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​Chapter 1: The Hunter
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“When hunting a demon you don’t know, the best opening is one done under the cover of stealth.” - Father

The creature would be here soon.

He sat perched on the rafters of the barn waiting for his prey. What exactly he was waiting for he had little clue, only that he was supposed to deal with it. Whatever it was had been stealing the livestock of the farm, and dealing with the threat was his job. As he lay there he ruminated on the information of his request again to pass the time.

It had started when the client had noticed some animals had gone missing when he was taking stock of them. Two whole pigs had gone missing along with a handful of chickens. Not something one usually called people like him to sort out, after all it sounded like something animals or a group of people would be able to accomplish. He’d locked up the back barn doors, having left them open because of the summer heat, and figured if nothing happened in the next few days he’d called hunters and trackers.

Any thoughts his client had about problems being mundane like animals or other people were thrown out the window when the next day had arrived. If it weren’t for the large hole that had been put there the interior showed further proof. A whole cow had been eaten and only the head had been left. A set of strange paw prints had been left and trailed out into the woods near the end of his land, where it looked like something heavy had walked through them. 

That’s why he was here.

He’d waited an unknown amount of time for the prey to arrive. Every now and then changing to sitting on the rafters to get the stiffness out of his arms from waiting. It was a boring task, but it gave him time to think about whatever came to mind. Mostly still about a month ago when he’d arrive in the province on his own.

Becoming a mercenary hadn’t been all that hard. The Steel Legion weren’t what he would have called picky, not that he wouldn’t have been qualified, but compared to the other two big mercenary contractors out here they were preferable. They offered something that he didn’t need to sign a contract that would land him there for years, or try and trap him within a system, but wasn’t some inexperienced upstart group. One of those rare remnants of an older age back when they were still called adventuring guilds and not what they were nowadays. 

Less than a year from now he’d need to return to his home. If he wanted to prove himself right for the position in his family he needed to make fifty thousand tek to show he was capable on his own. Not an impossible job given the multitude of ways to make coin, the fact he had to be sent to a different province as was tradition. The only help that he was given was the documents he needed to show when he got to the guild.

When that was done he just needed to choose what he wanted to specialize in. There was a lot, but he knew where his specialties lie. Things like dungeon delving carried too much risk despite the pay, he wasn’t good at going out and acquiring different herbs, he wasn’t good at potion brewing, etc. There was only really one thing he was good at and he felt was qualified enough to do on his own.

Monster hunting wasn’t out of his comfort zone, given his previous station, but the location was. He was used to the shifting seas and the smell of salt in the air. Where they waited for the threats much like now, and waited days if not weeks for the creatures of the abyss to come. The unsung heroes of the kingdom if he did-

The building shifted and moved as the wind blew against it. The only awake animal at the time, an aging horse, let out a sigh as it seemed to look around. The noise brought him from his thoughts for a moment as he looked at the harpoon that was gripped into his other hand. At first glance many would think it looked like a normal pilum with some strange holes near the edge of the weapon.

With one press of the button near the handle and the hook’s blades shot out as he could feel the beast growing closer. He licked his lips, his tongue touching the end of his porcelain mask, as a comforting scent of lavender and jasmine crept into his nose, replacing the smell of the barn that was otherwise horrendous to him. The barn’s back door, a flimsy wooden gate set up hastily to replace the old one, was destroyed easily and even from here he could feel the weight of the creature’s steps. 

It advanced to the end of the barn where it more than likely smelled the blood of the animals. He’d cut a few beforehand to lure the creature, sure that it would go for the more injured prey than the healthy cattle. The client hadn’t been a big fan of the action, but he had agreed that it would be better to have an injury that would heal as opposed to a dead animal or two.The moonlight trickled in revealing parts of its form.

It was a large barrel sized mass of reddish fur that walked on six legs, although the two near the large stomach look more like a set of muscular arms. The creature had one singular eye that was fixated on its location, but even here the large pig-like snout of the creature poked just up ahead. Even crouched as if it were a normal animal it looked to be five feet tall, but it was twelve feet in length. His eyes trailed over the body of the creature and saw gaps in the fur that leaked a purplish smoke that plumed out before turning transparent.

It sniffed the air for a moment and he sat still, yet not afraid it would smell him. After a moment the creature continued on its course for the animals that were in the pen. His hand that gripped the wood of his hiding spot tightened as he looked at the legs of the creature. Large and thick with fat covered by its fur, yet the perfect target for his weapon from this angle.

He let the creature move closer and closer. The few animals in the barn, the ones near their death from age, didn’t seem to notice or care that a predator lay among them, and he wondered if it was the scent that leaked from it. Even he had to admit that the scent was even calming, yet it didn’t stop his perception of the monster in front of him. It was right in front of the pen when he finally launched his attack.

He brought back the harpoon and hurled it with all his might. The sound of piercing flesh rang out and for the first time the creature made a noise. A large roar that sounded like a distortion of a grown man’s and a bull’s yell came from under the creature. He dropped down, landing on a pile of hay, and his hand went to the quiver on his side. 

He grabbed the handle from inside its container and pulled it quickly, the small looking arrow was unsheathed to its full size as a harpoon. Armed once again he took aim as the creature used its massive arms to turn around quickly. It’s single eye catching sight of him and fixing him with a glare it sat up straight, as if mimicking a human, and revealing the large sideways mouth on its belly.

The mouth spanned from one side of the creature’s bulbous waist to the other, and was large enough to fit Giovanni himself. Jagged teeth that almost looked like they were placed haphazardly in filled it as it took in large greedy gulps of air. He tore his eyes from the grotesque sight as he threw another harpoon. Aiming for where the heart might have been on a human, only because he wasn’t sure where else to aim his throw.

The weapon didn’t reach its mark as the monster’s left arm grabbed the harpoon before it punctured the eye. The place that it held the weapon was bent and misshapen immediately with how much strength the beast had used to catch it. He cursed under his breath as he debated whether to try his luck with another harpoon or to use the gladius on his hip and parma on his back. 

The smoke that was leaking from its sides suddenly stopped as the creature started taking a large breath from its snout. Its stomach expanded as the air rushed inside, and he swore he felt the gust drawing towards it even from across the barn. Making his decision he grabbed the shield attached to his back and braced for whatever the creature was doing. Just as he did a torrent of reddish-orange smoke was shot towards him from the lower mouth. 

His shield didn’t feel a large impact as the orangish smoke settled gently around him and began spreading. In a moment he knew what the smell was for as the animals began reacting violently to the concoction as the smoke began rising up and obscuring his vision. The biological attack was trying to creep under his masks covering and into his eyes, and while mostly unsuccessful he felt his eye’s begin to tear up and the faint taste of spice on his tongue. He heard the creature begin shifting its frame, more than likely ready to leap at where he was, and so he threw himself to the side into an empty pen.

His intuition proved correct as he heard wood splinter and crash to the side of him and he followed the noise outside the barn. The outside brought fresh air and sight to the creature. It was laying in the dirt for a moment, having used its uninjured legs and arms to throw itself, before it began rising. He dashed forward for a moment and took a swipe at the back of the creature's other uninjured leg.

His blade cut through, although not without some effort, and a sizable chunk was out from the beast’s heel. Its stomach mouth let out another roar and with incredible speed its body flopped to the side and rolled over. Had it been a normal animal it would have exposed its belly potentially in submission, but this creature’s mouth still drooled and growled angrily. It mostly just sat itself up as he drew away from it. 

As he looked up again he looked at its injured legs and wondered what the creature in front of him would do now that it was looking at him. Its left hand grasped down on the dirt below it and he saw a brownish glow come from its palm. His eyes widened as he brought his shield up just in time as a condensed mass of earth was thrown at him. His shield was forced back and hit him in the chest and mouth, not to mention the fact he was physically pushed back. 

He recovered from the strike and began changing his current plan of attack. If the creature could attack him from a distance with magic, then he needed to close the gap quickly. He lowered the shield once more, the condensed ball now returning to shifting dirt, he stepped to the side as another came from its other arm. He looked the thing in the eye, its own narrowing in anger, as he charged. 

The creature spread its arms to meet his challenge as he grew closer. His blade poised ready to end the fight before the creature could show any more tricks up its sleeve. A greenish smoke began to rise from the holes on its back as he grew closer to it. The creature wound back a haymaker ready to see if its own strike would reach him first.

It probably would have given it’s reach.

He suddenly ducked down, sliding through the farm’s dirt due to his speed. The creature had sent its attack where he had been and overshot it. This was his only chance as he couldn’t see this feint working a second time as he slowed and whirled his blade around him. Steel caught the creature's arm socket as it embedded itself in there before he tore it out.

It didn’t sever the arm, the flesh and bone were too strong for a strike so haphazard. What he needed was the pain that was inflicted as it distracted the creature. As it gave out its cry then did he begin his plan as he grabbed a fist full of the creature’s fur and began his quick climb. The weapon in his hands was brought up and rose above his head before he brought it down.

The nape of the creature’s neck was still tough and a single stab wouldn’t do. He brought it back and struck in the spot again and again to try and run the creature through. He heard the growl and felt the monster lean backwards trying to crush him under its immense weight. With one final stab he left the blade there as he used the creature's back as a springboard and was launched safely away and rolled when he hit the ground.

As he saw the creature impact it made a noise similar to a choking sound as the air left it. It lay incredibly still, the giant mouth on its stomach was breathing a lot weaker now. Still alive even with a sword lodged deep in its neck, an impressive thing he’d admit but that just meant he needed to finish it. His hand went back to his quiver and another full sized harpoon was brought out.

He walked up to the creature that was still letting out a now reddish smoke weakly. He stood just above the creature’s head and its pupil looked back up at him. A near death look of hate was sent to him. He brought his harpoon up and gave his own look to the creature even if it had been hidden by his own mask. The harpoon pierced through the creature's eye, its blood covered him as they splashed out.

A job completed.
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“Ha ha lookie that! It’s big fucker ain’t it?” He stood there awkwardly as the farmer looked at the dead creature. “Yeah It is.” He said rather flatly as he looked at the man. The farmer turned back to him and slapped a hand onto his shoulder. “Now don’t sound so glum boy. Ya did a fine job, sound a little proud a yerself!” A big friendly smile was sent his way.

Was there anything to be proud of? His job was to kill monsters and he did just that, so he really didn’t get why the man was congratulating him on something he was being paid to do. “Sure.” He looked the man up and down again.

He was just eye level with him. Sandy blonde hair covered by a straw hat and brown eyes that looked at him with pride. He was a muscular man that was currently only wearing a set of overalls that had patches and work boots. He observed the other man’s tan as he tried to turn the creature to the side and admire the kill. A friendly smile that was just visible past the equally blonde beard of the farmer.

“Ya know boy when I saw you I was a little weirded out. Ya come in with that freaky mask and the weird clothes and say ya hunt monsters alone! Usually a whole mess of ya or at least a group. Sending one guy’s kinda strange, but I guess this was my first time usin ya group.” He let the man ramble as he just patted him on the shoulder.

“I gotta say it’ll do me some good to let ya have some breakfast with us before ya go. Come on, ma wife’s cookin up somethin real tasty.” The man began walking to the house that was more visible with the sun out. “That’s not really necessary. You're paying me so you kind of already thank-” “Ah don’t be like that.” The man interrupted and then continued on. “Ya stay’d up all night and fought this big ol beast for us. Couldn’t have been easy so let me give ya something extra to remember us by.”

His protest denied, he simply began following the man to the wooden home. “How’d ya get here anyway? Didn’t see a horse or nothing.” At the question he turned to the man.  “Simple, I just walked here from the town.” The man gave him a strange look at his answer.

“Ya...Ya walked?” He nodded at the question. “Yes, I’ll probably do that again after I take the monster’s head. Need to show proof to the legion and see what it is.” The man made a flabbergasted cough as he told him his plan. He stopped and put his palms on his shoulder. 

“Boy are ya touched in the head. It’s damn near a whole day’s walk, and you’ll be haulin that head along with ya.” 

“That’s the plan, yes.” The man let out a tired sigh at his answer. It was becoming increasingly apparent there might have been some cultural divide between him and the man. “Boy what’s your name?” The man asked as if it were a serious matter. “Giovanni Ramni.” The man took his hand off his shoulder and then stuck his left hand out.

“Names Arsene, and after breakfast how’s bout I take ya to town. Needed to go anyway.” He took the man’s hand with his own and gave a firm grip. “If you're going that way it’s fine.” Arguing with his client wasn’t going to get him anywhere. Besides, the man was going there anyway so there wasn’t going to be any extra harm.

“Good, now come on. Daphine should be about done.” Arsen said as he began the walk back to the house. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together to figure out who Daphine was as he followed. He would admit to being a little curious as to what the people out here ate because it had to be different from being in town. 

Still his mind told him he should focus on the next request that he would need to complete. A few bounties on the board he remembered would be good if they were still there. Not to mention the confirmed kill would probably get him a fair amount of tek. Still a long way to go but today would mark a nice dent into that goal he had.

​
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​Chapter 2: The Town
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“Look at our choked lands. They have been ravaged both by us and the creatures of the abyss so the other provinces thrive. See the blackened dirt, constant rain, and the death that comes every hour. It’s no wonder people get paid to live here, much less fight for the safety of Igalick ” - Captain Dario of the Deep Guard upon his return from the capital province Hei-Arc

"Daphine! I hope ya made extra, we got ourselves a guest!” Walking into the wooden home he was greeted with a mostly barren living room. A nice circular hand knit rug in the center of the room that was sandwiched between an old rocking chair and a couch with a small bookshelf to the side of it. A set of stairs on the left went up, and to the back of the room on the right side was a door.

“Damn well knew it! I told ya he would be!” A feminine voice shot back from the other room. Following Arsene into the room over he was greeted with a mixture of a kitchen and a dining room. The only real thing separating the two was a peninsula. The countertop had a few plates with a soft looking flat bread and a small purplish fruit.

“Yeah you were right, but don’t let that go ta ya head.” Arsene said, answering his wife. He looked up at the woman to see her flipping one of the flat breads in a pan. The metal stove she had looked old and beat up, and a few places there were obviously some handmade patch jobs. A red glow came from the bottom of the device that was more than likely the crystal powering it. With one final flip of the flat bread she turned around and set it on a plate that was beginning to tower, her hand pressed an old weary button to stop the dancing flame.

She made it a few steps to join them before she turned around and let out a sigh. “Dang nab it.” Her hand, one only slightly less calloused than her husband's, came up and smashed against the side of the metal box. It made a sputtering sound as it turned off. He looked at Arsene, who had already taken a seat at the handmade dingy table.

“Did something happen to your stove?” At Giovanni’s question the farmer looked up at him. “Huh? Oh that, nah it’s just an old thang. Nothin to fancy bout it, but it works.” He joined the man as Daphine set down a plate in front of him. He looked down at the plate and noticed not only the flat bread, but a side of eggs and meat next to them. He looked up to see Daphine put the fruit basket in the center of the table, and a metal tin as well.

Daphine was only a head shorter than her husband and him, and wore a set of overalls that were only a little cleaner than her husbands. The difference between the two was she wore a red shirt that had some stains from the food. Other than that she had short ginger hair that had a small braid on the side, and a pair of tired if amused brown eyes that looked at him. “Ya gonna take the mask off and join us, or ya just like lookin at food?”

“No need.” Grabbing a fork he brought one of the strips of meat up to his mouth. With a sudden crack the mask opened up and allowed him to begin eating. He heard a strange noise emanate from Arsene and looked at him as the man had a bemused look on his face. After a moment Arsene shook his head at the sight and cleared his throat.

“I’ll be honest with ya I think I preferred knowing it couldn’t do that.” He shrugged in response as he went to pick up the flat bread and found it incredibly flabby. It must have been a different type of bread than he was used to, but with a little bit of ingenuity he rolled it up. Bringing it to his lip he bit into it and found the taste a little plain. Potentially even less than that since if he focused hard enough he could taste some of the ingredients used to make it.

“You might enjoy that pancake with some syrup.” He looked up at Daphine who was pouring some of the syrup over her own and cutting into it. “Oh it’s called a pancake.” It must have been a delicacy of the area, he wouldn’t have expected them to go so far for the task.

An awkward silence filled the room as he copied her previous action. Cutting up the piece and then trying it he could see the appeal. Their syrup gave the pancake a richer and foreign taste that he found he enjoyed. “Now if ya don’t mind me askin...where are you from?” Looking up as he chewed his meal he found the bewildered expression had returned to Arsene’s face. “Oh from the Destli province.” The farmer looked at his wife for an explanation, but she had an equally confused look as well. It was fine that part of the country was probably strange to think about being so far away.

“If you're curious, the Destli Province is on the northeast side of the Igalick kingdom...next to the ocean.” At the mention of that vile abyss the two suddenly seem to understand. “Oh...far from home ain’t ya. Well I can’t blame ya for wantin ta leave that place.” Whatever assumptions the man had about his past he didn’t care to correct. 

“Can’t imagine what foods like there if ya ain’t never had some pancakes and bacon with a side of egg.” Ah so the strips of meat had a name. Bacon was a strange name, but he did find it oddly charming. Still he supposed he should keep the conversation going. “Ah, the food at home does its job. Keeps us fed and strong.” 

“Anything you’d recommend if we could ever eat there.” He had to think for a moment as he finished off the eggs. He couldn’t recall outside of the rare cake after a hard battle any food that particularly interested him. Taste was more of a side effect of whatever they cooked then something to focus on. Given this was apparently a normal meal in other places in Igalick he had a feeling any food recommendations wouldn’t be to they’re usual palette. 

Still they had asked.

“If you ever had Smoke Rugsin Fin with a side of Gnasher eggs it’s a pretty good meal.” Daphine hummed in response as she got up. “I’m gettin some, would ya like some more?” He nodded as he handed her his plate. As she left, Arsene finished off on his own. “Never heard of Rugsin Fin. Are there other ways of makin it as tasty.”

“It’s only non toxic when it’s smoked, eating it any other way is a good way to die while hallucinating.” The man opened his mouth for a moment before he mulled over something in his head. “Ya know, after breakfast the cart’s not too far from here. I can have some farm hands, when they arrive, cut the head so you can get a nap in if ya want.” He went to decline the man’s offer. After all this was already too much for what he had done, but a realization stopped him.

He had left his sword stuck under the beast, and he wasn’t strong enough to push it over.

“...I’ll take you up on the offer. Do be warned my sword is stuck, so be sure to warn them about it.” The man nodded as Daphine came back and set his plate and set a small fruit in a bowl next to him. “Ever had a fig before or is that also a no?” He shook his head  as he took the small fruit into his hand.

Biting into the fruit he found that it was soft and a sweet yet slightly nutty flavor filled his mouth. Another bite soon followed and he found he was eating it faster than the other parts of his meal. “I can tell you like those. If ya ever go by this area again I’ll take ya to the orchard up the road where I got em, I think the owner would love someone like you.” He raised an eyebrow at the woman before he spoke.

“Do they also have a monster they need to be hunted?” 

He didn’t understand the giggling fit she went into nor her husband's sigh.
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“Hey big guy get up.” There was a shaking to his side that got him. He opened his eyes and his right hand came and taped the temple on his head three times. In a moment the mask’s eyes opened and the light poured in. He sat up a little straight and stretched a little, having been leaning on the cart’s back. It wasn’t the worst place he’d had to sleep, but it did take some getting used to.

Looking in front of him he was greeted with the still rather large head of the monster he slain and the open top of the cart. Nothing important but a hand on his shoulder caused him to turn around to see the font of the cart. Arsene sat there in the front with one hand on the reins. “We're here, just need for you to show your identification.” 

Looking up he could see the walls that protected the town of Abena. Large gray thirty foot walls that looked to have been well maintained despite the age. In front a gate that was protected with six helmeted guards on the side of it dressed in bronze armor shaped like men’s torsos and form fitted greaves, with dull green cloth underneath the protective metal. Each armed with a large shield and a spear. One man wore armor similar to the rest, but it was a cloth variant of laminated linens and stitched scales, and no weapon was visible. A black cloak hung over his right side covering it, the embroidery of a bull with a scorpion's tail adorning it, and a leather book in his left hand. 

“Identification.” An order came from the man with the cloak that had a trace hint of boredom. His hand reached for his pocket and felt around for a moment before he pulled out a small metal symbol of a skull with a dagger stabbed into the top. Presenting it to the man he inspected it for a few moments and checked the book every now and then, looking for inaccuracies. “Alright, a member of the Steel Legion. Your cart can proceed.” Stepping out of the way the cart began moving as the oxen pulled it.

A month in the city and he’d still had to admire the beauty of it. The entrance of the place was filled with a set red brick road with large reddish trees that grew on both sides. They bent and twisted, meeting in the middle and growing bluish leaves where they met giving each road an organic arch. The buildings were made of that material and were joined with white marble pillars or foundations, most had circle windows that seemed to almost give the home a smiling face.

The city was split into five districts, four technically since the east and west both served the same purpose, and this part was the one he frequented the most. Considered equally the tourist and residential space eight homes with a local business or two sat out per road. Mostly the marble and wood homes, but a few plots of land had just black trees as thick as the cart itself with domes of green leaves. Special housing for the harpies that lived in the town, or they’re husbands if they chose to.

Few people were on the street at the time, but those that were went about in mostly white work shirts and darker pants. At least those that kept to the ground, a few red winged harpies flew above the road or rested on the trees that grew there. They wore more open clothing with open backs and exposed midriffs, but if there was any discomfort from the populace they didn’t show it.

“You know I only come here every now and then, but Abena always is beautiful this time of year.” Arsene spoke suddenly as they continued down the road. “Does it look worse some months?” At his question the farmer seemed to ponder it for a moment before he gave a sad nod. 

“Yeah whenever a monster heavy month rolls around everyone has to go to the city. Only place with good protection with all the guards and mages.” For a moment he imagined himself huddling behind the walls of the town having to wait out the months. Unable to do anything and wait as the guards and mercenaries kept the town safe. “How is the town when that time rolls around?” Arsene let out an annoyed sigh at the question.

“Cramped mostly, but there always seems to be one or two assholes who make it all worse. Never had a problem with a guard, but that's mostly because they’re defendin us or going out to strike the creatures.” He let out a hum at the man as they passed another set of patrolling guards similar to the ones at the gate, only shadowed above by a harpy in a more open version of the cloaked man at the front.

“Giovanni, if ya don’t mind me askin, what do you think about the town? How’s it compared to the ol home?” He put his hand under his chin as he looked out. Most of the people on the roads were smiling or neutral be they human, harpy, or the odd goblin that stuck to the shadows if he looked hard enough. The place itself had a calm atmosphere that paired well with a nice breeze that blew a small amount of leaves with it. The only thing that came to mind of the buildings was how clean they looked. The faint smell of nature and polished stone was always accompanied in this district of the town. 

“It’s different, but not bad. Could use some more guards if you ask me.” a strange look was sent his way by Arsene. “I mean I can agree with you in some cases, but it's pretty peaceful now. They’re probably just in they’re district and not bothering too many people.” He supposed that made sense, but a patrol or two on each road would make the place a more secure feeling to him.

A realization struck him for a moment that was decently important. “Were you able to recover my sword from the beast?” the man cringed for a moment and sucked in some air. “Ah...about that. It was kinda mangled and bent all over, it’s in the bag next to the head if ya wanna see.” Turning around he noticed the mentioned bag slightly behind the head. Getting up and walking forward he grabbed the burlap sack and opened it to see its contents.

And was disappointed by the contents.

What was left on the handle of the blade was misshapen and bent so that it folded in on itself. Not that there was much of it anyway as there were large metal pieces and shards that settled in the bottom of the bag, some having hints at rust or corrosion. That struck him as odd for a moment before he decided it must have been a strange quirk of the beast. He shook his head and threw the bag to the side.

More money he’d have to spend to get a new blade.

“My apologies. The help may have stuck it once or twice with the saw.” He waved off the man’s apologies. “Whether they did or didn't’ wouldn’t have mattered. It’s scrap now.” At best he could sell the metal shards cheap to a blacksmith to be reforged or if they wanted the extra metal from his home. From what he knew they worked mostly with copper here, so that was bound to attract someone’s attention.

“Oh we’re pulling up on the Steel Legion now. Anything I should know, I’ve only ever been inside to make a request.” Looking up he saw his workplace arrive in detail past a few other wagons and carts. Unlike the other buildings the Steel Legion’s base took up the space of the entire block by itself. It wasn’t that it was one large building, more so three with connected brick paths, but the one to the left that was a single story tall was wide enough for three homes. 

It wasn’t just the size that stood out, but also the construction. It was made of the black wood that the harpies trees were made out of, with at times bronze reinforced sides. Few windows sat out from the place, but those that did took on a more square shape more reminiscent of his home, and reinforced with bronze bars. The building they needed to go had open areas for one to park a cart with a large metal sheet at the top ready to be pulled down, it was the one place that looked more like a stain on the city than something to admire. 

“That building right there. That’s the place we can drop off the proof and then you can go.” The man nodded as he steered the ox to their destination. A few people that were different from the normal townsfolk began appearing at giving them side eyes. Fellow mercenaries from what he could tell, but then again this sort of job attracted all sorts of types. He couldn’t complain much since he’d also arrived here for similar reasons of profit even if his end goal wasn’t exclusively to ‘get rich.’ 

As they entered the building he took note of the inside. A few yellow squares had been highlighted on now gray stone telling where they could and couldn’t park. A few others wandered in with smaller beasts or waited in lines while others repaired some carts. In the back people behind counters and metal shutters took stock of things or inspected different corpses. Others handed brown pouches that he knew contained tek, but every so often a weapon would be handed to them as well. 

After Arsene got into one of the squares he let out a bark that stopped the oxen. In a moment the square flashed and the beast went silent and became drowsy, falling asleep standing up. Arsene began hopping off the cart and making his way to the back. “Alright now, you push the head and I’ll be back to carry it. You're gonna have to get it out quick because it’s a heavy piece a shit.” He nodded in response as he got in position.

“Alrighty here on three...one...two...THREE!” With a push of all his might the head began rolling forward. In a moment he realized that the idea of taking this on his own would have been borderline impossible. A product of a tired mind that made him glad that Arsene had volunteered. Every inch the head moved made him wish he was fighting the thing again instead of doing this. The only saving grace being that its blood and liquids seemed to be non-existent as it went forward.

Finally as it reached the edge it plopped it out and into the waiting arms into Arsene who nearly buckled and fell forward, swearing under his breath. In an instant he jumped down and placed his arms under the thing and lifted up. A large breath the bearded man let out of relief was almost overshadowed  by his own strain. “WHICH WAY!” At his yell he gestured with his head to an empty counter, ignoring the stares he was getting.

“OUT THE WAY DAMN IT, HEAD COMING THROUGH!” Arsene’s yell wasn’t needed as everyone else practically jumped out of the way as they rushed it to the counter. Each step was a different agony and his muscles screamed, but he needed to get this done. If he gave up he didn’t want to imagine what dropping this would do to the floor, much less either of their feet. Making it to the counter with one final heave the weight was lifted and placed on the counter that shook a little from the sudden weight.

As he and Arsene caught their breath a familiar voice made itself known. “Good to see you again Giovanni, where in the world did you get this?” 
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​Chapter 3: The Request
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“There is merit to more people on a hunt than alone. Safety and strength in numbers, but a force that is unaligned with one another might bring more harm than if you had done so alone.” - Amata Ramni, Deep Guard Captain, when asked why she hunted alone  

Looking at the countertop Giavonni saw a face he’d grown used to seeing. A bald man who wasn’t too much longer for the world sat in a chair lazily as he glanced at the beasts’ head up and down. He wore a black robe with his right shoulder and arm exposed to the world that was heavy in blue tattoos, so much so it was hard to see the paling skin beneath. His other arm was covered entirely by his clothing but rested under his chin as he looked over the head with a single good green eye. 

“Don’t see these too often.” With a wave of his free hand a red leather bound book floated up from under the counter and began turning pages. A few seconds later the man let out an amused sigh as he looked at a page. “A fume-maw, an alchemical thing but they have been known to crop up as invasive species here and there.” After he finished muttering to himself he looked over to Arsene and then back to Giovanni.

“Finally got a partner now did you.” Before he could deny the man, Arsene spoke before he could do so on his own. “Oh nah, I’m just helpin him out. He killed this, so I gave em a ride.” At the answer the older man let out a breath and looked toward him. “Still doing things on your own then?”

“Yes.” It was a simple answer but there was a hint of frustration that appeared for a moment before going back to business. “Well I guess having the head and the man who gave the request in front of me means your task is complete. Let’s get this done.” The red book was put back under the counter and replaced with a deep purple book instead, followed by a quill and some red ink.

“Today on Anzu the 17, Giavonni Ramni completed the request of Arsene. The creature was revealed to be a fume-maw and its head was shown as proof of the creature’s extermination. The head was returned in adequate condition, but its eye is unusable due to destruction. The payout for the initial request was four-hundred and fifty tek, with an additional fifty being added to the reward for the creature’s usable remains that were delivered." With every word the man said the quill moved and wrote for him. 

With that done the book closed and returned back under the counter before a brown pouch was seized from under and put on the counter in front of him. It opened by itself and soon following alongside it blue wooden coins began filling the bag. After a minute or two the bag was presented to him, now swelling with coins.

“Uh hey...” Arsene suddenly spoke up, seemingly a bit confused with what was happening. “Is that uh...fume-whatchamacallit somethin we can eat? The boys back home wanted to know if we can make it into jerky and some venison.” The older man’s eyes looked toward the farmer before he spoke.

“There is no inherent danger with eating one, but do not use any form of magical fire. While upon death the blood and other vital liquids of the fume-maw turn to a gas, leaving it rather dry, the residue it leaves from the process can be quite explosive.” Arsene nodded at the man, his eyes wide at the revelation of the potential bomb on his farm.

“Thanks for the info, I gotta get back fast before one of those two idiots tries something!” He didn’t know who the two that Arsene was talking about, but in a moment that man turned and ran for his vehicle. The running man turned back for a moment and waved for all of two seconds at him, nearly crashing into a harpy couple, before going back to his run. He would have waved back if the man could see him, but there was no point. Instead he turned and grabbed the bag that had his reward.

“Before you go.” The older man said, catching his attention. “Ruby should have a request that you’ll like. It’s a high paying one, if you can handle the requirements.” There was a  toothy smile on the man’s face before Giovanni answered him. “That’s nice to know, but I’ll need a day to gather weapons and relax for an extra day before my next job.” The man simply waved a finger at his response.

“No, this job will sell fast to another group if you don’t hurry. It's a big score that you're gonna want to see since you did ask me to tell you these things.” He raised an eye at the information, but he wasn’t going to argue. “Alright it should be a quick minute or so, Thanks.” With the information gathered he lifted his reward and began making his way to the door that led to the main building.

Exiting the registry and walking on the brick road he only glanced at the building as a harpy flew through the entrance above made for them. The building, along with the one next to it, stood three stories tall and was made similar to the smaller building he’d come from. Black wood, bronze reinforcements, and a lack of windows gave the place a foreboding air if you were new. Of course the interior proved a much different story as he walked in.

A sterile light greeted him as he walked inside, making it brighter than one was thinking. The source of the light was a giant clear crystal that floated in the center of the building that was orbited by several smaller ones. More mundanely, there was a stairwell that was on the far right of the building went up and a railing was visible to the lower floors, but from where he was the contents were hidden from him. A dark green carpet with yellow spiders at the end was led from all the entrances to the center attraction of the first floor, to the reception area that currently had a few people working there.

The large building was mostly empty save for those receptionists and a few groups of people at circular tables talking about different things. More than likely groups that had formed to talk about requests that needed fulfilling, future plans, or in some cases who got what payment. A few sent someone to the wall on the left of the building that had different requests that had been put up on boards for anyone to grab.

He scanned the reception looking for Ruby before he saw her near the far left with her face on the counter. To her side a wooden mug that she held a death grip on. She wore the standard uniform that was a sleeveless beige vest, with the legion’s emblem colored black over her heart, a long skirt and a set of studded leather braces with a purple gemstone near the front. As he stood in front of her he knocked on the counter and her face rose to greet him tiredly.

She squinted at him with blue eyes as she raised a finger. She brought the mug to her lips and proceeded to down the whole thing in one go, her chestnut bunny ears that matched her hair suddenly shot up from their wilted position. With the mug drained she set it to the side and looked up at him.

“Well if it isn’t Giovanni. Did Theo send you here or are you just checking up on me?” He nodded his head before he answered. “Theo said you had a request that might interest me.” The smile that had been on her face went away for a moment before it came back. “Oh...yeah we got something yesterday we haven’t put up yet. It’ll be out later today when we set these up, so don’t go telling anyone I showed you this.” With that warning she grabbed a stack of papers that were on her other side before she started flicking through them.

A second later she picked a paper from the stack and set it down. It was a clear edit to match the rest of the request on the board. The first thing that his eyes went to was the reward money and for a moment he wondered if he was still tired. His hand came up and adjusted his mask slightly just in case it had been jostled in the ride here and he was only just noticing it.

No, the reward really was four thousand tek.

“The village of Hensrick has found a Gallows Tree has taken hold near its town. Four thousand tek to the group that ends the beasts’ reign.” The monster he needed to hunt was already specified, so he could research the best way to hunt it beforehand. Any thoughts of rest were put on the back burner as he looked up at Ruby. “Would it be possible to reserve this so that I might take the request when available.” At his question she muttered something under her breath before she took the paper away.

“Even if you could, I'd have to deny you.” He raised an eye at her words before he opened his mouth. “I’m sorry but what makes me illegible from taking the request?” At his question Ruby sighed as she shuffled and sorted different papers. There was a brief silence as she looked to her side at the other receptionist before she spoke.

“Look I know you're competent, after all in the month you’ve been here you’ve handled eight requests, but this matter is a little different. This isn’t a single client, but a whole town asking for help, not to mention how it would look for the legion. It would look like we weren’t taking this request seriously by sending a single person unless you’d made a sufficient name for yourself.” She explained as he put his hand under his chin thinking.

“So if I were to be a part of a group then would I be eligible for the request?” She nodded at his question as she began looking through and signing different papers. “Pay a small fee and get your group registered and we can allow you to take the request. It’ll also help with future requests that go past a thousand tek or requests from more famous or noble clients.” She explained while setting a few papers to the side.

He should put the request out of his mind. It was a lot of tek, something that would further his goal exponentially, but working with a group would be unideal. There would have to be payment negotiations and of course actually getting along with the people in the group. The fact he’d need to pay for the group’s registry also didn’t help.

“Thank you for telling me about this, but I think this will be for someone else.” With that he turned to leave. His normal schedule would have to do, and maybe he’d look at the request for the coming days. The requests he’d taken for the few hundreds he got had been fruitful so far, and while tempting he would only make as much when everything was split with the people. Besides he’d need to say if any inn or hotel would be available to him-

“Ah shit.” The disruptive sound of flying and scattering papers happened behind him. Turning around he found Ruby trying to catch a few scattered in the air with some already on the ground where he’d been standing. A part of him wondered how she’d managed that, but he chalked it up to a tired mistake. “Giovanni, could you be a dear and pick those up?” 

She’d shown him a pretty good paying job even if he couldn’t accept it, so he could help her a little. He stepped forward and bent down picking up a yellowed page that had fallen and something caught the corner of his eye as he did. He gathered the other few papers scattered, keeping the one that interested him. Afterwards he stood up and handed the papers to Ruby, but placed the one he wanted to discuss in the center of the counter.

“Do you know where I can find this man?” He pointed to the picture on the side of the paper. There was barely anything there save for a green skinned face mostly covered by a red hood that contrasted the dark brown from the rest of the outfit. A necklace of twine and small bones was around his neck that when looked at made one involuntarily look up just a little and see a wide toothy grin with sharp teeth. Despite the appearance, Giovanni focused solely on the words he deemed important.

Eztli, Redcap, and will work for a lowered price were all that interested him otherwise on the paper.

“Oh? Are you going to get people to form a group because if so then I have a few more who you’d like.” Like she was waiting for such, she flipped through the papers again and singled out a few. She handed them to him, but she spoke before he could look through them. “And he’s upstairs having completed a request himself not too long ago. If he agrees then I’m pretty sure I’ve talked with the others enough to get an idea of where they tend to hang around.” Ruby ended with a large winning smile.

“Thank you Ruby, I’ll be down in just a moment.” With that he left the receptionist and made his way to the staircase. A Redcap was a rare find, and he’d be a fool to not take one offering themselves for so little. If the people that Ruby were giving him were just as skilled, and they could retain a sense of cohesion, then this job would be more than worth the trouble.

Reaching the second level he looked around a more bar-like floor layout. More circular tables and chairs were out, but now with a harsh hardwood floor. To the right of the room there was a staircase that led up to the last layer, but under the stairwell stood a well stocked bar. A muscular and scarred bald man stood behind the counter entertaining an off duty pair of guards. 

He scanned around the bar looking for the man in the picture. There weren’t a lot of people that had come at this time of day, so in theory he should have stood out. Walking along the stained carpet path that led to the bar he looked at the bar keep.

“Excuse me.” The man tore his attention away from the blubbering guard and towards him. “I’m looking for a goblin with a red hood. I was told he had come up here.” The man racked his brain for a moment while he put a cork back on a bottle. “Yeah he’s in the corner over there. Should be obvious when you get there.” With his question answered he went back to the guard who was about to slide out of her bar stool.

He turned around and looked at the corner of the floor, confident he’d already scanned it, and saw no one. Either the bartender was wrong, or there was just something he wasn’t seeing. He walked towards an empty table that was in the corner of the room just in case. Even if he wasn’t there maybe there would be something that would let him track the man.

Getting closer there was a single empty glass on the table that he’d missed. It wasn’t out of the ordinary since he hadn’t seen any sort of waiting staff yet, but it did make him curious as to why it was there. As he approached he noticed a noise that was coming from the table and it made him raise an eye in confusion. As he stood in front of it he found he knew what the noise was.

Snoring.

Looking under the table he was greeted with the man that he was looking for. The brown cloak almost blending into the floor save for the red hood itself. Around his right arm over the clothing he wore three bangles that looked to be carved from bone. The left was free of any accessories but the other hand had a ring with a sunstone on each finger. The necklace of bone in the picture had grown bigger, and Giovanni recognized human and animal teeth had been added to it.

Clattered on the floor was a wooden club with sharpened obsidian attached to one side in it. A stain of dried blood was on the blunt side, although it still retained a small amount of its red color. What it was used against would remain a mystery to him, but that wasn’t relevant to him. There was no other weapon that he could make out that he should take note of.

The only other thing of note was the three glasses that had been brought down here. Two stood completely empty, but one was a half drank bright blue with a bendy straw in it. The ice was halfway melted in the drink and he picked up the more than likely fruity drink. He placed it on the top of a table that was to his side before he looked back at the man he wanted to see.

Any conversation with the goblin would make little if any progress given the state he would be in. Giovanni couldn’t judge him for the state he was in given that he had apparently just finished a job. It must have been grueling or incredibly annoying to have him passed out when it was barely in the afternoon. He’d done something similar once or twice back at home after a hard fight with certain beasts.

He turned to leave but a floorboard creaking and the clattering of bones behind him caused him to turn around. Sitting straight up now was the hooded goblin. “What has made you seek me out?” He asked in a monotone voice. He spoke normally for someone passed out in a drunken stupor not even a minute ago. It didn’t matter to Giovanni since that just meant it made his search that much easier.

“I would like to hire your services for a job. Tell me, are you experienced with hunting monsters?” A dead toned chuckle was his immediate response. Whatever was so funny was lost on him before Eztli answered. “I’ve hunted a fair bit of prey before, the proof is adorned on me.” With a shake of his arms several clattering bones could be heard from under his clothes.

“What are they the bones of?” Anyone could kill animals if they wanted bone accessories. If the goblin in front of him wanted to convince him he’d need a bit more. “Fine then, would this show you of my skill?” His hand reaching into the sleeve he rummaged around for something. An enchantment similar to his own quiver must have been placed in the sleeve. After a moment he stopped looking and withdrew his target.

A fang that was the size of Giovanni’s forearm was displayed with pride. “The remains of a Silver Scale Helurrs.” Despite the size the smaller man wielded the trophy as if it were only a quarter as heavy. Looking at it closely the fang was hollow, but he’d seen enough of them in a lifetime to know it wasn’t an imitation of anything.

He inspected the fang a little longer before another question came to his mind. “How long ago was this? It couldn’t have been in Anzu.” The proof was put back in the sleeve as the goblin cleared his throat. “Twas a month ago in a town over. A hunter had returned without his group, an arm paralyzed and his clothes torn.” He said going into a story as Giovanni sat there waiting.

“The problem had been that the creature was deep in the Bleeding Bramble Forest, and so the town deemed it acceptable for it to stay. Not close enough to the town officials, and a deterrent to any followers of Masx. Yet the family sought revenge, and scrambled the funds to pay for a request.” Continued the goblin weaving the tale, ignoring his hum of approval.

“And so I took it upon myself-” “Alright, I understand.” The shorter man almost stumbled in place as he cut him off. He hadn’t known much about the lands here, but he’d only heard rumors of the sorts of creatures that lived in that place. No shortage of hunters would want to go hunt in such a place for big game to display on their wall.

He understood partially, but those that didn’t prepare deserved what was coming to them.

“Everything you’ve said has convinced me, but can you work with a team of people?” At his question the goblin provided him with a look of confusion. “Huh?” Giovanni didn’t get his confusion considering he’d spoken so plainly. “A team. I would like you to be a part of it.” The goblin looked back and forth for a moment before he answered.

“Is this...a prank?” Was it that hard to believe that he wanted him to work with people? He thought more about the Red Cap before realizing he must have been a solitary hunter like him. He should have looked over that profile more instead of just the prices and specialization. “Sorry, I should have realized you and I were similar in our approach to things. I’ll get out of your space.” With that he turned to leave again.

“Wait, wait, wait, wait!” A large bump and a groan of pain after stopping him again. Turning he found the goblin scrambling to stand up straight. The weapon to the side was sucked up into his right sleeve and he finally stood up. “Ah ha ha I didn’t recognize you were serious. Rest assured I am more than capable of working together.” He answered in a more animated tone than previously shown.

“If so, please wait here for a little bit. I’m gathering people to take on a request of four thousand tek, but you should spend your time relaxing. A good job deserves as such.” He stuck out his hand for a shake from the smaller species. In a moment it was enthusiastically returned. “Of course. I am Eztli, Blessed of the Red Star. My services mean a swift end to all who oppose you.”  The introduction out of the way the goblin let go of his hand and went about searching for anything else he might have dropped. 

A good thing as Giovanni felt his hand squeeze in anger. His teeth grit, his vision fixated on the back of the man’s hood covered head. He let out a few shaky breaths that calmed himself down after a moment. With that he turned to leave his potential teammate to his own devices.

He would have to endure that if the job went through.
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​Chapter 4: The Traveling Teacher
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“People wander far from their birthplace for many reasons. Personal growth, the promise of wealth, exile, religious pilgrimage, etc.  Yet no matter how far they always bring pieces of that home with them” - Rita Captain of Destili’s Border Guard

Giovanni walked down the town road while occasionally looking at the man’s portrait. The scenery from when he had first arrived hadn’t changed much, but there were more people beginning to arrive. Some went out of their way to avoid him, no doubt due to his appearance, while a few apathetic people paid him no mind.  

Ruby had told him that he could find his next target at the park around this time. Apparently the man had liked to teach small magic classes to anyone, although mainly kids, that were unable to afford a proper education. Free lessons that would just teach the basics to maybe an intermediate level of understanding.

Giovanni had known little in the ways of magic despite his more noble upbringing. He understood that he hadn’t been born with any elemental talents, and arcane pursuits would take time and resources. It was much easier and more efficient for him to learn the ways of physical combat and have any shortcomings be alleviated with enchanted arms.

Too many other things needed to be learned, and he took to physical weapons faster than he did with anything magic. It was a shame, but there would be other types of mages and casters on the ship. There was no use in caring about something that he had no control over.

The chatter and noise of the city was starting to be drawn more and more out as he went to more populated areas. It shifted from wooded homes and small businesses to more open and drawn out areas that had several smaller shops set up. Not quite a flea market, that was the north district, but just a few people that had permission to sell their wares. Mostly small trinkets and knick knacks than anything dangerous or useful.

No such markets would have existed back at his home, and he remembered when he first saw one that he’d been slightly confused. Why waste time with such things when there were vastly more important things after all? Even now he still was sure if given the opportunity he’d replace it with a sparring ground or blacksmith.

Yet some small part of him realized that it gave the town a different air that he appreciated as he walked past men and women of various races trying to get his attention to sell him something. Past this was his destination at the park, and then soon he could see if the man was interested in his cause. He’d provide a different set of skills that would be valuable, if some he didn’t understand.

Those could be explained later though, right now he needed to find the man first. Entering the park he took note of the lush grass and flowers that greeted him. A few people were walking along minding their business, but no one stood out to him. He had a good idea of what he was looking for, but it might be a good idea to get some help from the locals.

“Excuse me.” he called to a man that was sitting on the bench and looked up at him as Giovanni approached. He jumped a bit before looking to his sides until he pointed to himself. “Yes you, I have a question.” The man nodded for a moment, but seemed a bit nervous for some reason.

“I’ve heard that there’s a magic teacher around here. Could you point me to him?” The man thought for a moment before he pointed to the left. “Yeah he’s by the statue of the Seven Crowned King. He does this every other week or so if he’s not there.” Giovanni nodded to the man as he began walking there.

For just a moment he let himself take in the charm of the park. Lush green grass was contrasted by red trees with blue leaves, and an open field where he saw a few children playing with one another. A harpy lifted a small boy in the air by his shoulders, and while his cap fell off, he laughed as he was taken to the air. In the trees a goblin boy climbed the tree to chase after another boy with rabbit ears who jumped from branch to branch. Such a scene would have been impossible back at home.

The moment passed and he returned to his hunt.

Knowing that he was looking for a statue made his life a lot simpler, better than that it was one of the most famous kings in history. Most of his early historical learning had been learning about what that man had done. How could it not after all? The man had conquered every nation and then shaped them into his image.

His own home had a statue of the man, and it was the only thing he remembered ever being clean. A statue made of pure silver that depicted his victory against one of the titans of the abyss, the Raheullin. Even as an adult the idea that he could have ever done such a thing boggled his mind, but he’d seen the skeleton of the beast to know it was true. 
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