even when I’m invisible.”

      “Bullocks!” She frowned. “Funny how in the comics and movies that’s never really a problem.”

      Memories flooded back to Gage: lying on his bed and reading comic books in the dark using a… something that projected light. Flashlight! Yes, he read comic books at night with his flashlight.

      Images of superheroes with amazing powers and colorful costumes came unbidden to him. He smiled at the pleasant memories buried for so long. Gage cocked his head. “You read comics?”

      She gave him a look of mock surprise. “You remember comics, huh? That figures. And, no… I never read comics per se, mostly manga.”

      Gage furrowed his brow. “Manga?”

      “You know,” she replied. “Manga. Anime. Japanese comics. Graphic novels.”

      He shrugged.

      “Never mind,” she said. “Go on.”

      “As I was saying,” he continued. “Shadow Cloak takes a lot of mana every second it’s active. It’s not something I can use for long periods of time.”

      “Bad luck, that,” she pouted. “Walking around invisible would be fun.”

      “Then there’s what you just saw: Shadow Slide,” he continued. “It allows me to jump between shadows, though it’s not just shadows, it’s any sort of darkness.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “So, like, teleport between shadows?”

      “Not the way wizards teleport,” he explained. “They use gateways. I just…” He smiled as he remembered what his daughter had called it… zooming. It was fairly applicable. “I just move very quickly from one spot to another.”

      She furrowed her brow. “What do you mean? You don’t just appear at the place you want to go?”

      He shook his head. “No, I actually see myself moving to the spot—just faster than the eye can follow.”

      Briefly, he remembered the demon cat he’d encountered back in Eastport. The creature had seemed to be able to not only track his movement but attack him in mid-Slide. It was the first and only creature to be able to do that, but it did concern him that he might one day encounter others with the same ability.

      “Huh,” she uttered, looking thoughtful. She turned her eyes on him and cocked an eyebrow. “Is that it?”

      He hesitated. There was the new ability he’d received after killing Ruy and gaining a level. Shadow Double. He brought up the ability in his HUD.

      
        
        Shadow Double

        Type: Class Ability (Shadowmaster)

        Cost: 10 Mana / Minute

        Duration: Special

        Range: Special

        Description: Create an exact double of yourself from solidified shadow while your own body is hidden in the shadow realm. The double appears where you were standing when you activate the ability, and your awareness of the physical world follows it. The double can interact with the environment. It moves and acts on your mental orders.

        When created, the shadow double has as much durability as your current Health. Any damage the construct takes will remove durability. When the durability reaches 0, the construct is dispelled.

        When the ability ends for any reason, the shadow double disappears, and your own body reappears wherever it was at the time it was dispelled.

      

      

      Gage hadn’t tested the ability yet. He’d meant to several times but the part about his physical body being in the shadow realm concerned him. He wanted to find a library and see if he could find any mention of the shadow realm before allowing his body to go there. Unfortunately, there hadn’t been an opportunity to do so yet—not with a bounty on his head.

      “Is that it?” she asked, seeing his hesitation.

      “No,” he replied, his brow furrowed. “There is another ability I recently acquired. I don’t fully understand it yet but as soon as I do, I’ll tell you about it.”

      She opened her mouth to protest but he held up a hand.

      “I can’t explain something to you that I don’t fully understand myself,” he told her.

      “I guess that’s fair,” she admitted. Heather’s eyes darted upwards, worry lines appearing on her forehead.

      Gage guessed what she was thinking. “We only have an hour or so before it’s dark. We should keep going and see if we can find a campsite.”

      “With no trolls,” she added.

      “With no trolls,” he agreed. Kicking the sides of his horse, he started them moving north again.
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      They weren’t bothered by trolls during the night, and they started off early the next morning, seeing no one else on the road until late afternoon.

      Gage brought them to a halt as familiar sounds reached his ears from ahead.

      “What?” Heather asked. She cocked her head and furrowed her brow. “What’s that sound?”

      Gage listened for a few seconds to make sure. Then he cursed.

      Heather’s expression turned worried. “What is it?”

      “It’s men… lots of men,” he growled. “Probably part of the army coming south from the northern keep.”

      “Are you serious?” she asked, her forehead wrinkling. “We’ve got army ahead and behind us?”

      He nodded, glancing up the slopes to either side of them. “We need to get off the road.”

      “And go where?” Heather demanded. She glanced to their right and left. “In case you haven’t noticed, there are mountains to either side of us.”

      “Off the horses,” he ordered, slipping off his mare. He pointed to what might be a path to their right. “We go up there.”

      Heather’s gaze followed his outstretched arm and she chuckled. “You’re not serious?”

      Gage didn’t answer. Taking his horse by the reins, he walked past her and untied the mules. Guiding his horse and the mules, he started towards the steep slope to their right.

      “That’s not a path!” she objected. “It’s like… where the water flows down the mountain or something…”

      “If you have a better option,” he said, not bothering to turn around. “I’m open to hear it.”

      There was silence behind him for a full minute before he heard her horse’s hooves behind him. Gage also heard her grumbling but couldn’t quite make out the words. He smiled as he guessed it was something unflattering aimed at him.

      Gage led the animals up the steep path to a small plateau he’d spotted from below. Several large rocks formed a small, sheltered space just large enough for them to squeeze the horses and mules into—if they laid the animals down. He pointed. “We’ll hide in there.”

      Breathing hard, Heather looked at the small clump of boulders. She furrowed her brow and made a face. “You’re joking.”

      “No,” he retorted and led his mare into the small alcove formed by the rocks. With soothing words and strong urging, he managed to get his mare to lie down. The mules were slightly more difficult to coax, but Gage’s time working his farm had given him a much better understanding of animals and he finally managed to get them to lie down.

      “Nice trick,” Heather admitted.

      Taking the reins for Heather’s horse from her, he repeated the procedure until all the animals were lying down in the alcove. Gage then began stripping off his red riding dress.

      “Whoa, mate! What are you doing?” she said as he peeled off the dress. Despite the look of surprise on her face, he noticed she didn’t avert her eyes.

      “Getting out of the peacock of a dress and putting something that will blend in better with the rocky terrain around us,” he explained. He gestured at her own clothes. “You should do the same.”

      Stripped down to his loincloth, he shivered as he crawled over to his pack and retrieved some dark clothing. Slipping them on, he laid down flat against the edge of the ledge and waited.

      “Not shy, are you?” Heather muttered from behind him. After a moment, he heard the rustle of clothing behind him.

      Ignoring Heather, Gage glanced north, along the ravine. The noise from the approaching army was much louder. It sounded like hundreds of men, possibly thousands.

      Heather squeezed in next to him, dressed in dark clothing similar to his own. He gave her an approving nod. She followed his eyes north. “Where are… oh…”

      She stopped as they both spotted the first part of the army.

      Gage stared intently as standard-bearers marched into view. The six uniformed soldiers carried tall poles displaying the banners of House Cernunnos.

      Immediately following the standard-bearers, dressed in even more decorative uniforms, were the high-ranking officers. They were too far away for Gage to guess their rank, but he knew there was likely at least one general, several high-ranking officers, and battle-mages, and then a retinue of junior officers.

      Eyes darting over the officers, Gage counted forty. He nodded to himself. Given so many officers, there had to be at least a thousand men.

      “Fancy,” Heather whispered. “Do they always dress like that?”

      “The officers do,” he said. “It’s a symbol of their authority over the other men. The rank and file know if someone in a uniform gives them an order, they’d better do it.”

      Behind the officers came the knights and squires in full plate armor under bright tabards. Gage knew all the knights were nobles who belonged to House Cernunnos. They were minor nobles. Most likely they were those family members with no magic—and no desire to go the path of the warlock or channeler. This made them perfect as officers for the army.

      The regular cavalry came next. Unlike the officers and the knights, the cavalry had much more diversity in their garb. Not from noble families, they were commoners who had uncommon expertise with fighting from horseback. When conscripted into the army, they would have been given the bare minimum they needed and were responsible for supplying everything else themselves on whatever pay the army gave them.

      Next came the archers, followed by the infantry. Other than their pikes and bows, the humans and beast-kin of both genders were dressed in a mishmash of armor pieces and clothing. They were conscripted from the masses, handed a weapon, and told what to do.

      Heather chuckled softly. “All those people just for you? I’m impressed.”

      “Not for me.” Gage frowned. “This is the northern army. They’ve been stationed at Icegate Fortress for… well, as far back as I can remember. With this many soldiers on the march, there must barely be a skeleton crew left in the fortress.”

      He stopped talking as a new group of people came into view. His frown deepened. Judging by long beards, pale skin and short stature, they had to be northern dwarves. Dwarves in shackles. They were prisoners… or slaves.

      “Are those dwarves?” Heather asked. She furrowed her brow. “With pale skin?”

      “Northern dwarves,” he replied. “They have white, almost alabaster skin, unlike the darker skin dwarves we find in Cernunnos.”

      “They’re prisoners of war?” she asked. “I didn’t know we were at war.”

      “We’re not. Not with Aesir.” Gage scowled as his eyes darted across the mass of dwarves. “There’s not a Northman among them. If we were at war with Aesir, we’d have Northmen prisoners as well, and our entire northern army wouldn’t be heading south. No, these are dwarven slaves—probably sold to us BY House Aesir.”

      “There’s hundreds of them!” she cried.

      “Men, women, and I even spotted some children among them,” Gage said flatly.

      Heather’s face went red. “We have to do something!”

      Gage shook his head. “You know my powers. I’m not a wizard who can call down fire and lightning and it would take that and more against an army like this. Not to mention, I’m sure at least a handful of those officers are wizards—or channelers.”

      “We just let them take all of these dwarves as slaves?” she demanded.

      “I don’t like slavery any more than you do,” he told her. “But this is beyond you and me. Most likely, they were sold on the orders of Odin himself—the man I’m going to kill. That will have to be justice enough.”

      “It doesn’t help these dwarves,” Heather growled.

      He turned and looked at her. “We can’t defeat this army and free the slaves.”

      “We can free some of them.” she retorted angrily.

      Gage resisted the urge to smile, thinking how much like Alani she sounded. His wife would have insisted they try to save some of them—even if it meant they risked their own lives.

      He glanced back down at the dwarves as they trudged along to whatever fate awaited them, then looked up at the sky. It would be dark soon. The army would be stopping.

      Heather was still staring at him defiantly.

      “Fine,” he growled through clenched teeth. “We’ll try to free some of them.”

      Eyes glittering with mischief, she grinned back at him triumphantly.

      Rolling his eyes at the woman, Gage turned back and began to watch everything with a critical eye. Against his better judgment, he began to formulate a plan to free some of the dwarves.
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      Gage watched from the ridge overlooking the rear of the army. It was three hours after sunset and the men below had set up tents and started cooking fires. They’d already eaten and, from his vantage point, he could hear some men singing popular tavern songs.

      The fires were much sparser than normal for an army this size. Trees were sparse in the ravine and Gage knew the fires were from wood they had carried with them. Good. Fewer fires meant less light, and darkness was his friend.

      Having already done reconnaissance, Gage knew the dwarves had been broken up into groups of twenty and separated from each other. It made sense. Less chance to coordinate escape attempts if they were separated.

      Picking the further group, Gage had identified the handful of guards around the dwarves. At first, he’d been confused by the small number of guards. After all, even shackled, several hundred dwarves could easily overpower the dozen guards who stood watch.

      Once he spied a particularly well-dressed guard with horns, he understood. A channeler. He’d watched the other guards closely for several minutes. They were too far away for him to view them in his display, but years of hunting mages told him two of the men were magic users.

      Creeping back to where he’d left Heather, he found a huge, hairy troll squatting behind boulders. He smiled and brought up his HUD.

      
        
        Mountain Troll

        Barbarian

        Level 10

      

      

      The troll looked up at him and snarled, showing oversized teeth. It covered its chest and groin with its huge hands. “Naked.”

      Gage rolled his eyes. “I can’t see anything. You have fur. Lots of fur.”

      “Not… like. Hard… talk,” the troll responded. “It… time?”

      The voice was deep and gravelly, and the speech was difficult for him to understand but he managed. Gage nodded. “We’re ready.”

      Troll-Heather nodded. Gage couldn’t help but admire how perfectly she had transformed into an almost exact duplicate of one of the two trolls he’d killed earlier. She hadn’t been sure she could do it but there she was—a full sized troll.

      “Not… kill… people,” she said in the same deep voice.

      “You don’t have to kill anyone,” he reassured her. “I’ll take care of that. You just need to claw up the dead bodies, so it looks like a troll attack. If you can, drag one or two of the bodies up the ridge where I showed you.”

      The plan was to make the rescue attempt look like a troll attack. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the only plan he could come up with given their resources.

      If the army thought a man had killed their guards and set loose prisoners, Gage knew they’d hunt them down. If trolls attacked, that was a different story. They’d assume any missing prisoners had been eaten and the search would be minimal.

      At least, he was hoping that would be the case. He really didn’t feel like playing a game of cat and mouse with an army for a few days.

      Troll-Heather nodded a huge, hairy head. “I… try.”

      “Don’t try, do it,” he retorted firmly. “The plan hinges on them believing it was a troll attack. If they don’t, they’ll come after us and the ones we set free. They have beast-kin with them. The dwarves won’t escape, and we might get caught up in the search.”

      The troll swallowed and then nodded.

      “Good,” he reassured her. “Give me five minutes and then come down.”

      Turning, Gage hesitated for only a moment before Shadow Sliding down the mountain to a spot near the prisoners. It felt weird to use his powers in front of Heather, but in a strange way, it felt good too. It reminded him of being with Alani and Shaunna. A time when he could be himself.

      The memories of his family caused a surge of anger and hatred. Ruy and the other Houses had ordered his death and they’d been killed in the crossfire. Ruy was dead, but Gage wouldn’t be satisfied until every House leader paid for their deaths.

      Pushing thoughts of revenge to the back of his mind, Gage channeled his anger into his current task. The horned guard was close enough now that he registered in his display.

      
        
        Barthor

        Human

        Channeler

        Level 8

      

      

      As Gage had suspected, the man was a channeler. That would frighten most people. Not Gage.

      He glanced at the nearby guards. None were looking his way. Slipping up behind the man, he struck out. One hand went over the channeler’s mouth while the other hand slipped his dagger between the man’s ribs and into his heart.

      The man spasmed and Gage felt the beginnings of magic, but the magic died as the channeler did.

      
        
        You critically pierce Barthor for 107 damage.

        You kill Barthor.

        You have gained experience.

      

      

      Gage lowered the body of the man to the ground, putting a finger over his lips as the nearby dwarves started to react. Some of the dwarves appeared frightened while others looked hopeful. They nodded to him and began whispering to others nearby.

      Knowing it wouldn’t take long for the guard’s absence to be noticed, Gage quickly backed off into the darkness and then moved quietly to the next guard. This one was a beast-kin, a jackal-kin to be precise. Using his Shadow Slide to appear directly behind it, the beast-kin died before its enhanced senses even registered him.

      
        
        You critically pierce Raggur for 111 damage.

        You kill Raggur.

        You have gained experience.

      

      

      The others went down just as easily and just as quietly—even the second channeler. The internal count in his head had just reached 300 seconds. Five minutes exactly. Gage smiled.

      Hurrying back to the slope’s edge, Gage met up with the hulking form of Heather. The nearest dwarves started to scramble away, and he had to assure them they were in no danger.

      “It’s a friend,” he whispered. “Pass the word. Any of you who can move should do so quietly now.”

      The gray-haired dwarf in front nodded and whispered to the other dwarves. Gage turned to Heather and pointed out the bodies. “You know what to do. Make sure your claw marks hide their wounds. It needs to look like a troll attack.”

      The Heather-troll nodded its massive head and then lumbered over to the first body. She stared down at it for what seemed like minutes before slashing her claws across the dead man’s midsection. She brought her bloody claws up to her face, then looked down at the body, and finally back at her claws.

      For a moment, Gage thought she would be sick. He wasn’t sure if the soldiers finding troll vomit next to a body would be a good thing or a bad thing. Luckily, he didn’t need to worry about it.

      Heather looked at him and flashed him a toothy smile that didn’t quite reach the troll’s eyes. She swallowed and then lumbered over to the next body.

      The gray-haired dwarf he’d seen earlier came up next to him. “What’s the plan, lad? How many of you are there?”

      Gage scanned the dwarf in his display.

      
        
        Byrnjolf Axestone

        Dwarf

        Fighter

        Level 12

      

      

      A level 12 fighter was impressive. The dwarf was an experienced warrior. Gage wondered how he’d been captured and shackled. He cast a glance at Heather as she shredded another body with her claws. “It’s just me and… the troll. And the plan is for as many of you as possible to escape. We’re making it look like a troll attack.”

      “You and the troll, eh?” Byrnjolf cast a wary eye at Heather. “What about the others?”

      “The other groups?” Gage asked.

      “Aye, me brethren,” the dwarf replied. “We can’t leave them.”

      “We can only free one group,” Gage said. “And even this is a risk. I’m hoping losing twenty of you to trolls will dissuade them from trying to track you down.”

      Byrnjolf’s face flushed. “We can’t just leave the others!”

      “Shh!” Gage hissed. “And yes, we can. The two of us can’t kill every guard here. Not without raising the alarm.”

      The dwarf glared at him. “You’d leave women and children?”

      “We’re saving who we can,” he retorted. “And you should be thankful we even attempted that.”

      The dwarf took a step towards him, shackled hands outstretched. Gage didn’t move. He just stared down at the dwarf.

      Byrnjolf seemed to master himself and stopped just short of Gage. He glared up into Gage’s unflinching eyes.

      “You’re wasting time and risking their lives,” Gage said without looking away.

      Heather loped up next to Gage and Byrnjolf took an involuntary step back from her hulking form. She looked down. “Me… done… we… go… please.”

      Gage nodded. He hadn’t thought it possible, but the troll actually looked a bit green. He motioned for her to go back up their escape route. “Go. Take the dwarves with you. I’ll meet you at the designated spot.”

      The troll Heather turned and lumbered off up the slope. Gage turned to Byrnjolf. “Go with her if you want to live.”

      Not bothering to wait for an answer, Gage turned and grabbed the body of the closest soldier and dragged it after the dwarves. The body left a trail of blood, which was exactly what he wanted. It was time to put the final phase of his plan into action.
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      Gage met up with Heather a few minutes later, still in her troll form. “You okay for the next part?”

      The mammoth head bobbed up and down, but Byrnjolf stomped in close to them and thrust his shackled hands up at Gage. “What about us? You going to let us loose?”

      “As soon as we get back,” Gage scowled. The dwarf was starting to annoy him. “Right now, we need to put a little fear into the army.”

      Byrnjolf snorted. “The two of you?”

      Gage nodded.

      The dwarf shook his head. “You’re a loon.”

      Locking eyes with Byrnjolf, Gage glared at the dwarf until the other looked away and, muttering under his breath, stomped back over to the other dwarves.

      “Come on,” Gage told Heather.

      Gage led Heather across the ravine and away from the dwarves. Once they were out of eyeshot, he found the first boulder he’d picked out and grabbed onto Heather’s thick arm. “This might feel weird.”

      With an effort, he Shadow Slid the both of them to the boulder. The moment they appeared, Heather broke away from his grasp, turned to the side, and vomited.

      It went on for a full minute before she wiped her mouth with a furred arm and turned to face Gage. She growled. “Not… do… again.”

      Gage shrugged. “Sorry but we don’t have a choice. Not unless you want the army tracking us down.”

      She continued to glare at him for another moment before her shoulders slumped and she nodded. “Just… finish… hard… keep… troll… body.”

      He nodded. Gage brought up his display and checked his Mana.

      
        
        Mana: 31

      

      

      The Shadow Slide had taken more than he’d expected. He guessed it might be from taking someone the size of a troll with him. He looked across the ravine at the two other points they needed to visit. He hoped his Mana would last.

      “We need to wait until my mana regenerates a bit,” he told her.

      She bit her huge lip but nodded.

      She’d barely stopped moving her head when a shout of alarm sounded below them. Gage growled. “On second thought, it looks like we’ll be doing it now.”

      Both of them looked to the area where they’d rescued the dwarves. Someone had obviously found one of the bodies and noticed the missing dwarves. Ready or not, they needed to put phase two of his plan into motion now to complete the illusion.

      He spun to face Heather. “You remember the plan. Roar as loud as you can and then push the boulder.”

      Heather nodded. She cupped her hands near her mouth and let loose a thunderous roar. She looked over at him and he nodded his approval. It sounded enough like the trolls who had attacked them and not anything human.

      With a mighty heave, she sent the boulder tumbling down the mountain. It crashed into other rocks, causing an avalanche of small rocks and debris. The men below heard the roar and the sound of rocks coming towards them and yelled out a warning.

      Gage glanced across the ravine and found the next boulder he’d picked out earlier. He grabbed onto Heather’s arm and felt the troll tense. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to make this any easier. He Slid.

      They appeared on the opposite side of the ravine. Gage immediately backed away from Heather, in case she needed to be sick again, but the troll just stood there for a moment, blinking.

      “Heather,” he hissed quietly. “We have to do this quickly. It has to look like there are multiple trolls.”

      She looked at him wearily and nodded. She cupped her hand next to her mouth and let loose another roar. Then, positioning herself behind the boulder, she sent it tumbling down at the men below.

      He checked his Mana.

      
        
        Mana: 15

      

      

      It had taken sixteen mana to get across the ravine. He only had fifteen left, and they still needed to get back across. He cursed. Luckily it was just one point to regenerate but after the next Slide, he’d be completely out of Mana.

      Knowing time was of the essence, he pointed at another boulder, a hundred yards away. “That’s the next one. Let’s go.”

      Heather nodded and began scrambling over towards it. She stumbled a few times, and he began to worry about her. She’d mentioned it was hard to keep the troll body. Gage hoped she could maintain it for just a few more minutes.

      When they reached the boulder, she once again let out a blood curling roar and then pushed the rock down the mountain.

      Gage looked down at the chaos below as men ran about. More torches were being lit and he could see officers arriving, trying to form some semblance of order. It wouldn’t be long before one of the mages came to investigate. He and Heather needed to be gone before that happened.

      Heather was breathing heavily and swaying on her feet. He took her massive hand in his. “One more slide.”

      The huge head looked down at him, eyes unfocused. She nodded.

      He checked his display.

      
        
        Mana: 17

      

      

      He’d regenerated two points in the time it had taken for them to reach this spot. Good. Gage’s eyes darted across the ravine, and he located the last boulder. He activated Shadow Slide.

      The two of them instantly arrived on the opposite side of the ravine. As they did, Heather fell to her knees. Before he could do anything, she tilted her head into the air and bellowed a loud roar.

      As Heather finished the roar, her body shifted back into her naked human form. Her eyes rolled up into the back of her head and she started to collapse.

      With lightning reflexes, Gage caught her before she hit the ground and lowered her softly. He glanced at the boulder and then at the naked girl laying on the ground.

      Cursing, he stood up and hurried over to the boulder. Back to the giant rock, he locked his legs against the base of the slope. With a mighty heave, he just managed to send the boulder tumbling down the ravine towards the encampment below.

      Listening to the shouts below, Gage knew he’d convinced those who had heard the roars and saw the boulders rolling down. He just hoped it was enough to dissuade them from mounting any sort of search for the missing dwarves.

      He bent over Heather and checked her pulse. It was weak but steady. Gage scooped up the unconscious woman and scrambled along the top of the ravine. He quietly made his way back to their horses and grabbed a blanket from their pack.

      Gage set her down and shook out the blanket. He couldn’t help but admire her body as he did so. He caught himself and immediately felt guilty. He was married after all.

      He paused, his grief and loss rushing back. No. He wasn’t married any longer. Alani and Shaunna were dead. He pushed back the grief, replacing it with white hot anger. Those who had been responsible would pay. They would pay with their lives.

      Realizing he was still staring down at her naked form, he quickly finished wrapping the blanket around her. He sat her up and gently shook her. “Heather. Heather.”

      Her eyes fluttered open. Heather looked around unfocused and confused for a moment before her gaze settled on Gage. She smiled slightly. “Did… did we do it?”

      “You did it,” he said with a nod. “I’m quite certain they believe they were attacked by an army of trolls.”

      She smiled weakly. “The troll’s form. It was so hard to maintain. It started draining my mana.”

      “I’m sure it’s the biggest form you’ve ever assumed unless you imitated a giant,” he joked.

      Heather nodded. “I think… I think I’ll stick to normal humanoids.”

      “Probably a good idea,” he agreed. “When you’re ready, we can go find the dwarves and remove their shackles.”

      “I think I can…” she replied and started to sit up.

      As she did, the blanket slid off her, once again revealing her bare chest. Her eyes widened in surprise and embarrassment, and she grabbed the blanket and yanked it back over her. Her face flushed, Heather glared at Gage. “Bloody hell! You could have told me I was naked!”

      Gage shrugged and turned away to hide the smile which had crept over his face.
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      “So that’s it?” Byrnjolf Axestone growled. “Just break us loose and set us on our way?”

      Gage stood stoically, staring down at the dark-haired dwarf. “If you don’t like your freedom, you can always run back to the Cernunnos army. I’m sure they’d take you back.”

      After leaving Heather with the horses, Gage had returned to the dwarves with his picks and managed to get the group free from their shackles. He’d brought what supplies he felt they could spare, along with a few spare daggers he had. Still, it didn’t seem like enough for this ungrateful dwarf.

      Byrnjolf’s face flushed and his right eye flinched. He moved to take a step towards Gage but a thick hand rested on his shoulder.

      “Da,” the dwarf said in a rough but gentle voice.

      It was Geirhild, his daughter. Or rather, Gage assumed it was his daughter. Contrary to Byrnjolf, she had blonde hair, the color of honey. She didn’t have the same weathered features as her father, but he thought he saw a resemblance.

      According to Gage’s display, they had the same name and she called him “Da.” Unlike her father, she’d been very appreciative of being saved and released from the shackles.

      “Da, he rescued us, and he’s given us supplies. What else do you ask of the man?” Geirhild asked her father.

      Her father’s face softened at his daughter's words, but Byrnjolf still wore a sour expression. “A couple of knives aren’t weapons and that’s barely enough food for a couple of days!”

      “That’s all the food I could spare,” Gage said plainly. He scanned the dwarves around him. “I wasn’t expecting to feed a troop of dwarves.”

      “Why didn’t you let me take the weapons from the guards!” Byrnjolf demanded. “At least then we’d have something to defend ourselves!”

      Gage scowled at the repeated argument. It was the third time the dwarf had asked the same question. He clenched his teeth, silently telling himself it was bad form to save the dwarf only to kill him a few minutes later. He smiled down menacingly at the dwarf. “The knives are weapons. I could kill every single one of you with only one of them.”

      The dwarf stared taken back but then his face hardened. “Is that a threat?”

      “An observation,” Gage replied. He’d already scanned each of the dwarves with his display. Most were under 5th level. Only Byrnjolf and two of the other dwarves were over level 10. None posed a serious threat to him.

      “Cocky son of a troll, aren’t you?” Byrnjolf said, a smile coming to lips. He looked Gage up and down. “You don’t look like much, but I saw how you took out those guards. Can’t say I’ve seen anything like it.”

      “No,” Gage replied. “Had you seen anything like it before, you’d probably be dead.”

      Byrnjolf’s face flushed but then he cocked his head. He narrowed his eyes and stroked his thick beard. “You’re an assassin.”

      The other dwarves, who had been chatting quietly in the background, suddenly went quiet. Every head turned to look at him.

      Gage hesitated. Two months ago, before his family was killed, he would have said no. He’d given up that life. He’d traded the life of an assassin for the life of a farmer, a husband and a father.

      All that was gone. Taken from him. All he had left were his anger and his need for revenge. All of those required that he keep killing. It required that he once again be the assassin.

      He nodded. “I am.”

      Several of the dwarves took steps back, a mixture of fear and revulsion in their eyes. No one liked assassins, not even the people who hired them.

      Byrnjolf stood up straight, still a foot shorter than Gage. The dwarf stared into his eyes. “Are you here for me?”

      “No, Da!” His daughter tried to step in front of him, but Byrnjolf’s thick arm kept her back. Gage caught a glint of steel in her hand and realized she had one of the daggers he’d given them. Out of instinct, he activated his Evasion abilities.

      “Stay back, Geirhild,” the dwarf growled.

      Gage raised an eyebrow. He found it curious that Byrnjolf thought Gage was here for him. He looked the dwarf up and down and brought him up once more in his display.

      
        
        Byrnjolf Axestone

        Dwarf

        Fighter

        Level 12

      

      

      Other than an above average level, the dwarf didn’t stand out from the other dwarves in any way. So why did he believe Gage had come for him?

      “No,” Gage replied. He gave the dwarf a cold smile. “If I was, you’d already be dead.”

      Byrnjolf considered Gage for a long moment before nodding. “Fair enough. I would certainly have been easier to kill while still shackled.”

      “Who are you here to kill?” Geirhild demanded. Her hand tightened around the dagger. “I won’t let you kill any of us.”

      Gage smirked. It seemed like something Heather might say. He held up his empty palms. “I’m not here for any of you.”

      Geirhild narrowed her eyes. “So why did you free us? What’s your angle?”

      “Honestly, it wasn’t my idea.” He shrugged. “You have my companion to thank for it.”

      “Your companion?” The female dwarf wrinkled her brow for a moment before her eyes widened. “The troll?”

      Gage chuckled. They didn’t know what she was. They’d only seen her in troll form. He saw no reason to tell them anything about Heather and her power wasn’t his secret to divulge. “Yes, you have the troll to thank.”

      Confused looks reigned on the faces of the dwarves as they contemplated the idea of being rescued at the behest of a troll.

      Byrnjolf let out a roar of laughter. “Rescued by an assassin at the behest of a troll. Now that is worthy of a song!”

      There was a pregnant silence after Byrnjolf’s laughter and while the dwarf shifted uncomfortably. “Despite the predicament we’re left in, I can’t deny we’re better off now.” He stuck out a thick, calloused hand. “Thank you for releasing me and mine.”

      Gage’s eyes darted to the man’s hand, unconsciously looking for any rings which could hide poison needles. There were none, of course. Any jewelry would have been taken by the soldiers when they acquired them. After a moment, he reached out and clasped hands with the dwarf.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Byrnjolf said as he released Gage’s hand, “but I hope that we don’t meet again.”

      “I’m sure we won’t,” Gage replied. “Good luck with your journey back north. Stay clear of the main road.”

      “Aye,” the dwarf replied. “I think we’ll be keeping out of sight until we reach our homeland.”

      “Farewell then,” Gage said with a nod.

      “Farewell,” Byrnjolf replied. “Assassin.”

      Gage wasn’t sure if the dwarf had meant the last word as an insult or just a statement of fact. He shrugged. It didn’t matter. He was what he was.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Gage returned to where he’d left Heather and the horses. She was fully dressed and sitting atop her mare. She still looked paler than normal.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “I’m better,” she replied. “What about the dwarves?”

      He shrugged. “They’re fine. They’ll be heading back north.”

      “See,” Heather said with a smile. “Doesn’t it feel good to help some people?”

      Gage wasn’t sure how to answer her. He had done it because she had wanted to do it and because he knew she would be less aggravating if he agreed. While he didn’t like slavery, they’d exposed themselves by attempting the rescue. It hadn’t been a smart move.

      He hoped the dwarves made it to safety – otherwise their risk had been for nothing. But it was dangerous to get attached to people in his line of work. Too dangerous.

      This question was the sort of thing his Alani would have asked him. She had always tried to coax the best out of him—to encourage him to care about people and things.

      He scowled. Gage had cared about things. He’d cared about Alani and Shaunna and look at what had happened to them. Glancing up at Heather, he realized that he might be starting to care for her. If he did, would the same fate await her.

      “You could go with them,” he said suddenly.

      “With the dwarves?” She chuckled. “Why?”

      “It might be safer,” Gage replied.

      She made a face. “Oh yeah, I’ll just go running off with a bunch of strangers and hope they don’t murder me in my sleep—”

      “As opposed running off with an assassin and hoping he doesn’t murder you in your sleep?” Gage countered.

      Heather rolled her eyes. “Sorry, you’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

      A few additional arguments sprang to his mind, but Gage dismissed them. For the moment, he’d let her stay. Looking up at her still on the horse, he changed the subject.

      “Can you walk?” he asked. “We need to move as far away from the army as possible and it will be safer if we guide the horses in the dark.”

      Nodding, she slipped down from her horse and came to stand next to him with the reins in hand. “Ready when you are.”

      With a nod, he led them north and away from the army.
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      It took them five more days to reach the fortress at Icegate. Gage had taken them a roundabout way to avoid any trackers the army might have sent out. Leading them on a zigzag route through the steadily climbing terrain, they slowly gained altitude as they traveled north. By the time they came within eyeshot of the fortress, both were bundled in the furs he’d insisted they buy.

      While he hadn’t seen any sign of trackers from the army during their trek north, he also hadn’t seen any sign of the dwarves. He’d double backed a few times but there had been no sign of them.

      Despite the indirect route, he didn’t think the dwarves were in front of them. There’d been absolutely no sign of them. Either they were far enough behind Gage and Heather that he hadn’t spotted them, or they’d taken a much different route.

      The best thing about taking the winding route was not having to wear the Enmeline Malleta disguise. There was no point since they were crisscrossing the ravine and spending most of their time on the trails above it.

      Gage looked out at the broad wall of stone crafted many hundreds of years ago. Rumor said it had been built by dwarves. If so, it was a testament to their skill that the fortress was still standing.

      The fortress served as a giant gate, stretching from one side of the ravine to the other. It was only fifty feet tall, shorter than some city and castle walls, yet it was nearly fifty feet thick.

      The outside of the wall was certainly imposing. It had repelled several incursions from the Aesir through the years. The inside of the wall was hollow and contained multiple floors of rooms which housed the garrison of soldiers manning the wall.

      Gage corrected himself—the garrison of soldiers normally manning the fortress. Currently, the majority of them were marching south. It was a mystery but one which he couldn’t take the time to solve at the moment.

      He looked at the enormous wooden doors bound with iron. They represented the only way in or out of the province for miles. The other routes weren’t well known or well used. They were dangerous for a small party and nigh impassable for a large party or army.

      Stretching out his arm, he pointed down at the large gate-like fortress blocking the ravine. He raised his voice to speak over the sound of the gusting wind. “That’s Icegate fortress!”

      “Looks like part of the great wall of China… or the entrance to Moria,” she replied.

      Gage looked at her blankly. China rang a bell. Was it a town from Earth? Maybe Moria was a town too. Obviously, they both had big walls.

      Heather threw up her hands in exasperation. “What do they teach in the States?”

      “School was a long time ago,” he reminded her. He looked up at the sky. The suns already halfway through their travel. He started to the left. “We need to get moving.”

      “Wait.” She hadn’t moved and sat on her horse and frowned down at him. “We’re not going through the gate?”

      “Of course not,” he told her. “I might have been able to pull off Enmeline Malleta for a common gate guard, but I’m not going to take my chances with the guards here.”

      “With your powers, couldn’t you just kill everyone in there?” she smirked.

      He shrugged. “Probably. But a dead garrison of men leaves a very large message that says Gage was here.”

      “We haven’t seen any sign that anyone from the army is following us, let alone anyone from Eastport,” she reminded him.

      “That doesn’t mean we should get sloppy,” he replied. He gestured down at the gate. “If this is where you want to part ways, you can take the Enmeline Malleta papers and try your luck down at the gate.”

      Heather raised an eyebrow. “You’d get rid of me just like that?”

      “I’ve told you.” He said. “The longer you’re around me, the more danger you’re in.”

      She bit her lip for a moment before speaking. “No, I’ll stick with you.”

      Gage nodded. He’d been hoping she’d stay with him. If he were honest with himself, he enjoyed her company. Maybe it was the fact she was from Earth. Or maybe the years of being with Alani and Shaunna had made him a bit less of a loner. He wasn’t sure which.

      “Fine,” he said. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The two of them traveled for several more days to bypass Icegate. The journey forced them up mountains covered in snow and ice, fighting winds that whipped at them and all but blinded them.

      It got so cold Heather changed into a very shaggy dog-kin for most of the last two days. Even with her furry coat, she still hoarded as many of the furs as possible. At night, they huddled together under all the furs to keep warm.

      Heather complained constantly about the weather. “What is this? Bloody Iceland?

      “Are we climbing Mount Bloody Everest?

      “I thought English winters were bad!”

      Gage said nothing. He didn’t enjoy the cold either, and it had been years since he’d been this far north—and up in the mountains. The few hot meals they managed to cook did very little to alleviate the constant numbing cold.

      When they finally did come down from the mountain and out of the biting cold, the winds subsided, and they could see the landscape below them with amazing clarity.

      “That’s not something you see every day,” Heather gasped. Gage nodded, despite having seen it years before.

      Below them a crystal-clear sea of pale blue water. It was the Aegir Sea, or the Sea of Ice. It was a landlocked body of water without any waterspouts. He smiled. No waterspouts. It was a beautiful thing.

      Gage had heard sages theorize that because of the temperature of the water and because it was landlocked, the spouts couldn’t form. He didn’t know and didn’t care. He was just happy there were no spouts.

      Heather stared wide-eyed at the sea below. “Are those… icebergs?”

      He nodded as he too caught sight of the large mountains of ice floating in the water. “Yes. This is the only place you can find them.”

      “Are those… boats?” She cocked her head one way, then the other. “Wait. There are no spouts!”

      Gage grinned and nodded. “That’s right. The Aegir Sea has no spouts. Ever.”

      “You must be happy about that!” she said.

      Turning, he frowned at her. “What makes you say that?”

      Heather rolled her eyes. “It’s blatantly obvious. You get nervous and sweaty whenever we’re near a spout. It’s okay. It’s nothing to be ashamed about. Lots of people are afraid of water. I mean, there’s a name for it, right? Hydrophobia?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Who said I’m afraid of it?”

      “Are you seriously going to tell me you’re not afraid of water?” she asked.

      Once again, visions of men being thrown hundreds of feet into the air assaulted him, along with the screaming and the sounds they made when they hit the water—and the nearby dock. He suppressed a shudder.

      “We should keep moving,” he told her, turning to look down the mountain to the water. He pointed further east and north. “That’s Maerin. We can find food and shelter there.”

      “Fine,” Heather said with a chuckle. “Keep your secrets.” She looked down at the small town nestled at the base of the mountains. “I could use a warm bed and a bath! And a pint! God, I need a pint!”

      “They’ll have all of that,” he said. “But we need to get there first.”

      Heather grinned and rubbed her hands together. “Let’s get going then!”

      He held up his hand. “Just a warning. We’re now in Aesir. People are different here than they are in Cernunnos. They have different customs, and they take their honor very seriously here so don’t go insulting any of them.”

      She looked at him in mock hurt. “Me? Insult someone?”

      Gage nodded. “Yeah. No matter what they might say, don’t make one of your snipping comments.”

      “I’m hurt you even suggested that I might be insensitive to another culture,” she said, and he couldn’t tell if she was still mocking him.

      “Just don’t insult anyone.” He growled. “We’re already going to stand out. We need to maintain a low profile.”

      “What do you mean ‘we’ stand out,” she replied with a triumphant smile. “One of us can change into any shape she chooses.”

      Gage let out a frustrated breath. “Disguise or not, just don’t insult anyone.”

      “No problem,” she replied. “I got this.”
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      Gage ducked under another drunken blow from the enraged Northman. He cast a quick glare at Heather who was currently in the form of a tall, blonde Northwoman.

      
        
        Hjort Vekelsson swings at you but you Dodge.

      

      

      “What did I tell you about insulting them!” he hissed through clenched teeth.

      “I didn’t insult him! I slugged him!” Heather growled. “He slapped my bum!”

      Gage ground his teeth together.
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        * * *

      

      Everything had been fine when they’d first arrived. No one paid them much attention, probably thinking they were merchants from Cernunnos.

      Heather had wanted to blend in more, so after watching several of the women, she’d used her shapeshifting ability to become a tall, blond Northwoman. While the clothes she had worn had been loose to help lock in her heat, they became instantly tight on her newer, taller form.

      Gage should have said something at the time, but he didn’t. He hadn’t realized the implications of a woman wearing such tight clothing in Aesir.

      They’d entered a tavern, called the Three Bears. It seemed like a sparsely populated tavern when they entered. Gage and Heather had taken a table in one of the corners and ordered food and ale.

      The food came out quickly, and after days of tack and rations, it was a welcome change. Even the ale was good—not watered down like many of the taverns they’d stopped at on the way north.

      They’d finished half of their food and drink when patrons began streaming in. Within minutes the place was packed to capacity, both men and women. Few of them seemed interested in food but instead began ordering drink after drink.

      Within a half hour, several fist fights had broken out. It was a familiar sight to anyone who had been to Aesir. Whether it be over a perceived slight or just to see who the best was, the Northmen—and women—loved fighting.

      “We should go,” Gage said. He had to raise his voice more than he was comfortable with because of the noise of the other patrons.

      “I’ve still got an ale coming,” Heather retorted. She looked around in annoyance. “Where is our barmaid?”

      Gage looked around at the rowdy crowd. The last thing he wanted was to get mixed up in any of their antics. The best thing was to go as unnoticed as possible. Anonymity was still their friend. “Forget your ale. Let’s just go.”

      Heather frowned at him. “I want my ale. I’ll go up to the bar and get it myself.”

      Before he could stop her, Heather stood up and swayed on her feet. By Gage’s reckoning, she’d had six ales already. He didn’t say anything because he thought she’d be sleeping it off in their room by now. Now he regretted not cutting her off earlier.

      Heather staggered to the bar and began shouting for an ale. Gage saw a large Northman get up from a nearby table. Swaying on his feet, he managed to get near Heather and slapped her hard on the butt.

      Whirling, Heather slapped the man hard across the face.

      The man’s head rocked to the side, a small bit of blood coming from his lip, but he just grinned and turned back to face Heather. “Ah! A feisty one!”

      In a heartbeat, Gage was up and moving across the tavern floor. He saw Heather saying something but couldn’t make it out with all the noise. He arrived just in time to hear the man shout.

      “My mother did not sleep with donkeys!” he growled and raised his hand to slap her.

      Gage interposed himself between the two and shoved the man backwards. Rather, that was his intention. The tall man barely moved. At the same time, the tavern suddenly went silent.

      The Northman looked down, face red, eyes wide but unfocused. “That was a mistake little man!”

      “That’s my woman you slapped!” he growled, not backing down.

      “Your woman, little man?” The man chuckled along with half the tavern. “Are you man enough to keep her?”

      “Man enough to put you on the ground, if you don’t leave her alone,” Gage growled back. He knew there was no turning back now. There was only one logical conclusion to this argument in Northman culture—a fight.

      The man roared in laughter and made a clumsy swipe at Gage. He ducked underneath it and slammed his fist into the bigger man’s solar plexus. It was usually enough to send a man to the ground, but this man barely doubled over.

      Coughing and rubbing his chest, the man stood up to his full height. “Ah, the little man has some teeth. Good. Let us see whose teeth are sharper, Little Man.”
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        * * *

      

      The Northman recovered, swayed momentarily, then threw another haymaker at Gage. Cheers and jeers erupted from the tavern patrons. The large men and women scattered around the common room lifted pewter mugs, sloshing foaming beverage onto the floor as they saluted the combatants.

      Ducking the clumsy blow, Gage knew there was only one acceptable conclusion to a tavern brawl in Aesir. He had to put the man down—without killing him. Therein was the problem. He was an assassin after all.

      
        
        Hjort Vekelsson swings at you but you Dodge.

      

      

      The man was huge, nearly seven feet tall, with muscles befitting a warrior. But he wasn’t a warrior, according to the man’s stats in his display, he was one of the town’s blacksmiths. Judging by his level, he was a good one at that.

      
        
        Hjort Vekelsson

        Human

        Blacksmith

        Level 13

      

      

      Not only was killing a man in a brawl considered dishonorable, killing an important person like a blacksmith would bring the wrath of the tavern patrons—and probably the town guard—on him.

      Since the man had started the fight unarmed, Gage needed to fight him without weapons. Normally, it wouldn’t be such a problem, but the man’s state of intoxication coupled with his thick muscular body would make reaching his vital points difficult. Additionally, defeating a man through subterfuge or tricks was considered dishonorable in this sort of fight.

      Gage was left with two options: go toe to toe with the man with blows or find an acceptable way to defeat the man.

      Jumping back to avoid another clumsy blow, Gage bumped into the edge of one of the many tables that decorated the inside of the tavern. The two men and one woman who sat at the table laughed and encouraged him.

      “Come on, Little Man, hit him!”

      “Stop jumping around and face Hjort!”

      “Get him Hjort!”

      The woman’s comment was clearly directed at his opponent and judging by her fawning expression, she was attracted to the blacksmith.

      “Here, Little Man, take some ale!” one of the men at the table said, shoving a thick pewter mug at Gage. “Maybe it will give you courage!”

      An idea coming to him, he grabbed the pewter mug. He took a sip and then ducked under the blacksmith’s next wild swing.

      
        
        Hjort Vekelsson swings at you but you Dodge.

      

      

      Stepping around and to the back of the man, he slammed the pewter mug into the back of the man’s knee. The side or front would have made a more effective attack, but it might also cause permanent damage. Crippling one of the town’s blacksmiths wouldn’t earn them any favors.

      Hjort stumbled, going down to one knee and bringing his head down to Gage’s level.

      Gage brought the bottom of the thick pewter mug up, under the man’s chin, snapping the Northman’s head up and back.

      Swaying, Hjort brought his head around to grin at Gage. He stared at him, unfocused, for a moment. The big man’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed face first onto the wooden floor with a thud.

      The entire place went quiet, all eyes going from Hjort’s inert body to Gage and then back.

      Gage realized he may have “officially” cheated but he had seen Northmen use chairs or anything else nearby to pummel each other. He hoped it meant using nearby objects was fair.

      Walking over to a nearby table, Gage grabbed the mug sitting in front of a Northman and poured the contents into the one he’d used to pummel Hjort. He turned to face the rest of the tavern. “Live by the brew, die by the brew.”

      It was a saying he thought he’d heard once in a northern tavern. Gage hoped he hadn’t butchered it too much when the entire tavern erupted into raucous laughter. There were shouts of “Little Man” and several northern women gave him winks.

      Walking over to Heather, he grabbed her hand firmly. “We’re leaving. Now.”
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      “What were you thinking?” Gage demanded once they were in their room.

      Gage had quickly gathered their things, grabbed their animals, and trekked to the opposite side of town. When he’d scouted earlier, he’d seen the Serpent’s Lair and its wooden sign hanging over the door featuring the image of a snake encircling the entire sign. He assumed it was a reference to the mythical World Serpent, Jormungandr.

      He smirked. Unlike the giants, which the Aesir called Jotnar, Gage had never heard confirmation that any sort of giant serpent existed. It seemed like a “boogeyman” type creature the Northmen used to frighten young children.

      They’d gone straight to the room they rented at the Serpent’s Lair inn. Gage, who hadn’t said a single world to Heather the entire time, turned on her and waited for an answer to his question.

      Heather’s face went red, maybe in anger, maybe from the ale she’d drunk. “I’m not your property. I’m not your bloody slave… bloody hell… I’m not even your wife or girlfriend. What makes you think you can tell me what to do?”

      The wife comment stung, bringing up memories of Alani and Shaunna. The memory of the last time he’d seen them—right before fireballs destroyed his house—stabbed into his mind and brought up feelings he couldn’t deal with at the moment.

      With an effort, Gage pushed the memories to the back of his head and glared at Heather. “I thought you wanted to stay alive. I guess I was mistaken.”

      “What?” Heather screwed up her face in disgust. “Because I slapped some Thor wannabe for grabbing my bum? Why are you so angry? You handled him without breaking a sweat. Hell, they were chanting your name… well…. Little Man, at least.”

      She smirked after the last comment while Gage clenched and unclenched his fists, trying to master his anger.

      When he spoke, he spoke in a low, dangerous tone. “Yes. Everyone in the bar now has a story about a short southerner with a shaved head who defeated a town favorite blacksmith. How long before the story spreads around town? How long before some southern-bound merchant carries it to Cernunnos?”

      Heather cursed. “Bloody hell! I didn’t mean for that to happen. I just reacted like I would back home.”

      “You’re not back home,” Gage reminded her coldly.

      She looked up at him, her face showing anger and hurt. “You don’t think I’m reminded of that every bloody second of every bloody day?”

      Gage didn’t flinch at her anger. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Then you should remind yourself that people are after me and may be after you. And don’t drink so much.”

      Heather chuckled mirthlessly. “Why the bloody hell do you think I was drinking so much? Because people are out to kill you and probably me too—just for helping you.” She let out an exasperated breath. “Don’t you ever let loose and get drunk?”

      “No.” Gage couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten drunk. He’d quickly gotten used to the idea of watching his back in this world, and you couldn’t do that when you were drunk. He still drank, but never to excess. In his former line of work, getting drunk and letting your guard down was a quick way to find a knife in your ribs.

      “Figures! You’re like my bloody dad!” She sneered. Heather stopped and looked thoughtful. “No, that’s not true. My dad still gets drunk occasionally.”

      Gage said nothing. He just stared at her.

      “What?” she growled. When he didn’t answer her, she threw her hands up. “What?”

      “If this is the way you’re going to act—putting us both in danger—then perhaps it’s best we part ways,” he said.

      Heather blinked. “What? You’re just going to leave me alone in this Viking wannabe town?”

      “If you are intent on getting us both killed, yes,” he replied, his face hard.

      Gage had been considering this very thing during their journey. They were now out of Cernunnos and she should be out of immediate danger. He could leave her enough money to stay comfortably in Maerin or one of the nearby towns or villages.

      He was here to kill Odin. Past this point, things would get much more dangerous. If they stayed together, she’d inevitably be in danger. It would be best if they made a break now and went their separate ways.

      “So what? You’re going to throw me to the wolves now?” Heather scowled. “Run off and leave a lady in distress?”

      “With your ability,” he reminded her. “You can blend in with the Northmen. No one would know you’re a southerner.”

      “You’re serious?” Heather said, her face going from anger to disbelief. “You’re really going to just leave me here? In this place?”

      Gage shrugged. “I already told you why I’m here. Do you really think you’re going to be any safer with me?”

      “But… we’re both Earthlings! We have to stick together!” she pleaded.

      He scoffed. “I barely remember Earth. For me it was decades ago, and I was a child. Some of the things you’ve described don’t even sound like the Earth I remember.”

      When she spoke about Earth, little of it sounded familiar. Despite Earth being his birthplace, this was his home now. Or rather, it had been his home when his family had been alive.

      Gage suppressed the anger which threatened to consume him. Odin. Odin had been a part of the decision to send assassins after him. Odin had been partially responsible for Alani and Shaunna’s deaths. Very soon, he would pay too.

      “Tomorrow, I head north,” Gage told her. “You can stay here in Maerin or go to a smaller town or village to the north or west.”

      “No!” she cried, taking a step forward. “No. Don’t leave me alone. You’re the only link to Earth I have!”

      “You’ll be safer that way,” he said flatly.

      “No,” she pleaded. “I don’t want to be alone again.”

      Gage furrowed his brow. Having been alone for most of his time on this world, he didn’t understand what she meant. “It’s safer that way.”

      Heather growled in frustration. “You don’t get it! I don’t want to be alone. I seriously can’t take always watching my back. Never being able to talk to anyone about Earth. Never even being able to discuss the HUD! Or my abilities!”

      Remembering how good it had felt to finally share many of those similar things with Alani and then with Shaunna, Gage nodded. “I do get it.”

      “Then take me with you,” she said. She bit her lip, then her voice and body language shifted, suddenly becoming sultrier. “I can… you know… make the trip much more interesting.”

      Understanding her meaning, he frowned. His first instinct was that he was married. When he’d been with Alani, he’d never even thought of another woman sexually. She had been everything he wanted and more. But she was gone. Dead at the hands of Ruy and the others.

      Admittedly, his body still felt the urges, but he couldn’t release that memory of Alani. To him, it would be like cheating on her. Gage shook his head. “That won’t be necessary.”

      An unmistakable look of embarrassment passed over Heather’s face and she glanced now to her body. She’d reverted to her normal form once they were in the room. She cleared her throat, looking down at her feet. “I didn’t mean… like this… I can… you know, change into any woman you want.”

      Gage growled inwardly. She’d taken his words completely wrong. He reached out and lifted her chin so that he was looking into her eyes. “That’s not what I meant. It’s too soon after Alani’s death. But if I were to take you up on making the trip more interesting… You wouldn’t need to change a thing.”

      Taking a step back from him, she cleared her throat. “Well, that was all sorts of awkward. So does this mean I can stay with you?”

      Tactically, Gage knew it wasn’t the best idea. They would definitely have a better chance of not being tracked if they split up. With her ability to shape shift, Heather could literally disappear into a town. She really would be safer on her own.

      At the same time, part of him did understand her need to cling to something familiar—some small piece of home. Gage would have given much to have something like that when he’d arrived.

      “For now,” he told her. “But at some point, I need to do what I came here to do. You’ll need to stay somewhere safe while I take care of business. Are you okay with that?”

      She shrugged. “As long as you’re coming back for me.”

      “I’ll come back for you,” he promised her. Deep down, he wasn’t completely sure he meant it.
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      Gage was awakened pre-dawn by the sound of a small bell. He knew the sound instantly and sprang to his feet, pulling his dagger from underneath his bedroll, and simultaneously activating his Shadow Vision.

      The bell was one of the small bells he used to trap the doors and windows. Someone was breaking in. Could it be the blacksmith back for revenge?

      Looking towards the door, he saw it open a fraction and then a thin quarrel poked through the crack. Gage cursed as he recognized it—the quarrel of a small crossbow!

      He managed to activate his two evasion abilities just before he heard the twang of a crossbow being fired.

      
        
        Unknown shoots you but you dodge.

      

      

      His body twisting, Gage barely avoided the quarrel. It thudded into the wall behind him. No doubt the tip had been poisoned and the man had been expecting an easy kill. Gage was happy to disappoint the assassin.

      He heard a curse just before the door was kicked in, revealing a dark clothed figure in the doorway. The moment the man was visible, Gage didn’t hesitate. He scanned the man, already knowing what he’d find: an assassin.

      
        
        Gudfinna

        Human

        Rogue / Assassin

        Level 7 / 8

      

      

      The name was unfamiliar to him, but he thought it was an Aesir woman’s name. While as tall as a man, with his Shadow Vision active, Gage could make out the curves of a woman. The woman had to be a Dagger of Loki, the northern assassin’s guild.

      She wore dark, loose-fitting clothes, similar to the garb the Shadowed Fist preferred. In addition to a hood, Gudfinna also wore a mask over her nose and mouth, obscuring her face. Only her eyes were visible.

      He cursed as he realized the contract for him must have been spread to the other guilds. Gudfinna couldn’t have come from another village or town so quickly. She had to have been in Maerin—either by coincidence or she had been waiting for him.

      His little fight earlier had led the assassin right to him. He should have left the town when he had the chance. Gage’s hindsight would have to wait as the woman drew two hand axes from her belt.

      “What the bloody hell?” Heather screamed. The sound of the door being kicked open had woken her and she stared wide-eyed at the doorway. “What’s going on?”

      “Assassin!” Gage hissed.

      The dim moonlight streaming from the windows gave Heather and the assassin just enough light to see silhouettes, but very little else. Gage’s Shadow Vision should give him a small edge, but the woman was a higher Assassin and Rogue than he was—who knew what special abilities she might have.

      Gudfinna glanced briefly at Heather as she sat up in bed and he acted. Gage Shadow Slid directly behind the assassin, swept one of his legs across the woman’s ankles, and stabbed the inside of her thigh with his dagger. At least, that was his plan.

      
        
        You kick at Gudfinna but she dodges.

        You stab at Gudfinna but she dodges.

      

      

      The assassin dodged his attacks with preternatural speed, and Gage knew she was using the same Rogue evade abilities he had. The abilities would be on cooldown now, but one of his own evade abilities was on cooldown as well.

      The surprised assassin spun, slashing blindly at Gage with her leading hand and forcing him back into the hallway. Gudfinna’s other hand hacked down at Gage’s neck, but he caught the woman’s wrist with his free hand.

      
        
        Gudfinna slashes you but misses.

        Gudfinna stabs you but you block.

      

      

      Gage kicked out with his leg again, forcing the big woman to retreat briefly. She stopped a pace away. “Come on, little man. Let’s see what metal you are forged from.”

      “Gage!” Heather shouted from the bed, but Gage couldn’t spare her a glance.

      Despite being a woman, the Aesir assassin towered over him and his brief interaction with her arm told Gage she was nearly as strong as he was. Gudfinna launched herself forward, whirling the axes around in a dizzying pattern. Gage parried, blocked, ducked out of the way. So fast and fierce were the assassin’s attacks, he couldn’t sneak in a counter.

      He retreated several steps before Shadow Sliding behind her. He arrived a foot behind, whirled, and stabbed the woman in the back.

      
        
        You stab at Gudfinna but miss.

      

      

      Gage blinked. His dagger had passed right through her as she momentarily blurred. He cursed, realizing it must be some sort of other special ability from her higher levels of either Rogue or Assassin.

      “Tricky, little man!” The woman whirled and slashed her axes high and low. Gage twisted out of the way of the axe aimed at his neck but couldn’t quite get away from the low axe.

      
        
        Gudfinna slashes you for 7 damage.

        You are poisoned.

      

      

      He cursed as he saw the message in his display. There was no way of knowing which poison Gudfinna had used to coat her axes. He needed to end the fight quickly and search her for an antidote. And pray she carried one with her.

      Heather was up now and standing on the far side of her bed. She glanced at Gage. “What do I do?”

      “Stay out of the way!” Gage growled back. Gudfinna was a skilled assassin. Someone like Heather wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Gage and the assassin exchanged another series of blows without either scoring another hit. Almost immediately after the flurry of strikes, he felt his thigh twitch and found a growing burning sensation in his leg.

      
        
        You take 9 poison damage.

      

      

      Cursing, Gage started forward, but his injured leg was weak and nearly collapsed under him.

      “Only a matter of time now, little man,” the woman chuckled.

      Gage struck out with his dagger and fist, but Gudfinna went into full defensive mode, blocking and parrying. She didn’t need another strike. The poison in his body would kill him in a minute or two. She just had to wait.

      “RAWR!”

      A deafening growl broke the silence of the room as a huge mountain troll raised its clawed hands menacingly at them.

      “Loki’s Balls!” Startled, Gudfinna half turned towards the troll that had suddenly appeared in the room, axes coming into a defensive position.

      The momentary distraction was all Gage needed. He Shadow Slid behind her, his arm wrapping around her neck and plunged the dagger through her ribs and into her heart. The assassin stiffened and he twisted savagely as he withdrew the blade.

      
        
        You critically stab Gudfinna for 49 damage.

      

      

      He backed away quickly as Gudfinna swayed on her feet. Eyes glazing over, she glanced from Gage to the troll, perhaps trying to figure out which was the greatest threat. It didn’t matter. Her eyes rolled back into her head, and she collapsed onto the floor.

      
        
        You kill Gudfinna.

        You have gained experience.

      

      

      Gage half lunged-half fell towards Gudfinna’s body. He quickly began rummaging through her belongings, hoping to find the antidote.

      
        
        You take 9 poison damage.

      

      

      Pain wracked his body as Heather rushed over to him, a blanket barely covering her naked form. “Are you okay?”

      “Poison,” he muttered, continuing to look through the dead woman’s pouches.

      Heather’s eyes went wide. “You’re poisoned? Bloody hell! What do we do?”

      “Looking for antidote,” he growled weakly. Finally, he found several vials and brought them up. He examined them in his display until he found the one, he needed. Without hesitation, he swallowed half of it down.

      
        
        You have consumed Gelsemium Antidote.

        You are no longer poisoned.

      

      

      “Was that it? Are you okay now?” Heather asked, rapid fire.

      “It looks like it,” Gage replied. He looked over at the assassin and frowned. “Start packing up the stuff. We have to leave now. We can’t wait for morning.”

      “Now?” she asked. She glanced down at the wound on his leg. “Can you manage?”

      “Yeah,” he replied. Ignoring the pain, he pushed himself up and hopped over to his satchel. He retrieved one of the few remaining healing draughts. “I’ve got this. Good thinking with the troll form.”

      She gave him a weak smile in return. Her face was still clouded with worry.

      Drinking down the healing draught, he felt the familiar burn as the alchemical potion did its work. Things still hurt and his leg throbbed, but the wound closed; the damage done by the poison healed. He gritted his teeth. “Start packing.”

      With a last worried look, Heather nodded. She turned and moved to the opposite side of the bed. Dropping the blanket in the darkness, she started to dress.

      Heather stopped with her trousers halfway up and turned her head back towards him with narrowed eyes. “Are you still using your night vision thingy?”

      “Nope,” Gage lied with a smile.
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      “Are you sure that’s necessary?” Heather asked, casting a furtive glance around the shore. “And why do I have to be the one to row her out?”

      “Getting rid of the body is better than leaving the body for the innkeeper to find,” Gage replied. “And yes, you need to row her out.”

      “Why do I have to do it?” she whined.

      “Because if anyone shows up on the shore,” he explained. “I’ll need to deal with them. We can’t have any witnesses.”

      Of course, that was all a lie. His heart was hammering in his chest just being this close to the water. No matter how many times he reminded himself the Sea of Ice did not have waterspouts, he couldn’t shake his uncontrollable fear of the water. What had Heather called it? Hydrophobia?

      Cursing his weakness, he finished tying stones to the assassin’s body. He shoved it into the small rowboat tied to the docks.

      Heather glared at him. “I don’t want to row a dead body out into the water and dump it over! I’m freezing and I don’t want to get wet.”

      “I told you, I need to stay here in case someone comes,” he retorted through gritted teeth.

      “There’s no one around,” she growled, glancing around the deserted docks. She rubbed her arms with her hands, teeth chattering as a biting wind blew in from over the water. “You killed her, you row her out there, and dump her.”

      Gage clenched and unclenched his fists. “It’s not like I’m asking you to dismember her. I just want you to row her out there and dump her.”

      “No,” she replied, staring at him defiantly. She looked down at the water on either side of the dock. “Let’s just dump her here. The water’s deep enough.”

      Gage looked to either side of the dock and shook his head. “It’s deep enough, but people most likely fish here. We can’t risk one of them snagging her with their lines.”

      “Who cares?” Heather retorted. “We’ll be long gone by then.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to risk it. Just row out a little way and dump her.”

      “No. I’m not going to row out there. It’s dark and it’s cold.” Heather frowned at him and folded her arms over her chest. “You do it.”

      “I would really appreciate it if you did it,” he growled through clenched teeth. Just the thought of him rowing out into the water was causing him to sweat.

      “I’m not going…” she paused and cocked her head, eyes squinting. “Are you sweating? It’s like freezing out here. Look, I can see my bloody breath!” She breathed out to demonstrate and a cloud of breath vapor drifted from her mouth.

      “Never mind that,” he growled. “Just… please… row the body out and dump it into the water.”

      Heather furrowed her brow. “Is there something you’re not telling me? Are you going to wait until I’m out there and then run off with the supplies?”

      Gage growled. “I’m not going to run away.”

      She scowled, once again crossing her arms over her chest. “Then why are you so keen on me doing it?”

      Throwing his arms up in exasperation, he took a step closer to her. He hated being weak around the water, but he hated admitting it even more. “I don’t like the water, okay? Just please get in the boat and take the body out there and dump it.”

      “Wait,” she said, her face losing some of the stubbornness she’d been harboring. “You really do have hydrophobia?”

      “I just don’t like the water,” he hissed. “Can we just leave it at that?”

      Heather bit her lip but nodded. “Okay, mate. I’ll row her out there. But then you owe me one, right?”

      “Fine,” he growled. “I owe you one.”

      “How am I supposed to find my way back in the dark?” she asked, looking down at the rowboat.

      “Change your eyes to cat-kin eyes,” he told her.

      “Oh, right,” she replied. “I forgot about that.”

      Heather closed her eyes and when she opened them, Gage could tell her eyes and pupils had changed. “Wow. This is so much better.”

      With Gage’s help, Heather lowered herself into the rowboat. After he untied the small craft, she rowed the boat several hundred yards away and then stopped. Gage watched her struggle with the body and then heard a splash. A few minutes later, she pulled up to the side of the dock.

      “I feel worse than a criminal,” Heather admitted as Gage pulled her up onto the dock. “Like a graverobber – only worse.”

      He shrugged. “She attacked us. It wasn’t like she gave me a choice.”

      “At least you know for certain they’re after you.” Heather grinned. “Maybe it means they’re not after me.”

      They walked back to where he’d hitched their animals. Untying them, they began walking north. Gage looked over at Heather. “I don’t think you can assume you’re safe.”

      “You heard the assassin. She was looking for little man—you,” Heather said with a chuckle. “She barely glanced at me.”

      “I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions. That only means she recognized me as the greater threat—I am an assassin after all,” he told her. “She probably planned to kill me first, then you.”

      “You think so?” Heather frowned.

      “I don’t know for certain,” he replied. “I don’t think you should assume you’re out of the woods yet. If you do, you’ll get sloppy. If you get sloppy and you’re wrong…”

      “Do you think someone else will come?” she asked.

      Gage shrugged. “Probably. And now that we know the Daggers of Loki know about the contract, we need to be really careful.” He gave her a pointed look.

      “I said I was sorry, alright?” she growled. She glanced back at the town behind them. “Do you think anyone will follow us?”

      “No way to know,” he replied honestly.

      “What about the innkeeper?” She bit her lip. “Do you think he knows what really happened in the room?”

      “I’m not sure if the innkeeper believed my story about hitting my nose in the dark,” Gage admitted. “There’s much more blood than a nosebleed could manage. But since he never saw her body, there’s no reason for him to suspect a woman was killed in the room.”

      Admittedly, Gage hadn’t had much time to drag the woman’s body out of sight before the innkeeper had appeared at the door with a lantern.

      Gage smeared part of his shirt in blood and held it to his nose when the innkeeper had appeared. He’d explained that he’d gotten up to use the chamber pot, tripped and fell and broken his nose.

      The innkeeper had been suspicious but having not seen the woman’s body and seeing they both seemed to be alive and well, he’d accepted a handful of coins from Gage, along with his apology.

      “I guess we didn’t get our room deposit back.” Heather grinned.

      “Room deposit?” Gage asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Never mind,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “How’s your vision?” Gage asked her.

      Heather smiled. “It’s great. Amazing actually. I can see almost like it’s daytime.”

      “Good,” he replied. “Keep your eyes and ears peeled. There’s a reason even Northmen don’t venture outside the towns in the dark.”

      “Dare I ask?” Heather groaned.

      “Many things. Mountain trolls for one,” he replied.

      “Already met, thank you,” she retorted.

      “Also, huge white bears that can track a man for days,” he told her. “I believe they’re called…”

      “Polar bears?” she asked.

      “Winter bears,” he corrected. “They’re enormous and weigh as much as a mountain troll.”

      Heather nodded. “Sounds like a polar bear.”

      Gage shrugged. “Whatever their name, they’re extremely dangerous.”

      “Is that all?” she asked.

      “No,” he shook his head. “But we shouldn’t run into them, they’re mostly in the deep tundra.”

      “Run into what?” Heather demanded.

      “Giant wolves called Fenrir wolves,” he replied. “They’re as large as horses and extremely territorial. Very dangerous.”

      Gage paused to let the Fenrir wolves sink in. “And then there are the Jotnar, or ice giants, sometimes called frost giants.”

      “Frost giants?” Heather stopped, forcing Gage to stop as well. “Like… real giants?”

      “Yes, real giants,” he confirmed.

      Heather swallowed. “How big?”

      “A little more than twice a man’s height,” he replied. “Maybe fifteen feet or so.”

      “Bloody hell,” she spat. “And we might run into one of them?”

      He shook his head and smiled. “I doubt it. Most of the giants are in Jotunnheim, far to the north and east. We shouldn’t be going anywhere near them.”

      “You sure?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he lied. “Trust me.”
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      “You know none of this makes any sense, right?” Heather said out of the blue as they finished a hurried lunch of stale bread and salty jerky.

      Gage frowned and glanced around. “What doesn’t make sense?”

      Heather let out an exasperated breath and waved her hands around. “Giants. Norse gods. Hell, the whole world doesn’t make sense.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” Gage said, furrowing his brow. “Why doesn’t it make sense and who are Norse gods?”

      “Norse gods?” She rolled her eyes. “You did actually ATTEND school, right?”

      Gage scowled. After forcing himself to learn how to survive in this world, he’d never considered himself a stupid man. Perhaps not the smartest man, but not stupid. Yet, whenever he was around Heather, he did feel stupid—as if he should be remembering more from his school education. “I told you…”

      “I know… I know,” Heather interrupted. “You were taken when you were a kid. But still, you didn’t learn about the various myths? Norse? Greek? Roman?”

      The words were vaguely familiar. It was as if he should know them, but they conjured up no memories for him. Gage continued to scowl at her. “It was a long time ago.”

      “You told me you’re going to kill Odin, right?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “Odin is the leader of the gods in the Norse pantheon on Earth,” she explained. “Odin, Thor, Loki, and… well… a bunch of others. You don’t find that strangely coincidental?”

      “I don’t remember them from Earth, so why would it seem coincidental?” Gage shrugged.

      Heather cocked her head. “Okay, fair enough. But take my word, these are myths and legends from Earth.”

      “From Norse?” Gage asked.

      “Well, technically, Norse refers to North Germanic peoples or Scandinavians,” she replied and then waved him off. “But that doesn’t matter. What matters is, the name Odin and his position as leader of Norse gods is from Earth legends. Yet, here, on a planet who knows how far away, there’s an Odin and he’s the leader of House Aesir. Actually, come to think of it… I think Aesir was the name of the Norse pantheon—or part of it, at least.”

      Gage shrugged. “I admit, it seems… strange. I know dwarves have been worshiping Odin and the others for hundreds of years—possibly thousands of years. They live much longer than humans.”

      “Really?” Heather asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I didn’t know that. How long do they live?”

      “A few centuries from what I’ve heard,” he replied.

      Heather whistled. “Wow. Lucky them.”

      “That’s still nowhere near elves,” he stated, remembering something Aeg Derg had since told him. “They can live a thousand years.”

      “Bloody hell! Are you serious?” Heather gasped, wide-eyed. “A thousand bloody years?”

      Gage nodded. “But beast-kin are the opposite. Some live only a dozen years and I don’t know any who live more than twenty.”

      “I remember you saying that,” Heather said. She waved her hands. “We’re getting off topic and you never answered me—how can there be an Odin here on this world and an Odin from Earth myths?”

      “The Odin here isn’t a god,” Gage told her grimly. “He’s just a wizard pretending to be a god to keep the people pacified.”

      Heather rolled her eyes again. “Right. So you said. But how would he know to use the name Odin or the others… Thor, Freya, et cetera.”

      “I’m not sure what you want me to say,” Gage retorted. “That’s the way it’s been on this world for hundreds of years. Maybe other people from Earth were brought here hundreds of years ago and knew of these Earth gods.”

      She blinked. “You think they’ve been abducting people for hundreds or thousands of years and dropping them on this planet?”

      Gage shrugged. “I have no idea. But that’s one possibility, right?”

      Heather bit her lip. “I guess so. I mean, it would sort of make sense. If they’ve been bringing people from Earth here for hundreds or thousands of years, that would explain some of the similarities.”

      “Good, let’s go,” Gage said, tired of the conversation. He turned to mount his horse.

      “But it doesn’t explain everything,” Heather said. “Like why we all speak the same language.”

      Gage furrowed his brow. “What other language would we speak? Monster?”

      “Monster?” she asked. “Monsters have their own language?”

      He shrugged. “Some seem to.”

      “That’s good to know,” she said with a shake of her head. “But that’s not what I mean. I mean, we all speak the same language.”

      “Why wouldn’t we?” Gage asked, not fully understanding her reasoning. Everyone on this world spoke the same language, except for monsters. Some of them had their own language.

      “Hello,” she said. “Hello.”

      Gage frowned and furrowed his brow. “Uh… hello.”

      “I just said hello in German and French,” she said. “And yet, it came out as English—or what I perceive as English.”

      He looked at her blankly. “You said hello twice. You didn’t speak another language.”

      “Right!” Heather said, pointing at him. “Exactly. I speak fluent German and French back home and a bit of a few others. In my mind, I tell myself to say the word for hello in German. And now hello in French. And this is hello in Japanese. But I hear what I’m saying and it’s all English.”

      Gage growled in confusion. What she was saying wasn’t making any sense. “You’re not speaking another language.”

      Heather let out an exasperated breath. “I know. That’s my point. No matter what language from Earth I use, it comes out as English. And everyone else I hear talking is speaking English.”

      “I’m not sure I understand what point you’re trying to make,” he said. “I’m speaking the same language I spoke on Earth and so does everyone else on this planet—well, except the monsters.”

      “Right!” she said. “How is that possible? How can you and I get abducted from Earth, dropped on a planet, hundreds or thousands of light years away, and have everyone speaking English. Same with beast-kin, dwarves, and elves. They don’t come from Earth. Why do they speak English? Are we even speaking English, or do I just THINK I’m speaking and hearing English? It makes no sense.”

      Gage had only ever spoken one language—English. He’d never thought about the fact that everyone on this world spoke the same language he had on Earth. When he’d first arrived, survival had been his priority. It hadn’t even occurred to him that people on another planet speaking his language was strange.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” he admitted. “I never really thought about it before but now that you mention it, it would make more sense that at least elves and dwarves would have their own language.”

      “Exactly!” she cried. “But we all speak the same language! Why?”

      He frowned. “I don’t know.”

      Heather pointed up to her forehead. “I think the aliens that abducted us did something to our brains.”

      Gage narrowed his eyes skeptically. “Did what?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. Something beyond our technology—far beyond it. They probably programmed in this world’s language when they did whatever they did to give us our HUD.”

      “That might explain us,” he retorted. “But what about everyone else?”

      She bit her lip for a moment but then looked at him excitedly. “Anyone who was brought here would have been altered to speak the language. Anyone born here would have learned the language from birth. It makes perfect sense. Either that or…”

      When she didn’t finish her sentence, Gage arched an eyebrow. “Or what?”

      “Or we’re in some sort of ultra-sophisticated virtual reality game and none of this is real,” she said and then bit her lip and looked at him.

      He rolled his eyes. “We are not in some game.”

      “If you’d been inside a game that was so real, you couldn’t tell the difference,” she said, “how would you know?”

      “Games are fun,” he growled, remembering the torture in House Cernunnos and the death of Alani and Shaunna. “This world is nothing but pain.”

      “Maybe this isn’t a fun game,” Heather said. “Maybe it’s just some experiment that aliens are putting us through to see how we react.”

      “Why?” he growled. “Why would aliens do that? To what end?”

      She shrugged. “Who knows! They’re aliens. Maybe research. Maybe this is a fun game FOR THEM.”

      Gage felt the anger and pain welling up inside him as he remembered watching his wife and daughter die in front of his eyes, helpless to save them. “They’re sick if they’re doing this for fun.”

      Obviously seeing his anger, she held up her palms in a gesture of peace. “I agree! It’s just a theory. Maybe this world is real… maybe this is some parallel reality or alternate universe.”

      “This is real. The pain is real. The loss is real.” Gage growled. He glanced at the suns as they moved across the sky. “We should get going. We’re wasting time.”

      Without waiting for an answer, he climbed onto his mare and urged her forward. After a minute, he heard the clop=clop of Heather’s horse behind him. He didn’t look back. After their conversation, Gage had plenty to contemplate.
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      They traveled north along the road for several more days. Occasionally, they’d spot some riders, or a small caravan headed their way and were forced to abandon the road until the riders had moved on. It was annoying, but Gage didn’t want to be spotted.

      The assassin in Maerin had made him wary. Gage had no way of knowing if the woman had contacted anyone else before she’d attacked him. If so, there would be more assassins on their trail. They needed to be extra cautious.

      They stopped at the second village they came to, and Gage and Heather both garbed themselves in Northman clothes. Heather maintained the shape of a Northwoman with a stronger jaw and taller stature than the women from the south. In their native garb, she blended in well.

      He couldn’t say the same for himself. Gage was shorter than average in Cernunnos but not short enough for people to take note. In Aesir, it was different. The men here were much taller, and he stood out like a sore thumb.

      The only real option for staying unnoticed was to avoid the villages completely. This meant he would skirt the villages, while sending Heather in to get any supplies.

      It was a frustrating situation for him. During his years of being an assassin, his job had taken him up and down the coast. He’d traveled to every province and killed dozens of wizards. Not a single time had anyone gotten an accurate description of him, let alone known his actual identity.

      Now, his name, description, and even a blasted sketch of him was being circulated to the various assassin’s guilds. He wasn’t sure of exactly how much the bounty on him was up to, but whatever it was would be enough to draw them like moths to a flame.

      Gage was passingly familiar with the Daggers of Loki, Aesir’s primary assassin’s guild. As Master of Assassins for Cernunnos, it had been his job to keep tabs on the other guilds. At one time he’d regularly receive intelligence on all the guilds’ activities and the Houses’ political moves to better protect his House against enemy assassins.

      He frowned. That had been years ago. All of his knowledge of the other Houses and their guilds would be outdated. Gage had no idea what the current state of any House was. It put him at a disadvantage.

      The best tactic would be to infiltrate the capital of each provenance, lay low for a month or two and keep his ear to the street. Doing so would allow him to develop some contacts, scope out the politics, and then make a prepared incursion to take out each Archmage.

      Gage ground his teeth. Of course, he was a wanted man. His description had probably been circulated up and down the provinces. He couldn’t just waltz into a new city and blend in—not any longer.

      Plus, he didn’t have the time to do any of that. He wanted vengeance. He wanted to make each and every one of the Archmages pay for the death of his wife and daughter.

      He thought of Alani and Shaunna and then remembered Heather’s words about the possibility of this being some sort of simulation. If that were true, could it mean his wife and daughter were still alive?

      Gritting his teeth, he shook his head. If there was anything this world had taught him, it was not to give into false hope. Alani and Shaunna were dead. Murdered. And he was going to pay back those responsible in kind.

      “You alright?” Heather’s voice asked from behind him. It wasn’t really her voice, but the voice of the tall, blonde, big-breasted Northwoman she had taken on.

      “Fine.” He didn’t look back.

      Instead, his eyes darted out to the waters of the Sea of Ice. Since he and Heather had left Maerin, they’d spotted dozens of the Northmen’s longboats out on the water. It was unusual to see so many ships sailing across the sea. Even more unusual to not see a single waterspout.

      No one knew exactly what caused the spouts. He’d seen firsthand what they could do to even the largest barge. Gage shuddered at the memory and shoved down the irrational fear that reared its ugly head.

      He reminded himself there were no waterspouts in the Sea of Ice. It was one of the few large bodies of water where the spouts didn’t occur. The locals claimed it was the blessing of Odin, but he knew no wizards possessed the power to quell even a single spout let alone an entire sea of them.

      “Your words say fine,” she replied, drawing his attention away from the water. She urged her horse forward until she caught up with him. “But the tone of your voice says differently.”

      “I’m fine,” he growled.

      Heather followed his gaze out to the ocean. “I thought you didn’t like the water.”

      “It’s not so much the water,” he replied. He hesitated for a moment before continuing. “It’s the spouts.”

      “Oh yeah. Those are wicked,” she grinned and pointed to the enormous planet in the sky. “It’s got to have something to do with the gravity of the planet.”

      He frowned and furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

      “American schools don’t teach you anything, do they?” she quipped.

      “Sorry,” he growled. “I didn’t learn that in elementary school.”

      “Fair enough, I guess,” she replied with a semi-apologetic look. “It’s hard for me to remember that you only had an elementary education.”

      He motioned for her to continue. “You were saying… gravity… planet.”

      “Oh, right.” she nodded. “On Earth, the moon controls the tides of the oceans.”

      He wasn’t sure exactly what she meant so he shrugged.

      “Anyway,” she said, rolling her eyes at him. “This world is a moon orbiting a bloody giant planet. I have no way of knowing for sure, but I’m guessing it’s a gas giant and it’s probably a thousand times the size of Earth’s moon. Imagine what effect it must have on the water.”

      Gage didn’t follow most of what she said. He only vaguely remembered making a model of Earth’s solar system back in school. It was for some sort of event. A fair about science? A science fair? It was so long ago and so many things were hazy.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied.

      “Of course,” she continued as if he hadn’t spoken, this time pointing up to the black sun. “Of course, it could have something to do with the black hole. They have massive gravity wells, or so they say. It’s possible the gravity from the black hole is causing the waterspouts.”

      She cocked her head and then looked from the planet to the black hole. “Maybe it’s a combination of the two. Two sources of gravity interacting on the same celestial body—this moon.

      “What do you think?” she asked again.

      “I told you,” he replied, “I don’t know what to think.”

      She opened her mouth to say something, but he cut her off.

      “The people of this world think the spouts are a punishment of the gods,” he continued. “Depending on which province you're in, the story varies but most agree that hundreds or thousands of years ago, we did something that offended the ocean gods, and they cursed the waters.”

      Heather shot him a skeptical look.

      Gage nodded. “The so-called gods are nothing but wizards and I’ve never met one who had the power to create a single water spout, let alone an entire ocean of them.”

      “Aren’t there any scientists?” she asked. “People who think of things logically instead of defaulting to… oohh… it’s magic or the gods?”

      “If I remember correctly what a scientist is,” he retorted, wracking his brain to remember examples from Earth. “No. The closest we have are sages and they’re very careful not to contradict the House teachings.”

      Heather frowned. “Let me guess, they’re burned at the stake for being heretics?”

      “Something like that.” Gage nodded. Sometimes, they were simply eliminated. He’d been sent to take care of some sages when he worked for House Cernunnos.

      “I guess it’s true,” Heather said absently. “No one ever expects the Spanish Inquisition.”

      Gage didn’t know what a Spanish Inquisition was, but he got the general idea. He nodded again. “The Houses don’t tolerate their power being challenged.”

      They rounded a bend in the road, revealing the tall, snow-capped mountains in the north. It also revealed the one large mountain which jutted from the Sea far in the distance.

      “Blimey!” Heather gasped as the mountains came into view. “Those are like the bloody Himalayan mountains! Please tell me that’s not where we’re going.”

      “Not to those mountains specifically,” Gage shook his head and pointed to the giant peak in the Sea. “That mountain is where Odin lives.”

      “Bloody hell,” she growled. “That’s like Mount bloody Everest! And that’s where he lives?”

      “That’s where all the so-called gods live,” he replied. “That’s Asgard.”
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      “This is not normal,” Heather declared three days later. “It should not be getting this much colder.”

      “We are traveling north,” Gage pointed out. “It gets colder as you go north.”

      Heather let out a frustrated bark and then pointed at her breath. “Not this cold, this fast. I can see my bloody breath!”

      The further north they went, the colder it got. Gage couldn’t deny it. But it was always cold in Aesir. Everyone knew that. Their sea was even called the Sea of Ice.

      He shrugged. “Have you never been this far north?”

      “I spent the last year and change in Eastport,” she growled. “And it didn’t get this cold except in winter.”

      “It’s always cold in Aesir,” he replied with a shrug. “Everyone knows that.”

      “But it doesn’t make sense!” she exclaimed. “I mean, we’re traveling twenty-five to thirty miles, you know about forty to fifty kilometers, a day—tops. We’ve been traveling for what, ten days since we left that town.”

      “Daleford,” he supplied.

      Heather screwed up her face and glared at him. “... since we left Daleford. That’s about three hundred miles. That’s not even London to Dundee up in Scotland. It doesn’t get THIS much colder in Dundee than it does in London. I know, mum’s got an aunt up there. We make at least one trip up there every year…”

      She brought her horse to a halt and bit her lip. She turned towards Gage. “At least, I used to make that trip every year with them. I guess that won’t be happening again.”

      Gage stared back at her but said nothing. He could no longer recall exactly what had happened the first few weeks or months he’d been on this world. He just had vague memories now of scrambling through alleyways, stealing food, and hoping not to get caught.

      He remembered crying himself to sleep every night until the other boys made fun of him so much, he stopped. Gage shoved the painful memories down again. That was a long time ago. He turned his attention back to Heather.

      “...maybe there’s a ten- or fifteen-degree difference. It’s a lot bloody colder here than it was where we got the horses,” she noted.

      “Daleford,” he said again.

      “Yeah, I get it. It was Daleford,” she said sarcastically. “The point is it shouldn’t be this much colder.”

      “We did travel up into the mountains,” he reminded her. “The higher up you go, the colder it gets. You know, like why there’s snow on the tops of mountains but not at the bottom.”

      “Yes, thank you mister science,” she quipped. “This isn’t a little bit colder. It looks like we’re on a bloody glacier! I mean… look around! There's bloody snow-covered ground everywhere! That’s not normal!”

      Heather let out a breath and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m cold and I’m miserable and we haven’t had a decent meal since Maerin.”

      Gage shot her a look as if to say, and who’s fault was it we had to leave Maerin in the middle of the night?

      “What?” she snapped, twisting her mouth in disgust. “You still blame me for that assassin? You don’t know she wouldn’t have come for you anyway. I mean, you sort of stand out among these Northmen.”

      “I know,” he replied coldly. He urged his horse forward, forcing her to follow him and then catch up.

      “Don’t be rude! There’s no way we can definitively say me defending my own honor is what brought her to us,” Heather finished.

      Taking a deep breath, Gage slowly let it out. “Fine. We cannot say definitively that you led the assassin to us…” She started to smile but he held up a finger. “... but your behavior definitely drew unwanted attention to us.”

      “Don’t be such a wanker. I did apologize,” she smirked. “Not my fault you’re shorter than all the other men.”

      Gage ignored the verbal jab. It was true. Unfortunately, with his description circulating among the assassin’s guild, his height was a liability.

      “Short. Hmm,” Heather muttered thoughtfully. She cocked her head, her eyes glazed over with a faraway look for several minutes.

      Just before Gage was going to suggest they get started, Heather snapped her head. “Yes! That’s got to be it!”

      Gage rolled his eyes at her. “That I’m short?”

      “No!” She shook her head, her voice excited. “This moon we’re on. It’s got to be smaller than Earth! Maybe it’s the size of Earth’s moon! If that’s the case, maybe there’s more drastic temperature differences, the further you get from the equator!”

      Gage tried to follow what she said but wasn’t sure he understood the significance. He did remember the Earth’s moon. Just one moon. And so tiny in the sky. He glanced into the sky and caught sight of two of the other moons that orbited the same planet they did.

      “No, wait,” she growled. “If this moon was the same size as Earth’s moon, we’d have less gravity.”

      Confused, he wrinkled his forehead. “What?”

      Heather waved him off. “But…if this moon is denser than Earth, it’s possible it could have the same—or similar—gravity. Right? Blimey, now I wish I had paid more attention in uni.”

      Gage hated to feel stupid, but he realized he had no idea what she was talking about. He knew what gravity was. Everyone knew what gravity was. It was the force that pulled you down. But she had lost him with her discussion of moons, Earth, and density.

      As he struggled to make sense of what she had said and formulate the correct response, warning bells went off in the back of his head. He held up his hand to silence her and scanned the area to see what had triggered his sense of alarm.

      There was a crack beneath him, and he looked down just in time to see the trail they’d just ridden over was nothing but a sheet of ice. Gage hadn’t seen it immediately because it had been covered with a coating of snow. He cursed.

      Staring down at the ice, Gage could see it was semi-transparent. It also appeared that it wasn’t very thick. Through the ice, he could see a drop that ended ten or twelve feet below them.

      “Bloody hell! We’re on a sheet of ice” Heather screamed. “We’re on a sheet of ice!”

      The ice cracked again under his mare and spooked her. Gage struggled to control her, but another loud crack caused her to rear. As she came down hard on the ice, he cursed.

      A jagged crack appeared that shot out horizontally in front of him. Before he could get his terrified horse under control, the sheet gave way. The break in front of them went the span of the sheet of ice and at the same time, the sides broke.

      All at once, the ice in front of them dropped downward at an angle, almost like a sliding board at the county fair. Suddenly, Gage, Heather, the horses, and the mules were sliding towards the bottom.

      Heather screamed and panicked horses whinnied in terror as they slid down. Gage struggled to keep his horse upright as they skated into an icy underground cavern fifteen feet below the surface.

      Remarkably, the animals remained upright, legs windmilling but not falling. They slid completely off the ice and onto a rougher mixture of snow, ice, and stone.

      Finally managing to get his mare under control, Gage turned to Heather. “Are you okay?”

      “What the bloody hell was that?” she yelled, eyes wide and breathing heavy. “And how are we still alive?”

      “You’re alive because we wanted you alive,” a deep voice said.

      Gage whirled in his saddle, hands going to his daggers. As his eyes darted around the cavern, he saw over a dozen short, stocky bodies appear from hidden crevices. Many of them carried crossbows, others carried axes or pikes. All of them wore somber, deadly expressions.

      He scanned the closest ones, finding them all fighters above 10th level. That was odd. Even most of the soldiers in the Cernunnos army hadn’t been that high.

      Quickly formulating a plan to kill the dwarves, Gage glanced over his shoulder at Heather. He gritted his teeth. He could take out the dozen or so dwarves in the cavern, but he couldn’t do it and keep her alive.

      “Whatever you’re carrying,” another deep voice said, this one belonging to one of the crossbow-wielding dwarves. “It ain’t worth your life.”

      “Be careful with this one,” a familiar voice said from behind the others. “He’s tricky. And very good with those blades.”

      A gray-haired dwarf with a weathered face pushed to the front of the circle of dwarves and stared up at Gage, still on his horse. It was Byrnjolf Axestone, one of the dwarves he’d rescued from the army.

      “Isn’t that right… assassin?” the dwarf smirked up at him.
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      “Welcome to Nidavellir. I see you ditched the mountain troll for something a bit prettier,” Byrnjolf chuckled, nodding at Heather. The dwarf then took a long swig of his ale, slammed the mug down on the stone table and whipped the foam from his beard.

      Nidavellir, the capital city of Svartalfheim, the realm of the dwarves. Gage had heard of it but had never had a reason to visit. No one had ever put a contract out on a dwarf. At least, not a contract he’d taken.

      Heather opened her mouth, probably to utter a scathing remark at the dwarf but Gage subtly shook his head. Amazingly, she shut her mouth and simply glared. Perhaps she’d actually learned something from their experience in Maerin. Or perhaps it was the half dozen dwarves standing behind Byrnjolf with crossbows aimed at them.

      Gage stared across the stone table at the gray-haired dwarf and took an equally long swig of the bitter ale. The thick, dark taste was unique to true dwarven ale. There was a toasted malt quality with just the slightest hints of molasses. He wiped the foam from his own mouth and nodded approvingly. “That’s good ale.”

      After being recognized by Byrnjolf, the dwarves had escorted them through a series of underground tunnels until they reached what appeared to be some sort of underground dwarven city.

      While he’d tried to keep track of the turns, he soon realized the dwarves were deliberately leading them in circles. He guessed they were trying to make it impossible for their “guests” to find the dwarven city again.

      Once they reached the underground city, Gage and Heather had been separated and searched at crossbow point. He’d been forced to strip, and the dwarves had meticulously examined every piece of clothing he’d been wearing and found all his daggers.

      Gage was still far from helpless. With his Shadow powers, he could easily retrieve one of the dwarves’ weapons. In a pinch, even the thick iron mug he held could be a weapon. After a moment of silence, Gage asked his question. “Are we your prisoners?”

      Byrnjolf snorted and the dwarves behind him with crossbows aimed at Gage’s head exchanged glances. The dwarf took another long swig and set his mug down on the table. He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Now, that’s a good question,” he replied with a smirk. “You see, on one hand, you did save me, my daughter, and some other very fine dwarves from being dragged south to who knows what fate.”

      Gage inclined his head in acknowledgement.

      “On the other hand,” the dwarf continued. “You’re a self-confessed assassin. You’re here to kill someone and we don’t know who. It could be me. It could be anyone.”

      The dwarves behind him bobbed their heads but kept their crossbows aimed at Gage. He knew he could Shadow Slide before any of them could get off a shot and probably kill every single one of them. The problem was the same as before. He couldn’t do it without getting Heather killed. For now, he had to bide his time.

      “I don’t suppose you’d tell us who it is?” the dwarf asked, raising a thick gray eyebrow.

      “That wouldn’t be my first choice,” Gage said. The last thing he wanted was to warn his target and he didn’t know these dwarves or their loyalties. “Besides, would you believe me?”

      Byrnjolf shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not.” The dwarf leaned forward. “How about telling me where that mountain troll is.”

      Gage smirked and purposefully didn’t glance over at Heather. “Oh, it’s… close.”

      “If it tries to come into the city,” the dwarf growled. “We’ll capture it and if that doesn’t work, we’ll end it—whether it helped save us or not.”

      “I don’t think you’ll see the troll in your city,” Gage replied. He raised his own eyebrow. “This is Nidavellir, the famous dwarven city of Svartalfheim?”

      The dwarves behind Byrnjolf exchanged looks and mumbled under their breath. The gray-haired dwarf chuckled and glanced behind. “Of course, he’d figure it out! How many dwarven cities are there!”

      Turning back to Gage, the dwarf nodded. “You’re one of the few humans who have been here.”

      “Then I am truly honored,” Gage replied, keeping up the tone of civility. For a moment, he thought it would make such an excellent story for Shaunna but then he remembered he could never tell his dead daughter another story.

      Byrnjolf waved off his words and reached out a hand for his mug. He took another long draw from the mug before setting it down. “The problem is: we really don’t know what to do with you.”

      “We don’t know… or you don’t know?” Gage asked.

      He’d seen the interaction between the dwarves he’d rescued and Byrnjolf. It was the deference of people to a leader. He’d witnessed the same deference with nearly every dwarf they’d come across. There was also the fact that Byrnjolf had asked if Gage had come for him after learning he was an assassin. It was the type of question someone of import would ask.

      There was a stirring of the crossbow wielding dwarves and more mumbling. Byrnjolf just stared at him with narrowed eyes. “You’re trickier than I thought.”

      “You’re not Hreidmar,” Gage continued. He was mostly certain, since he’d seen the dwarf’s name in his display. Of course, he’d recently learned his display could be fooled, so that was no longer a guarantee. “Or are you?”

      Byrnjolf scowled. He stared across the table at Gage with narrowed eyes. “King Hreidmar is dead. Three years now. Killed by an assassin.”

      Gage cursed under his breath. He’d been out of the game and hadn’t heard Hreidmar was assassinated. “It wasn’t me.”

      “Oh, we know who it was,” Byrnjolf growled. “It was one of the gods cursed Daggers of Loki, sent by Odin.”

      Gage opened his mouth to ask how they knew but the gray-haired dwarf guessed his question. “How do we know that? We caught him. Then, we questioned him—for a very long time—until he gave us the answers we needed.”

      “Why did Odin order Hreidmar’s assassination?” Gage asked.

      “The assassin didn’t know,” Byrnjolf said with a sadistic smile. “If he had, he would have told us.”

      Gage frowned. “I thought the dwarves and Aesir were allies.”

      “So did we,” the old dwarf said. “But Odin changed. Began taking our people who lived in the cities. Not long after that started, Hreidmar was murdered.”

      “I’m not a Dagger of Loki,” Gage said matter-of-factly.

      Byrnjolf scoffed. “Of course not, you’re not a Northman.” The dwarf’s gaze went to Heather, still in her Northwoman disguise.

      “What?” Heather frowned.

      “Maybe you’re a Dagger of Loki,” Byrnjolf hissed, the hatred in his voice palpable. “Given your company, it seems a logical conclusion.”

      “I’m not a dagger of anything,” Heather retorted.

      “I’d love to believe you,” the gray-haired dwarf growled. His eyes darted to Gage. “But given the company you’re in, I think we need to question you.”

      “I’m not a bloody Dagger of Loki! I helped you escape!” she cried.

      “Nice try, but I didn’t see you,” Byrnjolf scoffed.

      Gage saw where this was going. Byrnjolf thought she might be a Dagger of Loki and was going to torture her until he got the truth. Or rather, torture until he got the truth he wanted to hear.

      “It’s true! I was the…” Heather started but Gage interrupted.

      He guessed she was about to reveal her power and by force of habit, Gage didn’t want either of them to reveal their powers.

      “She was the one up on the mountain, rolling down boulders,” Gage said, giving her a pointed look. “Weren’t you?”

      Byrnjolf gave him a dubious look. “Don’t try to defend her. You really want me to believe she was there that night?”

      Gage nodded. “Ask her something. Ask her what you were wearing when we rescued you.”

      The dwarf looked at him dubiously then turned to Heather. “Fine. What was I wearing?”

      Heather shrugged. “I don’t remember, you were dressed like all the other dwarves. I couldn’t tell you apart.”

      “Bad luck for you then,” the dwarf growled.

      “Ask her something else,” Gage said. “Something only someone watching me, and the troll would know.”

      Byrnjolf scowled but looked thoughtful, then he smiled coldly. His eyes darted to Gage. “How many guards did your friend kill?”

      “Six. Four normal guards and two channelers,” she replied quickly.

      “That’s something he might have told you.” The dwarf looked at her coldly and smiled. “What order did he kill them in?”

      Heather bit her lip. “A channeler, a beast-kin, the other channeler, and then three humans.”

      Byrnjolf opened his mouth to say something else, but Heather continued. “You were upset because you wanted us to try and save all of them. But we couldn’t save them all. Just your group. You went with… the troll to the meeting point.”

      “Satisfied?” Gage asked. “She was there. She helped save you and your daughter. You owe us.”

      The dwarf looked from Gage to Heather, a number of emotions passing over his face. Finally, he stood up abruptly and threw his hands in the air. “Fine. I’ll accept your story… for now.”

      “Does this mean we can go?” Heather asked.

      The dwarf shook his head and stared down at Gage. “Not until he tells me who he’s here to kill.”

      Gage frowned and glared back at the dwarf. Reading Byrnjolf’s expression, he knew the dwarf wouldn’t let him go until he had an answer. He briefly considered lying but changed his mind. “I’ll tell you, but only if we’re alone.”

      “We’re not leaving the King alone with…” one of the men behind spat but another elbowed him hard in the ribs.

      Byrnjolf turned a dark look on the speaker and then turned back around. He rolled his eyes.

      Gage smirked. “Then you’re the new king? I rescued the king of the dwarves?”

      “Hreidmar was my brother,” he said. “My older brother. He had no children so when he… died, the crown came to me. You can see why my bodyguards aren’t going to leave me alone with an assassin.”

      “I told you before,” Gage said coldly. “If I was here for you, you’d already be dead.”

      “So you say,” Byrnjolf smirked. The dwarf locked eyes with him for a long moment. Gage didn’t look away. Finally, he sighed. “Clear the room.”

      “But sire,” one of the guards said.

      The gray-haired dwarf held up his hand. “Just do it. He’s right. He could have easily killed me while I was a prisoner or anytime thereafter.”

      “But…” the man tried but a look from the king cut him off.

      Byrnjolf gave the bodyguards a hard look. “That’s an order… from your king.”

      Reluctantly, the dwarven bodyguards left the room. Each of them glared at Gage when they left. The message was clear: kill our king and we will kill you as slowly as possible.

      Finally, it was just Byrnjolf, Gage, and Heather sitting at the table. The dwarf gestured around the room. “It’s just us now. Keep your end of the bargain. Who are you here for?”

      Locking eyes with the dwarf again, Gage told him. “I’m here for Odin.”
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      “Odin!” Byrnjolf exclaimed, eyes widening. “I was right before. You are a loon!”

      “He has you there,” Heather said under her breath.

      Gage shot her warning look and then sat back and shrugged. “He’s not a god. He’s just a man with magic.”

      “Ha! Just a man with magic?” the dwarf snorted. “They may or may not be gods, but they’re immortal. They’ve outlived dwarves! And have you seen the magic he wields?”

      “I’ll still kill him,” Gage replied coldly.

      The gray-haired dwarf considered him. “You’re either very insane, or very good. At the moment, I’m leaning towards insane.”

      Heather glanced over Gage, obviously fighting back a smile.

      Gage said nothing.

      Byrnjolf shook his head. “It can’t be done. No one’s ever killed one of the Asgardians before.”

      Gage smirked. Years ago, he had been to Asgard before, in the service of the assassin’s guild. His target had been a wizard named Baldur. He was the son of Odin and someone who had recently been rising in popularity but had a decidedly anti-Cernunnos bias.

      This was before Gage had been master of assassins for House Cernunnos. He’d still been just a rank-and-file member of the guild, albeit one who Aeg Derg had taken a personal interest in. He’d been assigned the contract by Aeg Derg himself.

      It had been the first time Gage had been sent to kill a wizard. To further complicate matters, House Cernunnos didn’t want an all-out conflict with Aesir, so the contract stipulated the assassination must appear as an accident.

      He’d used some anti-magic poison, given to him by the guildmaster, to kill the man one night while he ate dinner in his room. Gage had poisoned the food and once Baldur was dead, had sprinkled mistletoe berries in it.

      The food had been prepared by Hodur, Baldur’s brother, who fancied himself quite the chef, who’d been blamed for the death. The other wizards thought he’d been jealous of his brother and killed him.

      Everything had gone according to plan and Gage had been ready to leave the next day. That’s when he saw Baldur alive and addressing the people of Asgard from a balcony of the palace.

      Gage couldn’t believe his eyes. He’d been absolutely positive the man was dead. Even his display had confirmed he’d killed the man. Even the quest he’d received from his display had been completed when Baldur died.

      He’d crept up close to the man, only to find that it wasn’t Baldur at all. At least, not according to his display. The man pretending to be Baldur was someone named Valgard and he was using some sort of magic, which Gage would later find out was illusion magic, to make himself appear as Baldur.

      During his speech, he mentioned to the people that he was going to Jotunnheim to fight the giants. The people had cheered and after that, “Baldur” had disappeared from public life.

      Gage had stuck for a few days and scanned every “god” or “goddess” who made an appearance. He soon found nearly half of them were imposters. Odin, Thor, Freya, Frigga, and a few others were genuine, but many others had completely different names and as soon as they were out of the public eye, reverted to their true appearance.

      It was a surprising revelation, but one which Gage had hurried back to Eastport to reveal to the guildmaster. Aeg Derg had listened to his story, nodded at the end, and given Gage his payment.

      Although he’d never said so, Gage had the feeling Aeg Derg had already known. He reasoned that the wizards of House Cernunnos knew as well. It appeared only the common folk were kept out of the loop. They still believed the wizards were immortal gods.

      Gage found Byrnjolf still staring at him and smiled coldly. “They can be killed. I’ve already killed one.”

      “Oh?” Byrnjolf raised a thick eyebrow. “Which one?”

      “Baldur,” he replied.

      The dwarf frowned and narrowed his eyes. “When? I hear he just made some sort of speech a week ago about the war on the giants.”

      “That wasn’t Baldur,” Gage told him. “That was an imposter. The real Baldur died years ago—about the time he supposedly went to fight in Jotunnheim.”

      Byrnjolf continued to look skeptical. “Even if I believe you, you’ll never get close enough to Odin to kill him. He’s too well protected. He’s got at least a half-dozen of his elite guards surrounding him all the time.”

      Gage chuckled. He knew the truth about the so-called elite guards, the Valkyrie, which went with Odin. They were Odin’s concubines, beautiful women at his beck and call. The leader of the Aesir only surrounded himself with the most beautiful and, because of his jealousy, rarely let them out of his sight.

      And while the Valkyrie might appear to be formidable soldiers in their parade armor, they were the opposite. When Gage had scanned them with his HUD, each of them only had levels in the profession Courtesan. The only place those women had any skill was in bed.

      “They won’t be a problem,” Gage said confidently.

      “You’ve got Thor’s own balls, I’ll give you that much,” the dwarf chuckled. The smile faded, replaced by a deadly serious expression. “Do you really think you can kill Odin?”

      Gage nodded.

      A series of emotions flashed across the Byrnjolf’s face, too quick for Gage to read. Finally, the dwarf leaned forward. “If you can kill Odin, I’ll pay you whatever your contract price is if you kill Thor too.”

      ‘Are you serious? Kill Thor?” Heather said. “I hope it’s not the same one from that Marvel movie.”

      “Why do you want Thor dead?” Gage asked, ignoring the woman.

      Byrnjolf scowled. “I thought you types never asked why.”

      His type. Assassins. Gage sighed inwardly. He hadn’t really thought of himself as an assassin for years but now, here he was, about to kill another Archmage equivalent. Was that what he was again? Just an assassin?

      “Doing two jobs at once is tricky,” Gage replied, being honest. “They have to be done at the same time or one of the targets gets wary. I need to know if this will complicate my main objective.”

      “I see your point.” The gray-haired dwarf nodded in understanding. “Fine. How much do you know about what’s going on in Aesir lately?”

      “Nothing,” Gage replied honestly. Up until a few weeks ago, he’d been blissfully unaware of the world at large, living on his isolated farmhouse at the corner of Cernunnos. The few neighbors he’d had didn’t have a care for the rest of the world and neither did he.

      Byrnjolf nodded grimly. “Odin used to be a fairly benevolent ruler. We dwarves and the Asgardians had long had a good relationship. We made armor and weapons for them, they paid us in gold and jewels and kept the giants in Jotunnheim where they belong.”

      Gage raised an eyebrow. The last time he’d been to Aesir, that had been the situation. Dwarves had been a thriving part of the province and respected craftsmen of the highest order. Dwarven made weapons and armor were highly sought by those who could afford it. “That changed?”

      “You could say that.” The gray-haired dwarf chuckled bitterly. “A couple of years ago, Odin suddenly changed. He called my brother into a private meeting to talk about a secret project. He gives him some plans and tells my brother he wants him to build something. He told my brother it was a large transport circle—like the gateways they use sometimes.”

      Gage nodded. He’d seen the gateways some wizards could conjure. Most recently, he’d seen Aphrodite use one to return to her own province hundreds of miles away. “They were plans for some sort of giant portal? To where?”

      “That’s what my brother wanted to know, too,” Byrnjolf replied. “He brought them back here and had our runemasters look over them carefully. They all concluded the same thing.”

      The dwarf paused and Gage frowned, he motioned for Byrnjolf to continue. “It wasn’t a portal? What was it?”

      “Oh, aye, it was a portal,” the dwarf growled. “But not a portal to any place on this planet. From what the runemasters said, it opened a gateway from this plane to Muspelheim, the realm of fire and demons – or should I say, it opened the portal from Muspelheim to here.”

      Gage furrowed his brow. Everyone knew there were demons. It was they who gave channelers, warlocks, and summoners their power. He’d never heard it referred to as Muspelheim before. “How can that be? What sane person would open a portal to the realm of demons?”

      “My brother and I wondered the same thing. The only thing we could think of was that he wants to face Sutr, the demon king, and start Ragnarok,” the dwarf replied.

      Ragnarok. The end of the world. Gage had heard the people of Aesir believed in such a thing. He’d never given it much stock but if some morons opened a portal to the demon realm, that’s exactly what would happen—the end of the world.

      “What did your brother do?” Gage asked.

      Byrnjolf’s mouth twisted bitterly. “Hreidmar returned to Asgard, met Odin in the throne room and told him what the device did. Odin didn’t deny it. Didn’t even bat an eyelash. He ordered my brother to build it. When he refused, Odin ordered Thor to kill Gunnbjorn, the young dwarven ambassador next to him, right then and there. Thor did. He hit Gunnbjorn with a lightning bolt straight to the chest. Killed him instantly.”

      The dwarf paused for a moment before continuing. “Gunnbjorn was my son.”

      Having lost his own child, Gage could sympathize with the dwarf. It was a hole that could never be mended. “I’m sorry.”

      Byrnjolf nodded. “Hreidmar agreed then. He took the plans, came back here and ordered the entrances to Svartalfheim sealed.”

      “Word was passed,” the dwarf continued. “For all dwarves to return, but many didn’t. When Odin found out Hreidmar had lied, he ordered all dwarves to be rounded up and turned into slaves. In fact, liberating a group of them was how I got caught.”

      “And you want Thor killed because he killed your son,” Gage stated. He understood a parent’s need for revenge all too well.

      “I’d do it myself, but no dwarf can get near them—not now,” Byrnjolf growled.

      “And Odin’s just a bonus for you then?” Gage asked.

      “He ordered my brother killed and saddled me with the crown,” the dwarf growled. “He deserves two deaths.”

      The two stared at each other for a long moment before Gage made up his mind. “Fine. I’ll do it. I’ll kill Thor too.”

      The gray-haired dwarf narrowed his eyes. “For what price?”

      “Weapons. Dwarven weapons and armor. Upfront,” he told the dwarf with a grim smile. He held out his hand. “Do we have an agreement?”

      “Are you serious?” Heather growled. “That’s it? Weapons and armor to kill a god?”

      Byrnjolf glanced from Heather’s face to Gage’s outstretched hand, clearly mulling over the proposition. Finally, he nodded. “We have an agreement.”

      As Gage expected, a new quest appeared.

      
        
        You have received a new quest “A Father’s Request”

        Byrnjolf has asked you to kill Thor in retribution for the murder of his son, Gunnbjorn, in return for dwarven made weapons and armor.

        Kill Thor (0/1).

        Reward: 10000 experience, weapons, and armor.

        Accept quest (yes or no)?

      

      

      Gage accepted the quest.
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      Once Gage and Byrnjolf had come to agreement, the king had his bodyguards rejoin them. The king led the contingent of them through a series of tunnels.

      Eventually, they arrived at the vault. According to Byrnjolf, it was a place few non-dwarves had ever entered—a place filled to capacity with dwarf-crafted arms and armor.

      Gage stood wide-eyed in the dwarven vault, gawking at the unbelievable cache of weapons and armor. He turned towards the dwarven king, astonished. “You have enough arms and armor to equip an army.”

      The king led them to a special area where a small cache of weapons and armor laid on an oak table. Byrnjolf scowled, his face twisting as if he’d just eaten something sour. “Items commissioned for the ‘gods’ themselves.”

      “Oh?” Gage raised an eyebrow.

      “Go ahead,” the king growled as his face twisted into a sadistic smile. He gestured to the dozens of weapons and armor placed on the table. “There would be a certain irony to Odin and Thor dying by the very weapons they’d commissioned.”

      He’d picked out three silver metal daggers and one dark metal dagger. The king explained the three silver daggers were mythryll, a very strong and light metal—nearly unbreakable. Together they were worth a small fortune. He scanned them with his display:

      
        
        Mythryll Dagger

        Type: Wand

        Range: Melee

        Damage: 20-60

        Durability: 200 of 200

        Special: Forged from mythryll, this dagger is exceptionally hard and sharp. It contains two slots for two Chymera crystals.

      

      

      The dark dagger was made from adamantine, an exceptionally rare and incredibly hard metal. Adamantine weapons were the only weapons capable of piercing mythryll. A little-known fact about adamantine was that it was completely unaffected by magic. It couldn’t be enchanted or affected by enchantments.

      
        
        Adamantine Dagger

        Type: Wand

        Range: Melee

        Damage: 40-80

        Durability: 1000 of 1000

        Special: Forged from adamantine, this dagger is all but indestructible and can cut through any material except adamantine. It is immune to all magical effects and cannot be enchanted.

      

      

      The damage from the weapons was far beyond anything he’d seen before. He smiled.

      “A good choice for an… one of your… profession. Those were supposed to go to Loki,” the king said quietly. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you how much gold you’re holding in your hand right now.”

      “Enough for a small kingdom,” Gage said.

      “Are you serious, mate?” Heather whistled. She glanced down at the tables of weapons and armors. “No wonder you asked for these!”

      Under the daggers had been a mail shirt which looked exceptionally light—almost laughably so. He held it up. “Also for Loki?”

      “Aye,” Byrnjolf said. “It would protect him from nearly any blade. Only Odin’s spear is adamantine. Just remember that when you go after him.”

      “Not Thor’s hammer?” Gage asked.

      “No, it’s mythryll,” the dwarf said. “Made to focus and amplify his lightning magic.”

      Gage nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “I’m giving you all this upfront. I’m trusting you,” the dwarf king said. “But if you run off and don’t complete the job, I’ll hire my own assassin to track you down.”

      “I’ll kill them,” he replied. “Or I’ll be dead. Either way, you won’t have to hire anyone to come after me.”

      “Fair enough,” the dwarf snorted.

      “Why do you have so much?” Heather asked, gesturing to the other armor. “This isn’t all for the wizards, right?”

      The dwarf king sighed. “We supplied weapons and armor to Odin and his army. Been that way for ten generations.”

      Gage whistled, quickly doing a mental tally. Unlike humans, dwarves lived for hundreds of years. Ten generations meant thousands of years. “And you’ve been dealing with Odin the entire time?”

      “Aye,” Byrnjolf growled. “Three thousand years is a long time for a dwarf, let alone a man. We figured his mind could no longer take the strain of all those years.”

      “Wait!” Heather said, blinking in confusion. “Are you saying Odin is three thousand year old?”

      “At least,” the dwarf king said with a nod. “Our records show dealings with him even before then, but that’s when Odin made a pact with us allowing us free reign of the underground in return for supplying his army with weapons—along with some monetary compensation, of course.”

      “Of course,” Heather said wryly.

      Gage glanced over the vast cache of weapons and armor. He narrowed his eyes. “There’s no way all of this is for Aesir. Their army isn’t this big.”

      Byrnjolf nodded. “About a year or so before he came to my brother with the cockamamie plan to build a demon gate, he put in an order for what you see here. Three times what we’d made in the past. When my brother asked who all the armor and weapons were for, Odin told him it was for a new army they were raising.”

      “A new army?” Gage frowned. “What army?”

      “He didn’t say. Offered to pay double normal price. Of course, at that price, my brother agreed,” the dwarf king replied. “No dwarf turns down an offer like that.”

      “Everything looks complete. Why wasn’t it delivered?” Gage asked.

      “Ah!” Byrnjolf held up a finger. “As you can see, we completed the work. Hreidmar was to get the payment for everything and arrange delivery the day he received the plans for the demon gate. I don’t think I need to remind you what happened after that.”

      Gage frowned down at the dwarf king. “A massive number of weapons and armor and a gate to the demon realm. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      Byrnjolf chuckled. “My brother didn’t think so either. He thought they might be launching an invasion of Muspelheim until the runemasters told him the real purpose of the portal.”

      “Oh, bloody brilliant! Are you serious? He was recruiting demons for a new army?” Heather gasped. “Don’t you people have horror movies here?”

      The gray-haired dwarf screwed up his face in confusion. “Horror movies?”

      Gage remembered horror movies from his time on Earth. He hadn’t thought of them in a long, long time but her sudden mention of them reminded him of a scary movie he’d watched about some guy with spikes sticking out of his head. It had given him nightmares for weeks. He turned to the dwarf king. “Like plays, but with a very dark twist.”

      “Oh, aye,” Byrnjolf replied. “Why do you think we didn’t agree to it! Nothing good ever came from anything that had to do with demons!”

      “Bloody hell!” she exclaimed. “Literal bloody hell! The demon world is like a real place? And someone wanted to open a bloody portal from there to here! How stupid is this guy?”

      Gage frowned. “Of course, it’s real. Where do you think the warlocks and channelers get their powers from?”

      Heather shook her head. “I don’t know! I really just thought it was some sort of twisted magic this world had. I didn’t think hell was a literal place and someone could open a portal there!”

      Byrnjolf nodded gravely. “Muspelheim is real, alright. And there have been a few occasions in the last few thousand years when a demon has actually crossed into this world. It wasn’t pleasant. Hundreds, sometimes thousands, died.”

      “But you refused. So we’re safe, right?” Heather asked, eyes darting from Gage to the dwarf.

      “Aye, we refused,” the gray-haired dwarf said. “We’ll never build it for him. We’d rather die than be responsible for Ragnarok!”

      “But they can’t make that portal thing if you don’t help them, right?” Heather asked.

      Byrnjolf scowled. “Wizard or gods they might be, but craftsman they are not.”

      “There are others they could ask,” Gage growled. Warning bells were going off in his head as little details began to come together. Ruy Cernunnos’s warning that Gage couldn’t stop something. The dwarves heading south. Aphrodite being held prisoner. He had a very bad feeling. “Dwarves might be the best craftsman, but you’re not the only craftsman. What if Odin is getting someone else to build it?”

      “The cyclopes? Bah!” The dwarf king scoffed. “That’s far to the south and they work for the Olympian gods… er… wizards.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. He hated to reveal information about himself, but he felt he had to. There were too many coincidences. “What would you say if I told you I just rescued Aphrodite from the Archmage’s prison in Cernunnos?”

      “I’d say that’s odd,” Byrnjolf said with a shrug. “But it’s not unheard of. The wizards are always fighting among themselves.”

      “You rescued the goddess of love?” Heather smirked.

      Gage ignored her. “Ruy said something about me not being able to stop it—whatever it was—just before I killed him…”

      “You’re the one who killed Ruy Cernunnos?” The king asked, eyes wide in surprise.

      “Yes,” Gage replied quickly and continued his thought. “Aphrodite was being held hostage for some reason. What if Ruy was working with Odin to build this portal and Ruy was holding Aphrodite hostage to gain access to the cyclopes? Could they build the portal?”

      The king frowned. “That’s a lot of conjecture. The provinces normally don’t work together.”

      “And yet, I rescued you from the Cernunnos army, who were marching south with you,” Gage retorted. “And not just a few soldiers, it was nearly the entire northern army. Why would they abandon their post? And how did they get you? Buy you? Or were you given? What if the dwarves were being marched south to help the cyclops build the gate?”

      Byrnjolf’s face had darkened. “None of my people would help with such a thing!”

      “Would all your people know what they were working on? There were women and children in those groups, what if they’re threatened?” Gage asked.

      The dwarf king opened his mouth, then closed it. His face grew red. “You’re right. Unless they have a runemaster with them, they won’t understand what they’re making. And if their families are threatened…”

      “A father… or mother… would do anything to save their child.” Gage nodded grimly. Silently he added—or avenge them.

      Byrnjolf stroked his beard. “While you go after Odin, I’ll have my runemasters contact our allies in the south. Perhaps they can confirm whether there is something going on.”

      “One thing at a time.” Gage nodded again as he took the mythryll chain shirt. First, he'd kill Odin and Thor, then he'd worry about Ragnarok.
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      “Tell me again why we’re traveling underground… by ourselves,” Heather growled. She adjusted her tunic over her mail coat and shivered. “It’s creepy down here.”

      After Gage had chosen his own gear, he’d convinced Byrnjolf to give Heather a mythryll chain coat and a sword which had been earmarked for one of the Aesir “goddesses” called Gersemi. He’d never met the woman or even heard of her. Given the current state of affairs between the wizards and the dwarves, he doubted she was slated to receive it any time soon.

      Heather objected to taking a weapon and armor until he quietly whispered the items were worth a fortune and if she sold it, she could retire comfortably out in the country somewhere. Now she wore them proudly, if a bit awkwardly.

      Once they’d donned their armor and weapons, Byrnjolf wished them luck. The king had then assigned two of his men to fetch them provisions and sent them on their way. What Gage hadn’t understood was that they were to be sent through the tunnels.

      By the time they were in the tunnels, it was a bit too late to argue. The guards gave them silver tokens stamped with the likeness of a dwarf Gage didn’t recognize.

      “The king asked us to give these to you,” one of the guards told him. “Show this to any patrols you run across so there isn’t any trouble.”

      The other guard nodded. “And stay on the main tunnel. You’re not a dwarf. If you go down a side tunnel, you could get lost for days or weeks.”

      After their brief exchange, the two guards had shut the gate and left Gage and Heather alone in a low tunnel that stretched on as far as his Shadow Sight would allow him to see.

      “Because this is the path the dwarves put us on,” he reminded her. “And face it, it’s actually warmer down here than it is on the surface.”

      Heather raised her hand up and touched the low ceiling. “I don’t like it. There’s no one else down here! It’s worse than the London underground.”

      Gage cocked his head. “London has tunnels?”

      “The underground,” she repeated as she rolled her eyes. “You know, trains. What do you Yanks call it? Subways. I guess technically the catacombs are tunnels, but I’ve never been down there.”

      Surprisingly, he actually remembered subways from Earth. He’d ridden them when they’d visited New York City. It was the last trip Gage had taken with his family before he’d been abducted to this world. “I remember those.”

      “Yeah, well,” Heather continued. “These tunnels are tiny compared to the subway, not to mention darker.”

      With his Shadow Sight, Gage had no problems seeing. He glanced around at the carved tunnel, then back at Heather and the animals. He had to admit, it did look crowded.

      Heather had reverted back to her original shape once they were out of sight of the dwarves, so neither of them had to duck. Even the horses didn’t have to lower their heads, though they had a few inches to spare.

      “I’m guessing not too many non-dwarves travel these tunnels,” Gage replied. “The tunnels seem perfect for them.”

      “Certainly not any Northmen!” she replied, obviously remembering their first few minutes in the tunnels when she’d been taller in her Northwoman disguise. The dwarves had snickered when she’d had to duck.

      Gage nodded. “I’m sure not many Northmen are welcome in dwarven cities or dwarven tunnels at the moment, even if they didn’t have to duck.”

      “Are you going to tell me why you had me get this mythryll coat and sword—it’s not like my last name is Baggins?” Heather asked, she held up her torch with one hand and gestured to the shiny metal chain shirt.

      “That’s mythryll,” he told her. “One of the lightest, strongest metals in the world. The only thing that can pierce the armor you’re wearing is a mythryll weapon or an adamantine weapon. It means your vital organs are going to be protected from nearly any attack.”

      “I’m not planning on joining any fights! I’m not a fighter—or an assassin,” she snapped.

      “You may or may not have a bounty on your head,” he reminded her. “But we know I have a price on my head and obviously there are those willing to claim it. That assassin in Maerin could just as easily have gone for you first. If you’re wearing that armor, they won’t have a chance.”

      “Then I shouldn’t sell it in the first town we come to,” she snickered.

      “Personally, I’d never sell it,” he told her. “Even if you can find a buyer for it.”

      Heather frowned. “What do you mean: if I can find a buyer for it? You said it was worth a fortune!”

      “It is,” he replied. “A large fortune. The problem is, the only people with that sort of money are very, very rich merchants and the Houses. Most of them will want to know the particulars of where you got it and how. The Houses may just assume you’ve stolen it from someone and arrest you.”

      “Oh great!” Heather glared at him. “I have armor and a sword worth a fortune, but I can’t sell them and get a fortune!”

      “I didn’t say that,” he replied, turning his head and flashing her a smile. “You CAN sell it. You may just need to go through unconventional channels.”

      She got his meaning immediately and rolled her eyes. “The thieves’ guild.”

      He nodded. “They can find a buyer who isn’t too particular about the item’s origin,” he told her.

      “Which is all fine and good except neither of us can step foot in a thieves’ guild or they’ll turn us in for the reward,” she retorted. She flashed him a sarcastic smile. “No honor among thieves. My guild would turn me over in a second.”

      “Most guilds would,” he agreed. Gage thought of Aeg Derg and the assassin’s guild. His old mentor had not only failed to notify House Cernunnos of Gage’s intention to kill the Archmage, he’d also sent Heather to free him from the dungeon after Gage had been captured. Would Aeg Derg turn him in for the reward if he and his old mentor met again? Gage didn’t think so, but he wasn’t completely sure.

      “Yeah, well,” she retorted. “Mine didn’t really care for me, so I’m sure they’d do it in a heartbeat.”

      Intrigued, Gage glanced over his shoulder at the woman. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why didn’t they care for you?” he asked.

      “I was too good, and they said I got too picky with the jobs I chose,” she replied.

      Gage chuckled, confident he knew why she was picky with her jobs.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked.

      “Once you got your shapeshifting ability, you started taking jobs where you could use it, rather than more risky jobs. Am I right?” he replied.

      “So? What if I did?” she snapped defensively.

      He shrugged without turning around. “Nothing wrong with that.”

      “Bloody right there’s nothing wrong with that! I had a hard enough time trying to carve out a living in this crazy world.” she growled. “You have no idea what it was like the first few weeks!”

      He stopped, turned, and raised an eyebrow. “Don’t I?”

      Skidding to halt, she was only inches from him. “What it was like being a woman. You know what I mean?”

      “Maybe not,” he said, memories of his first few days coming back. “But being a young boy on a strange world was no picnic either.”

      Heather opened her mouth, but he held up a hand. “We both went through some bad things. We both got powers that give us an edge now. Let’s just be thankful and move on.”

      She cocked her head. “Do you think we got these powers BECAUSE we went through hell in the beginning? Do you think it’s the aliens toying with us or maybe giving us these powers as some sort of compensation?”

      “I have no idea,” he said. “But someone or something keeps giving me quests. And those quests give me experience. That experience helps me build more power and even get new powers. Someone or something has to be watching us.”

      Heather’s eyes darted around the tunnel. “That’s a creepy thought—that they’re watching us all the time.”

      Gage shrugged. “No way to know for certain but something has to make those quests appear.”

      “I’ve told you before, this could all be some sort of enormous, high-tech virtual reality game,” she replied.

      “That’s impossible,” he said dismissively. He’d tried not to think about it since the last time she’d said something to that effect. “How could everyone here be in a game?”

      “Maybe not everyone here is real. Maybe they’re NPCs,” she said.

      NPC. He remembered that from his Earth games. Non-player characters. He scoffed. “So what? Everyone else is controlled by the computer?”

      Heather shrugged. “Not everyone. Maybe some other abductees are real. You know, like players. Everyone else could be computer-controlled NPCs.”

      Gage blinked at the ramifications of her statement. He growled. “You’re saying my wife and daughter were… what… just computer programs?”

      He shook his head, feeling his anger surging. It was bad enough to know they were dead. But to think they never even existed! Gage gritted his teeth. “They were real!”

      “Okay! Okay!” she said, holding up her palms and taking several steps away. “I’m just pointing out the possibility.”

      “It’s not possible. I can’t accept it as even a slim possibility,” he said. “Because they were real. As real as you and I!”

      “Fine! Fine!” she said, her face showing fear. “They were real. They were real.”

      Gage saw the fear in her eyes and only then realized his hands were on his weapons. He didn’t remember reaching for his daggers and quickly dropped his arms to his sides. He took a deep breath and let it out. “Sorry. I wasn’t going to… you know… hurt you.”

      “Bloody hell, Gage,” she said, standing up straighter. She kept her distance from him. “I was just throwing out a theory. I’m sure your family was real.”

      Gage nodded curtly, shoving down his anger. He remembered who really deserved his anger: Odin and the others who signed off on killing him. He spun and began striding down the tunnel. “Come on. We have a lot of ground to cover.”

      It took nearly a minute, but finally he heard the sound of Heather and the animals following him.
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      After nearly a day of trudging through the endless underground passage, Gage began sharing Heather’s trepidation for the tunnels. They’d passed countless side tunnels, all disappearing into darkness, without even a glimpse of the sky or outside world.

      Several dwarves crossed their path. Other than a curious look, most of the dwarves ignored them, marching past them or disappearing down one of the side tunnels. Only once did they meet up with an actual patrol of four dwarves who demanded to see their tokens. After examination, the patrol had reminded them to stay in the main tunnel and then marched past them.

      “Watch out for worms,” one of the dwarves called back to them and the others chuckled before moving away.

      The guards wore heavy leather boots reinforced with metal. The metal made a loud rhythmic thumping sound as they marched away.

      When the dwarves disappeared into the darkness, Gage cocked his head. He thought it was an odd thing to say: watch out for worms. He glanced at ceilings, walls, and floor. All were made of stone. Worms burrowed through dirt, not stone. How could they find worms? Perhaps there were gaps in the stone.

      Keeping his eyes open for worms, they continued down the seemingly endless darkness of the tunnel.
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      Two hours later, Heather insisted they stop. “It must have been at least eight hours. Come on, mate. Let’s give it a breather.”

      Gage nodded, despite not being particularly tired. He couldn’t be certain if it was day or night, since his inability to see the suns or moons was throwing off his sense of time. He’d never truly realized how much he used the march of the celestial bodies to gauge time—even if only subconsciously.

      He glanced around the tunnel and stopped when a rough looking side tunnel caught his eye. He furrowed his brow and walked closer to it. “This is odd.”

      The new tunnel was much smaller than the previous tunnels they’d seen. It couldn’t be more than three feet in diameter. It was a few inches from the floor of the tunnel they were on and didn’t fit into the smoothly contoured tunnel they’d been traveling.

      Heather, who had sprawled onto the floor, held up her torch. It was the same torch she’d had all day—one of the dwarven torches. The guards who provided it to them had given them eight and explained each torch would last a day.

      Groaning, she pushed herself up and walked over to him. “What? It’s a small tunnel. So what?”

      “No,” he replied with a shake of his head. “Look closer. This tunnel is small. Too small to be made by dwarves—unless they were crawling. See, it’s also rough. Every other tunnel we’ve encountered has been smooth.”

      Frowning, Heather took a closer look. She shrugged. “It’s smaller. Maybe it’s some sort of air shaft and they either don’t smooth it out or haven’t had time to smooth it out or… you know… whatever they do to it.”

      “You think they chiseled through rock on their hands and knees?” Gage asked.

      “I don’t know!” she snapped. “You’re the one who understands this bloody world.”

      Frowning, Gage glanced at the opposite side of the tunnel they’d been traveling. There was another rough tunnel on the opposite side, also smaller. Maybe Heather was right, and it was some sort of water or air shaft.

      “Um,” Heather said from behind him, squinting at the bottom of the rough tunnel. “I think it might be a water channel. See, I think that’s the glint of moisture on it.”

      Squinting at the smaller tunnel, Gage saw nothing. He blinked, allowing his Shadow Vision to fade so he was seeing through his own eyes. While Shadow Vision was fantastic for seeing in the dark, it did have limitations. One of those was the inability to see reflections of light.

      With his normal vision, it was just as Heather had said. He spotted the glint on the walls of the tunnel. He crouched down and ran his fingers over the rough floor of the side tunnel. There was liquid, but it wasn’t water. He frowned. The substance had the consistency of mucus. Gage stood up quickly and cursed as he remembered stories he’d heard.

      “What?” Heather cried, eyes going wide with fear.

      Ignoring her, Gage switched on his Shadow Vision and scanned the tunnels in all four directions. There was no sign of any living creature. He let out a little sigh of relief.

      Heather grabbed his arm and tried to spin him around, but he shrugged her off. “What! What is it?”

      Turning to face her, he gave her his most serious look. “This tunnel was not created by dwarves.”

      “Then… what…” she started but he shook his head at her interruption and continued.

      “I’m not certain, but I don’t know what else it could be,” he began.

      “What? Just tell me what it is!” she growled, her eyes wide and darting around the tunnel.

      “An ice wyrm,” he replied. He shook his head, thinking back to the conversation with the dwarven guards. “They said wyrms, not worms.”

      “What in the bloody hell is an ice wyrm?” she said, face screwing up in confusion.

      He took a deep breath. “I’ve never actually seen one, but I’ve heard stories. They’re enormous, segmented creatures that burrow through the earth. From the descriptions I’ve heard, they are like a cross between a worm and a centipede. Do you know what a centipede is?”

      “Of course, I know what a bloody centipede is!” she spat. “How big is this ice wyrm?”

      He furrowed his brow. “How do you know about them?”

      Heather rolled her eyes and huffed. “We DO have centipedes back on Earth, you know!”

      “Oh,” he retorted, surprised at the revelation. Gage didn’t remember them from Earth, but there were so many things he’d forgotten. Or maybe the six-foot segmented creatures were only in England. He’d have to ask her about them later.

      “Right! I know what a bloody centipede is,” she said. “Now how big is the bloody ice wyrm!”

      Gage nodded. “I’ve heard different estimates, but they were from travelers in taverns…”

      She motioned impatiently for him to get to the point.

      “I’ve heard different estimates,” he continued, his tone shifting with annoyance. “The stories say anywhere from twenty-five to fifty feet.”

      “Twenty-five to fifty feet!” Heather’s eyes went wide, and she sputtered. “Are you bloody serious?”

      “That’s what they said in the stories I heard,” he replied with a nod. “But I never bothered to do any research on them myself. Some of them said the creature even glows right before it attacks—some sort of secretion that reacts with the air.”

      Being an alchemist, Gage actually knew several substances that could react with air and produce light. Phosphorus was one such compound.

      She frowned. “It glows?”

      “When it gets excited,” he replied, remembering the stories. “When it mates or… well, attacks.”

      “And you think there’s an ice wyrm down here with us?” she asked, glancing over his shoulder into the darkness of the tunnel.

      Noting the unmistakable sound of fear in her voice, he spoke in his most confident tone. “Don’t worry, they normally don’t bother people. Mostly they just… uh… burrow.”

      Heather seemed unconvinced. “They like to burrow? And what do we do if one of those bloody wyrms decides to burrow our way?”

      Gage shrugged. “We move out of its way?”

      “Just ‘move out of its way?’ That’s your plan?” she growled incredulously. “Are you serious?”

      He shrugged. “I told you: They don’t normally attack people.”

      “And you’re sure about that?” she asked skeptically.

      Gage flashed her his most genuine smile. He was lying, of course. He wasn’t about to tell her that the creatures were aggressive and attacked anything that moved. Or that according to the stories, they could bite a man in half with their mandibles. She seemed frightened enough at the moment. He’d tell her once they were out of the tunnels.

      “How about we move on a mile or so,” he suggested casually. “If it will make you feel better.”

      “Bloody right it will make me feel better! The further the better!” she growled. She grabbed the reins of the animals. “Come on.”

      Nodding, he turned and continued down the tunnel. This time, he kept a sharp lookout for any movement and any sign of small tunnels.

      They walked for a half hour before Gage felt good about stopping. Signaling for a halt, he turned to Heather. “Stay here and watch behind us. I’m going to scout a short way ahead and make sure there are no ice wyrm tunnels.”

      Heather looked like she might object but then nodded her head. “Fine. Just hurry back.”

      Nodding, Gage turned and strode forward. He scanned the top, bottom, and sides of the tunnel as he walked. After a hundred yards, he stopped and returned to Heather.

      “Anything?” she asked nervously.

      He shook his head. “It’s clear. Let’s set up camp and eat.”

      They took their bedrolls off the pack animals and laid them out on the smooth stone floor. They fed the horses and mules grain from the supplies they’d brought with them and gave them each water.

      There was no wood for a fire, so they laid the torch on the ground between them as they ate the jerky and dried fruit the dwarves had provided and drank water from their own flasks.

      Seeing her glancing nervously down the tunnels, he got her attention. “Two-hour watches tonight, okay?”

      “What?” she said, turning to face him.

      “We’ll do four two-hour watches tonight,” he repeated. “You sleep first, and I’ll watch.”

      She bit her lip and peered both ways down the long corridor. Finally, she nodded.

      After finishing her jerky, she crawled into her bedroll, and he noticed she kept her new sword nearby. He smiled. She was learning.

      Leaning back against the wall of the tunnel, Gage alternated between glancing down the tunnels and watching Heather. He’d expected her to have problems falling asleep but after only ten minutes, her face relaxed and her breathing became regular.

      Gage took out his new daggers and carefully coated them with poison. If they didn’t encounter anything, the poison would be wasted. If they did encounter an ice wyrm, he wanted to make sure he was ready.
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      Neither of them slept well but thankfully there were no signs of an ice wyrm. They ate more jerky for their breakfast and fed the horses some grain. They had plenty of each. Water, on the other hand, was in short supply.

      Heather noticed. “I don’t think we’re going to have enough water for the trip,” she stated, holding up the two empty waterskins. They had two more, but Gage knew those wouldn’t last them more than a day.

      “We’ll have to push on and see if we come across a spring or underground river,” he replied. “If there wasn’t a place to refill them, I’m sure the dwarves would have given us more.”

      Heather shot him a skeptical look. “Are you sure?”

      “Byrnjolf really wants Thor dead,” he said. “I don’t see any reason for him to send us into the tunnels to die of dehydration.”

      “Do you—” Heather began, but her eyes darted past Gage, widening as her color drained. Pointing behind him she hissed a single word. “Light!”

      Gage whirled around, hands going for daggers. With his Shadow Vision, he couldn’t see the light, so he reverted back to normal eyes. Sure enough, there was light at the end of the tunnel.

      He felt Heather move up behind him, her body pressing up against his. She was trembling. “Is it a… a… an ice wyrm?”

      Squinting down the tunnel, he tried to make out any shapes in the light. Before he could identify the source of illumination, he heard the heavy footsteps of iron clad feet on stone. He recognized it. Dwarves. It was only dwarves.

      Gage started to relax, his hands falling away from his weapons, but he paused. Something wasn’t right. The tempo of the dwarves’ footsteps was too fast to be a walk or even a march. They were running.

      The dwarves finally came into view as they raced closer. As they did, Gage noticed a pale blue-white light behind him. He froze, craning his neck to get a better look.

      He cursed. Behind the dwarves was a large, centipede-like creature rapidly gaining on the dwarves.

      “Run!” the lead dwarf yelled. “Wyrm!”

      “Bloody hell!” Heather hissed from behind him. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

      The animals were starting to whiny nervously, fidgeting and pulling at their reins. Gage saw them and didn’t want them to bolt. “Grab the horses!”

      When she didn’t move, Gage spun around and grabbed her by the shoulders. He looked her straight in the face to make sure he had her attention. She stared back wide-eyed. “Heather! Take the animals and head down the tunnel. I will catch up with you!”

      She blinked as his words sank in, then she frowned and wrinkled her forehead. “What? You’re not coming with me?”

      Gage shook his head, glancing over his shoulder to see how much time he had. “It’s too fast. It’s about to catch up with the dwarves and then it won’t take long for it to catch up to us. I’m going to kill it now.”

      Heather’s mouth fell open and she struggled to speak for a moment. Finally, she shut her mouth, shook her head, and then spoke, her voice bordering on hysterical. “It’s huge! How can you…”

      “We don’t have time!” he interrupted, the clamor of the dwarves' footsteps thundering in the stone corridor as they drew nearer. “Just go!”

      She opened her mouth again, but he pointed at the animals and pushed steel into his voice. “Go! Now!”

      She spun and raced over to the horses. Heather snatched up their reins, paused for a moment to look back at him, and hurried off with the animals.

      Gage spun and saw the dwarves were only a dozen paces from him. All red-faced and puffing hard as they ran for their lives from the giant ice wyrm.

      The creature had nearly caught up to them.

      “Run, you fool!” the lead dwarf yelled. “Wyrm!”

      Ignoring the dwarf, Gage prepared himself. He dropped into a crouch, pulling both daggers from their sheathes. He’d never fought anything as large as an ice wyrm before. He’d never even had nightmares about fighting something this big.

      Even from where he stood, he could see the thick carapace encasing the creature’s body. He had no idea how strong the shell would be. He glanced at his new adamantine dagger. Supposedly, it was the hardest metal in the world. The rumors said it could cut through anything.

      “Run, man! Run!” yelled a terrified dwarf as he barreled past Gage.

      The beetle-like carapace covered the thick, multi-legged, glowing beast. Gage assumed some secretion caused the illumination. Did the light help it find its prey?

      The creature’s mouth sat behind enormous mandibles, overly large for a creature of its size. They looked fully capable of snapping a man’s body in two. Just above the mandibles, multifaceted eyes glinted in the glow. Its long antennae flailed forward as it hurtled at him.

      Gage let out a breath. This was it.

      He activated his evasion abilities and crouched low. As it lunged for him, mandibles opening, Gage activated Shadow Slide and slid to the opposite side of the tunnel.

      Gage struck out at the creature’s shell with both daggers.

      
        
        You stab Elder Adult Ice Wyrm for 0 damage.

      

      

      Despite being harder than steel, the mythryll dagger glanced off the creature’s hard shell. It left a long scratch but was unable to penetrate the thick carapace.

      
        
        You stab Elder Adult Ice Wyrm for 39 damage.

        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm is poisoned.

      

      

      The adamantine dagger sliced through the creature’s tough carapace and left a long, jagged gash as the creature’s own momentum carried the blade down its side.

      Gage had only an instant to enjoy his success before the creature bucked and twisted, recoiling from the sudden pain. Before he could Shadow Slide away, the enormous body slammed him into the wall and threw him a dozen feet as the creature freed itself from his blade.

      Both blows were absorbed by his evasion skills but now both were used up and were on cooldown.

      
        
        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm takes 29 poison damage.

      

      

      The creature slithered around on scores or hundreds of legs, it was hard to count them as the creature’s body moved and writhed around. It appeared each segment had two sets of legs and who knew how many segments the ice wyrm had under that broad shell.

      Hitting the ground, Gage managed to roll to his feet just as the creature reared up.

      Faster than he expected, the wyrm lunged forward and caught him in its huge mandibles.

      
        
        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm crushes you for 19 damage.

      

      

      As he felt the creature’s mandibles lock around his torso, he expected to be cut in half. Instead, he heard a cracking noise and realized his ribs were breaking.

      
        
        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm takes 29 poison damage.

      

      

      Struggling to breath, he realized the mythryll coat he was wearing was preventing the creature from slicing him in half. But while the mandibles couldn’t slice through the mythryll, the sheer pressure would crush him in seconds.

      Gage prepared to Shadow Slide out but hesitated. In the creature’s jaws, he was only a foot from the ice wyrm’s multifaceted eyes and reaching antennae. Without hesitation, he struck out.

      
        
        You critically slice Elder Adult Ice Wyrm for 41 damage.

        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm is poisoned.

        You critically slice Elder Adult Ice Wyrm for 47 damage.

        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm is poisoned.

      

      

      Both daggers found their marks. He had raked the mythryll dagger across the creature’s eyes. While the ice wyrm’s carapace might be too thick for the mythryll to penetrate, it had no problems slicing through both eyes. The creature’s eyes exploded in a rain of green-blue liquid, spraying Gage with a warm, gel-like goo.

      At the same time, his adamantine dagger sliced across both antennae, cutting neatly through them. A different color liquid shot from the antennae, covering Gage’s arms. He ignored it.

      The ice wyrm reared up and slammed its head against the ceiling. The force of the blow caused the creature’s mandibles to loosen, and Gage was suddenly falling.

      
        
        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm takes 29 poison damage.

      

      

      Gage hit the ground, rolled, and came up in a crouch. He backpedaled away from the creature as it twisted and lunged at the air and at the wall.

      
        
        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm takes 27 poison damage.

      

      

      Gage moved further, allowing the creature space to lash out. He knew very little about insect anatomy, but he guessed without eyes and antennae, the wyrm was effectively blind.

      
        
        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm takes 31 poison damage.

      

      

      He watched the creature from afar as its erratic movements slowed. The poison from his blades did its work. The fact that it took so long was a testament of how much Health the creature must have.

      Finally, the creature simply collapsed, its body curling in on itself.

      
        
        Elder Adult Ice Wyrm dies.

        You have gained experience.

      

      

      Despite the notice from his display, Gage watched the creature carefully for several minutes. He winced every time he took a breath. Ribs were definitely cracked, possibly even broken. He needed a healing draught, but they were on his horse.

      Wheezing, Gage painfully limped after Heather and prayed she hadn’t gotten far.
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      A half hour later, Gage stood over the body of the Ice Wyrm, receiving slaps on the back from the dwarves. Even though he’d taken the healing drought, every slap sent pain through his newly healed ribs. He ignored it, refusing to let it show.

      “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I would never have believed it!” a dwarf bellowed, once again slapping him hard on the back.

      Having scanned them all, Gage knew this one was named Kolbein Anvilhide. He was one of the patrol that had stumbled upon the ice wyrm and subsequently been forced to run when their weapons proved useless against its hide.

      Kolbein had deep, red hair and a short, braided beard which ended abruptly. Given the deep furrow in his breastplate, Gage guessed it had been snipped off when the ice wyrm had tried to take a bite of him.

      “Ha!” another dwarf laughed. This one was Blann Hammerforge. “You didn’t see it with your own eyes! You were running away like the rest of us!”

      Hrafn Goldenaxe and Guthorm Alegut, the two remaining dwarfs, bellowed with laughter, clapping the other dwarves on their backs.

      Gage was just happy they weren’t slapping him.

      While the healing drought had repaired the damage to his ribs, the very act of healing had left his muscles and bones sore. Gage knew from experience they wouldn’t be fully healed until he got a good night’s sleep—possibly several. Until then, he’d have to deal with the pain.

      “You’re a lucky man,” Guthorm said with a grin and another clap to Gage’s back. “You’re lucky that thing didn’t cut clean through you before you managed to blind it!”

      Gage hadn’t told them the entire story and had kept his weapons sheathed since killing the creature. He had no intention of revealing the payment he’d acquired from Byrnjolf—the daggers and the mythryll coat.

      “Oh yeah,” Heather murmured. “He was lucky alright. Apparently, idiots are blessed with luck.”

      Hrafn furrowed his brow and turned to face Heather. “We’re all lucky. That thing would have overtaken us if he hadn’t killed it. It had claimed this territory as its own and wasn’t about to suffer any trespassers!”

      “Aye!” Blann agreed. “We’ve seen it before. Though usually they’re a wee bit smaller than this.”

      There was a chorus of agreement from the other dwarves.

      “This is a large specimen?” Gage asked. Even with his ribs hurting, he’d walked the length of the creature and estimated it to be nearly eighty feet long.

      Bearded heads bobbed up and down. It was Kolbein who answered. “Oh, aye. This is about as big as we’ve ever encountered in the last hundred or so years. I think the largest encountered wyrm was one hundred and sixteen feet, back about three hundred years ago.”

      Hrafn bobbed his head. “Aye, my da’ was with the unit that brought that beastie down! He lost a leg to that one!”

      The dwarves muttered about ice wyrms and fathers and grandfathers for several minutes before their attention focused back on Gage and Heather.

      “Not that I’m complaining or anything,” Guthorm said, looking them up and down. “But what brings you down in our tunnels?”

      Gage had been waiting for this and produced his token. Guthorm glanced at it briefly and nodded. “King’s business, eh? Anything you can talk about?”

      “No,” Gage replied bluntly.

      “Your business is your own. I meant no disrespect.” Guthorm nodded. “I’m not about to press the man who single handedly took down an adult ice wyrm.”

      There were mutters of agreement from the other dwarves, followed by a few claims of “I did get in a few blows” and “I think I weakened it for him” before they fell silent.

      Heather, who had remained quiet, cleared her throat. “Are there any more of these monsters around?”

      All four dwarves shook their heads. “No.”

      “Can’t be.”

      “Nay, lassie.”

      “No.”

      Heather frowned. “How are you certain there aren’t any more?”

      Guthorm pointed at the creature. “It’s an adult. It was staking out its territory. It wouldn’t have allowed any others near it.”

      “You’re absolutely certain?” she asked, hands on her hips.

      “Aye!” They all chimed in at once.

      Kolbein smiled and kicked the head of the wyrm. “It’ll be a good while before any others come this way too. This one will have left his scent all over the tunnels.”

      Heather seemed unconvinced. “You’re sure?”

      “Aye, lass,” Kolbein replied with a nod which made his half-beard flop against his chest.

      “You’ve encountered these before?” Gage asked, a question still nagging at him.

      “Aye, many times,” Hrafn said.

      “Then why were you running from this one?” he asked. It was the question that bothered him since he’d heard about the other encounters. He’d also thought it strange how nonchalantly the first guards they’d met had warned them about the wyrm.

      The dwarves exchanged glances. They looked sheepish. Blann cleared his throat. “Normally, we can handle the smaller ones. It’s really just a matter of cutting off the head with your axe. A few whacks and it's over.”

      Kolbein and the other dwarves bobbed their heads affirmatively.

      “This one’s bigger than usual,” Guthorm said.

      “Much bigger,” Hrafn added.

      “Once they get a certain age, their shells become as hard as rock,” Blann explained. “This one must be ancient. Our axes couldn’t so much as dent its shell.”

      “Aye,” Hrafn agreed. “Not even my da’s mythryll axe could pierce it.”

      “Nothing to do but run and hope one of us makes it to warn the next patrol,” Kolbein admitted. He looked Gage up and down. “You’re lucky you were able to attack the eyes. It was probably about the only spot that was vulnerable.”

      The dwarves looked expectantly at Gage, probably expecting him to detail his fight with the great creature. He had no intention of giving them any information they couldn’t already work out.

      He shot Heather a warning look, letting her know she shouldn’t reveal anything either. To her credit, she’d stayed fairly silent this time and wasn’t volunteering any information.

      “I was lucky.” Gage nodded, not filling in any details. Eventually, someone would see the line his adamantine dagger had scored along the right side of its body. By then, they’d be long gone. Maybe they’d even assume Hrafn’s mythryll axe had done the job.

      “Who knew taking out the eyes would kill the creature,” Guthorm looked him up and down, just as Kolbein had. His tone indicated he didn’t really believe it.

      “Who knew.” Gage smiled and shrugged. “Like you said, I got lucky.”

      The dwarves stared at him and Heather for several more minutes before Gage had finally had enough. “We need to be moving on.”

      He paused. “Before we go, where can we find water down here?”

      The dwarves exchanged amused looks. “In the rivers, of course.”

      Heather glanced around, forehead wrinkling. “There are underground rivers down here? We haven’t seen any.”

      “There’s a few that run through this tunnel,” Kolbein replied. “You’ll hear them before you see them.”

      “The water’s safe to drink?” Gage asked.

      “In a pinch,” the dwarf replied with a grin. “If you don’t have ale.”

      Gage nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Ah, yes, well, safe journey to you,” Kolbein said, and the other dwarves muttered their thanks and farewells.

      Gage signaled Heather and the two of them moved down the passageway, stepping past the large ice wyrm. The horses took some coaxing to get near it, but with some comforting words, they were finally persuaded to go by the giant creature.

      “Thanks for not saying anything back there,” Gage said, once they were out of earshot of the dwarves.

      “I’m not stupid, you know,” she growled. “It was obvious you weren’t saying anything about the weapons the king gave us, your powers, or the poison that probably killed it. I assume you had a reason.”

      “Nothing they needed to know,” he replied. He saw that she looked unconvinced.

      “The trick with the poison might have come in handy, in case they encountered another one of those things,” she retorted.

      “The poisons I use are extremely deadly,” he replied. “Few people know how to make them but I’m guessing there’s at least one alchemist among the dwarves who can. They’re a long-lived race. They pick up a lot of things along the way.”

      She frowned. “Then why don’t they use them?”

      “Some cultures, like the men and dwarves of the north,” he replied. “Believe poison to be a dishonorable way to kill a foe.”

      “That’s stupid,” she replied.

      He smiled. “I’m an assassin, so I agree. The dwarves would have considered what I did a dishonorable victory. They’d rather have an honorable death than a dishonorable victory.”

      Heather rolled her eyes. “That’s even dumber. Better not to be dead.”

      “Again,” he retorted. “I agree.”

      She stopped, forcing him to come to a halt. “Wait. Byrnjolf hired you to kill Thor. He has to know you’ll use poison. How is that not dishonorable?”

      Gage smirked. “Funny how that works, right? Apparently, hiring someone to kill your enemy doesn’t actually dishonor you—not unless you specifically ask them to use poison. I admit, it probably wasn’t Byrnjolf’s first choice. When we literally dropped into his lap, he saw an opportunity and took it.”

      “That’s stupid too,” she growled.

      He smiled. “That’s politics.”
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      The next morning, as he predicted, his ribs no longer ached. Following their familiar breakfast, Gage began to work with Heather on her sword skills before setting off again.

      He continued to drill her every stop, and she complained despite her improvement, continually trying his patience.

      They did run into a few dwarven caravans—several dozen donkeys loaded down with bags of ore—passed them by, as well as many smaller groups of dwarves. They also passed at least a dozen dwarven patrols. The patrols demanded to see their pass but immediately backed off when Gage showed them the king’s token.

      Nearly a week after they entered the tunnel, Gage and Heather reached the dwarven city of Myrkheim. Like Nidavellir, the entrance to the city was protected by an enormous gate—all but impassable.

      The guards eyed them warily as they approached, but Gage was already holding out the king’s token. The guards’ eyes flicked from the token to the humans and finally, grudgingly, they made a series of knocks on the gate with the butt of an axe. A moment later, one of the gates opened and Gage and Heather were ushered in.

      An official looking dwarf greeted them, asked their business, and then had them escorted through the city to another set of gates.

      The dwarf, who Gage’s display identified as Hallkel Burrowstone, looked expectantly at Gage and held out his hand. “The tokens please.”

      Gage frowned at the dwarf. “Why?”

      Hallkel smiled, the type of smile a parent had when explaining something to a child. “The token is a token of hospitality. It signifies a one-way guarantee of safe passage. Since you are now leaving Svartalfheim, our debt of hospitality has ended. Therefore, it is appropriate for you to return the tokens.”

      The guards who had handed them the tokens hadn’t explained any of this, but Gage had no reason to believe Hallkel was lying. The dwarf seemed sincere, if somewhat condescending. He took out his token and handed it over to the dwarf. Heather did the same.

      Hallkel inclined his head. “Know that with our hospitality concluded, you will no longer be welcome in Svartalfheim. By order of the king, the gates are sealed and will remain sealed.”

      Gage nodded. It was obvious they would not be passing through Svartalfheim to leave Aesir. They’d be taking the long—and cold—way. It was unfortunate. The underground realm would have made a good escape route after he killed Odin and Thor.

      The dwarf turned and barked an order. “Open the gates!”

      Slowly opening on silent hinges, the mammoth doors swung open just enough to allow Gage, Heather, and the animals to leave single file.

      Frigid air blasted through the opening, hitting Gage like a hammer. Traveling in the cool underground, he’d nearly forgotten what awaited them once they left. Worse than the cold, the sudden, glaring light. After days of traveling underground where the brightest thing he’d seen was a torch and an angry ice wyrm, the sunlight reflecting off the snow and ice was blinding.

      Gage shielded his eyes with a hand and stepped back from the entrance. He reached back to one of the horses and took out his fur jacket and cloak. Heather, shivering, did the same.

      Hallkel watched impatiently as they donned their gear. When they were dressed, he gave them a curt nod. “Farewell.”

      “Farewell,” Gage said and, hand shielding his eyes from the arctic wind bright light, trekked through the gates. Heather and the animals followed him. No sooner had the last mule made it through than the gates slammed shut.

      Heather whirled on him, teeth chattering. “Bloody hell! Why is it so bloody cold?”

      Gage shrugged. “We’re in the north. What did you expect?”

      “Brr! This is like the arctic!” she complained. “It should not be this cold with us traveling only seven days north.”

      “This is how it is,” he replied. He gestured around at the snow-covered landscape. “This is Aesir. What were you expecting?”

      “Something not this bloody cold,” she growled. “We’re going to freeze to death.”

      He felt the cold too but pushed it out of his mind as he tried to get his bearings. They were north. Far north. They’d exited Myrkheim at the base of the Worldspine Mountains, the impassable mountain range at the very north of Aesir.

      To the east, he saw the large peaks of the Icingdeath Mountains which marked the territory of the giants, Jotunnheim. To the west, the Worldspine stretched out as far as the eye could see, bordering the clear blue waters of the Aegir Sea. Gage recognized where they were. “There’s a village not too far from here, along the banks of the Aegir. We can find food and shelter.”

      “Oh god! Finally, some real food!” she moaned.

      “But we must be careful,” he reminded her. “You should resume your Northwoman shape.”

      While she slept, the first night in the tunnels, Heather had reverted to her normal appearance. After the encounter with the ice wyrm, she hadn’t bothered to resume her disguise. No one in the tunnels would recognize her and being a Northwoman among the dwarves might only antagonize them.

      Heather nodded, closed her eyes, and suddenly grew several inches. Her body grew proportionately. Her breasts swelled and her hips grew wider. A moment later, the same blonde Northwoman form she’d used previously stood before him. “Better?”

      She adjusted the mythryll shirt she’d been wearing under her tunic. She furrowed her brow. “It’s a big tight across the chest.”

      He nodded. “It was originally designed for a Northwoman, but perhaps she wasn’t as… endowed as your current form. It’s best to stay in that shape from now on. And if anyone asks, I’m a merchant from Daleford and you are my armed escort.”

      “You’re the merchant and I’m the guard?” she asked, skepticism etched on her features. “Seriously? Why not the other way around?”

      “Because,” Gage offered. “My scenario is much more believable. A merchant coming into Aesir might hire a Northman… or Northwoman… to guard his back and maybe give him insight on local customs. A Northwoman merchant would never hire a small southlander as a guard. And if she did, it would draw attention to her.”

      “I get to be the guard?” She frowned. “I don’t know if I can pull that off.”

      “Just pretend whoever is insulting you is that blacksmith from Maerin,” he joked.

      “And what if I need to actually defend you?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Then I step in, kill everyone, and we leave no witnesses.”

      Heather chuckled. “No. Really?”

      Gage stared at her unblinking. He hadn’t been kidding.

      “Bloody hell! You’re not joking, are you?” she exclaimed.

      “No,” he retorted. “I’m too close to my objective to blow it on some random bar fight or idiotic brigands trying to make a quick gold.”

      “But what if there are innocent people among them?” she demanded.

      He shrugged. “Let’s make sure we don’t start a fight near any innocents then.”

      “I can’t believe you’d just murder innocent people!” she snapped.

      “As I said, let’s make sure we don’t get into any unnecessary fights,” he retorted. “If a fight is inevitable, then try to get the person someplace private.”

      “So you can kill them?” she growled.

      He shrugged. “Better him than a street or room full of innocents, right?”

      “You really are a heartless bastard, aren’t you?” Heather scowled.

      “I am what I am,” he replied.

      She continued to glare at him. “You’re a killer, that’s what you are!”

      The rebuke hurt him more than he let on. He’d tried so hard the last few years to be a better person. To be a person worthy of his wife and daughter. But all that was gone now. Taken from him. Stolen from him. Now, he’d be whatever type of person he needed to be to make sure all those responsible paid for their mistake.

      “Yes.” He nodded slowly. “That’s what I am.”

      Turning away from her, he mounted his horse. He didn’t look back at her. “Mount up. We want to make the village before sundown.”
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      They finally dragged themselves into the village of Geiranger a few hours before dusk. The trip hadn’t been pleasant as dark storm clouds began rolling down from the north. The clouds quickly obscured the sun, leaving the air colder.

      Then, the wind picked up. At first, it was a cool breeze coming down from the mountains. They bundled up tighter and pushed on.

      Over the course of a few hours, it became a howling wind that whipped around them. An hour before they made it to Geiranger, the snow fell. The world went white and only Gage’s Shadow Vision allowed him to continue navigating through the blizzard.

      “I told you we should have dug in and weathered the storm!” Heather growled loudly as they entered the common room of the inn. “If it weren’t for me, you’d be dead.”

      Gage had coached her on what to say outside and, he had to admit, she delivered her lines perfectly. He wanted to establish her as the brave, knowledgeable guard and guide and him as the hapless, but cocky, merchant.

      Even as he brushed the snow off himself in the most awkward way he could manage, his eyes darted around the room. He scanned the half-dozen patrons in the inn with his display. While some of them were warriors, none of them had the assassin class.

      Continuing the charade, Gage let his teeth chatter a bit. He glared up at her. “I told you before! I’m paying for you to keep me safe but I’m still in charge!”

      “Ha!” she barked with laughter. “It’s more like I’m keeping you safe from yourself.”

      A few of the Northman patrons snickered at that. Gage knew they had no love of southerners and found them all lacking the normal skills to survive in the unforgiving north.

      “Bah!” Heather waved him off. She brushed some snow off herself and then strode up to the bar and gestured back at him. “Give me an ale. It’s on him.”

      “You know the rule!” Gage cried, still allowing his teeth to chatter and further making himself appear as the weak southern merchant. “I only pay for two ales per night!”

      Gage added that last part since he didn’t want a repeat of Maerin. He was fairly certain she’d learned her lesson after the visit from the Dagger of Loki, but he didn’t take any chances.

      Walking to the barrel-chested man behind the bar, Gage smiled up at him. “I would like a room with two beds, my good man.”

      The innkeeper, whom his display identified as Guthrum, snorted. “Two beds?”

      “I’m his guard, not his slut,” Heather growled. “He couldn’t afford me in bed. And he certainly couldn’t handle a Northwoman.”

      This brought more laughter from the patrons, some of them even raised a mug. It even earned a brief chuckle from Guthrum before the smile quickly vanished. “I don’t have any rooms with two beds. Each room has one bed. If you want two beds, you have to pay for two rooms.”

      The innkeeper turned his head slightly and gave Heather a sly wink. No doubt, whether he had rooms with two beds or not, Guthrum was looking after what he perceived was one of his own.

      “Fine! Fine!” Gage retorted, putting some frustration in his voice. “I’ll take two rooms.”

      “Not my fault they don’t have two beds,” Heather said, hands planted firmly on her hips. “I’m not paying for the second room, so you’d better not try to take it out of my pay.”

      Gage huffed at Heather, before turning back to face the innkeeper. Secretly, he was pleased with her improvisation. He just hoped she didn’t overdo it.

      “That’ll be a gold for the two rooms,” Guthrum said, sticking out a meaty hand. “Plus, a silver each for your animals.”

      The prices were outrageous and had probably been inflated because Gage was playing the part of a merchant. “That’s highway robbery!”

      The man crossed his huge forearms over his chest and glared down at Gage. “Those are the prices. If you don’t like it. You can find another inn in the village.” He paused and smirked at Gage. “Oh wait, there isn’t another inn in the village.”

      One of the men at the table raised his mug. “Ornes is a half day walk to the west! They have an inn there.”

      The other patrons chuckled and a nearby Northman slapped the man on the back before they went back to talking.

      “What’s it going to be?” Guthrum asked.

      “Fine! Fine!” Gage snapped. He retrieved the coins and dropped them into the innkeeper's outstretched hand. “Dare I ask the cost of a meal and ale?”

      “A silver for both your meals and another silver for your ales,” the man replied.

      Those prices seemed a bit high, but not nearly as inflated as the room prices. Gage nodded. He dropped a few more coins in the man’s hand. “Can you please have the food and ale brought up to my room?”

      “Sure, thing, southlander,” the man smirked.

      “Asfrid! Come along! We need to discuss the rest of the route! I cannot suffer any more delays.”

      Heather rolled her eyes in an exaggerated fashion and then leaned towards the innkeeper. “He thinks we control the weather here.”

      Guthrum snorted and reached for her mug. “Let me top that off for you, lass.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After they’d eaten, Gage sat in a solitary wooden chair in his bedroom, while Heather sat on the bed. The meal had been some sort of stew, possibly elk or reindeer. It was warm and after a day of walking through blistering cold, it hit the spot.

      “We’ll keep up the charade for the next few villages,” he spoke softly, keeping his voice low to prevent anyone from overhearing them. “Then we should come to Reine. That’s the last village before Midgard.”

      “Midgard? Like the realm of humans?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

      Gage shrugged. “I don’t know about ‘realm of humans,’ but it’s the largest city in Aesir, and the only way—save sailing—to get to Asgard.”

      Heather chuckled and glanced over at Gage. “You really don’t remember anything about Norse mythology?”

      “Nothing,” he replied. She’d pointed out before parallels between mythologies of Earth and things here on this world. Gage didn’t remember any of it—if he’d ever learned it.

      “It’s just so strange that Norse—and you said something about Greek myths too, right? Aphrodite?” Heather looked to him for confirmation.

      He let out a breath. “Yes, I met Aphrodite. She’s the daughter of Zeus.”

      “If you knew anything about Earth mythology, you’d find the coincidence mind boggling,” she told him. “I mean… What are the chances? Or did people from those times get abducted and bring knowledge of that mythology to this place?” She looked at him and pouted. “You don’t find this the least bit fascinating?”

      “Not particularly,” he said with a small shrug. “I’ve been here most of my life. This is all normal to me.”

      She bit her lip. “It’s definitely not normal to me. I mean, this is stuff I learned as stories early in life. And now, here are people, who knows how many lightyears away, pretending to be the gods and goddess from different Earth myths from different Earth cultures. I mean, it doesn’t make sense.”

      “Why does it really matter?” he asked. He’d stopped worrying about how things worked in this world long ago, when he was living on the streets. The only thing that worried him then was surviving.

      She sighed in frustration. “You’re not even the least bit curious?”

      “Not really,” he replied. It didn’t matter to him. Not at this point. The only thing that really kept him going was his need to pay back those who were part of the death of his family.

      Heather threw up her arms. “Fine! Fine. What’s next?”

      “It might be best if you stay in Reine,” he told her. “If I don’t return in a few days, you should leave Aesir.”

      “You’re just going to leave me there?” she asked.

      “I work alone,” he told her.

      “And how did that work out for you last time?” she asked with a smirk. “I seem to remember coming to save your arse in Eastport.”

      “And I appreciate that,” he told her. “But I’m sure Aeg Derg gave you information which allowed you to slip in and out, right?”

      He waited but she didn’t reply. Gage knew he was right. Aeg Derg wouldn’t have left things to chance. His old mentor would have provided her the inside information she needed to bypass any security checks.

      “You’re not going. It’s too risky, even with your power,” he told her.

      “What about Midgard?” she asked.

      Gage shook his head. “If things go wrong, or even if they don’t, and I kill Odin and Thor, there will be people looking for the assassin. If you’re a newcomer, you’ll stand out. It’s too risky.”

      “And I just sit home and wait, like a good little girl?” she said sarcastically.

      “You stay and wait for me, like someone who wants to live,” he answered.

      She opened her mouth to refute him, but he held his hand up. “It’s late and this is not the place to be having this discussion. We’ll talk on the road. For now, let’s get some sleep.”

      Gage walked over in front of the door and set his usual alarm. He did the same with the window. Once he was satisfied, he walked over to the blanket on the floor.

      “And why are we both sleeping in my room?” she asked from the bed.

      “Because if another assassin does come,” he said. “They’ll go for my room first. That might give us some warning.”

      She bit her lip. “You really think someone will come? Even in this storm?”

      He shrugged. “It’s always best to plan for the worst.”

      Gage laid down on the blanket, daggers near his hands. After a minute, Heather blew out the candle illuminating the room.
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      Standing in the shadow of one of Midgard’s many apothecary shops, Gage glanced to his side and growled. Heather smiled sweetly back at him. He’d meant for her to stay in Reine, but they’d run into a Dagger of Loki there.

      Gage had scanned the man with his display, revealing levels in assassin. He didn’t even know if the man recognized him, but he killed him anyway. Better safe than sorry and the last thing he wanted was word of him getting back to the Daggers of Loki or to Odin himself.

      After that, Heather was having none of being left behind. Under the circumstances, he agreed. Although she should be safe in the guise of a Northwoman, he couldn’t be completely certain. Now she was with him in Midgard and, as it turned out, being very useful.

      “What am I getting in this one?” she asked.

      Gage had quickly found Midgard’s underworld but had run into a snag equally as fast. Like any large city, a seedy underbelly dealt in illegal goods and services. In this case, it was the undercity.

      Once a series of tunnels under Midgard used by dwarves, the undercity had been completely isolated and sealed off. Shortly after that happened, the gangs, thieves, and seedy elements of the city moved in and took over. It would be the perfect place to lie low and get the items he wanted.

      The problem was, the Daggers of Loki had already circulated his description and in a city of Northmen, he stood out like a sore thumb—even in the undercity. He’d been forced to use his Shadow powers to deal with a trio of assassins in the tunnels.

      Gage had also been forced to Shadow Slide he and Heather out of the area to avoid additional assassins. Now everyone seemed to know he was here—and they were after the bounty.

      He was confined to lurking in the shadows and sticking to the alleyways. While he was comfortable there from years at his profession, it was inconvenient. Luckily, Heather’s ability to change into an infinite variety of Northwomen allowed her to continue to walk around the city unchallenged.

      Gage gritted his teeth. He didn’t like putting innocents in danger—especially Heather. Unfortunately, unless he wanted to start stealing the items he needed from apothecaries across the city, raising even more suspicion, he was dependent on her. He cursed.

      “What?” she whispered.

      “Nothing,” he lied.

      “So, what do I need to get from this one?” she asked.

      Gage had almost gotten all the ingredients he needed for both the poisons and the dog’s bane to mask his scent. He quickly rattled off the list and handed her a pouch of gold.

      She smiled, clearly enjoying him relying on her. “No problem. I’ll be right back.”

      Turning, she walked around the corner and disappeared from view. Gage clenched and unclenched his fists as he kept watch in the alleyway. He was bundled up in Northman clothing and might pass for a teenager, but he kept a wary eye out.

      His gaze once again wandered to the single, towering mountain in the Sea of Ice, and the city fortress at the top—Asgard. Soon. Very soon he would have the herbs he needed to make the poisons and other items he needed. And then he’d be visiting Odin and Thor.

      The minutes ticked by, and Gage began to worry. He’d just decided to go in after Heather when she appeared from around the corner. She grinned broadly and held out a pouch. Gage relaxed slightly.

      “The apothecary had everything you wanted!” she said, flashing him a smile.

      Gage took the bag from her and opened it, he took out each ingredient and examined it, smelling some of them to make sure they had enough potency. Satisfied, he closed the pouch and nodded. “Good job. We need to go back to the room so I can create the items I need.”

      “Cool, can I watch?” she asked, still smiling.

      “Sure,” Gage replied grudgingly.

      Alchemy required focus, concentration, and patience. Heather wasn’t particularly good at any of those. Unfortunately, the alternative was for her to leave the room while he worked on the poisons and potions he needed. It was safer for her to stay in the room with him.

      Heather made a face at him. “Don’t sound so enthusiastic.”

      Gage turned and headed back to the room.

      Heather quickly caught up to him, smiling. “Admit it, you’re glad I’m here.”

      This was the sixth or seventh time she’d said the same thing. He looked up at her towering Northwoman face. He sighed in defeat. “Fine, I’m glad you’re here.”

      She flashed him a big grin. “See, I told…”

      “But,” he said, holding up his hand. “I would have preferred it if you could have stayed somewhere safe.”

      Heather rolled her eyes, which were green this time. “Yeah, like Reine?”

      “At least we recognized him before he recognized us,” Gage said.

      “You don’t even know if he was there after you—or us,” she snapped. “You just… killed him.”

      Gage frowned at her. “You saw the same thing I did, he had levels of assassin. Did you really want to take a chance and risk one or both of us being killed? And what if he had a partner?”

      Heather looked him up and down. “I thought all you assassins worked alone.”

      “I work alone,” he replied. “But not all assassins do. Remember the three in the sewers?”

      “Maybe they just figured they needed three of them to take you down,” she replied.

      He shrugged. Gage had been one of the top assassins in the world—before he retired. He wondered if he still had a reputation or, if like the Shadowed Fist, most of the assassins who knew him were already dead?

      Heather bit her lip for several steps before looking at him. “So, once you have the alchemy stuff made… you’re going to go kill them?”

      Gage nodded. He made his voice as hard as adamantine. “And you’re not coming with me.”

      She opened her mouth, but he turned a glare on her.

      “That’s not up for discussion,” he growled. “You are very talented with your ability. I give you that. You’re also good at improvising. But I’m going there to kill two wizards.” He let that last word sink in. “These are some of the most powerful magic users in the world.”

      “But you can stop magic,” she argued.

      “Yes, I can,” he said. “And I can kill them. But maybe not if I have to worry about keeping you safe.”

      “I can…” she started but he didn’t let her finish.

      “One hundred and seventy-three,” he said.

      Heather screwed up her face in confusion. “What?”

      “One hundred and seventy-three,” he repeated. “That’s how many wizards or magic users I’ve killed, plus or minus a few dozen minor ones who got in the way.” He paused. “How many have you killed?”

      “I don’t have to kill anyone,” she said. “I can just help you.”

      He shook his head. “No. I can’t have someone I can’t depend on.”

      Her face flush in anger. “You can depend on me! Look at all the things I’ve helped you get!”

      “I can depend on you to kill a wizard if he’s about to kill me?” he asked.

      Heather looked away. “That’s not fair… I’m not a killer.”

      “I know you aren’t,” he told her, allowing his voice to lose some of its steel. “And that’s a good thing. You don’t need to be me… I don’t want to be me. But I am what I am.”

      “So then why are you doing this?” she asked. “If you don’t want to.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t want to. I had a wife and daughter. I never wanted to kill another person as long as I lived. But that choice was taken from me. They killed them. Alani. Shaunna. Now—they have to die. Every single one of them.”

      “And then what?” she asked.

      “Then…” He looked off into the distance. Gage hadn’t really thought about what he would do after all of them were dead. He had no life to go back to. “Then, I don’t know.”

      They walked in silence through the alleys and back to the inn.
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      Gage spent the next two days brewing his poisons and potions. Heather’s interest in the process surprised him the first day. She asked questions about everything—the equipment, the herbs, and the processes.

      As he fell back into old habits, muscle memory took over. He worked and explained things at the same time. About two hours into the process, Heather’s eyes suddenly went wide.

      “I just got a skill up for alchemy!” she exclaimed. She clapped her hands together.

      “Very nice,” he complimented. He raised an eyebrow and glanced back at her. “Were you trying to gain the alchemy skill?”

      She smiled and shrugged. “Maybe. It sounds like a pretty useful skill if you can brew healing potions. Not that I’ve needed them up until this point. Of course, if I keep hanging around you, that’s bound to change.”

      He nodded and then went back to his alchemy. Gage continued to explain exactly what he was doing and why. Surprisingly, she listened intently and even asked him questions.
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      “You’re a decent teacher,” she admitted that evening. “Certainly, better than my chem professor in uni.”

      Gage raised an eyebrow. “They teach alchemy on Earth?”

      “No, it’s just chemistry.” She chuckled and shook her head. She cocked her head and tapped her chin with her finger. “Although, I guess they’re similar, minus the magical stuff.”

      “Magic stuff?” He frowned. “There’s no magical stuff in alchemy. It’s just knowing the right herbs and how to prepare and mix them.”

      Heather laughed and rolled her eyes. “Uh, no. You’ve literally made a magical potion that cures wounds and another one that restores mana. That doesn’t happen in real life… or back on Earth… whatever! There’s some sort of magic involved. There has to be.”

      “That can’t be,” he argued. “It’s just… alchemy.”

      “Mate,” she replied with a grin. “I hate to tell you this, but there are no healing potions on Earth. They’re quite literally impossible.” She looked thoughtful. “Except possibly coffee. God, what I wouldn’t do for a proper cup of tea – I’d even take a coffee at this point! But I digress. Seriously, no matter how much you played around with herbs on Earth, they wouldn’t do what you made them do here. There’s some sort of magic involved.”

      “So what? People just die when they get hurt?” Gage asked. His memories of Earth were very limited. He wracked his brain trying to dislodge some buried memory which could prove her wrong. Unfortunately, nothing came to him.

      “Sorry, Gage,” she replied. “It’s true. We have modern medicine, but that’s all science—like chemistry. In fact, we use chemistry to make medications that can help treat a disease, or relieve a symptom, but nothing that rapidly heals.”

      Gage knew what drugs were, but he didn’t understand them in her context. In this world, drugs were substances distilled using alchemy and sold to those who could afford it. They created various euphoric states, but the person quickly became addicted to them.

      Some people claimed they used the drugs to deal with pain, but Gage found it hard to believe. By the time they paid for their fifth or sixth dose, they could have bought a real healing potion and cured whatever was causing the pain.

      He frowned. “People on Earth take drugs?”

      “Of course,” she replied. “Honestly, that’s most of what modern medicine is.”

      Gage’s frown deepened. Was that what Earth was? A world of drug addicts? Had his parents been drug addicts? Had he? He had no memories of taking drugs regularly, or any euphoric effects. Perhaps drugs explained why he had such a difficult time remembering things from Earth.

      “That’s terrible,” he told her.

      Heather screwed up her face in confusion. “That’s the way it is. You go to the doctor, they look at you, and then they tell you what drug fixes the problem. Sometimes, you have to take other drugs to fix problems that the first drugs cause.” She paused. “My mum was like that. She took olanzapine for her anxiety. It worked, it caused diabetes, then she had to take insulin for the diabetes.”

      Gage shook his head sadly. It was true then. Most people on Earth must be drug addicts, including Heather’s mother. His parents had probably been drug addicts too, but he’d simply been too young to remember. “I’m sorry.”

      “It is what it is, mate.” She shrugged. Glancing over his shoulder at his makeshift alchemy set. “So now what?”

      “Now, we allow the components to be distilled. Tomorrow, we create the two poisons,” he told her.

      “Two, huh? I guess you have to make sure they’re dead,” she said, the corners of her mouth going down.

      “No, one is the toxin,” he told her. “It will cause their muscles to seize up, including their heart and the muscles which make their lungs work. It’s very quick and very effective.”

      Heather swallowed but said nothing.

      “The other one,” he continued. “Is the mana burning one. It causes an involuntary release of their mana, essentially robbing them of the power to cast spells.”

      “The second one doesn’t actually hurt them?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “No. Other than whatever wound is caused to inject the poison into them, they would feel no pain at all. Those who are intimately aware of their mana levels might feel them dropping…”

      “Or those of us with HUDs,” Heather added.

      He nodded. “True. You and I could see our mana dropping, but we’d also get the message that we’d been poisoned. As far as I can tell, people without displays can’t tell they’ve been poisoned—not until they feel the effects. Even then, most of the time I don’t think they know what’s happening to them before they die.”

      Heather let out a deep breath. “Okay, let’s stop talking about killing people and people dying, okay?”

      Gage nodded. He didn’t agree, of course. Heather should know how the poisons worked and how to kill when she needed to. Nevertheless, he didn’t have to heap it all on her at once. At some point, she’d realize that this was a kill-or-be-killed world—just as he had.

      Seemingly wanting to change the conversation, Heather cleared her throat. “After your alchemy stuff is done, then what?”

      “Then I go into Asgard and kill Odin and Thor,” he replied.

      “Just like that?” she asked.

      He gritted his teeth in frustration. “Because I stand out so much and because my description has already been spread around, I won’t be able to do normal reconnaissance. I’ll have to go in mostly blind.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” she replied.

      “It’s not,” he stated.

      Gage remembered the trap he’d encountered on Ruy’s balcony which had gotten him captured. Had he done more reconnaissance he might have found it.

      He sighed. Then again, he might not. It had been a magical trap, laid for enemy wizards. It was possible, even if he’d been watching for days, he might never have spotted it. Not without getting close enough to set it off. The fact was he’d taken the standard precautions, but in the case of Ruy they hadn’t been enough.

      “So I might have to come and save your bum again?” Heather joked.

      “No,” he replied adamantly. “Under no circumstances will you come after me. We’ll set a rendezvous point. If I’m not there within twenty-four hours, you get out of here. I mean it!”

      “But—” She started but he was having none of it.

      “There are mind mages who can get into people’s heads,” he growled. “If they have one and they use their power on me, I could compromise your identity and your powers. No!” He shook his head firmly. “If I’m not at the rendezvous point in a day, you assume some identity I don’t know about and start making your way south.”

      As an afterthought, he added. “Don’t stop at any place we’ve been to. I have no idea how much information they might be able to dig out of me, but remember, they can portal ahead of you, so the moment my window elapses, you need to operate like they are after you. Got it?”

      Heather had gone pale. It was clear she wasn’t very familiar with wizards or their powers. It took her a moment to process what he’d told her. Finally, she nodded. “Yeah. I got it. Can they really do that? Get in your mind like that?”

      Gage nodded. “It’s called Mind Magic and yes, some of them can uncover every little dirty secret you have.” He paused, wondering if he should tell her the next part but realized she needed to know. “Some of them can even detect your surface thoughts, just by being near you.”

      “Are you serious?” she gasped.

      “Yes,” he replied. “If you see anyone who looks like an Aesir god,” he replied. “Fill your mind with inconsequential things: what the food you had for your last meal tasted like…” He snickered. “A cute man you noticed. That sort of thing.”

      “Gee, thanks,” she retorted and stuck her tongue out at him. “Obviously, that won’t be you!”
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      The evening of the second day, all the alchemy completed, he was ready to infiltrate Asgard. Gage laid out his gear on one of the two beds in their shared room: his mythryll and adamantine blades plus a few extra daggers, three healing and two Mana potions, and some Dog’s bane— despite not having seen any beast-kin the last time he was in Asgard.

      Then, there were his poisons. He had more than enough to kill Odin and Thor, and a good deal of the other wizards. And, of course, the antidotes.

      Beside the potions were three small glass vials sealed with wax. They contained a special alchemical concoction called Nightfall. When exposed to air, it would cause a huge cloud of dark vapor. Harmless, but obscuring normal sight—though not Shadow Vision. Each vial contained enough to fill a small room or corridor.

      Finally, Gage had also laid out the dark clothes Heather had picked up for him. A leather bandolier for his daggers, matching leather bracers with loops for his antidotes, and thin-soled leather boots completed his inventory.

      “You think you have enough stuff?” Heather asked, looking at the array scattered on the bed.

      “Probably not,” he replied with a grin. “There are a number of items I’d like, but with assassins hunting me in the underworld, they just weren’t an option.”

      She cocked her head at him. “I can’t tell if you’re being serious.”

      “I am,” he told her. “There’s things I would love to have, but it just wasn’t possible.”

      Heather raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Like what?”

      “Climbing claws for one,” he said. “They’re not exactly sold at the general stores.”

      “I could have gone to the underground,” she offered.

      He shook his head. “Too risky.”

      Her face flushed. “I can handle myself!”

      “Maybe in normal circumstances,” he said. “But I have a price on my head, and you may too. Some of the assassins are most likely warlocks. You want to go toe-to-toe with a warlock.”

      “They’d never know it was me,” Heather argued.

      “I don’t want to take that risk,” he replied. “You have no defense against magic, and with warlocks you never know what their patrons grant them. It could be mind magic.”

      “Bloody mind magic,” she growled. “Why isn’t that common knowledge?”

      He smirked. “Because those who can do it, don’t want others finding out. If you could read people’s minds but everyone knew about it, they’d try not to think about certain things when you were around.”

      “I guess,” she replied. She shook her head. “It just seems like an awfully powerful ability.”

      “It is,” Gage agreed. “But luckily, it’s rare.”

      He thought about the new Archmage of Cernunnos, Sibeal. She was a channeler with mind powers who had mutated into something no longer human. Or so the rumors said. He’d never seen her in person. As far as he knew, she was the only wizard, warlock, or channeler in House Cernunnos with mind magic.

      “That’s a lot of stuff,” she commented, gesturing back to the bed. “Don’t you think you’re overdoing it?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been inside Asgard before, but it’s been a long time. I really don’t know what to expect so I prefer to be as prepared as possible. This is about the best I can do.”

      “Loaded for bear, eh? Isn’t that what you Americans say?” Heather said with a grin.

      Gage furrowed his brow. “Load what for bear?”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Never mind.”

      Heather walked over to the window and glanced out. The inn they’d chosen, the Cracked Axe, overlooked the rainbow bridge and Asgard. She stared at the Aesir fortress for several minutes. “You’re really going in there, huh?”

      Gage nodded.

      “It looks like a big place,” she commented. “How are you going to find Odin and Thor in there?”

      “It is a big place,” he agreed, joining her by the window. He pointed to the very top. “I don’t have to search it all. The so-called gods live up there. The bottom levels are mostly servants, barracks, kitchens, and all the things necessary to maintain the fortress.”

      “And you’re going to what? Sneak in and work your way up?” she asked.

      “No,” he told her. “I’m going to sneak across the bridge and then slide up to the top. I’ll work my way down instead of up.”

      She glanced out at the bridge made of multicolor stones. “Wouldn’t it be easier to steal a small boat and row across, then slide up?”

      He shuddered involuntarily as he thought about the water.

      Heather noticed and flashed him an apologetic look. “Sorry, mate. Hydrophobia. I forgot.”

      Gage shrugged. “I don’t think the boat is necessary. I can slide past the guards at the entrance of the bridge. The length of it really isn’t patrolled.”

      She glanced out the window again, looking down at the encampment of guards manning the bridge. The sun had almost set, but the guards already had torches and lanterns lighting the area. “Because they have an entire army encamped on this side of the bridge.”

      He nodded. “Typical guard tactic. If you control the only entry point, you don’t really need to patrol the rest.”

      “Kind of strange they’d think that in a world where magic is possible,” she commented.

      “Maybe,” he said with a shrug. “But there aren’t many ways to bypass them without raising an alarm. Not unless you’re a wizard who knows portal magic, in which case, you could just portal past the entire bridge.”

      “No one else with your… uh… shadow magic?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “No one I know of. Not anymore.”

      “There was someone else?” she asked.

      “One other person,” he replied.

      She cocked her head. “They passed away?”

      “You could say that. I killed him,” he told her. She made a face and he continued. “It was a nasty warlock back when warlocks were still hunted. He was quite mad, and I put him down.”

      Heather said nothing but disapproval was written on her face.

      “You know warlocks go mad, right? Their demonic patron infiltrates their mind until they possess two personalities, two intellects,” he explained. “At that point, putting them down is a courtesy to them and others.”

      “I’d heard stuff,” she told him. “But I’ve never actually met one.”

      “Up until they go mad, they’re just like you or me. No transformations—at least not of their bodies.”

      Her face screwed up in disgust. “Why would you do that? Make a bargain, knowing you’ll go mad!”

      “Some think they can handle it,” he replied. “Others don’t care. They just want power. Some simply have nothing to lose.”

      “That’s crazy,” she said.

      He shrugged. “People do crazy things for power—or to survive.”

      “I guess,” she agreed half-heartedly. Heather suddenly cocked her head and looked over at him. “Wait! Did you get your shadow powers after you encountered the warlock?”

      Gage nodded.

      “Is that a coincidence or is that how it works? Once you’re exposed to something, you get some sort of option to follow that path?” she asked.

      “I’ve wondered that myself,” he said. “I’m not sure how you got your powers, but the next time I gained a level after being exposed to the shadow magic, I got Shadow Master as a choice.”

      She bit her lip. “You think I’ll get the option for Shadow Master?”

      Gage shrugged. “I have no idea. Do you want to be a Shadow Master?”

      “Teleporting is really nice,” she said. “As is that ability where you become invisible.”

      It wasn’t quite invisibility, but he didn’t correct her. “Who knows, maybe you’ll get it.”

      She looked wistful and Gage took that chance to glance out the window. He stared out at the guards then moved his gaze to Asgard. Already, it cast a long shadow across the water as the suns set. In another hour, it would be dark enough for him to venture out.

      Gage looked over at the large metal tub in the corner of the room. “I’m going to wash myself of any odors and then apply the Dog’s Bane. Once I’m done, I’ll dress and leave.”

      Heather followed his gaze to the tub. She cleared her throat. “Right. Well, I’ll just go down and see what they have to eat.” She put a hand on the door but hesitated. “You won’t leave without telling me, right?”

      “I’ll wait until you return.” He nodded. “As long as you don’t stay out all night.”
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      True to his word, Gage waited for Heather to return to say goodbye. Afterwards, he slipped out the window and climbed up onto the roof of the inn. He stared down at the rainbow bridge and the guard post. He watched them carefully for several minutes, keeping track of their movements.

      When he was confident none of the guards patrolled the midsection of the bridge, Gage acted. He leapt into the air, as high and as far as he could. As he hit the apex of his jump, he stared out at the rainbow bridge. Picking a spot as far past the guard post as he could see and Shadow Slid past the guards.

      Gage appeared just over a hundred feet beyond the guard post. Out of habit, he crouched down and cloaked himself in shadows. He kept quiet and scanned the area with his Shadow Vision. He watched behind him, looking for any sign that a guard might have caught his arrival.

      He also watched the Asgard side of the bridge. While he hadn’t spotted any guards, there was no way of knowing if guards were stationed further back.

      Whether the stone of the bridge or some other natural acoustic phenomenon was present, Gage found himself able to clearly hear the guards behind him. He couldn’t quite make out individual conversation, only bits and pieces.

      Gage scanned the area with his display open. He moved his gaze over every inch of the nearby rainbow bridge. Finally, he dismissed his display. He’d seen no magic. The acoustic effect, whatever caused it, was natural.

      He kept absolutely quiet. If he could hear them, it stood to reason, they could hear him. If he made any loud noise, it would echo over the bridge to the guard house.

      It was an interesting phenomenon and he wondered if the bridge had been constructed that way purposefully by the dwarves or just some byproduct of construction. Gage thought back to the dwarven tunnels and city. He hadn’t noticed any such effect.

      Still crouching, he ran his fingers along the surface of the bridge. It was smooth. Very smooth.

      He couldn’t actually see the different colors of bricks with Shadow Vision, but he’d seen the bridge during the daylight. It was made of thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of bricks. Yet, the surface of the bridge was smooth to the touch.

      He shook his head, marveling at the craftsmanship of the dwarves. House Aesir had really made a mistake in alienating them. Perhaps whoever replaced Odin would make peace with the dwarves.

      Pushing those thoughts from his mind, Gage stayed crouched for a full five minutes, hidden by the shadows. No guards appeared, there were no shouts of alarm, and no one moved to investigate him. He allowed himself a smile. So far, so good.

      He checked his Mana.
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      The Slide and cloaking himself in shadow had burned through over half his Mana. He stared up at the sheer face of Asgard. It was several hundred feet up to the balconies. He would need to let it regenerate before he made a series of Shadow Slides to get to the top.

      Once he reached the top, he would use one of the Mana potions, rather than waiting around outside one of the rooms. The other Mana potion was in case of emergency.

      Double checking he remained hidden, he moved silently to the left edge of the bridge. He paused and let the shadows slip away. Once again, he paused, watching front and back. As before, no one noticed him.

      He knew, at night, with only the illumination from the moons reflecting from the bridge’s polished surface, it didn’t have the same rainbow effect. Shadow Vision couldn’t detect the reflections.

      Gage momentarily let his sight return to normal. As he did, millions of stars reflected on the surface of the bridge came into focus, as well as the lights of both Asgard, and Midgard towards the ends. He cocked his head and frowned at his own reflection under him.

      Once more, he was reminded of his old life. Gage had really believed he had left it behind. He’d thought he could live out the rest of his days in peace and quiet with his family. He clenched his fists. Why? Why had they come after him? Why not just leave him alone?

      They’d killed the only thing in this gods forsaken world that meant anything to him. He looked at his reflection again—at the assassin. It was as if he’d never left.

      He silently cursed Ruy and the entire council of Houses. His gaze went to Asgard. Just like Ruy, Odin would pay for his part. Then he’d kill the other wizards who’d conspired. Every single one of them.

      Then what? What would be left for him after he’d killed them all? He scowled. Nothing. There was nothing left for him because they’d taken it all away. Gage felt his anger flaring and quickly mastered it.

      So be it. If this was what he needed to be to get his revenge, then this is what he would be. He would have his revenge soon enough.

      He set his sights on Asgard.

      He crept across the bridge. With his Shadow Vision active again, Gage watched for roaming guards. There was no one. Everything around him was quiet except the lapping of the water against the bridge supports below.

      He paused at the halfway point as his ears picked up a new sound. It was coming from the water, and it didn’t sound like the rhythmic lapping that played the soundtrack to his trek. If anything, it sounded like a boiling kettle.

      Curious, Gage peered over the edge. The water was hard to make out with Shadow Vision. He thought he saw an area, just below his location, bubbling.

      He frowned. Was there some sort of hot spring located underneath Asgard? He knew it was possible. Gage had been to areas with hot springs before. There seemed to be little rhyme or reason as to where they showed up.

      Gage was about to turn away when movement under the water grabbed his attention. He squinted down at the area, trying to identify it. He was still staring when something launched itself directly at him from under the water.

      He barely registered the movement before something hurtled at him. Years of living as an assassin heightened his reactions, and he dove to the side just as something mammoth slammed into the spot he’d been.

      Gage rolled, coming up with daggers in both hands. He froze, his eyes wide as he gazed up at the enormous creature towering over him. At first, he thought it might be a dragon. He’d never seen an actual dragon, but he knew the stories portrayed them as gigantic, winged reptiles. But this was no dragon towering above him. His blood turned to ice as his eyes traced the creature’s sinuous body back down into the sea.

      Water dripped from its head as the giant creature stared down at him with serpentine eyes.

      He could make out fins on either side of the snakelike head and more along the body. This was an aquatic animal. In that instant, Gage knew it was a sea serpent, but he could scarcely believe it. This was Jormungandr, the “world” serpent. And, apparently, it was Asgard’s watchdog.

      Gage cursed.
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      The creature towered over him, staring down. Faster than Gage would have thought possible, the giant serpent struck.

      Gage acted instinctively, throwing himself into a backwards roll. He heard a thud as the creature’s mouth impacted the bridge.

      
        
        Jormungandr strikes at you, but you dodge.

      

      

      Rolling to his feet, Gage simultaneously drew his weapons and activated both of his evasion abilities. It was a good thing because the creature snapped out at him again.

      
        
        Jormungandr strikes at you, but you evade.

      

      

      His evasion kicked in and he barely avoided another strike. He could smell the foul breath of the creature, its head only inches away, like rotting fish left in the sun. The stench so powerful he nearly gagged.

      Next to his foot, something sizzled, and acrid smoke rose into the air. Gage realized the creature’s spittle must be caustic. He quickly moved his foot away from the saliva.

      Wary of the creature’s spittle and pushing down the nausea from the creature’s breath, Gage reacted quickly. Allowing his reflexes and experience to guide him, he struck out at the creature with his new daggers—the mythryll and the adamantine ones.

      Like the tough outer shell of the Ice Wyrm, the mythryll dagger barely scratched the enormous scales of the creature. There was no penetration from the blade at all. The adamantine dagger was different. It sliced into the creature’s snout, just past its nostrils.

      
        
        You stab at Jormungandr for 0 damage.

        You stab at Jormungandr for 41 damage.

      

      

      The mighty serpent reared back and shook its head, several more spots near sizzling as drops of spittle landed around him.

      Given the strength of its scales, Gage doubted many things had hurt it before. Gage frowned. The creature was so large, his blow must have felt more like a bee sting than any real attack—annoying but not really concerning.

      Taking the moment to scan the creature, Gage’s heart sank.

      
        
        Jormungandr

        Sea Serpent

        Fighter

        Level 35

      

      

      At level 35, this wasn’t only the largest creature he’d ever faced, but also the highest level. His eyes flicked towards Asgard. Should he burn through all his Shadow Slides to get past the creature?

      He realized he couldn’t. This creature was large enough that it could track his movements. He couldn’t slide far enough that his appearance wouldn’t be seen by Jormungandr. Given its enormous size, it would simply follow him. That meant he’d not only have to fight it near Asgard, it would alert the entire fortress.

      Even if he did escape, it was possible the serpent would warn someone of his appearance. If the creature had been trained to guard the rainbow bridge, it might be trained to report intruders.

      He gritted his teeth. No. He needed to try to kill the creature here and now. Luckily, he had strong poisons with him. While the creature might be gigantic, enough of the poison should be able to kill or disable it.

      Suddenly, Gage cursed as he realized neither of his blades were poisoned. To ensure maximum potency, he hadn’t planned to coat the blades until he’d gotten into Asgard. He growled in frustration.

      Without poison, his tiny strikes weren’t going to bring down a creature like Jormungandr. He was a gnat, biting at a troll in the hopes of killing it. There was no way to defeat an opponent this large without poison and he didn’t have a moment to properly coat the blade.

      Jormungandr seemed to realize he was nothing more than a gnat—one it could squash. It struck out, forcing Gage to leap out of the way or be swallowed whole. As he rolled to his rear, ready to strike, the creature had already withdrawn its head.

      
        
        Jormungandr strikes at you, but you dodge.

      

      

      The beast was smart. Rather than leaving its head out to get struck by Gage, it was going to make quick strikes and then retreat before he could counterattack. He cursed as both his retaliating blows missed.

      
        
        You stab at Jormungandr but miss.

        You stab at Jormungandr but miss.

      

      

      With its head otherwise inaccessible, due to it being a dozen feet from the edge of the bridge, Gage had no choice but to try and strike at it as it struck him. If he wanted to hit it, he’d have to time his blows just right.

      Gage cursed again as he heard sounds of shouting on either side of him. As he’d discovered earlier, the surface of the bridge acted to echo sounds. No doubt, the sound of an enormous serpent head hitting the bridge had echoed to both ends. Guards were on their way.

      His momentary lapse of focus almost cost him as the creature struck out again. He was just a second too slow to respond and only his second evasion ability saved him.

      
        
        Jormungandr strikes at you, but you evade.

      

      

      Scrambling to his feet, he managed a half-hearted slash at the serpent’s snout. It connected, but with no real force.

      
        
        You stab at Jormungandr for 12 damage.

      

      

      Jormungandr reared back, shaking its head again. It didn’t like his little “stings,” but the tiny wounds weren’t dissuading the giant serpent from attacking.

      Gage quickly regained his feet and crouched low. He felt a burning on his arm and realized a small drop of the creature’s spittle had landed on his shoulder and gotten through the mythryll chain shirt. He gritted his teeth as the spittle ate into him.

      
        
        You have been poisoned.

      

      

      He swore loudly. The creature’s saliva was not only caustic but also poisonous! He saw no damage from the poison, which meant it had some other effect.

      
        
        Jormungandr strikes at you, but you dodge.

      

      

      Gage barely managed to dodge the creature’s next attack. As he rolled to his feet, a sudden wave of dizziness struck him, and he almost fell. He felt his body growing weaker and realized the poison was attacking his nervous system. He needed to get away and figure out a way to neutralize the poison—and he needed to do it now before any permanent damage was done or before he collapsed.

      Another strike from the creature caused him to leap to the side. With his vertigo, he barely managed to get to his feet. The poison was acting fast. He needed to leave while he was still able to! The problem was, the creature was so huge, it could follow his Slides.

      From the corner of his eye, he caught light coming towards him from both sides of the bridge. As he’d suspected, guards had heard the commotion and were coming to investigate. It gave him an idea.

      Sheathing his daggers, he grabbed all of the vials of poison from his pouch. As the creature lunged at him again, he tossed the vials into the creature’s open maw just before he leaped to the side. In mid leap, he activated his Shadow Slide.

      He materialized in the middle of the incoming group of guards. As he suspected, Jormungandr spotted him and immediately lunged at the cluster of guards he had Slid into. Just before Jormungandr would have snapped at him, Gage picked a spot far past them and activated another Slide. He appeared on the edge of the bridge, only twenty feet from the guard post.

      He brought the poison antidote vials attached to his gloves up to his mouth, pulled the corks free and drank both. He knew they weren’t formulated for Jormungandr’s poison. Gage had no idea if they would help him, but at this point, they wouldn’t hurt.

      Gage collapsed, his legs no longer responding to his commands. A few remaining guards had been looking his way. One of them spotted him and pointed. “Look there! Who is that?”

      Gritting his teeth, Gage saw the window of his inn room. The window was still open, and he saw Heather’s head looking out. He would have been upset at her, but at the moment, the situation worked in his favor.

      Using the last of his Mana, he Slid into the window. He landed atop Heather, knocking her back into the room.

      “What the bloody…” she started but she froze as she looked at him. Her face went pale. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Listen,” Gage hissed between gritted teeth. He quickly gave her instructions on brewing a more generic antidote with the materials they had on hand. To her credit, she didn’t interrupt once.

      As darkness closed in on the edges of his vision, he hoped he had explained it well enough. Then blackness overtook him.
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      Gage wasn’t sure how many times he faded in and out of consciousness. He remembered Heather forcing a foul-tasting concoction into his mouth a few times, but little else other than strange feverish dreams.

      He remembered some of his dreams—just bits and pieces. Some were of Shaunna and Alani; others were of the kills he’d made. None of them made much sense, but he knew fever dreams rarely did.

      One dream still stuck in his mind. It was a dream of Earth. In his dream, he’d been in his old room, playing a video game. In the video game, he was killing snakes. Suddenly, one of the snakes popped out of the TV and chased him around the house. It cornered him in the living room, between the sofa and chair. Just as the snake bit him he woke.

      He finally regained full consciousness and groaned as he tried to sit up. His body ached. Gage felt like he’d just done an entire day of farm work. His body sore, but nothing compared to the headache.

      His throat was parched, as if he’d walked a day in the southern desert. He tried to speak but it came out as a croak. “Water.”

      Heather appeared in his field of vision. Her face was lined with worry, but she nodded to him. “Stay right there.”

      She disappeared, only to reappear a moment later. “Here. A little bit at a time.”

      When the water hit his mouth, he coughed several times before finally swallowing it down. Bit by bit he drank down the entire cup. Once finished, Heather had him lie back down.

      Gage glanced around, recognizing the room at the inn. He spotted his makeshift alchemy set on the small table in the room. Briefly, he remembered telling Heather how to make a universal antitoxin.

      The formula he’d learned from a master alchemist in the city-state of Gorgash wasn’t nearly as effective as specific antidotes. It was a last resort. Against unknown poisons, it was the only thing which might grant a fighting chance. The fact Gage was still alive attested to its effectiveness.

      “How long?” he asked, seeing the dark sky outside.

      Heather licked her lips, lines creasing her forehead. “Two days. I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it.”

      Gage tried to push himself up, but she put a firm hand on his chest. “Don’t even try to get up yet. You need more rest.”

      Heather stepped away and then reappeared with a full cup of water. “Here, drink more.”

      He sat up with help and reached for the cup. His muscles felt weak and his hands shook, but he managed to take hold of the cup with both hands. He sipped. “Are they looking for me?”

      Heather shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, there was a lot of commotion the night you returned and a bloody huge-arse sea serpent attacking men on the bridge. I thought it might slither out and rampage through the town, but it went away after an hour. The innkeeper told me the sea serpent was Jormungandr and that Ragnarok was happening.”

      Gage chuckled despite himself. “Ragnarok, huh?”

      “Yeah, I’m getting a serious dose of Norse mythology lately,” she retorted. When Gage gave her a blank look, she rolled her eyes. “The Earth legends I told you about.”

      He nodded. Gage tried to recall their conversation, but his head pounded.

      Heather bit her lip for a moment before speaking. “What happened out there? Did it have something to do with the… with Jormungandr?”

      Gage tried to ignore the headache but the pounding and sharp pain in the front of his head was impossible to ignore. He thought back to his mission. “I got past the guards but then Jormungandr attacked me on the bridge. I fought it but a drop of its venom hit my shoulder. I made it back here and you know the rest.”

      “Bloody hell!” she gasped. “Just a drop did that to you?”

      He nodded. “Had it managed to bite me, I would most likely have been dead within seconds. I still would have died but I assume you managed to make the antitoxin.”

      Heather let out an exasperated breath. “Barely! You know, your instructions weren’t exactly clear.”

      “In my defense,” Gage countered. “I was dying at the time. It doesn’t matter now. You did it and I’m grateful.”

      “Just don’t do that to me again,” Heather said. Her brow furrowed and Gage thought she might say more but she turned away. She walked to the table, grabbed something, and returned carrying a wooden bowl. “Here. It’s soup. It’s cold but you need to get something in you.”

      At the sight of the soup, Gage’s stomach growled. Realizing how hungry he was, Gage gratefully accepted the bowl and began sipping.

      “Now what?” Heather asked. “Do we leave?”

      Gage stopped sipping the soup. He shook his head. “There’s still a job to do.”

      “Bloody hell, Gage!” she growled. “You almost died and now you want to go try it again?”

      “Odin has to pay,” he replied tersely. “And I gave my word I would kill Thor.”

      “And how are you going to get past the bloody giant serpent?” she demanded. “Can’t you just walk away from this one?”

      Gage thought of his wife and daughter. He shook his head. “I can’t.”

      “It’s not going to bring them back, you know,” she stated. “What good is it if you die too?”

      Too weak to summon any anger, Gage sighed. “It’s not just for them.”

      “Oh? Who the bloody hell is it for?” Heather demanded.

      “Everyone,” he replied. Heather gave him a blank look, so he continued. “It’s not just about Shaunna and Alani. It’s about the Houses. They pretend to be gods and do whatever they want to whomever they want. I’m going to show them they can’t!”

      Heather threw her hands up. “You really think that’s going to make a difference?”

      Gage shrugged. “Maybe it will. Maybe it won’t. They’re all used to getting their way, no matter who they step on. I’m going to show them they’re not immune to consequences.”

      “Nothing ever changes, Gage,” she replied. “We have corrupt politicians back on Earth too! Whether it’s the Labour party, the Tories, or any other bloody party, they’re all corrupt. No matter who gets power, nothing changes. Why throw away your life for nothing?”

      He frowned. “My life ended the day they killed Shaunna and Alani. If I die getting revenge, so be it.”

      Heather went quiet. She stared down at the floor for a minute. When she spoke, her voice was quiet. “What about me?”

      Gage furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re just going to get yourself killed and leave me all alone?” she asked, voice cracking. “You’re the only bloody person from Earth I’ve met. Hell, you may be the only bloody person from Earth on this entire bloody planet! We need to stick together!”

      “I barely even remember Earth,” he reminded her.

      “But you’re still from Earth,” she replied. “I can at least talk to you about Earth things without sounding completely mental!”

      Gage remembered his own experiences when he’d first arrived. He’d been young and hadn’t fully realized what had happened to him. When he’d talked about Earth to anyone, they either thought he was mad or that he was a child making up stories.

      Remembering the isolation he’d felt, Gage understood what she must be feeling. Had he been able to find someone else from Earth at that time, he might have felt the same way.

      “I have to do this,” he told her and held up a hand when she opened her mouth to object. “But I will be as careful as possible.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Like this last time?”

      Gage frowned. “I got overconfident and, to be honest, I had no idea such a creature existed. I’d heard stories, of course, but I thought they were just that—stories. Who would have guessed such a creature existed.”

      He really had thought Jormungandr just a story the Northmen concocted to scare the southerners. A giant sea serpent was the stuff of stories and legends. Like dragons, no one believed they existed. Now he knew differently.

      Heather crossed her arms over her chest. She fumed. “I take it you’re going to try again?”

      “I have to,” he replied. “But I will be more careful this time. I promise.”

      Her face red, Heather growled. “You’d better be. Because if you come limping back, I’m not going to patch you up again! Not if you’re going to be stupid enough to go against a monster like that!”

      “Fair enough.” Gage nodded. Exhausted just from their brief conversation, Gage finished the soup and then set the bowl on the small table near the bed. He laid back down and, before he knew it, fell into a restless sleep.
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      It took another day before Gage could force himself out of bed. Even then, he was weak. His display continued to report a Poisoned status, so he knew the antitoxin he’d taken hadn’t completely cured him of Jormungandr’s venom.

      The sea serpent’s poison was unlike anything else he’d encountered—and he’d only been hit by a drop! The venom had to be immensely potent. Remembering it burning into his flesh, he knew it must also be extremely corrosive. How could such a creature exist?

      The door opened and Gage tensed, unconsciously reaching for daggers that weren’t there. A Northwoman with braided strawberry blonde hair walked in. While his display reported her as Melkorka, he knew it was another of Heather’s disguises.

      The door shut and Heather shifted back to her own shape. She eyed him. “Feeling better?”

      “I can stand, at least,” he replied.

      She nodded. “It’s an improvement then.”

      He glanced outside. The position of the sun told him it was midafternoon. “What news?”

      Heather walked over to the small wooden chair and dropped into it. She sighed. “Gudrik says…”

      “Gudrik?” Gage asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “One of the bloody guards I was flirting with,” she replied with a disgusted look. She shuddered. “A bit too handsy but also talkative.”

      Gage gestured for her to continue.

      “As I was saying,” she said. “Gudrik said the beast that guards the bridge went crazy the other night and attacked some guards. Said a wizard might have been involved but from the way he talked, no one’s really sure what happened.”

      Nodding, Gage forced himself to walk around the room. The room swam as a bout of dizziness slammed into him. He grabbed the bed for support.

      Heather frowned. “That doesn’t look like you’re better.”

      “I still have a poisoned effect,” he told her.

      “Bloody hell,” she growled. “That’s serious poison! And you said just a drop landed on you?”

      He nodded.

      “I need you to gather the ingredients for the antitoxin I gave you before,” he told her. “I want to try another dose.”

      She frowned, her forehead wrinkling in worry. “You’ve already had three doses.”

      It was true. The concoction she’d made had been enough for three doses and he’d taken them all over the last day. The problem was, he hadn’t been cognizant enough to help her make it and it had been a much weaker version than he would have made.

      “I want to distill the next dosage down more,” he told her. “Make it more potent.”

      She sighed. “I screwed it up, didn’t I?”

      He gave her a weak smile and shook his head. “Not at all. You made it according to my instructions and you probably saved my life.”

      Heather smiled at that but then made a face. “Had I known I was going to be doing alchemy on another world, I would have paid more attention in chem class.”

      “You did great,” he assured her, and Gage wasn’t exaggerating. Given the most minimal instruction a few days ago as he had made his poisons, she had been able to craft a moderately sophisticated formula. It was more than he had been able to do when he’d first learned alchemy from Aeg Derg.

      She sighed and stood back up. “Fine. Give me the list again and I’ll go get them.”

      “Thank you,” he said and then rattled off the ingredients.

      After repeating the ingredients back to him, she stood and shapeshifted into the strawberry blonde Northwoman. Heather gestured at the table. “The breakfast is cold, but you should try to eat something. One mug is ale, the other is water. At the very least, try to drink one. Or both.”

      He nodded and forced a smile. “I’ll try.”

      Sighing, she turned and left the room.

      Alone, Gage stared down at the food and the two mugs. The vertigo was wreaking havoc with his stomach and was causing the worst nausea he’d ever experienced. So far, he hadn’t been able to hold anything down.

      He picked up the mug of water and drank a small sip. The lukewarm liquid felt good on his parched lips and throat. Setting it down, Gage leaned back in the chair and considered his next steps.

      During one of his brief episodes of consciousness the previous day, Gage reviewed the logs in his display. Despite throwing two vials of poison into the creature’s mouth, more than enough poison to kill any creature he was aware of, he hadn’t received a message telling him the creature had died or that he’d received experience for a kill. Jormungandr was still alive.

      Gage frowned. Knowing the giant serpent was alive, he had to assume it would be guarding the bridge. When he made his next attempt, he needed to figure out a way to get across the bridge without attracting its attention.

      Scent was out. He’d put enough Dog’s Bane to render him undetectable. He shook his head. Unless the thing had some sort of super, enhanced sense of smell, it would not have been able to know he was there by scent.

      Sight was a possibility. The creature might have excellent night vision. He had dropped his Shadow Cloak to conserve Mana. Had that been his mistake? If that were the case, he could maintain his Shadow Cloak until he was on the opposite side of the bridge. It would likely cost him all his Mana, but he had been planning to use a Mana potion anyway. But now he would need two of them to completely restore his Mana, plus an extra one for emergencies.

      He slowly drank the water and tried to force down as much of the ale as possible. He didn’t touch the food and made his way back to the bed. The last thing he remembered was his head hitting the pillow.
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      It was dark out when Gage woke again. The first thing he did was check his status in the display.

      
        
        Status: Poisoned.

      

      

      He scowled and took in his surroundings. Given the darkness, he knew it must be night. The room was lit with a candle, and he spotted Heather sitting at the table with a worried expression. She was back in her own shape.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      She bit her lip, several emotions playing across her face. “I got the stuff. I saw you didn’t eat again.”

      Pushing himself up, he waited until a wave of vertigo passed him. “I don’t think I can keep anything down. But I did drink the water and some of the ale.”

      Heather shrugged. “Maybe we should see if we can get you to a healer. There’s magical healing in this world, you know.”

      Gage shook his head. “We can’t. It’s too risky. If they figure out what poisoned me…”

      She rolled her eyes. “You really think there’s been a lot of cases of people being poisoned by a giant bloody sea serpent? You took antidotes and healing potions and barely survived. A normal person would be dead. They wouldn’t have made it to a healer.”

      “I can’t take that chance,” he told her. She opened her mouth, but he held up his hand. “If the second antitoxin doesn’t work, we can leave Midgard and find a healer in the village. I doubt they would have any clue—plus, I can claim it happened in the wilderness—maybe an Ice Wyrm attack or something.”

      Heather looked unconvinced but nodded. “I have more food. Cold, of course, but maybe you can try a bit.”

      Gage frowned at the food, his stomach both growling and protesting at the same time. He shook his head. “Not yet.”

      Pushing himself out of bed, he tried to stand. Another wave of vertigo hit him and for a moment, the entire room spun. He closed his eyes, waiting for it to pass. Eventually, it did.

      Slowly, he made his way to the table. He grabbed the chair and used it to steady himself. Gage silently cursed his own weakness. There was no way he was going to be able to stay standing long enough to create the antitoxin.

      Gritting his teeth, he looked at Heather. He pointed to the shelf where his makeshift alchemy lab was set up. “I’m going to need you to help me.”

      Heather smiled and stood up. She shifted into the strawberry blonde Northwoman and towered over him.

      He arched an eyebrow.

      She snorted. “You’re heavy and I’m stronger like this.”

      Gage smiled. “I guess I should be thankful you didn’t change into the Mountain Troll.”

      “That didn’t cross my mind.” She giggled. “But now that you mentioned it, I would be much stronger…”

      He furrowed his brow and frowned at her.

      “Just kidding.” Heather rolled her eyes. “Mostly.”

      With Heather’s help and support with standing, Gage got to work making the antitoxin. He prayed to any real gods listening that it would work.
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      The first dose of antitoxin didn’t clear his poisoned status, but the second one did. Gage felt a huge relief as the status disappeared from his display. He turned to Heather. “It’s gone.”

      “I guess you’re going to live?” she asked.

      “Don’t look so disappointed,” he quipped. Catching his reflection in the mirror, he frowned. Dark circles lined his eyes, and his cheeks looked a bit hollow. His normally pale skin looked a sickly, pasty white. “Looks like I’ll live.”

      “Like I told you,” she replied, “we could very well be the only two Earthlings on the planet. We need to stick together.”

      He nodded, not quite convinced she was correct. If anything, her proximity to him made her life exponentially more dangerous. At the same time, he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed her company. The infrequent conversations they’d had about Earth jarred memories Gage had believed gone.

      Bringing his mind to the task at hand, he considered what he would need for his next attempt to take out Odin.

      “I need…” he started but Heather rolled her eyes.

      “You need me to get more herbs. I knew that was coming,” she replied. Her face grew serious. “You’re really going to make another attempt?”

      Gage nodded. “I have to.”

      “I thought we discussed this. You don’t HAVE to,” she growled. “It won’t bring them back and getting yourself killed doesn’t help them.”

      It was the same argument she’d presented before. He was too weak and exhausted to debate it with her again. “I’m going to do this—with or without your help. Which is it going to be?”

      Heather glared at him. She opened her mouth but then shut it. “Fine. What do you need?”

      He rattled off the ingredients and she nodded at the end. “So, same stuff as before?”

      Gage nodded. “But enough for two more mana potions.”

      Her face screwed up in confusion. “How does more mana help?”

      “I think the serpent must have really good sight,” he told her. “If I maintain shadow cloak and slide across, it won’t be able to see me. The problem is, I’ll go through all my mana before I get to the other side.”

      She nodded. “You pop a potion halfway there and you’re home free.”

      “That’s the theory,” he said.

      Heather frowned. “If it doesn’t work…”

      “Then I’ll try to retreat and try again,” he replied. “As I’ve learned, there is no use in fighting it. Nothing I could do would kill it.”

      “Not even your poisons?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I threw two vials of poison into its mouth as I escaped and yet it survived.”

      She furrowed her brow. “How can you know that? It could have died and slid under the water!”

      Gage tapped his head. “No kill message in my display.”

      “Oh.” She bit her lip. “Maybe that wasn’t enough poison.”

      “Even a small drop of that is enough to kill a man. Two vials should have killed it.” He chuckled. “Unless it was a…”

      He trailed off as a terrible realization hit him.

      “What?” she asked, glancing around in alarm. “What is it?”

      Gage slammed his hand down on the wooden table, causing the alchemical bottles to rattle. He hadn’t even thought about the possibility until just now.

      “What?” Heather demanded.

      “A demon,” he replied. “Unless it's a demon.”

      Heather blinked. “The sea serpent is a demon?”

      Gage nodded. “It could be something brought into this world by a summoner.”

      She stared at him skeptically. “I don’t know much about summoners, but I’ve heard the stories. They couldn’t summon a creature that large. No one would have enough mana!”

      “You’re right,” he replied, biting his own lip. “But… If a summoner summons the same creature over and over, eventually the creature can bind itself to our world—stay here forever.”

      Heather shrugged. “So? They wouldn’t be able to summon something that big in the first place, so how would they summon it over and over?”

      Gage remembered some of the research he’d read before targeting summoners. “What most people don’t realize is that once in our world, demons are not bound by our physical laws.”

      “You mean, like they have magical powers?” she asked.

      “That’s part of it,” he replied. “But there’s more. Their entire anatomy, metabolism, and even aging process may or may not mirror what we experience on this world. Somehow, they retain much of their natures from wherever they come from.”

      Heather wrinkled her forehead in confusion. “So?”

      “So,” he replied. “The serpent we know as Jormungandr could have been here for hundreds—maybe even thousands of years. Each year, it grew a little more or maybe a lot more. It may have no natural size limit. Given enough time—and presumably food—it could grow to encircle the planet.”

      “Are you telling me the Asgardians have a giant demon serpent guarding them?” she asked. She shook her head. “It makes no sense. How would they control it? If you’re right and it’s been here for hundreds of years, the summoner would be long dead.”

      Heather had a point. He licked his lips, thinking back to his research. “I’m not aware that a summoner can pass control of their familiar to someone else, but perhaps it is possible.”

      “Are you sure it couldn’t just be something native to this world?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I’ve traveled up and down the continent, to each of the Houses. I’ve never seen nor heard of anything like the giant serpent I faced. No, I don’t think it’s native to this world—especially with the poison it ingested.”

      She frowned at him. “If it’s a demon, then all the more reason to give up on your plan and just leave!”

      “No,” he replied. “There are poisons which affect demons—very potent poisons. A vial of it would kill even a serpent as large as Jormungandr.”

      “You hope,” she quipped.

      “I hope,” Gage agreed.

      He had never used demon poison on anything so large, but he knew even a drop killed demons the size of mountain trolls very quickly. If Jormungandr was a demon, a vial should kill it. But he’d make two, just to be safe.

      “I’m going to give you a few new items to find,” he told her. “Don’t buy them—not yet. All of these ingredients are very expensive. There’s nothing else I can really make with them—nothing I need, at least. So, if we can’t find them all, there’s no point in wasting money buying any of them.”

      Heather shrugged and sat down heavily on the bed. “Fine. Whatever.”

      Going through the formula in his mind, Gage rattled off the five special ingredients he needed. She listened and then repeated them back to him.

      On one hand, it would be very expensive to get them all, and he might not even need the poison if his plan to stay invisible worked. He could be wasting a good portion of the money he had left.

      On the other hand, if Jormungandr really was a demon, it might have other senses he wasn't aware of. He remembered his encounter with the beast in Eastport. It had been able to track him—and attack—even during a Shadow Slide. What if the sea serpent had some other way to detect him?

      At this point, he couldn’t be sure of anything. He hadn’t encountered many demons—not full demons. Many of the ones he had encountered had possessed different supernatural powers. Who knew what the capabilities of a demon the size and age of Jormungandr might be?

      The more he thought about his encounter with the giant serpent, the more he thought himself lucky for escaping at all. When he went back, he needed to have all the advantages he could. From his experience, it was always good to hope for the best, but plan for the worst.

      He glanced at Heather. “Can you find those for me?”

      “Yes, I’ll see if anyone in this bloody town has them.” She nodded.

      “Just be careful how you ask,” he told her. “At least three of them are usually illegal.”

      Heather rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

      Gage nodded. “They’re highly poisonous and have very limited uses outside of killing people. A single dragon oleander leaf dropped down a well could kill everyone who drinks from it—for years.”

      “Bloody hell!” she gasped. “And you want me to handle something like that?”

      “When you buy it, you’ll need gloves,” he warned her.

      “Bloody right I’ll have gloves!” she growled. “Where’s a bloody haz-mat suit when you need it!”

      “A what?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “Thanks for doing…” he started but she held up a hand.

      “I’ll do it,” she interrupted. “But only if you do one thing for me.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What?”

      She grinned. “Take a bath. You really stink”

      Gage sniffed himself, cleared his throat, and nodded. “Deal.”
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      Gage did feel better after taking a bath. He washed with the provided soap and shaved, both his face and his head. He dressed in a fresh tunic and pants and slipped on his boots as proof against the cold floorboards.

      Questions plagued his mind the entire time. He was certain now that Jormungandr was a demon. The question which wracked his brain was how the demon was being controlled.

      He’d told Heather the truth. He’d studied all magic users extensively. He read every book on them in the Shadowed Fist library, studied under Aeg Derg himself, then even conducted private research in libraries across the empire.

      Gage knew a great deal about wizards, being the most common magic users. But since most of his earlier targets had been summoners, channelers, and warlocks, he knew a great deal about them as well.

      It was common knowledge that summoners were able to summon a familiar demon. Some summoners could even summon a number of smaller demons. Everyone knew and accepted this.

      What most people didn’t know was that the more often and the longer the demon was summoned, the more it anchored to this world. Scholars differed over the exact term “anchor” and why it happened. They all agreed on the end result of anchoring—the demon could stay in our universe indefinitely.

      The pact made between the summoner and its demon still gave it control over the demon, but that control only existed until the summoner died. Once they died, the pact was broken, and the demon was free to do whatever it wished. Which brought him back to Jormungandr.

      There was simply no way anyone could summon a demon so large. The strain on a person’s body and Mana corresponded directly to the size of the demon or demons it summoned. It was the reason no summoner could summon a demon lord, and only one in a hundred, perhaps one in a thousand, could summon a humanoid demon. The strain was too much, and the summoner died.

      Knowing this, Jormungandr must have been summoned when it was smaller—much smaller. Even if it had a much faster growth rate than human serpents, it would have taken it hundreds of years—possibly even a thousand years—to reach the size Gage had seen.

      Since the serpent seemed to be following some sort of orders in guarding the bridge at night, Gage had to assume it was under someone’s control. He’d never read of any magic allowing anyone other than a summoner to control a demon. That meant the summoner had to be alive. And therein lay the dilemma.

      No human lived for a hundred years, let alone a thousand years. Sure, there were rumors of the “gods” being immortal, but Gage had seen the truth behind their charade. They used enchanted items to take on the appearance of the original wizards who had impersonated gods. No one was truly immortal.

      This presented two possibilities. One, the summoner wasn’t human. It was extremely rare for a dwarf to become a summoner. Something in their natural makeup made them very resistant to magic and the magical forces needed to summon a demon.

      Gage had never met one but had read about two cases of dwarves becoming summoners. Given the similar accounts, both books may have been referencing the same dwarf. In that particular case, the dwarf had been able to summon a demon, but because of his natural magical resistance, the demon had been a tiny thing, resembling a mole.

      The other possibility was an elf. Elves tended to lean towards druidic magic, but there were those who had become wizards. They were rare as well, despite seeming to have a natural affinity for magic.

      In all his research, he had never read of an account where an elf had become a summoner, channeler, or warlock. Of course, this didn’t mean it couldn’t happen, but it seemed unlikely.

      If he ruled out the possibility of it being an elf and the possibility of a human or dwarf living well beyond their natural life span, it left him with only one conclusion. House Aesir had discovered a way to control demons.

      His mind went back to the conversations he'd had with Byrnjolf. He’d said the wizards were attempting to create some sort of portal to the demon universe. According to the dwarf, this would allow demons to come through to this world.

      Gage growled. If the wizards truly had developed some magic which allowed them to control demons, their power would be solidified forever. No longer would they be forced to rely on channelers and warlocks to bolster their ranks, they could have a demon army at their beck and call.

      The thought was terrifying. The people already subjected to so much hardship under the rule of the wizards would face so much worse if the wizards commanded demons.

      He cursed. Gage wanted revenge. It was all he really had to live for. Every time he thought of his family it fanned the flames of his desire to kill every single House head. This is what drove him now.

      And yet, he couldn’t ignore the threat of wizards commanding demon armies. What would happen to the common people if the Empire was suddenly filled with demons? He knew what his wife would want him to do.

      He was deep in thought when the door opened and then quickly closed.

      “Uh,” Heather began, shifting back to herself. The woman was out of breath. “We might have a problem.”

      Gage turned to face the woman. He raised his eyebrows “What kind of problem?”

      “I think someone was following me,” she replied quickly.

      He furrowed his brow. “I thought you shifted into different forms while you were on errands. Did you forget?”

      “I did not forget.” She scowled. “But there was a group of Northmen, and they had a wolf-kin with them.”

      Cursing, Gage stood up. He walked over to the window and peered out. He spotted no one suspicious on the street, but they could be on one of the other sides of the building.

      “When did they start following you?” he asked, spinning around to face her again.

      She threw up her hands. “I don’t know when they started following me, but I noticed them on the third stop. I didn’t think anything of them. I probably wouldn’t have remembered them at all, except for the wolf-kin. I haven’t noticed many beast-kin up here.”

      “The Northmen aren’t fond of them. You see a few, but they’re rare.” He nodded. “And you’re sure they were following you?”

      She stuck out her tongue at him. “I’m not an assassin, but I was in the thieves’ guild. I know what a tail is. I even did the normal things, like make random turns and backtrack in a circle to see if they’re really shadowing you.”

      “And they stayed with you?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

      “Bloody right they did!” she snapped. “I even got ahead of them and changed my face and hair. Bloody beast-kin sniffed me out.”

      “The non-beast kin,” he started, “did they look like guardsmen?”

      She shook her head. “No, scruffier looking. If I didn’t know better, I’d think they were local thieves’ guild.”

      “What makes you think they weren’t?” he asked.

      “You learn the cant?” she asked.

      Gage nodded. Thieves’ cant was a combination of slang and hand gestures thieves used to get messages to each other in plain sight. It was nearly universal, with slight differences from region to region. He’d learned it back when he was in the thieves’ guild—so long ago. He flashed her the sign for thief.

      She nodded. “I flashed them the sign, subtly, but so they could see it. I got nothing back.”

      “They could still be guildies,” he reminded her. “If they know you’re not with their guild, they may not have answered.”

      Heather shook her head. “I don’t think they were guild. They had a much too dangerous vibe.”

      He cursed. “Daggers of Loki.”

      She licked her lips but nodded. “But why are they after me? And how did they know?”

      He ran a hand over his shaved head. “I don’t know. It’s possible they tracked us from Maerin. We did kill one of them there. If they found our room and the wolf-kin was with them, they could have been sniffing around here until they caught one of our scents.”

      “Bloody hell!” she spat. “So now they know who I am too!”

      He nodded. “Maybe. Or maybe they were hoping you would lead them to me.”

      She ran her hand over her face. “And I bloody did! Sorry.”

      Gage looked at the amount of light out. “They won’t come until dark. Too many eyes. We need to be gone before midnight.”

      “How? They’ll just follow my scent,” she pointed out.

      “Did you get the ingredients I asked for?” he asked.

      She screwed up her face in confusion. “What?”

      “Did you get the ingredients I asked for?” he repeated.

      “Yes,” she replied, patting the satchel around her shoulder. “Why does that matter right now?”

      “It means I need to get busy brewing,” he replied, holding his hand out for the satchel. She unslung it from her shoulder and handed it to him. He smiled. “And you need to get naked.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 55

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time she was done with her own bath, Gage had a batch of Dog’s Bane ready. “Rub this all over your skin,” he told her.

      Heather stood naked next to the bed, hands covering her breasts and crotch. She was forced to remove one of her hands to take the Dog’s Bane and chose the one covering her breast. Gage tried not to stare, but his eyes seemed to have a mind of their own.

      She smirked at him, and he consciously looked elsewhere. Bringing the Dog’s bane up to her nose, she sniffed it and wrinkled her nose. “This smells foul.”

      “As it dries, it loses that smell and also masks your own scent,” he explained. He began stripping off his own clothes.

      Heather’s eyes widened. “What are you…”

      “I need to take a bath too,” he told her. “And wash any scent from my skin.”

      He saw her eyes rove up and down his body. She cocked her head. “You have a lot of scars.”

      “I’ve been in a lot of fights,” he replied.

      “Yeah,” she said, eyes still on his body, “but I thought you took healing potions or something.”

      He nodded, looking down at his scarred body. At one time, he could have recalled where every single injury had come from. Now, there were so many he’d lost track.

      It felt awkward, being naked with a woman in the same room. At least, someone other than his wife. He felt himself starting to react to her body and quickly hopped into the tub. He saw a smirk from her, letting him know she’d seen his reaction.

      “I have to admit, you’re in decent shape for an old guy,” she said, still smirking. “I might be convinced to give you a go.”

      Gage froze in the act of scrubbing himself down, unsure how to react to her statement. An unfamiliar combination of emotion bombarded him—lust, guilt, sadness, and other emotions he’d kept buried.

      Looking at her, Gage saw she had her hands at her sides, no longer covering herself in front of him. He knew she’d just given him an invitation to become intimate with her and made herself vulnerable. There was no use in denying he was attracted to her—it was clear by the reaction of his body.

      Still standing there, staring at him, he could see she seemed to be waiting for an answer or acknowledgement. Part of him wanted to say yes, right there and then but images of his wife came to his head.

      Knowing he had to say something, he smiled. “Let’s see if we make it out of this mess before you… how did you say it… give me a go.”

      “That’s fair, I guess.” Heather chuckled nervously and nodded. She went back to smearing the Dog’s Bane on her skin. She stopped and looked up at him. “Though the offer may not be on the table later.”

      He nodded. Gage had mixed feelings about the prospects of starting an intimate relationship with her. He forced himself to focus on scrubbing himself down to take his mind off the myriad different emotions bombarding him.

      He stood and dried himself. Once again, he was alone and naked in the room with Heather. She smiled and handed him the Dog’s Bane. “Your turn, I guess.”

      He nodded and motioned to the tub. “We need to wash whatever clothes we plan to use. I don’t have enough Dog’s Bane for your clothes, but the lye soap will destroy your scent.”

      Heather chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll just smell like lye.”

      “Combined with your shapeshifting, you should be able to evade them,” he told her. “Just be careful. If you changed your shape and they still followed you, they may know what you’re capable of.”

      “They didn’t actually see me change shape,” she told him. She grabbed several pieces of clothing and tossed them into the tub.

      “Oh,” he added. “Make sure the outfit you will be wearing isn’t something they saw before.”

      She nodded. “This one’s completely different.”

      “Wash a second outfit too,” he told her.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Two outfits?”

      “You’ll wear one outfit under the other,” he explained. “As soon as you’re out of sight and sure no one is following you, you’ll change outfits.”

      Heather nodded again. She was still naked, and Gage purposefully tried not to look at her. Instead, he went back to his makeshift alchemy lab and checked on the brewing demon poison. He still hoped he wouldn’t need the poison, but if Jormungandr showed up again, he would be ready.

      Gage continued working on the various potions and poisons he needed while Heather washed her clothes. While it had been awkward at first, standing naked around her, they both seemed to grow accustomed to it quickly.

      She made a fire in the room’s small fireplace and hung the clothes on the back of chairs to help them dry. Once they were situated, she put her hands on her hips and looked at him with a mischievous grin. “You know, I think this is the longest I’ve been naked in the same room with a guy without having sex.”

      After a moment, he nodded. He smirked at her. “I’ve been naked in a room with someone for much longer than this without having sex.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Where was that? The bath houses?”

      “In the dungeon,” he replied. He glanced at her, eyes taking in her body. “But I have to admit, the torturer wasn’t nearly as pretty, or I might have enjoyed it a bit more.”

      Heather smirked and put her hands on her hips. “Into that kinky stuff, are you?”

      Gage sighed. “Only involuntarily.”

      She grimaced, eyes darting around his body. “That’s where a lot of those scars came from, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he replied, looking down at the scars left by the magic torture instrument the dungeon master had used. “The thing he used wasn’t designed to kill. It was designed to wound—to keep the person alive and in pain for as long as possible.”

      “Blimey, and how long was he doing that to you?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. He would torture me until I was almost dead, then revive me with a healing potion and start over. After a while, I lost track of time.”

      “Bloody wanker,” she growled.

      Gage nodded and flashed her a smile. “I highly recommend not being caught and tortured.”

      “Bloody right!” she replied. Her forehead wrinkled and her eyes darted to the window. She bit her lip, and he knew she was worried about the men who had tailed her.

      “Don’t worry,” he told her. “You’ll be fine.”

      “But won’t they be suspicious when they don’t smell anything at all from me?” she asked.

      “They will smell something from you,” he told her. “When you head out, you’ll stop down in the common room and hug someone—it doesn’t matter who, just give them a great big hug. That should be enough that some of their scent transfers to you.”

      She brightened. “Oh, so I’ll smell like someone else.”

      “Exactly,” he replied. “I’ve done the same thing with guards of places I’ve infiltrated. I’ll steal an item from a guard or someone who is known and familiar to the beast-kin guards. Usually, it’s someone who had a previous shift and whose scent should already be in the area.”

      “That makes sense,” she said and some of the lines disappeared from her forehead.

      Gage glanced out the window. “It’s almost dark.”

      “And they’ll be coming,” she replied, dread in her voice.

      “Don’t worry,” he told her. “They’ll wait until later—until they think we’ll be asleep. Less risk.”

      “When are we going to go out?” she asked.

      “As soon as the final items are complete,” he told her. “I’ll go first. I’ll break through the thatch roof from another room and wait outside. Ten minutes after I do, you’ll go down, hug someone, then make your exit.”

      “And if they follow me?” she asked.

      “If anyone follows you, I’ll take care of them,” he told her. “I’d prefer not to have to kill anyone right before I make another run across the bridge, but I won’t let anyone follow you.”

      “I don’t know if it’s the two of us just standing here naked,” she said. “Or maybe just the fear, or the anticipation, or… or something, but I wouldn’t mind having a quick shag before we go.”

      He hadn’t heard the word before, but he got the gist. He shook his head. “I don’t have any more Dog’s Bane and we don’t have the time, or ingredients, for me to make another batch.”

      She pouted. “Fine then, but if you make it back, we’re going to talk about this again.”
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      It was dark, but with his Shadow Vision, Gage had no problem watching from the top of the inn. He’d already spotted three lookouts lingering around the corners of buildings. There was a tall Northman in a cloak and hood, trying to look casual in the alley to the east. Another Northman with long blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail stood in the shadows of an alley to the west. The final watcher, a gray-furred wolf-kin, sniffed the air and stared out of an alley directly opposite the entrance to the inn.

      Gage had checked the other rooftops in the area, as well as all the other alleyways with his Shadow Vision. If there were any other watchers, they were well hidden.

      Light flooded the front of the inn as the door opened below him. At the same time, the sound of people laughing and chatting emerged from the open doorway. Two figures appeared in his vision from the inn doorway before he heard the heavy door shut, blocking out the light and sounds from inside the inn.

      He watched as the two figures, a Northman and Northwoman, staggered to the east. He heard the woman’s slurred speech even from his perch atop the roof.

      “Come’n, baby,” she slurred. “Less go back to yur pace! Ju can show me yur big sword!”

      Gage recognized the clothing as belonging to Heather and he rolled his eyes. She was improvising and had picked up someone from the inn while playing the part of a drunk woman looking for a good time.

      None of the watchers gave them more than a cursory look before alternating their attention between the door and the window of Gage’s room. Even the wolf-kin gave only a quick sniff in their direction before turning his attention elsewhere.

      He wasn’t sure how the watchers had deduced which room they were staying in. If he had to put money on it, he’d bet the wolf-kin had tracked her scent to the door earlier in the day. He hadn’t heard the wolf-kin but he also hadn’t been listening for it.

      Watching Heather and the Northman drunk-stumble out of view, Gage breathed a sigh of relief. He knew she would dump the guy once she was clear and then change clothes, shapeshift, and make her way out of Midgard. So far, so good.

      Gage switched off his Shadow Vision and glanced out at the rainbow bridge connecting Midgard to Asgard. Moonlight from three full moons illuminated the bridge and the dark waters below. Everything appeared quiet, almost tranquil, and there was no sign of Jormungandr.

      Quickly double-checking his gear, Gage made sure all of his potions and poisons were within easy reach. He also double checked the antidotes. Despite not being a demon, the demon poison he’d concocted was still poisonous to most species. He had an antidote for it—just in case.

      He checked on the three watchers again. All three were in the same spots. It had been five minutes and none of them had gone after Heather. Good. Everything was going according to plan. She, at least, should be fine.

      With Heather safe, it was time for him to make his move. He crept to the southeast corner of the inn and then Shadow Slid to a dark alley near the bridge. Gage arrived and immediately checked the area for any signs he’d been seen. Nothing.

      He waited another ten minutes until his Mana had completely regenerated. He needed to be at full Mana to make this work. The last thing he wanted was another encounter with the giant sea serpent.

      When his Mana was full, he picked his first jump spot, well past the guards at the entrance to the bridge and Slid. He instantly appeared on the bridge, activating his Shadow Cloak the moment he arrived.

      Instantly, he picked another spot on the bridge, almost to the halfway point of the bridge and Shadow Slid to the spot. Again, he immediately activated Shadow Cloak. This time, he did see some bubbles in the water below. Gage didn’t wait around. He plucked a Mana potion from his belt and Slid.

      As he appeared, he chugged the potion. The thick, blue liquid burned on the way down, and the acrid taste nearly made him gag. It wasn’t the best Mana potion he’d made, the taste and consistency were off, but it was the best he could do with what he had to work with. And it worked. His Mana was at full.

      He picked a new spot further down the rainbow bridge and Slid. He appeared near the guards on the Asgardian side and quickly activated his Shadow Cloak. Glancing back, he saw the bubbles in the water getting closer to his position.

      Gage cursed. He knew it had to be Jormungandr, but he had no idea how it was tracking him. Then again, it was a demon. Demons could have senses he wasn’t even aware of.

      Knowing he needed to get off the bridge, he quickly picked a spot on Asgard, just to the left of the guards. With another Shadow Slide, he appeared there and activated his Cloak. He glanced back into the water.

      The bubbles were continuing towards him. He cursed under his breath and then froze. What if the creature wasn’t sensing his scent, his movement, or even anything physical? What if it was like him and could sense magic?

      He quickly moved further back into the shadows, out of sight of the guards and switched off both his Shadow Cloak and Shadow Vision. Gage waited, crouching in the shadows, and stared at the bubbles in the moonlit water.

      The bubbles stopped moving.

      Gage stayed motionless, eyes fixed on the water. He waited for what seemed like hours, but was really only a few minutes. He didn’t move and barely breathed.

      Being so close to the water and staring intently at it brought back those panicked feelings. He cursed his weakness and forced himself to master the feelings.

      Gage forced himself to think logically. He reminded himself that the Sea of Ice did not have waterspouts. There were no waterspouts.

      Flashes of that first waterspout and the men being thrown into the air flooded into his mind. The screams. People crashing back to earth and back into the water. The coppery smell of blood. He gritted his teeth.

      He desperately wanted to look away from the water but forced himself to continue staring at the bubbles. Gradually, his heartbeat slowed and the cold sweat covering his body began to evaporate. He took slow, even breaths and watched the bubbling water.

      Slowly, the bubbles became less frequent and then disappeared altogether. Gage waited for a few more minutes, alternating from the spot in the water where the bubbles had been, to the guards.

      When it appeared the giant sea serpent had sunk lower, or perhaps swam off completely, Gage allowed himself to relax. Or rather, he allowed his body to relax. His mind was still racing.

      Once again, he cursed his weakness. What had Heather called it? Hydrophobia? Gage hated his reactions around water. He knew he needed to overcome it—he just wasn’t sure how. Pushing it from his mind, he filled his attention with his next steps.

      Assuming the creature could sense magic, Gage had no way of knowing how far the creature’s sense extended. Originally, he had planned on Shadow Sliding up the hundred feet of sheer cliff face to the lower balconies of Asgard, then Sliding up to the top where Odin was likely staying.

      Given his revelation on the creature’s ability to sense magic, it seemed like a bad idea. He shook his head as he looked up the cliff. It appeared he would be scaling it the old-fashioned way.

      He scowled. Normally, he tried to prepare for every contingency. This time had been different. Gage hadn’t had the resources or access to resources he needed. He hadn’t brought any rope and there had been no way to procure climbing claws. He’d have to free solo the cliff.

      Gage secured his gear the best he could. The last thing he needed was for something to fall and give away his location. Once he was certain everything was locked in place, he searched around the area until he found a location with handholds.

      Reaching up, he grabbed the first handhold. It was wet with spray from the sea, and he realized this was going to be a long and precarious climb. If he fell, Gage could save himself using his Shadow Slide but doing so might bring the serpent. Damned if he did and damned if he didn’t.

      Cursing, Gage steeled himself and hoisted himself into the climb.
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      Gage was sore by the time he reached the first balcony. While it would have been easier to quickly climb onto the balcony, he’d learned his lesson from Ruy’s trap—the one that left him captured and tortured.

      Instead, he took the time to climb to the right of the balcony until he was parallel with it. He risked using his magic sense and scoured the balcony for any sign of magical traps. When he was satisfied there were none, he examined the marble railing and then slowly transferred himself to it.

      Nearly groaning in relief as he was finally able to relax his arms, Gage squatted on the railing. He directed his attention to the remainder of the balcony. His keen eyes searched every nook and cranny, looking for any signs of traps. Only when he was confident there were none did he gently step onto the balcony itself.

      Avoiding the line of sight of the windowed doors, he took several minutes to recover from the arduous climb. It had been some time since he’d done so much climbing. Once he’d gotten Shadow Slide, it had become mostly unnecessary. Now, he was feeling pain in muscles he’d forgotten he had.

      He waited until his Stamina had recovered and then looked above him. There were at least ten floors above him, judging by the number and placement of balconies. It seemed an unwritten rule that the head of a House always had the highest rooms.

      Glancing down, Gage saw no sign of Jormungandr. The serpent was huge, but he wasn’t sure it could stretch all the way to the balcony he was on. He certainly hoped not.

      Shifting his vision upwards, Gage could see some of the balconies had light filtering through the glass doors, while others were dark. He picked one of the dark balconies and Shadow Slid to the side of it.

      Appearing next to the balcony, he immediately began to fall and snaked an arm around the railing. He paused, scanning the area and trying to sense any magical traps. Like the previous balcony, there were no signs of magic. He pulled himself up and crouched on the railing. He picked another balcony above and repeated the maneuver.

      It took two more Slides to get just below the topmost balcony. He checked the current balcony for traps and then lowered himself to the marble floor, to the right of the glass door. He waited there, back against the smooth rock of the tower face, allowing his Mana to regenerate.

      Even after he’d used his Shadow Slide the last few times, there was no sign of Jormungandr. Either the creature couldn’t sense this far up, or it knew magic coming from this far up was from the wizards of House Aesir. Whatever the reason, Gage was very glad he hadn’t had to face the creature.

      While his Mana was recharging, he stared up at the topmost balcony only twenty feet above him. It was much larger than the others. Gage estimated it was about sixty feet in length, at least four times as long as any other balconies. It was also twice as wide, extending a good fifteen feet from the face of the cliff. He smirked. It was good to be king… or head of a House.

      Gage guessed if any of the balconies were going to be trapped, it would be Odin’s. Rather than Shadow Sliding the thirty feet up to the balcony, he would need to climb up.

      Once more, Gage began climbing. It was slow, excruciating work because the stone here was much smoother than below, whether from the elements or from being worked he wasn’t sure. Either way, it was much more difficult.

      He slowly made progress up the face of the cliff. Gage purposefully didn’t look down but instead focused on finding and maintaining hand and footholds. Inch by inch, he climbed until he reached the side of the balcony.

      Despite the light streaming onto the balcony from the open glass doors, it was empty. He could hear voices coming from inside but couldn’t make out their words. Gritting his teeth with the exertion of keeping his grip. He opened his senses and scanned for any magic. Surprisingly, there was none.

      Gage resisted the urge to climb onto the railing and instead focused on the area of the balcony next to him. He looked for any signs of mundane traps but again found none. If he were the Aesir master of assassins, he would have trapped the balconies—or at least Odin’s balcony.

      After all, if he climbed up here, someone else probably could—especially a monkey beast-kin; they were superb climbers. Plus, there was the possibility of portals. Portal use was becoming increasingly rarer as fewer and fewer wizards were born, but it was still a possibility.

      Keeping an eye on the open balcony doors, Gage reached over, grabbed the railing, and pulled himself onto the smooth marble floor of the balcony. He dropped into a couch but didn’t activate Shadow Cloak. Instead, he waited to see if anyone had noticed.

      The voices continued, uninterrupted but he still couldn’t understand the words. His arms and legs burned from the exertion of so much climbing, but he pushed the pain away and crept slowly towards the doors until he could make out the voices.

      “That’s too long,” a deep voice said. “Already some of them suspect.”

      “It can’t be rushed,” a different voice replied. “The dwarves have only just arrived. The materials are there but it will take time.”

      Gage’s ears perked up at the mention of dwarves. Was the voice talking about Byrnjolf and his dwarves? He shook his head as he remembered the dwarven slaves. It made much more sense. But where had they arrived? He continued to listen.

      A third voice added to the conversation, this one female. “Do you really expect them to build it? By now, they all know what it does. They’re afraid of it.”

      “And well they should be,” the first voice chuckled. “Once it’s open and we have full access to the powers of our patron, we will be unstoppable.”

      “We’ve got to get them to build it first!” the second voice growled. “Why aren’t you down there… motivating them?”

      “There are plenty of other channelers down there motivating them,” the first voice snapped. “One more isn’t going to make a difference.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” the second voice retorted angrily. “You two should be down there and away from here! The less you are here, the less chance of discovery! Sif was in here just the other day asking me if you seemed different.”

      “What did you tell her?” the first voice asked.

      “I told her fighting giants is tough work and that Jotunheim changes a man,” he replied with a snicker.

      “Are you sure you don’t want him nearby?” the female voice asked. “What of the intruder my pet spotted?”

      “You still think it might be that assassin from the south, Niddhoggr?” the first voice asked.

      “Who else would it be?” the female replied. “He already killed Ruy. The Daggers spotted him in Maerin and then again in the city a week back. He might be coming for us next.”

      “Why would he come after us?” the second voice asked. “We’ve done nothing to this assassin.”

      “What about the dwarves?” the female said. “They knew the Daggers wouldn’t take any jobs against us. Perhaps they hired him. You did kill the new king’s son.”

      “Hey! Loki told me…” the second voice said.

      “I told you not to use that name!” bellowed the first speaker. “Not even when we’re alone!”

      “Sorry… Odin,” the second voice responded snarkily. “As I was saying… you… ordered me to kill him. I just did what I’m told. Besides, he was just some nobody dwarf at the time!”

      Gage frowned. If he understood the conversation so far, Loki was impersonating Odin. At this point, he had to assume the real Odin was dead. He remembered the dwarf king telling him how Odin had changed. It all made sense now.

      The Loki-Odin impersonator was talking to a woman named Niddhoggr, who apparently was the summoner of Jormungandr. Did that mean Niddhoggr was an elf? Had she lived long enough to have her pet fully in the world and still maintain control of it?

      Was it possible both of the people he needed to kill were in the same room? Gage crept forward silent as a whisper. He moved to the doors, engaged his Shadow Cloak, and peered inside the room.

      The throne room was decorated in golden marble tiles and tall white marble pillars. The twenty-foot-tall walls were decorated with tapestries of epic battles against giants and dragons.

      On the throne was the man Gage recognized as Odin. The man sported a long mane of platinum blonde hair which could easily have been mistaken for gray, but his unlined face suggested a much younger man.

      His right eye was a piercing blue, but his left hid behind an eye patch set with a Chymera stone. A long scar ran from the top of his head down under the eye patch and down to his chin.

      In Odin’s left hand, he held a golden spear tipped with a dark blade. A foot beneath where the spear blade attached, a larger Chymera stone sat. Supposedly the spear was enchanted, but Gage had heard different stories about exactly what type of enchantment it possessed.

      The second man was obviously Thor. The sandy blonde warrior was tall and thickly muscled. Supposedly, he was Odin’s son, but they looked practically the same age. He wore a breastplate the same color as Odin’s spearhead. It was dwarven crafted and made of impenetrable adamantine.

      Thor held a war hammer in his right hand, the head of the hammer made of shiny mythryll. The dwarves had claimed it allowed him to focus his lightning powers, but even without that ability, it would be a formidable weapon.

      The final person in the room was a woman. Gage had expected her to be an elf. She was not. She was a raven-haired woman with a long shock of white in her left forelocks. But the white streak didn’t denote her age; her flawless skin suggested the youth of her mid-twenties.

      The woman he knew as Niddhoggr was dressed in a long, form fitting dress cut low in the front with a long slit along her left leg. It left very little of her curvy frame to the imagination.

      Gage bought none of it. He knew from past experience that the Aesir had enchanted devices which projected an illusion upon the wearer. It was how they had presented Baldur as still alive after he’d been assassinated.

      Squinting, he pulled them up in his display.

      
        
        Odin

        Human

        Channeler

        Level 24

      

        

      
        Nari

        Human

        Channeler

        Level 17

      

        

      
        Niddhoggr

        Human

        Summoner

        Level 31

      

      

      Gage nearly cursed aloud. Only the summoner was who she seemed to be. Thor was replaced by someone named Nari. Nari was obviously using one of those illusion bracelets to appear as Thor.

      The question was, why did Loki show as Odin? Was he using the same type of magic Heather used. Gage had been disturbed to learn Heather could fool his display. Seeing someone else who could fool his display was even more worrisome. Something felt very wrong about this, but Gage couldn’t quite put his finger on it.
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      “He didn’t get past Niddhoggr’s serpent,” Odin said dismissively. “And even if he was to somehow get past the serpent, there are guards at the end of the bridge, guards at the lower gate, and guards throughout the entire palace.”

      “There were guards around Ruy too,” Nari/Thor said. “A lot of good that did him.”

      “Ruy was a fool,” Odin said. “That’s why Sibeal arranged to have him removed. Did he really think a handful of mage-killers would be a threat? Once the portal is open, we will be gods!”

      “Ruy was a pain,” Nari/Thor agreed. “But do you trust that squid-headed monstrosity? And she’s got mind magic… What if she gets in our heads?”

      Odin laughed. “I don’t know what your patron is telling you, but mine told me once the portal is open, I’ll have mind magic and so much more! Not a wizard on the planet will be able to stand up to us!”

      Gage’s eyes narrowed. It seemed Loki and his band of mages had lost their minds. Did they really believe opening a portal to the demon world would give them power? They seemed as mad as warlocks.

      Niddhoggr scowled. “And you’re certain I’ll get magic too? I’m not going along with this charade for nothing!”

      “Once the portal to the demon realm is open,” Odin replied with an evil grin, “all who have made pacts will get the full powers of their patron, not just the trickle we have now.”

      “That’s easy for you to say, Loki…” the woman started but then stopped as Odin glared at her. “Sorry, that’s easy for you to say… Odin… but I’m bound to Jormungandr, and he’s been fully in this world for six hundred years. I’ve never gotten any new powers from him.”

      It was the second time one of the others had referred to Odin as Loki. It couldn’t be a coincidence. Somehow, Loki had taken Odin’s place. But why was he showing up as Odin in Gage’s display?

      Gage remembered Heather’s power. When she shapeshifted, her entire identity changed, even her class. Was that Loki’s power? The power to shapeshift? If so, his power wasn’t quite as powerful as Heather’s since her entire class changed as well.

      Was Odin even still alive? Had it been Loki who had voted to kill his family and not Odin? Gage ground his teeth. It made sense. Loki knew about Ruy and Sibeal. They’d been working together on this demon gate.

      Byrnjolf had been right. They wanted to open a portal to the demon realm to gain god-like powers from the demons. But, if the dwarves were right, the portal wouldn’t work that way. Instead, it would allow the demons themselves to come into this world.

      He cursed under his breath. Was this whole carnival of filth because of this portal—and the channelers’ and warlocks’ thirst for power? Had his wife and daughter died for this?

      Gage had heard enough. It was time for vengeance. Gripping his daggers in white knuckles, he Shadow Slid into the middle of them. As soon as he arrived, he used his Suppress Magic ability.

      Immediately, Thor’s visage dissolved into nothing, leaving the misshapen form of a channeler with two lizard-like legs and scales covering the left side of his torso and face. His left eye was no longer human. Instead, it was red with rhomboid pupils like a serpent’s. It was the true form of Nari the channeler.

      At the same time, the Odin body convulsed and his skin bubbled. The large muscular form of Odin transformed into the slender misshapen form of a channeler—the form of Loki.

      Loki had two goat-like legs, complete with hooves. His hand and torso still resembled that of a man but had a layer of rough gray fur. Large pointed horns like the black antelope in the south protruded from his forehead. His eyes were the most striking feature, though. Like Gage’s own eyes when using Shadow Vision, Loki’s eyes were completely black.

      Only Niddhoggr didn’t change. She backpedaled away from him, her face terrified. Gage let her go. He wasn’t here for her.

      Nari recovered first. He pointed his hammer at Gage and… nothing. The channeler blinked, a look of horror coming over his features. “My powers… they’re gone!”

      With a flick of his wrist, Gage sent the mythryll dagger sailing at the channeler’s neck. The man twisted and instead of his neck, the dagger bounced off the adamantine breastplate.

      “It’s him!” Nari screamed. “It’s the assassin!”

      Nari turned as if to run.

      “Don’t go out those doors, fool!” Loki spat. “Look at yourself! The amulet isn’t working! They’ll know!”

      Gage ignored Nari for the moment and took a step towards Loki. The channeler swung Odin’s spear down and tried to stab him.

      
        
        Loki stabs you but misses.

      

      

      Side-stepping the clumsy blow, Gage caught the shaft of the spear with this free hand and yanked it forward, throwing Loki off balance. Or rather, he had intended to do that.

      Like a sure-footed goat, Loki got his feet under him and lowered his head. The channeler performed what would normally have been a headbutt but with his two long horns, it became a dangerous attack.

      The horns hit Gage in the chest, and he grunted in pain.

      
        
        Loki gores you for 4 damage.

        Loki gores you for 5 damage.

      

      

      He felt the momentum of the horns stab into his ribs but the mythryll shirt he wore prevented what might otherwise have been a fatal wound. As tough as the horns were, they weren’t adamantine. The mythryll chain shirt prevented them from puncturing, though he still felt like he’d been kicked by a mule.

      Gage kicked out at Loki’s legs, trying to trip him but the goat-legged channeler was surprisingly fast.

      
        
        You kick Loki but he dodges.

      

      

      Hearing something behind him, he turned just in time to see Nari leaping at him. The channeler’s lizard-like legs sent him soaring ten feet into the air, aimed right at Gage. Thor’s mythryll hammer held over his head and aimed directly at Gage’s head.

      Unable to use his evasion abilities because of the Suppress Magic, Gage threw himself to the side just in time to avoid having his head caved in. Instead, the hammer struck the marble floor and shattered it.

      
        
        Nari crushes you but you dodge.

      

      

      Gage rolled, came to his feet and then side-stepped to his left. As Loki and Nari turned on him, he reached down and retrieved his mythryll dagger.

      Nari chuckled and banged on his breastplate. “Your little dagger isn’t much good against adamantine, is it?”

      Loki narrowed his black eyes at Gage. “Who are you? Who sent you?”

      “Was it the dwarves?” Nari asked.

      Gage knew his Suppress Magic wouldn’t last much longer. In all honesty, he hadn’t expected these two channelers to put up any fight once he suppressed their magic. Then again, they were high level. Perhaps he should have.

      Unlike most channelers he’d dealt with, these two seemed to have adapted to their deformities, perhaps even embraced them. They seemed to know how to use them—as if they’d spent years with them.

      He frowned. Neither man looked as if he were over twenty-five years old, but perhaps they were older and their mutation caused them to appear younger. Gage didn’t know and, at the moment, he didn’t care.

      Originally, he had wanted to interrogate Loki and find out more about what had happened to the original Thor and Odin, as well as what was going on with the demon gate. He realized now they were too dangerous to subdue. He needed to end them and do it now.

      Loki struck out with the spear again, its longer length giving him much more reach than Gage. Gage dodged around the strike and leaped forward. He jabbed one of the daggers at Loki and another one at Nari.

      
        
        You stab Nari but miss.

      

      

      Once again, Nari seemed to move faster than should be possible and Gage missed him by a hair's breadth. He cursed channelers and their mutations.

      His adamantine dagger scored a shallow cut along one of the hands Loki used to wield Odin’s spear.

      
        
        You stab Loki for 11 damage.

        Loki is poisoned.

      

      

      The antlered channeler growled and withdrew the hand.

      Gage slammed his arm down on the shaft of the spear, knocking it out of the one-handed grip. With a twist of his foot, he sent the spear sliding across the marble floor.

      “Curse you!” Loki growled, holding his injured hand. “You think a scratch will stop me?”

      Gage didn’t have time to react or reply to Loki’s comment. He was forced to dodge another hammer blow from Nari.

      
        
        Nari crushes you for 8 damage.

      

      

      While he managed to dodge the main force of the blow, the hammer glanced off his left shoulder, sending jolts of pain down his arm and knocking loose his grip on his mythryll dagger.

      Gage staggered back, trying to work his left arm. His right hand was held out defensively. He needed a healing potion, but with only one arm, he couldn’t get one without dropping his remaining weapon.

      “Thought we’d be easy pickings, didn’t you, assassin?” Nari chuckled. “Thought we were like other pathetic channelers? Ha! We’ve had hundreds of years to practice with our demonic aspects!”

      “Shut up, Nari!” Loki growled. The channeler’s face was covered in sweat and he looked pale. Gage knew the poison was doing its work. He looked down at his hand. “I think… I think he poisoned me.”

      Suddenly, electricity flared around Nari and his appearance instantly reverted to that of Thor. Nari, now looking like a six and a half-foot sandy blonde warrior grinned. Gage’s Suppress Magic had ended.
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      Gage smelled ozone and tingled with the current in the air. He hadn’t encountered many lightning mages, but the few he had left lasting impressions. Recognizing the tell-tale signs of an incoming lightning bolt, he activated his Evade abilities.

      Leaping to the side, Gage narrowly avoided a white-hot beam of electricity as it crackled though the place he’d just been. The bolt was larger than any lightning he’d seen before, probably due to channeling through Thor’s hammer.

      He remembered the dwarf king telling him it had been enchanted to amplify Thor’s lightning magic. Gage just hadn’t expected a channeler to be able to use it. After all, wizards and channelers used magic completely differently.

      And yet, Nari had cast the lightning bolt through Thor’s hammer, amplified to a point that it blew apart a segment of the stone wall it hit. Despite the miss, he still felt the jolt of electricity from proximity. It wasn’t enough to harm Gage, but it left all the hair on his body standing up and caused his skin to tingle.

      
        
        Nari cast Greater Lightning Bolt but you evade.

      

      

      Gage landed on his feet, blinking as his vision cleared from the burning image of the lightning bolt. Before he’d even recovered, something like an explosion rocked the room.

      His first instinct was that the lightning bolt had been so powerful it literally caused the room to shake. Then he realized the shaking had come from below him, from somewhere deeper in the Asgardian fortress.

      Thor stumbled and Loki fell to his knees. The goat-horned channeler wasn’t looking good, his face pale and covered in sweat. He focused on his hands, perhaps trying to activate whatever shapeshifting power he had, but the poison had already drained away his Mana. Despite the Magic Suppression ability no longer being active, Loki was powerless.

      Nari, the man who looked like Thor, stumbled but caught himself. He glanced around the room, as confused as Gage. “What the…”

      Gage’s eyes darted to a huddled figure near the windowed doors. It was Niddhoggr. She was facing the balcony, muttering softly. He cursed.

      The woman’s summoning power and whatever telepathic bond and control she shared with the giant serpent had been temporarily neutralized by his Suppression. With his ability down, her bond and control over her demon was restored. He cursed again. She was summoning Jormungandr, and the creature was climbing the face of the cliff.

      To add to the confusion and cacophony, someone began pounding at the double doors. Outside Gage heard muffled voices yelling. “Lord Odin! Lord Odin!”

      Unsurprisingly, the guards outside had heard the commotion and were trying to break down the door to get into the room. Gage had no idea how many guards might be outside, but he was certain he didn’t want to find out. He needed to end this quickly and make his escape.

      Then another crash rocked the room. This one was stronger and closer than the first crash. The room shook and one of the pillars actually collapsed, nearly crushing Nari. The lightning channeler was forced to dive to the side to escape being flattened.

      Niddhoggr had been knocked to the ground as well, but she quickly scrambled to her feet. Gage considered throwing his dagger at her but at the moment, it was the only weapon he had, and Nari was the bigger immediate threat.

      He spared a quick glance at Loki. The would-be Odin laid crumpled in a heap on the floor, face covered in sweat. His teeth gritted as the two poisons did their work. “The bastard poisoned me!” He groaned. “Get a healer!”

      “Can you change back into Odin?” Nari yelled. The man was back on his feet and crouching behind the fallen pillar.

      “No! I can’t change right now, you idiot!” Loki growled. “I have no mana! He’s using a wizard bane poison!”

      Nari cursed. “Are you serious?!”

      Loki groaned. “Just blast the door open and have them get me a healer!”

      Gage scrambled over to the floor where his mythryll dagger lay. Pins and needles ran up and down his left arm, but he was able to move it slightly. He fumbled at his belt for a healing potion with his left hand, but it was still too numb to grasp the vial.

      Crouching down, Gage did manage to close his fingers on the hilt of his dagger. He had almost no strength in the hand yet but at least he could hold it.

      As he stood, he expected to see Nari about to blast open the double doors, thereby allowing the guards to come streaming in—the ones who survived the blast at least. Instead, he found the channeler grinning with the hammer leveled at Gage’s chest.

      Gage didn’t have time to do anything before the blinding bolt of lightning came right at him. Thankfully, his second evasion skill kicked in and he just managed to miss the thick bolt of lightning as it thundered past him and took a huge chunk out of the stone wall.

      
        
        Nari cast Greater Lightning Bolt but you evade.

      

      

      Hitting the marble floor, Gage rolled to his feet. Muscles all over his body twitched as trace amounts of electricity ran through him. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to hold onto his daggers.

      “Nari!” Loki screamed. “Hurry!”

      The windowed doors exploded inward as the enormous head of Jormungandr burst through what had once been an extremely expensive balcony. The room shook as the giant serpent pressed its head inside.

      Several more pillars fell over, including one in the rear of the room. The pillar fell at an angle, coming down in the middle of the double doors, completely demolishing them—and whoever might have been directly behind him.

      Gage heard the screams of guards from the entrance, but he couldn’t focus on them at the moment. Loki would be dead any moment now, but Nari had been the one who had actually killed Gunnbjorn. It had been this “Thor” Byrnjolf wanted dead for killing his son.

      The problem with trying to kill Nari was that two enormous serpentine eyes were fixed on Gage at the moment. To the side, he heard Niddhoggr order the creature. “Kill him!”

      Cursing, Gage dove to the side as the creature’s huge mouth snapped at him. Jormungandr pulled his head back and prepared for another strike.

      “For Odin! For Asgard!” Came the cries of men from the entrance. Large warrior men in breastplates and carrying two-handed swords or axes were starting to climb over broken doors and collapsed pillar. “Help Loki! Help Thor!”

      A message appeared in his display confirming what Gage already guessed.

      
        
        Loki has died.

      

      

      Gage had no time to revel in the message. He sensed Nari’s magic just before he launched another lightning bolt. Knowing he had no more evasion left, he did the only thing he could. He activated Shadow Slide.

      As usual, Gage became immaterial just before the leap. As he did, he could see the intensely bright beam of electricity where he had just been. Then, he leaped forward and appeared just behind Nari.

      Slamming his adamantine dagger into his sheath, he pulled the two vials of demon poison from his belt. Jormungandr’s head turned, and he struck out at Gage.

      Dropping the vials, Gage activated Shadow Double just as the creature’s mouth closed in on him. Looking down at Nari, he grinned. “Say hello to my little friend.”

      
        
        You have created Shadow Double.

      

      

      The message appeared in his display just as he thrust backwards out of his body. Things seemed to slow down as everything dissolved into shades of gray, much like when he was using Shadow Vision.

      Jormungandr’s mouth was still closing on his double and with a thought, Gage made the shadow construct snatch the poison vials from the air. The double moved quickly, as if it were the only thing capable of operating at normal speed.

      There was no sound. He didn’t hear Nari’s screams or the yells of the guards as they moved through molasses.

      Gage thought of moving to the opening the serpent created and instantly he was there. It was like using Shadow Slide, but he actually saw himself propelled forward while everything moved so slowly.

      He reached the opening as the giant snake’s jaws were about to pierce his shadow form and Nari. Sliding out onto a piece of broken balcony which he hoped would support his weight, he sent a last order to his double. Just as Jormungandr’s teeth were about to pierce the double, he broke the vials of demon poison in his hand.

      
        
        Your Shadow Double has been dispelled.

        You appear.

      

        

      
        Nari has died.

      

        

      
        Jormungandr has been poisoned.

      

        

      
        Quest Complete.

        A Brother’s Request

        Byrnjolf has asked you to kill Thor in retribution for the murder of his son, Gunnbjorn, in return for dwarven made weapons and armor.

        You learned it was actually Nari, disguised as Thor, who killed Gunnbjorn. You know Byrnjolf would want the real culprit punished.

        Kill Nari (1/1).

        Reward: 10000 experience, weapons, and armor.

      

        

      
        You gain 10000 experience.

        Quest Updated.

        Vengeance is Mine—Part IX

        You have learned that Ruy Cernunnos was not the only one responsible for the death of your wife and daughter.

        With his last words, Ruy Cernunnos informed you that the Council of Houses ordered the assassination. To gain vengeance, you must kill the remaining House leaders and the Overking.

        You have slain Loki, who had taken Odin’s place and had helped urge the Council to kill all mage slayers.

        Kill the Leaders of the Houses (2/7).

        Kill the Overking (0/1)

        You gain 10000 experience.

      

      

      And just like that, sights and sounds suddenly slammed into him as he rematerialized back in the normal world. He nearly fell with the sudden transition back to normal. He saw the messages popping up in his display but could hardly read them as he hung onto the balcony.

      “Jormungandr! Jormungandr has killed Thor!” men shouted from the entryway. “It’s Ragnarok! It is happening!”

      Gage smiled at the guards’ confusion, but he didn’t have any time to enjoy it. The great serpent, who had just gotten a mouth full of poison, began to foam at the mouth, its body thrashing and convulsing.

      The mad thrashing of the dying demon caused pieces of the remaining balcony to begin breaking away. Gage grabbed a Mana potion and slammed down the sharp liquid. Just before he Shadow Slid down the side of the cliff, he saw Niddhoggr crushed against the wall by the convulsing head of her own demon. All that was left of her was a bloody smear on the wall.

      And then Gage was falling down. He Slid twice more down the length of the cliff, no longer having to worry about Jormungandr’s magic sense. At the last second, he Slid up a few feet, dispersing his momentum, and landed quietly in the shadows near the bridge.

      As he downed his last Mana potion, a new message popped across his display.

      
        
        Jormungandr has died.

        You gain 12000 experience.

        You have gained a level.

      

      

      He smiled at the message; happy the great serpent was dead. Taking his time, Gage Slid across the bridge and back into Midgard. The entire city was up watching the spectacle of the giant serpent hanging out of Asgard. In the confusion, no one noticed a lone assassin sneaking out of town.
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      He spent the night in an abandoned farmhouse on the outskirts of Midgard. He’d spotted the place on their way to the city and pointed it out to Heather. Before she’d left earlier, he’d given her money to buy two horses, one for herself and one for him, along with supplies for both of them.

      Unfortunately, due to the way they’d been forced to leave, nearly all of their belongings had been left back at the inn, including their horses. All they had left were the clothes on their backs, a horse for each of them, food, a bedroll, and a tent—provided she’d been able to get everything at that hour.

      Searching the horse, he found dried meat, some cheese, and a bedroll. Not much, but he’d had less. Eating a quick meal, he led the horse out of the house and back to the road.

      He walked all through the night and managed to reach Reine late the next morning. He was forced to wait just outside the small town until nightfall, hidden in a small cluster of large boulders.

      When the suns had set, Gage crept into the town and tied his horse outside the inn. He then examined each window until he saw one with the right shutter open and the left one closed and a candle burning in the open side. Good girl. She remembered the signal exactly.

      He glanced around to make sure no one was watching and then Shadow Slid into the room. He expected to see Heather waiting for him. What he wasn’t expecting were the two Northmen and the wolf-kin standing near the door with a bound Heather between.

      “Loki’s balls!” the wolf-kin yelped as he jumped and spun. “He came in the window!”

      The two men spun, eyes widening. Heather was between the men. She was completely naked with both her hands bound in front of her and her mouth gagged. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying.

      He saw bruises on her face and body and a line of dried blood ran down from the corner of her mouth. Gage felt his blood boil, but he forced his anger down. Now was the time for cold calculation, not hot-headed action.

      Both the men and Heather were to the right side of the door. The smaller of the two men, an ugly guy with dark hair, a dark beard, and a scar down his left cheek held Heather by her hair, forcing her onto her toes.

      The large of the two men had dark auburn hair, pulled back in a ponytail. He had a beard too, but it was neatly trimmed. He held a dagger in his left hand and a hand crossbow in his right. The crossbow was pointing at Gage’s chest.

      The wolf-kin was off to the opposite side of the door. He held two curved daggers in his furry hands. He stared at Gage, body tensed and ready to fight.

      “We only want you,” the taller of the men said. He nodded to Heather. “Drop your weapons and we’ll let your lady friend go.”

      Gage scanned the three men.

      
        
        Hamning

        Human

        Fighter / Assassin

        Level 5 / 7

      

        

      
        Itur

        Human

        Rogue / Assassin

        Level 6 / 5

      

        

      
        Wollf

        Beast-kin

        Rogue / Fighter / Assassin

        Level 3 / 4 / 3

      

      

      The big man was Hamning and he was the highest level—probably the leader. The black-bearded man was Itur, while the beast-kin’s name was simply Wollf. Their names didn’t matter. In less than a minute, they’d all be dead.

      Gage slowly reached down to his weapons. He saw Itur push his dagger closer to Heather’s throat. He saw her frightened eyes; they were simultaneously pleading for help but also urging not to give himself over.

      Struggling to contain his anger, he forced himself to breathe in and out. Very slowly, he pulled both weapons from their sheaths and held them up.

      Hamning gestured to the floor. “Toss them to the floor and we’ll let her go.”

      Gage smiled coldly at them. “There’s two problems with that.”

      Hamning narrowed his eyes. “What problems?”

      “One,” Gage said, his voice icy. “You’re lying. And two…”

      He activated Shadow Double, feeling himself thrown out of his body into a world of blacks and whites and grays. This time, he controlled the direction. Time in the real world seemed to slow, just as it had in Odin’s throne room. He moved behind the two men and positioned himself. Then, he ended the ability.

      Instantly, the Shadow Double dissolved into shadow and Gage materialized in the real world. He slammed his daggers into the backs of the men’s skulls.

      
        
        You critically strike Hamning for 69 damage.

        You kill Hamning.

      

        

      
        You critically strike Itur for 67 damage.

        You kill Itur.

      

      

      Wollf yelped and scrambled back. He darted towards the window, but Gage wasn’t about to let him escape. He Shadow Slide directly into the beast-kin’s path.

      The canine eyes went wide from surprise as Gage appeared and even wider as Gage’s dagger slid into his heart.

      “And two.” Looking directly into the beast-kin’s eyes, he twisted the dagger. “Two… you’re all dead.”

      
        
        You critically strike Wollf for 81 damage.

        You kill Wollf.

      

      

      The beast-kin’s yellow eyes glazed over, and Gage let him drop to the floor, his dagger still in his heart. Rushing over to the piles of bodies near the door, he quickly extricated Heather from the two dead assassins.

      He cut her bonds and then then removed her gag, and the woman threw herself at him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and sobbed into his shoulder. “I… was… so… scared.”

      Gage patted her on the back. “It’s okay. You’re okay now.”

      “I… thought… they were… going to… kill you,” she sobbed. “And… me too.”

      He continued to hold her, stroking her hair and her back, until gradually her sobbing stopped. He continued to hold her until she disengaged.

      Heather wiped her eyes with the back of her hands but didn’t make any move to cover herself. Her bottom lip trembled. “They… um… were going to…”

      “They can’t hurt you anymore,” he told her. “You are alive, and they are dead. They’ll never hurt anyone ever again.”

      She bit her lip and nodded.

      “Get dressed,” he told her. “We need to leave tonight. It’s possible they told someone.”

      Heather nodded and moved mechanically around the room to retrieve her clothing. Gage retrieved his weapons and searched the dead assassins. He found a few coins and their weapons, but nothing else. He left their daggers but took the coins, the hand crossbow, and the ten quarrels he found.

      “I’m… ready,” Heather said, dabbing at her eyes.

      Gage motioned her to the window. He opened his arms and they embraced again. He Slid them out the window, down to the street below.

      She chuckled despite the recent events and shivered. “That’s so weird but cool too.”

      He nodded. “We can’t risk getting your horse from the stable, so we’ll just take mine.”

      Mounting his horse, they rode as quietly out of town as possible. Heather rode behind him and clung to him tightly. He knew it wasn’t just because it was cold. A few times he caught her sobbing into his back.

      Finally, he found a camping spot in the hollow of a rock face with a small overhang. He would have preferred no fire to mark their position, but it was too cold. He was forced to build a fire or risk hypothermia for them and the horse.

      He went half an hour collecting wood before finally getting a fire going. They huddled around the fire for fifteen minutes before they climbed into his bedroll. She wrapped herself around him and clung tightly to him before finally falling asleep.

      Gage, exhausted from the recent events, nevertheless forced himself to stay awake with the young woman draped over him. He kept his Blindsight up the remainder of the night, keeping his lonely vigil.

      The night was quiet and gave him plenty of time to think. Gage thought about his wife and his daughter. He thought about the other men he needed to kill. He also thought about the demon gate.

      The demon gate was real and, if the dwarves were right, wouldn’t bring the channelers more power; it would release unspeakable hordes of demons into this world, turning it into a literal hell. He knew he couldn’t let that happen. He had to stop it.

      As if sensing his determination, he saw a new message in his display.

      You have received a new quest “The Demon Gate”

      You have learned certain leaders among the Houses intend to open a Demon Gate to give them more power. You have learned the truth from the dwarves: The Demon Gate will open a portal from the Demon Plane to this World and allow demons to enter.

      You must stop the Demon Gate from being opened.

      Prevent the Demon Gate from Being Opened (0/1)

      Reward: 250,000 experience, Unknown.

      Accept quest (yes or no)?

      Gage looked down at Heather’s sleeping face and stroked her hair. She moaned softly in her sleep and snuggled more tightly against him.

      Heather, and all the other normal people out there just trying to make a living for themselves and their families, deserved a world without the fear of a demon invasion. They might not be able to stop what was coming—but maybe he could.

      Even if it meant Gage had to give up his personal crusade, he knew this was more important. The fate of the entire world might be at stake.

      He looked at the prompt in his display.

      Accept quest (yes or no)?

      Strengthening his resolve, Gage accepted the quest.
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      Zeus looked around the room at the other heads of House and scowled. “Do any of us actually believe Jormungandr killed Odin and Thor?”

      He wasn’t the real Zeus, of course. His real name was Dolos, and he was a channeler with the power of lightning. He looked down at the bracelet Loki had procured for him. He didn’t understand how it worked, but while wearing it, it made him look and sound exactly like the original Zeus.

      The bracelets were something the Aesir had created and shared, but they hadn’t shared the secret of how it worked or how it was made. They allowed them to maintain the illusion of being immortal gods among the northern provinces. When one of them died or was killed, another wizard replaced them and wore the bracelet, pretending to be them.

      Loki had somehow convinced the enchanters of his House to create it, explaining he might have Zeus killed and replaced. Dolos almost laughed. Loki had actually told them the truth too. They’d killed Zeus, and Dolos, using the bracelet, had taken his place.

      Dolos thought about Loki’s demise. The stories of Odin and Thor’s deaths spread quickly through Aesir and then south to the other provinces. Inside the northernmost House, the commoners were spreading word of Ragnarok’s coming. The entire province was spooked.

      He smiled wickedly. Ragnarok. The end of the world. They weren’t too far from the truth. Once the gate was open and he had full access to the powers of his host demon, their world would be over. A new world order would rise.

      Of course, everyone at the cabal knew it hadn’t really been Odin and Thor who were killed by the giant serpent. It had been Loki and Nari, part of the cabal. The real Odin and Thor had been killed months ago—or had it been a year now? More? So many moving parts, Dolos lost track of time.

      Do we even care? Sibeal’s voice echoed into the minds of everyone around the table. They served their purpose. They sent the dwarves. We have what we need to build the gate.

      Cernunnos’ latest leader was a monstrosity to behold and Dolos had to consciously keep the look of disgust off his face. With a head like a squid, complete with tentacles, he wasn’t the only one. Everyone was repulsed by her grotesque disfigurement.

      And yet, she had traded her human appearance for one of the rarest magics gifted by the demons—Mind Magic. Normally, it would have been a good trade. But once the gate was open and they all had extra powers, perhaps they all might have Mind magic.

      “You know I hate when you do that Sibeal!” Ra growled. The eagle headed beast-kin of House Ennead.

      Dolos didn’t despise beast-kin like some of the others. In fact, when he’d killed the real Zeus and took his place, he’d been pleasantly surprised at the variety of concubines the man had. He had to admit, the beast-kin definitely had a wild side. Being Zeus had some perks.

      Ra had actually been one of the easiest to recruit. There were no beast-kin wizards. No one knew why, but they simply couldn’t harness natural magic. All their power came from channelers and summoners.

      Sibeal’s tentacles wiggled, I could make you like it.

      The other figures stirred uneasily. None of them truly knew the extent of Sibeal’s powers and the thought she could be manipulating them without them even knowing it set everyone on edge.

      “Sibeal, Ra,” Dolos said, pounding his fist on the table. “We are too close to start fighting among ourselves—especially now that there are only three of us!”

      Ra glared at Sibeal for a moment before turning his eagle-like head to Dolos. “If it wasn’t the demon serpent, then who?” The beast-kin paused, a worried expression coming over his avian features. “You don’t suspect the Overlord knows?”

      Dolos shook his head. “No one has seen the Overlord in a hundred years. If he is still alive, he’s not interested in the Houses any longer.”

      Then who? Sibeal asked. The southern Houses?

      “How would they know?” Dolos asked. “We have no presence there. Channelers and warlocks are still hunted and killed like vermin there.”

      “That will change once the gate is open,” Ra said. He clicked his beak. “Many things will change.”

      “No, I don’t think it’s them,” Dolos said. “They’re still too concerned with the conflict we started.”

      Let’s hope it keeps them busy and out of the way, Sibeal said.

      “If not them,” Ra said. “Then who?”

      “What about the reports of that assassin in the Aesir?” Dolos asked.

      Aeg Derg? Sibeal asked.

      Ra snickered. “You certainly let him slip through your fingers.”

      Sibeal’s squid-like eyes narrowed. Aeg Derg had more spies than House Cernunnos! I found many but obviously not all. He knew my forces were coming.

      Ra let out a frustrated breath. “You know what the demons said. We have to eliminate those assassins who know the secrets of demon bane poisons. Aeg Derg is one of them! Dolos and I have already eliminated ours and the assassins in the southern provinces who knew the secret.”

      And started a war between the Houses down there, Sibeal countered.

      “They don’t know it was us and the war acts in our favor at the moment,” Dolos pointed out.

      Sibeal’s tentacles wiggled in annoyance. Except that the metal we need for the gate is only found down there!

      “We should have all we need,” Ra answered.

      And if we don’t? Sibeal asked. I had never even heard of Osmium before the demons told us what it is. If we need more…

      “If we need more,” Dolos interrupted. “There are always smugglers. But we are getting off topic. To answer your question, no, I wasn’t referring to Aeg Derg. There were reports of that other assassin.”

      Gage? Sibeal’s tentacles wiggled in confusion.

      “Loki reported his Daggers had spotted him in the north,” Dolos pointed out. “Think about it, the same assassin who killed Ruy was spotted in Aesir, and now Loki and Nari are dead. Can that be a coincidence?”

      Sibeal’s brow furrowed. Or rather, Dolos assumed the contortion of her squid head meant the same. But why would he kill Odin and Thor?

      “It wasn't Thor and Odin,” Ra reminded her.

      But he had no way of knowing that, she snapped. So the question remains, why would he kill them?

      Ra cocked his eagle head in a very bird-like fashion. “What if he knows about us? What if Ruy told him something before he died? Any of us could be next on his list.”

      The room was quiet for nearly a minute as they all considered the implications. Dolos considered Ra’s question. Their little cabal had been kept very secret, but Ruy had known about all of them. What if he had told the assassin about them in some vain attempt to save his own life?

      “We can’t discount Ruy’s stupidity and cowardice as a possibility,” Dolos admitted. “After all, those two things were what prompted us to remove him. We have to work under the assumption that he knows about us and possibly the gate.”

      And you think he wants to stop the gate from being activated? Sibeal asked.

      “I think we have to assume that is his purpose,” Ra insisted. “And if he thinks eliminating our group will stop the gate, any of us could be next.”

      Dolos had been thinking along the same lines. “You’re right, Ra. We have to assume we are all targets, as well as the gate.”

      “I will dispatch more guards to the gate the moment I return,” Ra said. “It will be difficult for him to get near me. There are few humans in my province.”

      “And I will engage the Order of Apate,” Dolos said with a nod, referring to House Olympia’s assassins.

      Now that he was Zeus, he had them at his beck and call. “I’ll put such a large bounty on his head, he’ll be dead the moment he steps into my province.”

      Another thought occurred to him and Dolos frowned. “The death of Loki does put a damper on my plans to recruit a few others—especially that annoying Aphrodite. Without more bracelets, we can’t replace anyone.”

      At least you have Ares, Sibeal pointed out.

      “I’d prefer a few others,” Dolos retorted. “Especially if I have an assassin coming for me.”

      I will go back and raise my bounty on him, Sibeal told them. If he is coming for me, I will make sure he has a surprise waiting for him.

      Ra cleared his throat, a sound which resembled a very loud quail or pigeon noise. “What about Asmodeus? Any word from our demon patron?”

      Zeus shook his head. “Other than telling us to work faster on the gate, no. He’s been quiet for the last two weeks. I think he’s growing impatient with us.”

      The others nodded. Sibeal looked around and stood up. Until next time.

      “Until our next meeting,” Ra agreed.

      Turning, they left the table and went to stand in front of the large mirror in the corner of the room. One by one, they envisioned where they wanted to go. When the location appeared in the reflection, they stepped through to that place.

      Dolos was the last to go through the mirror. He stood there, staring at the reflection of Zeus. With the bracelet on, he appeared as a near perfect human specimen with a strong, handsome face and a chiseled body.

      He sighed. Dolos’s real body was a twisted parody of humanity with scaled, lizard-like legs and scales over the rest of his body. He’d been shunned by everyone, especially women. Until he’d donned the bracelet, he hadn’t even been able to buy female affection.

      The bracelet allowed him to enjoy the pleasures of Zeus’s harem, but he knew it wasn’t him they were seeing or feeling. He wanted to enjoy them as himself. But that was impossible at the moment.

      Soon, Dolos thought, very soon he would be more powerful than any wizard. Very soon, he would take whatever he wanted. He envisioned his bedroom back at Olympus. It was time to enjoy Zeus’s harem again.

      A wicked grin on his face, Dolos stepped through the mirror.
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      If you enjoyed this book, please check out other series by John Cressman:

      
        
        The Abduction Cycles - Books 1-6

        Check Out The Series on Amazon

        Imagine waking up in a world where magic is real! One minute Ethan Gower was an average computer technician, playing online games with his friends. Now he’s been abducted and dropped into a strange world with others who have been taken from their homes. And magic and monsters are real.

        Now, Ethan is a wizard and must convince his new companions to band together in order to survive in this strange new world as they level up, gain abilities and try to unravel the mystery of why they were abducted and how to find a way home.

        But things are never easy and soon he and his friends find themselves in the middle of a conflict that could spell disaster to their new home.

        Oh, and there might be something murdering wizards and sucking out their brains.

        Could things get any worse?
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        Koyesta Online: Early Access

        Written with Paige M. Fallbright

        Check Out Book 1

        It started as just a game for Madison, but now the entire virtual world may hinge on her decisions!

        Madison only joined the Koyesta Online's early access because her brother begged her. Of course, the fact that they're awarding brand new crytocurrency to the early players for in game actions might have something to do with it too.

        Thrust inside the world's most immersive fantasy VRMMORPG, Madison, her brother and two cousins find themselves in some backwater little town, far away from other players and the main action of the game.

        Determined to make the most of it, they set out on a series of adventures and stumble upon hidden ruins and a secret epic quest capable of reshaping the face of the game before it's even been officially released.

        Join a dragon girl, a barbarian, an elf druid and a beastmaster with a big cat named Buddy as they explore the boundless world of Koyesta Online, battle monsters of all shapes and sizes and find out whether they have what it takes to become true epic heroes.
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        The Veil Online Trilogy (Second Edition) - Books 1-3

        Check Out The Series on Amazon

        Junior programmer Jace Burton is your average computer geek. By day he works on the most popular VR game in the world and by night, he slay dragons and saves damsels.

        Not any more.

        Today he woke up inside the game and there’s no way out. Worse, he’s not even his high level avatar. He’s a monster. And every time he dies, he jumps into another monster body.

        Something is wrong. Seriously wrong.

        Join Jace on a mind-blowing adventure as he desperately tries to unravel the mystery of what has happened to him and most importantly, is he even alive any more?
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