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Cruelty of the Cerberus




Diego Gaudin perched up in his seat upon hearing the door of the tavern swing open for what must have been the fifteenth time in the last few minutes. Once again, it was not who he was hoping for. Diego grumbled and glared across the table at his companion, Bede the bard. Bede sat just as on edge, sitting upright like a meerkat, his head darting between every other occupant in the increasingly packed tavern, searching for someone that had not yet made their presence known.  

“So where is he? Who are we looking for Mr. Gaudin?”

With another dissatisfied grunt, Diego removed the red tinted goggles from the top of his head and placed them on the table. He ran his hand through his hair and had an inkling to twirl his moustache. Nothing would come of it except more annoyance. He hated waiting. Instead, he leaned in towards the young blond bard whom he had not been able to remove from his side for the past few days.

“My employer.”

“Ah yes of course, this mysterious employer that you can’t tell me about.”

Diego rolled his eyes. “I told you why.”

“Yet I’m still here, so I doubt whoever it is I’ll be scared off.”

Diego leaned in and glanced around at the room over Bede’s shoulders. It appeared that every other occupant way far too preoccupied with the bottoms of their flagons or were otherwise far too engrossed in their conversations. 

“Fine. My employer is the Cortez family.”

Bede was jumpy at the best of times, but as he heard the word Cortez, he almost hit the roof with a scream of fright. Diego waited with his arms folded over his chest for Bede to regain his composure. The bard was terrified to say the least, his eyes now darting around the room with an increased frequency. 

“You can’t be serious, Mr. Gaudin! The Cortez’s are one of the biggest crime syndicates in the known world.”

“They pay the bills.”

The tavern door opened once more, and Diego’s eyes flicked towards it. Sure enough, even though he was late, the next hooded figure that entered the tavern was none other than Gillies Cortez. Whilst Diego could not see under the hood, from the way he walked he knew exactly who the man was. Gillies headed straight towards their table and once he reached it, he grabbed a chair, pulling it out before plonking himself down upon it. Diego sat up in the presence of his employer.

“You’re late.”

“Apologies for my tardiness. We did not expect to see you back in the city so soon.”

“Did you know it was a basilisk?”

Gillies raised his hands and shrugged with his shoulders. “We knew it was a creature of some description, but if you are going to complain, I can simply forgo your payment for completing this job.”

“You don’t get to dock my pay. Usually when I take a job, I am given all the information. This should be no different.”

“That’s not how we operate here.”

“Maybe you should start.” Bede was shrinking away from the conversation, yet Diego continued to press. “Do you have the gold?”

“Do you have the basilisk’s crown?”

Diego grunted and lowered his arm to the side where the bloodied crown of the basilisk lay, wrapped up in a hessian bag. He lifted it and placed it on the table. Underneath the hood, Diego could almost see Gillies’ eyes light up with excitement. The old man dove into the bag with excitement like it was a present that he had to unwrap on Christmas morning. Gillies pulled back after examining the crown, his head rising to look at Diego once again. 

“Satisfied?”

Gillies shifted underneath his hood, moving his cloak back. From underneath his cloak, Gillies pulled out a heavy looking bag, one that Diego hoped was weighted with gold. He placed it down on the table, and much to Diego’s delight, the coins inside revealed themselves as they clinked against each other. “Very. This will look beautiful in the display we have planned for it.”

“Right, so what’s the next job then?”

Gillies shifted again, and from underneath his cloak, he revealed a small blue stone that fit snuggly into the palm of his hand. Diego wanted to reach out and grab it, and from the look in Bede’s eyes, he wanted to grab it as well. It was alluring and in that moment, it felt like the only thing that Diego wanted in the world. The reasonable part of his mind told him there had to be a catch.

“We need you to save someone.”

“I’m not in the business of rescuing people.”

Gillies turned the blue stone over in his hand. “If you don’t want the job, I can hand it over to the next employee of the Cortez family that follows instructions.”

“The only thing that I enjoy about this job is the gold that comes along with it.”

A smirk spread to Gillies’ lips. “Good, so then you’ll take the job?”

Diego rolled his eyes. “Sure. What have I got to do?”

“This one does not require much from you.”

Diego scoffed. “A lie if I’ve ever heard it.”

“Mr. Gaudin, if you are not willing to be employed by the Cortez family any longer, then please, speak now. Your end will swiftly follow.”

“What, by your hand?”

Gillies’ smirk still had not faded. He raised his hand, gesturing towards someone that Diego could not see. Almost in an instance, he heard movement from behind him and before he could turn to face the new threat, Diego felt a large hand on his shoulder, pressing him down into his seat. He tried to turn, but he looked down at the hand that held him in place. It was as large as his head, covered in a thick black tattoo that ran from the man’s index finger knuckle and down to the base of his wrist. 

Diego kept his eyes on Gillies. His rondel was within reach, and the Baghali man’s hand made for a large target. But if there was another lurking behind this first man, there was only so much that Diego could do, and Bede was next to useless in a fight, especially against the violent men that the Cortez family employed. 

Gillies held the blue stone out in front of his face again. “I think I’ve made myself clear. Now do you want the job or not, Mr. Gaudin?”

“What’s the stone for?”

“This is your way to guarantee a return trip to and from the gates of the underworld. After your successful takedown of the basilisk, we figured you would be the only adventurer with the gall to take this job on.”

“What am I looking for in the underworld?”

“The Cerberus guards her gates, and the key that will allow passageway through them. We want the key.”

“The key? What use would you have of that?”

Gillies’ eyes just sparkled at him. “Never you mind that. I told you that we need you to save someone. That cannot be done without the key. It’s your job to find us the artifacts is it not?”

Diego stretched across the table, reaching for the stone that Gillies still held in front of him. Gillies let the stone go with no resistance and Diego felt it warm in his palm as he moved it around. It felt like the fires of hell were radiating within his palm, despite the blue hue that surrounded the stone. 

“It is, but what am I supposed to do against a Cerberus?”

“What were you supposed to do against a basilisk? You’re stealing a key from under its watch. I’m sure you can figure it out.”

“I don’t want to kill the creature.”

Gillies shrugged and he pushed his chair back out from underneath him with a shrug. “Then don’t. This is your job to undertake Mr. Gaudin. You can do them however you like. I did not say you had to kill the basilisk.”

Diego snorted. “Are you serious? I think I would have had a harder time pulling the sword of Excalibur from the stone if the basilisk had not been killed when I tried to remove its crown.”

“Well, good thing that this mission does not involve you having any contact with the creature at all if you’re lucky.”

“And if I’m not?”

Gillies continued to smile at him as he stood upright. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out, Mr. Gaudin. Good luck.”

“Gillies, wait!”

Gillies paused. “Yes?”

“How do I use the stone to get to the underworld?”

“There is a cave not far from the city. Go there. It will be dark enough. The stone will do the rest.”

“That’s it?”

Gillies nodded, the soft skin underneath his eyes shifting with each movement. His wrinkles came to the forefront once again as he smiled. “Yes, Mr. Gaudin. That’s it.”

“This wouldn’t be the first time you’ve put me in a situation without all the information. The basilisk was a very unwelcome surprise. I would have appreciated a warning about the monster.”

“We expect the best out of our people, especially someone with your reputation.”

Diego narrowed his eyes with disdain. “You are just a payday to me. I am not concerned about your thoughts about my reputation.”

“You will be if we make it impossible for you to work again, Mr. Gaudin.”

For the first time since the conversation had started, Diego felt uncomfortable with his surroundings even though the men had made their presence known. The Cortez family was well connected, and Diego had no doubts that they would stop him from being able to accept contracts in certain parts of the world. He straightened in his chair and puffed out his chest.

“My name speaks for itself in our circles. Those that value me will continue to hire me.”

Gillies’ lips parted to reveal his crooked teeth as he bowed his head. “We’ll see about that, Mr. Gaudin. Complete the task. Good day, sirs.”

Gillies turned away from the table with an air of finality. If Diego wanted to question him further, he would only anger the man and bring the wrath of the Cortez family down on his head. The men that were with him also turned away, leaving Diego staring at Bede in silence. It was not until the Cortez men had pushed their way out of the door that Diego spoke. 

“Well, that was interesting.”

“What are you going to do?”

Diego swept the stone into his pocket and for the first time since he had picked it up his hand was cooling down. He stood up from the table and placed his hands against it as a stabiliser. 

“I have a reputation to uphold. We’re going to do the job.”

“Just like that?”

Diego dipped his head towards the door. “Yes, let’s go.”

Even though he expected Gillies to be waiting for him as soon as he stepped outside, there was no time to waste. He had the stone and the job that he needed to complete. He had been able to rest upon the return from the Isle of Euclpyt and therefore was not daunted by the fact that the next task could be so readily completed. The fact that Gillies had given him something that he could start was a blessing and Diego thanked Soresu for the speedy turnaround in tasks.

He opened the tavern door and stepped out into the busy Malgawa street. In the time that he had been inside the tavern, the city was now in full swing and not under threat of the crimson dawn anymore. Traders lined the streets in stalls that sold an array of goods from weapons to food. City guards patrolled down the street in pairs, but as Diego scanned it from left to right, he saw no sign of Gillies or anyone else dressed in the Cortez livery. Muttering another quick prayer to Soresu, he stepped out into the street properly, with Bede only a step behind him. 

Diego kept his head on a swivel, scanning everyone that they passed. Being hired by the Cortez’s had been a terrible decision, but he had needed the gold. Who was he to question where it came from. As he continued to scan the street, he felt Bede move away from behind him. Diego turned back and saw Bede slinking towards a market stall where the merchant was unsuspecting and had his back turned. The merchant wore a tall black hat with a wide brim which obstructed his vision. With the dexterity of a nimble cat, Bede snuck his arm into the stall and before the merchant turned back, had made off with a handful of fruity nuts. He quickened his step and caught up to Diego.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“I was hungry. There was no time to play a song for my fee.”

“So, you’re resorting to theft now? I could have paid the man.”

“Wouldn’t want you to waste your money on subpar goods, especially when we will need equipment to take on the Cerberus.”

Diego rolled his eyes in annoyance and tugged on the bowstring that was over his shoulder. “This is all I need.”

“You’re dealing with the Guardian of the Underworld, Diego. I think you’ll need a bit more than your regular weapons.” 

“I’m not killing it.”

Bede shrugged his shoulders as he continued to shovel down the handful of nuts. The crunching sound was all that Diego could hear as he walked down the main street. Despite the dozens of townspeople around them, all bartering and haggling with the store owners, Bede’s antics were not the most outrageous thing he was seeing. The streets of Malgawa were chaotic at the best of times and today was no different. Lawlessness was rife throughout the city and others tested their luck with what they could get away with. 

Less than a stone’s throw away, two men were embroiled in a scuffle, one of them on his back whilst the other stood over him, billy club in hand. The man standing over the other had a heavy beard and arms that reminded Diego of sledgehammers. He struck down with the billy club with so much force that even from this distance, Diego could hear the crack against the man’s ribs. 

The man screamed in pain as the merchant brought the billy club down again. Those in the crowd around them turned to face the commotion. Diego averted his eyes, smirking as other thieves took advantage of the distraction. Within a matter of moments, goods were pilfered from a variety of stores underneath the noses of the stall owners. The thieves were out of sight in a flash, vanishing into the crowd as if they had not been there. 










