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      Preface


      Tabletop Role-Playing Game (TRPG)


      An analog version of the RPG format utilizing paper rulebooks and dice.


      A form of performance art where the GM (Game Master) and players carve out the details of a story from an initial outline.


      The PCs (Player Characters) are born from the details on their character sheets. Each player lives through their PC as they overcome the GM’s trials to reach the final ending.


      Nowadays, there are countless types of TRPGs, spanning genres that include fantasy, sci-fi, horror, modern chuanqi, shooters, postapocalyptic, and even niche settings such as those based on idols or maids.


      


      There are few points in one’s life where a loss can be described as absolute. After all, life isn’t as logical as an ehrengarde game, nor do you have the board left over to reflect on what went wrong—all you have are your unreliable memories and mercurial regrets. Any given situation, taken as a whole, makes for such a complex tangle of fates that it makes you question the efficacy of your local gods’ managerial skills. There are just as few moments in one’s life where your fate really hinges on a few tiny, infinitely flexible decisions.


      The assassins were unable to say with certainty what it was that had put them in such a corner.


      “O-Oww...”


      After the arrival of an inexplicable whirlwind, the assassins were forced to retreat to Marsheim’s sewers—which were far more noisome than the capital’s nigh on immaculate system. None of them knew what had caused the sudden gusts; you couldn’t rely on mere meteorology to explain a freak cyclone strong enough to pitch bricks and trash at flesh-ripping speeds, confined to a single walled-in lot.


      The pained groan came from the small-statured assassin that had taken the brunt of Erich’s heavy sword swing. She cast off her hooded cloak to reveal a small, furred body, not even a sword’s length in height, covered in a sleek umber coat. In Rhinian they were called hlessil, or, as less charitable folk of the northern isles had dubbed them, drolljacks—a foul, cruel name, meant to mark them as a race of clowns at best and incorrigible bandits at worst.


      In her cloak, the hlessi’s silhouette resembled that of a mensch child well enough, but out of it, you could see her digitigrade legs and the tall ears atop her head.


      “I’... ’urts...” she whispered, clutching at her wounded left arm; in agony as she was, it was not pain that constricted her voice—she was steelier than that—but biology. Her kith were not gifted with the robust vocal cords of other demihumans; they could speak only in hushed, breathy tones and high screams. This hard limit on their expressive range relative to most other thinking beings—confined to private, quiet correspondence or the sound of naked desperation—painted a target on their backs, especially in less tolerant realms than the Empire.


      Tears trickled out from her eyes—almost fully black, due to the size of her pupils and sclerae. Her nose ran terribly. Her face showed the creeping discovery of her own agony plain as day. The most hardened fighters could fight through their pain. A rush of endorphins and a finely honed battle instinct had let her silence the alarm bells in her brain, but with the fight over, they had receded. The searing pain in her arm took hold of her attention with an iron grip now. Taking a fatal blow with one’s arm had been perfectly logical in the heat of battle, but now her arm was heavy and throbbing.


      “Lepsia, you okay? I’m here.”


      The one who called out to the hlessi was a vierman—her four arms bared as her cloak trailed behind her. She came silently around a bend in the sewers to lend support to her companion as the hlessi crumpled to the ground.


      Out of all her crew, she had the most cause to go about cloaked. Viermen looked essentially identical to mensch—but for the extra set of arms tucked just under the first shoulder blades. Most of her species found it convenient to conceal their mid-limbs from prying eyes, tucking them back and out of sight under heavy clothes in public. A midlimb could never be as quick or as strong as either arm from the prime set, but the novelty and versatility of the extra arms had a way of attracting folk convinced that a vierman was just a natural step up from boring old mensch.


      This vierman woman in particular wore long gloves over all four of her arms, and most of her body was covered in a leather cloak. The faint glimpses of dusky skin through the slits in her clothes at the thighs and upper arms—like Rhinian red tea faintly diluted with milk—suggested an ancestry that her face, now unconcealed, confirmed. The shade of her black, short-bobbed hair, in conjunction with the rest, suggested that she’d come—be it by descent or by sojourn—from the deserts, steppes, and the great salt lake south of the hamadas that crossed the Eastern Passage. One could guess that, one way or another, it was Rhine’s last war that had delivered her to this side of the border.


      “Bleeding stopped? Everyone worried,” the vierman said to the hlessi.


      “Shahrnaz...” Lepsia replied.


      The peoples of the east didn’t have such deep-set eyes as those in the Empire, but many of them had long eyelashes. Shahrnaz’s reddish-black eyes were colored with an unmistakable concern.


      “Can you move?”


      “No...’an’t...”


      “Okay. I carry. Be strong.”


      Shahrnaz carefully placed her arms around Lepsia and gathered up her small companion. Her midlimbs braced her back and knees while her first pair cradled her small friend’s shoulders and legs for optimal safety.


      “Where’s ’e o’ers...?”


      “All together. The Sheikh too.”


      Marsheim’s sewage system paled in quality compared to Berylin’s. There were fewer slimes put to work less competently, and so the air was thick and foul. Shahrnaz carried her wounded fellow with silent footsteps. It was not the way a warrior ran—these steps were honed by a life in the shadows.


      Everything about the way Shahrnaz moved indicated that she was no mere fighter.


      She slowed her steps as she reached a bend, focused her hearing, and drew out a small pocket mirror to check what lay ahead. She didn’t move immediately, however—she checked once more that she wasn’t being pursued before pressing onward. Everything she did reeked of reconnaissance training.


      But Shahrnaz was no mere snoop or scout. She’d had to be absolutely covert—her work hinged on her ability to devise and dispense death without leaving any trace of her involvement.


      Finally the pair of them reached an open area about the size of a room at a small inn.


      “Doing quite all right, Lepsia?” a voice came echoing down from the ceiling. Across the room, two figures clung to the walls surrounding the passage leading onward. Both entrance and exit were narrow; perhaps this room was a spillway for overflow during heavy rains.


      One of the figures was a huge arachne woman. If you crossed the Narrow Road Islands past the southern continent’s eastern edge, you would find yourself on the subcontinent located on the central continent’s southernmost peninsula. It was here that huntsman arachne could be found.


      Huntsman arachne eschewed the use of their webbing for nests, unlike their kin, the jumping spider arachne. Neither were they like their tarantula compatriots, who used their webs to extend the reach of their senses. No, a huntsman’s webs were meant for combat.


      Huntsman arachne were physical fighters. They were the largest of their kith, with the might and leverage to topple a callistian with ease. They were quite the oddity among arachne, known as they were to quickly circle and ensnare their prey to satiate their hunting cravings. At times, they gave up their spoils to use them as bait to take down an even greater quarry. In contrast with this fearsome reputation, this woman’s voice was incredibly calm and gentle.


      “Main was rather worried. Main should have fought off that swordsman...” the arachne went on.


      The arachne was still wearing her hood and veil; what skin she bared was a creamy, perhaps sandy color. Her Rhinian was natural and well enunciated, save that—for reasons unique to her—she refused to use Rhinian pronouns. Thus, no one knew her true name. Her teammates simply called her by the word she used to address herself: “Main.” There was no deep meaning to it; it was simply a foreign word of a language spoken in the subcontinent that meant “I” or “me.”


      “A sword is easier to snag than a spear for Main. And for tum, well, it’s easier for tum’s speed to deal with a quick spear, is it not? Ve were quite a handful for ham...”


      Main’s teammates already knew that tum meant “you,” ve was “they,” and ham was “we” or “us.” Main’s language didn’t mark gender via pronouns—whoever she spoke of, the third person singular was “vah.”


      The arachne’s well-structured face showed obvious concern as she examined the injured Lepsia. The steady flame of her hunger for vengeance upon the adventurer who had so grievously wounded her comrade blazed behind those long-lashed golden eyes.


      “But Main... They s’ole your ’eb...” Lepsia said.


      “Main’s web?” the arachne replied. “No, no, Main let ve take vah. Main can make more, and vah’s so much harder to use when a weapon tangles or cuts vah.”


      The arachne’s “garrote wire” was spun from her own natural reserve, meaning that it could be abandoned without much cost. It was useful for throwing her foes off-balance and ensnaring their weapons. Its disposability was key to its tactical convenience—it was, in short, a “fire and forget” weapon.


      It was as Main had said—the mensch swordsman would probably have made a more suitable opponent for her. A sword’s grip was nothing like a spear’s; to many sword fighters it was like an extension of their arm. The most well-trained sword fighters were sensitive to the slightest disturbance of their blade, and so having a web tangle all of its cutting edge made for an incredible nuisance. It would be like forcing a master pianist to play in boxing gloves. Losing your delicate senses was a difficult thing to bear.


      Main had no notion of this, but although Erich had a small library of countermeasures to attacks or interruptions from his foes, his style of fighting put a heavy focus on prevention. He worked to always remain one step ahead of his enemy, and that meant he was unguarded when it came to direct meddling. It was ironic, considering how many of his ploys hinged on a well-timed use of his Disarm skill. One could not blame the young adventurer—the fault most likely could be found in the fact that he had found a legendary weapon so early in his life. The Craving Blade could neither be stolen nor destroyed, and so any concern he might otherwise have felt about the threat of having his own moves being turned against him had been shelved away to gather dust.


      Goldilocks’s limited arsenal was a self-imposed weakness; given no other choice or further time to develop, he would most likely realize his misstep and correct course with suitable countermeasures, eventually. But until that day came, Main knew she had an edge.


      “No, ik’s my faulk for nok *tik* finishing her. I’m *tik* sorry,” said the other figure who had also taken up a position on the wall.


      Her shadow loomed large as she swooped down, but she landed with less sound than a single drop of rain. Her long silver hair fell in tresses over the more human half of her frame, glowing slightly in the gloom.


      “Primanne, don’t be ridiculous! Even ham didn’t notice until the last moment. Ve’s scout is truly talented,” Main retorted.


      “Yes, *tik* buk, ik’s my job to nokice surprise akkacks and *tik* dispakch them,” the kaggen replied.


      Unlike the other three, Primanne was of a race with a long history on the central continent. In particular, you could find them in the Empire’s upstart western neighbor, the Kingdom of Seine. Sadly, said history there was more troubled than that of their mensch and methuselah neighbors; an entire population born permanently brandishing deadly shears at the ends of their arms was bound to struggle with getting on in polite society, whether or not they had simple prehensile tarsi to reach out and hold at the true ends of those deadly meathooks.


      Upon her bamboo-leaf-shaped torso were two wings that allowed for short flight. Unfortunately their large bodies meant that they couldn’t fly as well as other insectoid demihumans, and they paled in comparison to the wing power of sirens. Complicating their social prospects further, a kaggen’s lower mandible was an unusual, delicate assemblage—one that only someone with truly masterful elocution could use to speak in humanfolk tongues without inadvertent clicks and perennial difficulties with certain consonants.


      “If only I killed the swordsman and thak scouk to *tik* skark with...” the kaggen muttered.


      Primanne had removed her hood—an item enchanted for covert operations that not only cast the wearer’s face in shadow, but also hid their expression and eyeline from onlookers—to reveal an attractive face. The people of Seine favored healthy, sun-kissed skin; Primanne’s elegant face was the color of wheat. She had innocent eyes that drooped slightly at the edges and a small beauty mark on one side of them—a coveted feature in her homeland.


      Perhaps the most distinguishing feature of a kaggen’s face was their large bifurcated jaw—a trait guaranteed to replace any impression of sweetness and charm with an aura of predatory menace in all but the most ardent and courageous of freaks. If she stood with her mouth shut, your average passerby would simply think that she was a refined beauty from the western lands. However, her image changed as soon as she spoke; her jaw opened horizontally, splitting neatly down the middle. Even at rest, closer observation could handily reveal the seams; it left a false impression of puppetlike artificiality. Even sepa had an easier time managing the social hurdles posed by their anatomy, learning to lip-sync around their envenomed mandibles.


      “I’m jusk so *tik* fruskraked... I should have *tik* killed thak arachne girl...” Primanne went on.


      Many in the Empire felt uncomfortable when they heard kaggen speak Rhinian and some struggled to interpret them at all. All the same, it was hardly worth blaming them for their own evolutionary quirks. Though for most kaggen, the soul-deep hurt of alienation itself (putting aside the matter of the material inequities) was a nonissue. Kaggen were an oddity in that they were, if not asocial, then certainly socially agnostic. Language, theory of mind, and the ability to participate in communities were not integral to their way of life—most felt no need for companionship outside of reproduction, and had the guts of steel and vicious immune system necessary to abide quite happily in total solitude. Primanne was out of the ordinary; most kaggen would never bother to learn Rhinian and attempt to integrate into any society, let alone a foreign one.


      “No... If o’ly I cu’ down tha’ s’upid swor’sman...” Lepsia interjected.


      “I am fault,” Shahrnaz said. “Should have not used bolts. Should have come.”


      “Main got greedy,” Main added. “Main wanted to launch a surprise attack, but Main should have gone for the swordsman or the target instead...”


      “No, no... I didn’k *tik* nokice them approach. I should’ve done a bekker *tik* job.”


      Each one of these assassins was a veteran of their trade. They might have suffered defeat today, but their dedication to their work led them to consider all of the possible other scenarios that would have shut down or averted their conflict with the adventurers who had interrupted their mission. A less skilled group would not have felt the sting of regret so dearly; they knew their limits and the limits of their foes too well. They’d played poorly, and they knew it—now they could only ruminate on where they’d gone wrong, and how to avoid repeating their mistakes.


      A single clap put an end to their complaining. It seemed to clear the air itself out of the room; the four assassins fixed their collective gaze on the end of the room, where a figure stood among the shadows.


      “Are we feeling better now?”


      The voice came from a mensch woman whose appearance was at odds with the grimy surroundings; her fancy black evening gown looked better suited to a noble’s manor. She was tall and slender, yet the dress, with its copious frills and ribbons, seemed a measure too up to speed with a young girl’s tastes. If she were at a ball, one might chalk up her choice to contrast her height and her girlish sensibility in hopes it would stand out fashionably and curry favor with those looking to play favorites or play the field with their freak flags in full display—but any action to be found here surely wouldn’t care for such frippery.


      The complex tattoos that stood out here and there where a little skin showed—at her upper arms or thighs, where her gloves and boots ended—were a clear sign that she wasn’t just a woman with a discerning eye for fine clothes. She was covered in magic formulae. Such magic circles had gone out of fashion around two centuries ago—on the campus of the Imperial College, such markings had been denounced as “overblown and pretentious,” the indelible mark of a deeply insecure magician—but this woman favored them. She had tattooed them onto her very skin so as to leverage their reality-warping abilities to the utmost extent.


      She didn’t have a staff—otherwise a signature of the magus’s trade—but she did have a ring that glittered dimly on her gloved left hand. An older magus would probably label her as a mage with quite the vintage taste. Or they would laugh in her face at her refusal to get with the times.


      Magia weren’t just technocrats—they were nobility in their own right. Many had forgotten, or hadn’t realized, that among the things they discarded for the sake of elegance or ease were techniques that made up for this discrepancy. On this matter, she had freed herself from the unnecessary shackles of nobility and the bitter gossip of the bureaucratic world, and instead poured her efforts into her talents. In a way, in emulating the ways of the magia of old, she was perhaps a more fitting magus than those she had left behind.

    

  

  
    [image: insert1]
  

  
    
      “Yes, but Sheikh...” Shahrnaz said.


      “We’ll discuss what went wrong later,” the woman said. “We shall retreat to our base and treat Lepsia. Be careful with her—the smaller the body, the more severe even the slightest loss of blood becomes, after all.”


      “What tell the client...?”


      “That is a concern for a later hour. I shall explain... No, actually, I think I’ll have a word. It seemed like the drug didn’t work on him.”


      “Will we be in trouble?” Shahrnaz asked.


      From the shadows, she went on in a voice that caused her entire body to shake—whether from laughter or anger, it wasn’t clear. “We were paid to catch a cat, not hunt a wolf. Did you get a proper look at the man?”


      The group lived and died by the quality of its intel. If it was more accurate, then they could plan better for the situation.


      “That was Goldilocks Erich,” she went on. “The poets didn’t embellish much, it seems.”


      The four other assassins started chattering; that was the name of Marsheim’s most famous rising star! He was making moves to build organizational power and, most famously, had defeated Jonas Baltlinden—the shame of the adventuring community, a man once thought invincible. How much would they need to be paid to remove one of the city’s foremost and most upright adventurers?


      “When our client missteps, the lot of us suffer for it. A pity that actors of our caliber must endure an amateur’s plot.”


      “What should ham do, leader? Main will follow any one of tum’s orders,” the arachne said.


      “Go out ahead to B-6; see if that way out is clear. We’ll need a word with our client’s client before we might formulate a better plan.”


      The woman stepped forward out into the dim light. Her face was more stern than beautiful. She had sharp, well-defined features, and her pale skin—bluish where the veins ran—indicated that she most likely had roots in Rhine. Even the headdress, tied with strings that matched her clothes, wasn’t cute enough to change her image.


      Her jet-black hair was dyed red and purple in places and was cut to ruler-straight dimensions. Perhaps all these elements, too, were chosen with magical purposes in mind.


      “Wh-Whak abouk *tik* thak method?” Primanne asked. “Ah, buk *tik* the cak made off with ik though...”


      “No, we cannot,” their leader replied. “According to my information network, Goldilocks has noble connections. I doubt we can expect him to have a short fuse we can count on. But it does make our plan of attack simpler.”


      She scrunched up her narrow eyes—bordered by coral piercings—in a vicious smile. Her mind raced as she adapted her stratagem, sorting through every asset known to her. The corner of her mouth lifted up in a smirk, and the lily of the valley decorating her right cheek scrunched up with it. Even the complex tattoo inked deep into her skin responded to her desire for battle, the formula weaved into it glowing with wicked intent.


      “I think I shall provide the youngsters a little lesson,” she said, “on what happens when you throw yourself into a fight blind.”


      The women walked through the room, and despite the water that had settled from the previous day’s rain, their footsteps made no sound. After all, even though they had different roles within their team—scout, vanguard, rear guard, mage—they were bound together by their honed covert ability to pass entirely without trace.


      This invaluable skill had been won at the end of grueling training and field experience. In the end, though, they would find that this path into the shadows that had been so perfectly prepared for them would deliver them, flailing and drowning, into a deeper dark than they could imagine.


      Their fate was not so different from that of any other adventurer who, chasing dreams of heroism, finds themselves rooting about in the gutter for change instead. Even with the most well-trained talents, one misstep could lead them off the path toward their ideals for good.


      Ideals and dreams were like a candle in the wind—if the breeze changed even slightly, the flame could wink out for good. And for most ideals, that would be the end of it—a quiet and undignified conclusion, ramifying on no one, signifying nothing. But some ideals, caught in the winds of adversity, shed embers far afield, where they catch, blaze, and drive on with the current until there is nothing left to burn.


      “We’ll challenge their adventuring spirit. That newbie evidently didn’t receive his blessing through a clan.”


      The assassins, who had entered a darkness from which they could not return, dealt in their silent handiwork not for wealth, but for blood and blood alone.


      “The One Cup Clan will have our revenge—with interest. He has taken our sister’s limb; we shall take all four of his.”


      They were a singular force, the secret queens of their domain. They did not hesitate; they did not question; how could they? What higher authority was there to answer to?


      “Let’s leave this place. What awaits us is far more invigorating than the dirty work we’ve been doing. Let the slightly higher grade of trash peddle their distractions to the lower-city’s refuse; our calling has a higher purpose. Don’t you think?”


      Four voices called out in response, each in their own tongue, yet seamless in their reinforcement of one another—yes, always. These five were no mere pack of overdressed and overpaid brigands; there was no desperation in their hearts. They were angels of death walking among mere mortals; women who lived for evil, upon evil, through evil—designing pretty deaths, arranging pieces on the board of the only game that mattered precisely as it pleased them. Their foulness was enough to pinch your nose at.


      They moved deeper into the darkness and out of sight.




      [Tips] The Trialist Empire of Rhine is home to races that aren’t seen elsewhere on the Central Continent, some of which aren’t even regarded as human elsewhere.

    

  

  
    
      Early Autumn of the Seventeenth Year


      Recovering from Incapacitated Status


      When your health drops to zero due to a heavy wound and you are rendered unconscious, it can take some time before you are ready to enter the fray once more. Of course, your rate of recovery depends on the methods used to revive you, but it can often take a long time until you are back in fighting shape.


      


      I realized how long it had been since I last paid a visit to someone in the hospital.


      “You’re up a lot earlier than I thought,” I said.


      “What’s this, a bed visit fer me?” Schnee replied. “Ya know how ta make a girl smile. But what’s with the watermelon?”


      “I thought some fruit would make a nice present.”


      Elisa was often sick as a child; I would sit by her side and offer her raspberries that I had picked myself, but ever since leaving Konigstuhl, I had been surrounded by folk with such tough immune systems that they barely even coughed. It had been an age since the last time I found myself in this position.


      My first new connection after leaving my home had been a methuselah, who couldn’t die of natural causes in the first place. Then I had met Mika, who’d come from a place where folks made their kids skinny-dip in icy rivers to build up their tolerance practically as soon as they were old enough to walk; ignoring the minor blip that had occurred after our nightmare in the ichor maze, they were tough as hell. Cecilia was a vampire—no explanation needed there. As for Elisa, after her alfish colors had come to the surface, she had remained in good health.


      “I thought docs didn’t approve of fruits ’cause they make ya chilly, no?” Schnee replied. “And don’t people usually give flowers or booze?”


      The complete dearth of hospital visits in this life hadn’t given me any chance to realize that giving fruit to a sick person was a cultural holdover from my past life in Japan. Schnee’s words brought back faint memories from previous conversations where people had mentioned that in the Empire people usually gifted flowers. They were easy to order and dispose of, and above all were universally beloved for capturing the visitor’s feelings for the recipient. How could I forget that it was the safest choice in the book? As for gifts of alcohol, purportedly a stiff, hot drink helped fend off your average cold; naturally, that made that sort of thing a popular gift for folks in recovery. That said, I doubted it’d do much good for Schnee’s perforated guts.


      Ugh, melons are only available in the winter in the Empire, so I had to work my ass off to get this watermelon. Who knows how far it had to travel to reach Marsheim?


      “But thank ya all the same. It’d be a cryin’ shame not to enjoy an eastern delight.”


      “Please do. It’s come a long way, so it should be redder and sweeter than the stuff grown here.”


      “Lucky me. But I ain’t sure how long I’ve been asleep...”


      “The doctor said you’re recovering incredibly quickly. It was only yesterday that your life was in danger, you know? At any rate, you’re in the clear to indulge a bit.”


      Schnee’s narrowed eyes suddenly widened in surprise. Bubastisians had decidedly unmenschlike eyes and eyelids; shock showed very differently on their faces. This trait was useful in Schnee’s line of work as a master of disguise.


      “Now that’s somethin’... I’d chalked myself up as a goner. Done wrote off survivin’ when I caught that shiv to the stomach, y’know? What with it being lathered up with all that lovely poison and such.”


      Being an informant wasn’t simply about handing out any scrap of rumor that passed within range. Schnee had thrown herself headlong into all manner of hazards to life and limb to verify every last item of interest with her own eyes before her intel ever found its way to us. She knew best just how dreadful the wound was. And in truth it was a terrible one—the knife had struck deep and been twisted out.


      Even if Schnee had survived after our battle with the assassins, she would have died moments later if there hadn’t been a healer present to take care of her. Whether from internal bleeding or infection from her own cross-contaminating humors, she would have eventually kicked the bucket in two or three days. Such was the extent of her wound.


      “It looks like our trusty healer’s medicine worked,” I said. “A normal doctor would have given you up for good.”


      Kaya’s medicine, created thanks to Siegfried’s battlefield trauma and her paranoia about his safety, had worked wonders on the bubastisian’s otherwise fatal injury. The slime-like algae had affixed itself to the internal wounds as it consumed any lost blood and fecal matter. It digested these into nutrients that could be reabsorbed by the body while simultaneously helping to repair the wounds. It was truly a marvel of modern medicine.


      Kaya had told me that it wasn’t yet able to deal with more complicated organs like the heart or lungs, but it was undeniable that it had vastly sped up Schnee’s recovery.


      “Now ain’t that somethin’. I gotta thank the lady in person.”


      “Please do. She’s had a lot on her mind of late, so I’m sure your kind words would cheer her up to no end.”


      Lately Kaya fell into the occasional deep pensive moment. It always started the same way; she’d be perusing the potions I’d helped her develop, and she’d get this look on her face—not quite hateful, but certainly full of distaste. I wasn’t quite sure what was the matter—I’d asked Siegfried, but he looked at me like I was the dumbest person alive—but at any rate I needed to let her know that this latest concoction was a resounding success before Schnee started moving about.


      Kaya’s orders were to make sure that Schnee drank two pitchers of water over the course of the day—spread out, of course, not all at once—and to get thirty minutes of daylight each day too. On this latter point, she’d been quite firm with me that Schnee ought to especially expose the affected area.


      “Huh? The ol’ sun’s gonna fix me up?” Schnee said, evidently confused.


      “Simply put, yes. I suppose it would be faster for you to see for yourself.”


      I turned away, as any good gentleman should, and asked her to pull up her shirt without touching the wound.


      In the next moment she started making a strange, almost choking noise. I had been pretty freaked out when I saw the algae crawl into her, so her own surprise was a given, really. After all, anyone would be grossed out at seeing a green mold-like substance lining the wound, standing out horrendously against their snow-white fur.


      “Mraaaagh!”


      Schnee’s stifled sounds exploded into a scream. It seemed even our talented informant couldn’t bear seeing her body’s impression of a neglected swimming pool. I had placed my hands on my ears in anticipation of this, but I still considered asking Kaya for some ear drops later—a cat’s scream powered by mensch-scale lungs is a brutal thing to endure.




      [Tips] Kaya’s decay-inhibiting algae concoction was created out of a fear that her friend Dirk could die from internal bleeding and decay after receiving a deadly gut wound. Kaya’s various potions have prevented deaths among the members of the Fellowship of the Blade and have allowed them to return to battle quickly, even after being gravely wounded.




      “Whew... Now that made me jump outta my skin. I thought I slept so long I was startin’ to grow spots!”


      Schnee took a bite of the freshly cut watermelon. It sounded like I’d gotten lucky and found a juicy one for her.


      I hadn’t cut it into crescent-shaped slices, as her mouth was hugely different from a mensch’s; I’d opted instead for easy-to-bite squares of the stuff. If you’re going to bring fruit, then it’s your responsibility to make sure it can be eaten too, I thought.


      “Mold doesn’t like to settle on the living,” I said. “Ah, although athlete’s foot is a type of mold...”


      “Never had to deal with it. It’s fleas that get my fur a-twitchin’...”


      It had taken a little while to calm Schnee down from her little mental implosion. I couldn’t blame her, really. I had faint memories of a friend in my old world who had gotten involved in a traffic accident. Apparently they’d clamped the wound shut with what was nothing more than a medical-grade stapler. I think I’d scream if I was treated like a cheaply bound notebook.


      “Well, gotta be thankful I still got my life. I’ve accepted what’s goin’ on, don’t worry.”


      “Great. Although Kaya said to refrain from heavy exercise, alcohol, and baths for a month.”


      “Oof, half a season without movin’ is gonna be tricky. I’ll be fine on the bathin’ front, though.”


      The latter part of this sentence reminded me once of again in the gulf in our day-to-day realities as different species. Unlike werewolves or gnolls, when bubastisians groomed, their saliva could mask their scent. Not only that, they hardly sweat, so they didn’t need the baths like I did. I wonder how they regulate their body temperature? I thought.


      It was probably a pain for them to dry themselves once they got soaked, though. Us mensch could towel our heads dry with minimal complaint, but furred folks probably had a much harder time of it.


      “Well, this will be the last bit of intel you’ll be gettin’ from me. For a while at least.”


      I had bitten my tongue on bringing up the topic of intel, given that our informant was quite literally in her sickbed, but Schnee brought up the matter herself. In the next moment, she placed her hand into her mouth. With that unique sound that cats make when they’re hawking up a furball, Schnee spat something out into the bucket by her bed where they kept the water to wash her face in the mornings.


      “Wh-What’s going on?!” I could only say.


      “My last and most secret hiding place, Goldilocks Erich. Li’l trick of the trade, ya might say.”


      After a few pained coughs, Schnee wiped her mouth and gave me a devilish smirk.


      What she had produced was a wad of oiled paper. Something was wrapped inside, most likely to protect it from her stomach acid. I was hardly unfamiliar with the idea of a courier concealing a vital package in their stomach (looking back, there were much worse options I hadn’t considered at the time), and this was arguably the most natural way to retrieve it, but it was still, on its face, deeply icky to me—and it showed.


      It must have taken quite some practice to swallow something quite that big. My body would probably have tapped out if I even tried to swallow something as small as a key, so this was a tactic that you couldn’t whip out on a whim.


      The thing was about the size of a business card, albeit a measure thicker. I was impressed that Schnee had managed just to fit it in her throat.


      “So, what is it?” I asked.


      “Passes for checkpoints. Have a gander.”


      The oiled paper had been wrapped almost perfectly, because the sheets of paper inside them were completely dry and legible. As she had said, these were passes issued by nobles that would allow the bearer free movement through the various checkpoints here in the west. Not only that, most didn’t have expiration dates and were inscribed with a line that forbade anyone from inspecting them on the spot. These were the highest grade of pass you could carry, and they couldn’t be issued at all without Margrave Marsheim’s ratification. They were doubly warded against forgery with magic and miracles. These were the real deal.


      “Viscount Besigheim, Baron Maulbronn, Baron Wiesache...” I read aloud.


      The names of the nobles who had issued these passes were all former local strongarms who had turned to the Imperial side or those who were still sitting on the fence. Baron Wiesache in particular had once had the rank of king before he had been subsumed by the Empire. He was a methuselah who had lived through the troublesome era during the Empire’s early days in Ende Erde and still maintained his own personal sphere of influence.


      “Hmm, I recognize the nobles’ names, but I haven’t really heard of any of these caravans,” I went on. “I suppose they’re rather small—maybe they only serve a single family?”


      My grip on the passes grew tighter as the realization hit me that these might be crucial clues in finding out how Kykeon was being smuggled into Marsheim.


      My thoughts were put on pause as I felt a soft touch on my nose, as if someone were hitting the off switch on my brain. The person who had supplied this information must have read my expression.


      “Cool your jets, Erich. Lettin’ your thoughts run away with ya can lead you straight into a trap.”


      “R-Right...”


      “Now, it was true that the merchants carryin’ these passes also had Kykeon in their stock. Some were even given daggers with the respective family crest on ’em.”


      It was obvious now that Schnee had said it. The local lords had done awful things here in Marsheim, and I had let my preconceptions of them get ahead of me. I had even colored these more morally gray folk with the same brush. The fact of the matter was that the Baldur Clan’s intel on these bigwigs acting up was nothing more than hearsay. Although you could make some leaps in logic using these slips, there was no guaranteed proof that these three nobles had done anything wrong. Letting my emotions get ahead of me like this—I might as well have hitched myself up with puppet strings and handed the free ends over to the enemy.


      “But the folk transportin’ this stuff have been sneaky with how they’re hidin’ the drug,” Schnee went on. “It ain’t in such easy to find places. Plus there ain’t proof that these passes have actually been used.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “If someone with this danglin’ off of ’em passes through a checkpoint, it’s gonna get logged, no matter what. I did a li’l bit of diggin’—y’know, checkin’ the merchants’ diaries, the logbooks of the checkpoints—and turned up nothin’. Even in Marsheim’s own entry logs. There wasn’t any proof that they were used. Whoever was carryin’ ’em paid the toll fair and square.”


      Schnee reeled off all this stuff as if it were nothing; was she really unaware of how incredible she had been?


      Mercantile families with wandering tradesmen often allowed their hires to live with them alongside two or three personal guards. These hired hands worked with utmost secrecy, using magic or miracles to stay on guard and make sure their employer’s secrets remained their own.


      Yet Schnee had managed to infiltrate a number of these groups and get information from the checkpoints, which were all heavily guarded. How on earth had she managed it?


      This was what made PCs who were information specialists terrifying. With a properly busted spread of bonuses to the usual selection of investigative skills, they could practically pluck key information out of thin air, leaving the rest of their party scratching their heads. For these superhumans, you would be more inclined to believe they’d just convinced the GM to hand off all their prep notes rather than pulling off any of the actual schemes they’d engineered.


      “Not only that,” Schnee continued, “the way Kykeon and these slips were hidden was almost too obvious, y’know? Almost as if they wanted someone to sniff it out. It’s fishy.”


      “But the drugs are meant to be sold. I know they would want to hide the passes extra carefully, but it seems weird to keep the drugs super hidden...”


      “Agreed. If it’s hidden too well, then it’ll make business tricky. ’Specially with those slips of Kykeon. You’d expect these dealers to use more easily accessible methods.”


      You could hide things in hidden pockets of your clothes, under secret compartments in your bag, or even in other products and put them in storage. However, although these would hide your product, it would be hard to get at it quickly and easily.


      “Plus, this is just speakin’ on what I’ve seen, but folk who deal in shady stuff like this don’t keep it on themselves. Right?”


      “Very true.”


      The Baldur Clan’s mansion was a veritable den of sin—practically wall-to-wall with Nanna’s minions getting absolutely blasted on her junk, twenty-four seven—but Nanna was always changing up her stock to toe the line with the letter of the law, if not the spirit, not unlike how the synthetic cannabinoid trade worked on Earth. Even if the authorities got involved, they’d never be able to make a substantive accusation stick. I doubted that any documents or contracts pinning them to anything shady were even hidden in their hideout.


      This was the reason some shady clans had their own properties in more rustic areas. No matter how many higher-ups came sniffing around—as long as an independent bureaucrat with a real passion for justice and doing things by the book didn’t show up, that was—then the clan members could slip through the net on technicality after technicality.


      Taking this into account, only an idiot would put their own stock in their own home and merchants’ caravans. That, or...


      “Do you think these nobles are trying to set someone up?” I said.


      “I thought that was most likely, yeah.”


      “You ‘thought’ it was?”


      Schnee’s pink nose and white whiskers began to twitch—she was laughing.


      “Who d’ya think these clothes belong to?” she said, pointing to her bloodied clothes hanging on the wall.


      “It’s a maid uniform; it could be from anywhere, really.”


      We had decided that it would be bad form to dispose of an informant’s clothes when her blood was splattered upon them, not to speak of the possibility of notes and such hidden in the seams, and so we had left them here after removing them from her.


      The clothes in question were a long, black dress, a white sleeved apron, and white cuffs. Simply put, the sort of maid clothes you would have seen in the England of my previous world a hundred or so years back.


      “The laundry maids at Baron Wiesache’s villa in Marsheim wear that uniform specifically,” Schnee said.


      “You infiltrated a baron’s manor?!”


      I couldn’t help but stand up in surprise. What was she doing? A laundry maid was the lowest position among a family’s servants, but there was a huge difference in working for some country lord versus a noble. Their servants were almost always hired from within their own territory! Even if he had scouted for useful workers from Marsheim, she would have needed a guarantor. This wasn’t the sort of place where you could put on a disguise and waltz in without any issue.


      “Let’s call it...a woman’s secret. A gal’s gotta earn her dough.”


      “That’s well and good, but you infiltrated quite the place...”


      I couldn’t think up one decent strategy to sneak into a noble house without being found out. Even if the head of the household didn’t conduct a personal interview, they would get their butler or the head maid to screen anyone suspicious. Not only that, the servant world inside a household was small. Someone would notice a new face. Sure, it might have seemed fine from afar, but she would have needed to skulk around the entire manor for decent intel...


      “From what I dug up, it looks like Baron Wiesache was moments from bein’ falsely accused,” Schnee said, returning to business. “Maybe it’s ’cause he’s a methuselah, but the good baron hates writin’. He didn’t have a diary. Luckily for him, his mensch butler is quite the meticulous scribe.”


      “You didn’t just sneak in; you managed to have a peep at the most important servant’s diary?”


      “Not just a peep. I got the copies in my sleeve up there,” Schnee said, pointing at her maid outfit.


      I removed the sleeve as ordered—in this age, sleeves could be removed and discarded as needed—and poked around the seams until I found a little piece of paper hidden in between them. It was quite craftily hidden—the sort of thing you wouldn’t find unless you already knew where to look for it.


      “Anyway, the butler was pretty scrupulous. He made daily records on any docs that had been stamped. And, wouldja believe it, there was nothin’ on our officially sanctioned checkpoint passes.”


      “Did Baron Wiesache’s butler have the stamp of approval?”


      “Yeah, he did. But it’s pretty unlikely that he pilfered it for his own ends.”


      It was evident that Schnee had done some deep digging right into the baron’s office. How on earth had she managed it? The only way I could think of was more of a barbarian’s approach—silence everyone inside through brute force and simply label it as covert after the fact. More importantly, I was honestly shocked that a noble would give their household’s stamp of approval to their butler.


      “I got a copy of the stamp. Have a look-see in the left sleeve.”


      I checked the other sleeve to find copied notes with the baron’s seal on them. I was impressed yet again—the copies had just enough ink to bear a perfectly clear facsimile of the seal.


      I held one of them up to the one on the checkpoint pass, and after a little comparison concluded that they were perfect copies of one another. Size, design, imperfections on the seal—each matched to a tee. The conclusion to be drawn was that these fake documents had been created and then writ off with the original stamp, all without the baron noticing.


      “As for Viscount Besigheim, he’s pretty darn scatterbrained.”


      “Yeah, I’ve not heard the best things about him,” I said.


      Viscount Besigheim was still young for a mensch—was still in his thirties—and if you were feeling cruel, the familiar expression “idiot son” would fit him perfectly. The previous Viscount Besigheim died at a young age after a fatal equestrian accident, and so the younger Besigheim had taken over the family. If Besigheim senior had been alive and well, I was almost certain he never would have given up his position to his son.


      According to the rumors, his two younger brothers—who had decided to become subjects of the state and were now Imperial knights—were far, far more suitable candidates to run the family.


      Viscount Besigheim’s reputation had even reached adventuring circles. He had made several stupid requests, one of which was a terribly dangerous endeavor to directly procure some gin from the northern isles. Why would the man spend downright treasonous sums to round up adventurers foolish enough to play errand boy for him, you ask? Well, he had women to impress, you see.


      It didn’t matter if the pay was good; the northern sea was a dangerous territory ruled by pirates. While it might have been true that adventurers didn’t have to pay as much in customs fees—if you were amber-orange or above, that was—no one wanted to waste half an entire year on a gussied-up milk run.


      “Now, back to Baron Wiesache,” Schnee said. “He is, for better or worse, an honest man. Before the Empire came he was a king, y’know, despite bein’ a methuselah.”


      “So basically, although the viscount might be swayed by the allure of money, that seems less likely with the baron, huh.”


      “Yeah. He ain’t the kinda person to brazenly betray Margrave Marsheim, if ya ask me. If he were going to, he wouldn’t act all sneaky like this—he’d bring his men and encircle the margrave’s manor himself. If ya ask me, he’s got that barbarian spirit right down to his bones.”


      The only methuselahs I knew were Lady Agrippina and Marquis Donnersmarck, which made it difficult for me to conjure a mental image of Baron Wiesache. In the days before the Empire, he had been an honest but boorish warrior-king of a lesser kingdom. I wasn’t sure what reasons he had for acquiescing to the Empire’s demands and receiving the title of baron, but it was clear to me that he wasn’t nearly enough of a sneak to engineer a plan as roundabout as the Kykeon crisis if he wanted to tear down Marsheim.


      “This would suggest that we’re looking at a political attack made to look like internal trouble,” I said.


      “Right. The truths I’ve gleaned would point to that.”


      That would mean that the drugs brought in by the caravans and the passes required to do so were nothing more than a bluff—they weren’t the actual problem here.


      Margrave Marsheim was suffering from a personnel problem so bad that he had tried to press-gang me—I had Lady Agrippina’s word on that—so the margrave’s enemies had plotted to worsen the situation by forcing the margrave to turn on one of his most powerful warriors.


      Countless nations had come to ruin thanks to such methods. I would say that Baron Wiesache wasn’t quite on the same level as Yuan Chonghuan of the Ming dynasty, but he was an important playing piece and an overall boon to his region, in addition to being one of a handful of keystone players whose involvement kept Marsheim from spiraling into war. The anti-Rhinian local lords would be overjoyed if he’d been brought down by an oversight on the margrave’s part.


      The plan would work even if Margrave Marsheim himself wasn’t fooled. If this false scandal came to light, then powerful nobles would come out of the woodwork demanding the former enemy of the Empire deserved nothing less than a swift death, and the external pressure would force the margrave’s hand. They would claim that it was for the greater good, but they would secretly be focusing on their own political gains.


      If Baron Wiesache went down without a fight, then that would be great. If he lived up to his reputation as a powerful, easy to anger former local lord and instigated a revolt, then that would be even better. The seditionists would love to see one of the Empire’s favorite playing pieces get wiped out and stir up chaos in the region along with it.


      One revolt wouldn’t be enough to topple the Empire’s hegemony, but they could chip away at the base through this internal attack. This required clever-minded scheming and patience. It was a despicable tactic, not least because it was maddening to respond to. It was difficult for us small-time adventurers to resolve a political situation that demanded more precise and civil means than a few well-placed sword strokes.


      “They done found me out not too long after I put it all together,” Schnee said.


      “Were you still undercover at the manor?”


      “Nope. Not when I came to my theory, at least. But that’s when those five assassins came knockin’. It was like the Sun God or someone was sayin’ ta me: ‘Hey, your theory’s bang on the money!’ Problem with me is that I can’t hide what I’m thinkin’,” Schnee said with a cheeky smile. In all honesty, I couldn’t read her expression at all. She went on, “This’s only a hunch, but I bet they meant for somebody with both halves of their brain to rub together to figure out the first layer of the plot. The culprits here are layin’ bait so that the Empire can rush to conclusions and stab itself in the side.”


      “Aha. But a sneaky cat stole their wurst before it could be smoked.”


      It was well and good to use some shrimp to try and catch some sea bream, but you had to be aware that you could be pulled into the ocean if you weren’t careful. All the better that we’d brought along a little cat eager to play with the fishing line and unhook the bait. They had cottoned onto their missing fake evidence and had sent four—no, five, if we include the one who threw that Kykeon bomb at me—to retrieve the counterfeited material.


      Our informant had found a vital piece of the puzzle, but I had no notion of where it went in the bigger picture. There was an answer to this thing, but if we had lost her, then it might have taken forever for us to reach the solution. Blessedly, we’d managed to keep a lifelong student of human skullduggery in one piece and thinking straight enough to do all the heavy thinking for us. It felt like we’d been fighting smoke before, but now I felt like we had a little bit of a handle on things.


      “Kykeon wasn’t spread to lobotomize the Marsheim’s public...” I said. “It’s meant to turn the margrave against his own best assets among the gentry.”


      “Yep, the difference is in the details. It wouldn’t be great to turn Ende Erde into a drugged-up, lawless land, but that ain’t enough to knock the margrave from his position.”


      It was just like ehrengarde. If you wanted to take down the emperor, who was stuck in the corner but protected by guardsmen and castles, then your opener hinged on eliminating the lesser pieces. It wasn’t like shogi, where you gained enemy pieces after beating them; this was much closer to real life. You had one target, and you had to work to get to it.


      That left us with a number of options.


      “I doubt those three names were the only ones being targeted, were they?” I said.


      “Prob’ly not, no. I didn’t have enough time to sniff about that much, but I’d bet that some other nobles are bein’ looked into as well. I bet they wanna topple as many houses as they can. Plus, y’know what they say, if ya go back six generations, the whole peerage is just one big family.”


      There was no rule that said one piece of evidence had one perpetrator behind it. This was no mere streetside stabbing. This whole scheme relied on an elaborate causal chain—drug smuggling could be linked to other misdeeds, and Margrave Marsheim’s people could be removed from the board one by one.


      Once you had eliminated those close to the margrave, then you were left with the fence sitters, the true bureaucrats, who would cut off their noses to spite their faces. All that you had to do was rile them up, and support for the margrave would be left in tatters.


      The whole plan fit together beautifully, and that drove me up a wall. The Trialist Empire of Rhine was a great five-century-old ash tree of a nation—vast, sheltering, and deeply rooted. Yet here these people were, coaxing the roots into strangling one another.


      “I’d bet that Baron Maulbronn is prob’ly in the most danger at the moment. His household ain’t much to write home about, but he’s well-liked among the pro-Imperial local lords. He’s always chattin’ away at social events—makes him a prime target for folks lookin’ to take advantage.”


      After infiltrating Baron Wiesache’s manor and securing our intel, Schnee had intended to go undercover at Baron Maulbronn’s manor next, but had met with the assassins before she’d had the chance.


      “Very well. Leave the rest to us.”


      “Um, I’m doin’ this for myself, y’know? I don’t remember anyone taskin’ me with this.”


      From between Schnee’s narrowed eyelids, I could feel her golden gaze pierce right into me. The look seemed to suggest that if she stared hard enough, she might lay bare my true intentions.


      I had nothing to hide. I had decided to become an adventurer in Marsheim, so there were no lies I needed to tell.


      I gave Schnee a faint smile, and she tossed her head back on her pillow.


      “Jeez... This town really does got its fair share of strange folk... I keep wonderin’ when the whole thing’s gonna come down like a house of matchsticks, but then another weirdo comes along to prop it up.”


      “We’re just two weirdos helping each other out, Schnee.”


      Everyone preferred a clean home; you could sleep easier at night that way.


      I did some mental math. Unfortunately our little adventuring unit needed funds, so I racked my brains trying to pin down who would benefit from some well-paid good deeds.




      [Tips] It is said that Imperial families are all related if you go back six generations. The family tree has been made even more complex due to illegitimate children, forged family lineages, and untold secrets to smooth along inheritance.




      Much like how companies in Erich’s old world would prepare accommodation for employees on business trips, the nobles of the Empire of Rhine often kept separate manors near their favorite stomping grounds. It wasn’t rare for some of the more renowned families to have upward of ten manors, when you counted the health resorts.


      Just as the nobles in and around Berylin had manors in the capital, those of Ende Erde—aside from the poorest of them—had their own permanent residences in Marsheim to aid in overseeing their territory.


      “What a tangle we find ourselves in yet again,” Margit said to herself. She was currently in a manor of Baron Maulbronn’s, located in a quiet bit of northern Marsheim. To be precise, she was in the manor’s attic, among the dust and cobwebs.


      Schnee was still recovering from her near-fatal wound, and so Erich had taken it upon himself to continue the investigation. Margit had only agreed to go undercover like this because Erich had bowed his head and pleaded for her help.


      Margit enjoyed feeling needed and didn’t particularly mind a tight, filthy squeeze. After all, she was a hunter. If the hunt called for it, part of her remit was crawling into a bear’s cave with only a few poison-tipped arrows to her name. She wouldn’t blink in the face of some dust, cobwebs, or scuttling rats and cockroaches.


      The one thing that sat at the back of her mind was the context of this whole expedition. She had come to the Empire’s western reaches with the man she loved to become an adventurer, yet here she was playing burglar in a noble manor. Of course, the logic wasn’t lost on her. Margit knew that the fiends who sought to bring Marsheim to its knees with Kykeon were slowly enclosing their tentacles around Baron Maulbronn, so they needed to search his house before the false accusations against him came to light.


      All the same, she wondered: Is this still adventuring?


      It was obvious to all that Goldilocks’s gung-ho “whatever it takes” attitude was not normal. Any regular person who had received a formal education would label him as a patently obvious loon; he was plainly blessed and cursed with strange cares of no discernible origin. Only Erich knew of the past he held, of the years spent poring over rulebooks which had warped his very brain; of the various worlds he had enjoyed at the table which had changed his core value system.


      Erich wasn’t quite foolish enough to view the world he lived in as a tabletop game, but he did fall into the trap of viewing himself as a PC. If something was interesting or would prove suitable to his purposes, then he’d gladly take on the most heterodox or roundabout path that would get him there, if it was “optimal.”


      That was why normal people—sensible people—would never choose to follow, even if they were aware of their existence, the most efficient strategies he concocted. A regular person wouldn’t send their partner on a covert mission into a baron’s manor. It was true that Margit had the abilities for the job, they had worked out a way to communicate secretly, and they had secured blueprints of the manor, but all the same such decisions weren’t normal.


      Rhinian law was designed to punish theft severely. Steal ten drachmae and you would find yourself without a head. There was no way that Erich, who had personally worked under a noble, didn’t know the dangers and the consequences of sneaking into such a place.


      But justice was on Erich’s side; this wasn’t mere theft, it was protection. After all, the punishment for revolt was death. Not a swift death, however, but a long, drawn-out display for everyone to see. The menace known as the Infernal Knight had only recently received a similar punishment in Adrian Imperial Plaza; everyone in Marsheim knew how the law handled traitors.


      In the end, this was a mission of mercy on Erich and Margit’s part. An innocent man could never deserve such a fate.


      “Um... This is Kaufmann. Ubermut, do you copy?” Margit said.


      “This is Ubermut. I hear you, Kaufmann. Over,” Erich replied.


      The pair were talking through Voice Transmission necklaces. For the sake of anonymity, they were using code names. Erich’s own sense of aesthetics had led him to choose the German phonetic alphabet.


      Goldilocks had positioned himself in the tower of a lightly guarded house located diagonally across from Baron Maulbronn’s manor. He was monitoring the corridor near the room that Margit was heading for through a spyglass.


      He had come to support his partner, of course, but Erich’s magical know-how was vital here. Baron Maulbronn’s family weren’t of the highest renown, but its history stretched back to the days when the local lords still had power. The manor didn’t have advanced barriers and the like, but it had an alarm system for detecting intruders. In addition, there was a system that would detect when magic was used on the premises.


      To combat this, Erich had devised a communication system with Voice Transmission that utilized Margit’s ultrafine web. By channeling their voices along it, he was able to drastically reduce the spell’s mana signature, thus keeping them undetected. The scout would work her way through the building, while Erich would warn her of any traps that she could not spot. This was vital to the plan’s success.


      “The night watch are all asleep while standing up,” Margit said. “I suppose that’s to be expected of such a quiet household. There’s one wandering guard who comes once every two hours—on the dot. He just passed, so he won’t be back for a while.”


      It was shortly before dawn. Margit had infiltrated the manor when the night was at its darkest...or she would have—it’d seemed wisest. Erich had instead suggested that she enter during dusk, when they would be busy with servants starting or leaving their shift. Both of these adventurers had forgone the bathroom and food for a good third of the day.


      “Lucky us. Looks like Nordpol’s information was on the money,” Erich said.


      These code names would only be used for this mission: Margit was Kaufmann, Erich was Ubermut, and their informant was Nordpol. The names had been chosen so that there would be no way to link them back to the real people. It made sense to Margit, but she thought that it was a bit overkill. Infiltrating the manor was never going to be the easiest task, but were all the smoke and mirrors really necessary?


      “Very well, I shall invite myself down. Let me know if you see anyone.”


      “Of course. I’ll be watching. Over and out.”


      Margit wanted to rake Erich over the coals for a wealth of reasons, but her love for him stifled these emotions. She silently crawled through the attic space and made her way to the office, neatly picking her way around the wire and bell traps. It was as well guarded as the baron’s private chambers, but it was almost certain that the inside would be empty. Baron Maulbronn was taking part in a nighttime party exclusively for nobles in Ende Erde with jurisdictions around the Mauser River. He would be back by noon at the earliest, barring a truly masterful stroke of bad luck.


      The Fellowship of the Blade was monitoring the party closely, and so a message would come immediately if the baron decided to come home early for whatever reason. Margit was capable enough to exfiltrate herself in the interim.


      Margit squeezed herself into an access hole hidden behind the wallpaper. It was the sort of hidey-hole that no mensch could have exploited, but it was still a bit cramped by her standards—unlike a mensch, an arachne’s widest point was not her shoulders, but her lower body. An arachne’s spidery lower half was made up of a combination of an endoskeleton and exoskeleton containing her hydraulic muscles and digestive organs. Margit could never have managed the squeeze, if not for a little trick of her own.


      “I’d rather not get in the habit of this—it’s such a cheap tactic—but it looks like I haven’t much choice...” she mumbled to herself.
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+ Everything is as it should be and everyone enjoys a happy end to end all
happy ends.

- 1 + The dragon is slain, the princess is saved, and the adventurers raise up a
toast at the pub.

()2 For better o for worse, things go according to the GM and players’ plans.

| 0.5 + A tangent impacts the main story.
E.g. “Wow, everyone’s responding really well to the enemies this time!”

0, 75 : Aminor storyline takes the place of the main plot.
E.g. “Wait, hold on—the PCs are switching sides?!”

1 .0 + Some fatal mistake prevents the true ending from ever coming to fruition.
E.g. “T told you, there’s no point in saving this lot!
You do realize it'll be all-out war if you try, right?”

1 ,25 + The GM condemns his players but tries to figure out how to continue in
their next session.
E.g. “You want to turn your old base and the entire country against
you for your enemies? I haven't prepped any extra material for this..”

i '5 + The party intentionally wipes.
E.g. “Do you have to be so stereotypically Japanese and get pumped
for a fight that I've told you there’s no hope of winning?”

i A 75 + The players commit genocide or otherwise move to bring the setting to its
knees. The GM silently shuts his screen.
E.g. “Yes, yes, 'm happy you like the characters I made, but did
you have to go ahead and swear all those suicide pacts with them?
Fine, I'll rewrite the story...”

2 _0 + The main story is irreparably busted. The campaign ends.
E.g. The GM packs his things without a word.

Over + The realm of gods. Despite experiencing everything from 0.5 to 1.75, the
players continue on for whatever reason—and somehow progress the
2 0 story. After an unknowable amount of time, the characters find some new
objective and dutifully complete it.
E.g. The GM spends two days scribbling up all-new developments,
and after a painstaking old-school story of redemption (that totally
wasn't cribbed from somewhere else...), the PCs forgo any old debts
and slay their former friends and allies in order to save their new
enemies-turned-friends. Let’s ignore the fact that the original
| storyline was totally lost along the way.
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