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For Chanelle, my
Goddess

For my Family, my Divine Inspiration

For Michael, my
Demon

And For You, my
Unwitting Disciple


In the tiny kingdom of Brent, nestled between the
mountain and the sea,
lives a beggar called You Bugger.

This is not his
name. It’s just what people call him.

This is his story.


Prologue: The Proclamation






The woman ran through the city, chased by her
fear.

She did not stop to chat to the fishmonger, as
she had done for every
morning for the past seven years.

She did not call out to her friends, the seamstresses, as they
performed their craft.

And she did not stop running, even after she
was almost run down by a cart laden with hay.

As she ran, she shouted the words she had been told to say. She
yelled them as loud as she could, despite her heaving chest. The
early morning cold would not dissipate for some time still, and the
city of Dawnhold had only just started waking up.

The merchants, ever eager for coin, had just arrived in the market and
were still setting up their stalls when the words came. Immediately
they packed away their things and turned away.

No one would be buying anything today.

The soldiers heard the words next, as they patrolled the broken
streets. The city was still recovering from a devastating attack
which had left many parts smoldering. But there was no fear in
their eyes as they walked through the narrow alleyways.

Until they heard the words.

As one they leapt to action, raising their spears and spreading out.
Gone was the morning peace, and in its place was an uncertain
future.

And yet still the woman ran onwards.

Next to cross her path were the beggars. They had played a part in
the recent conflict, that much was known, but their exact
contributions were still shrouded in secrecy. The people did not
know whether to treat them as heroes or villains, and only the
bravest approached them in order to discern the truth. Those who
did came away with strange tales of fighting beggars and unusual
circumstances.

The beggars, however, did not seem to mind either way. So long as
the people blessed them with the occasional copper coin, the truth
could be whatever the people wanted it to be.

When they heard the news, however, they
rose up in mutual anguish.
Dirtied cloaks were torn asunder and stained hands fell upon the
cobbled streets as their owners cried out in fear and
loss.

The woman, feeling pity, threw a few coppers towards the wailing
group.

And for the first time in
history, a beggar
ignored a coin which had been freely given.

It would not happen again.

Such was the gravity of the words.

But the woman could not stop and join their sorrow. She had to keep
moving.

The words had to be said. The people
needed to hear them.
Even if they contained a terrible truth. Even if they led to an
uncertain future. Even if they caused an endless amount of
suffering.

They needed to be heard.

And so
the woman ran on, despite her burning lungs and pained
feet.

She passed the Hearth next, the largest church in
Brent. A priest stood
outside, as he waited for his coming flock. It was a day of holy
obligation, so he was expecting a swarm of sinners to appear at any
moment.

Like clockwork, they came to him, asking for
clarity about the Rules
of Man. The priest would deliver a sermon, advising the people to
follow the rules.

For those who followed the rules earnestly, they would be
rewarded with an eternity in Accordia, the flower-filled paradise
which was watched over by the Rulefather, Codex.

However, for those who broke the rules and failed to atone, they would
be sent to the Abyss. The light-less and time-less land would be
their prison, and Abyssa, the Daughter Who Waits Below, would be
their warden until the end times.

The priest nodded towards the woman
as she raced towards him, no
doubt thinking that she was the first to arrive. Surely her rule
breaking must be severe indeed, to induce such a frenzied
approach?

And then the priest heard the words, and all
thoughts of sinners and rules departed from his mind. In their place, he started thinking
of the preparations needed for a far more somber affair.

The woman, almost spent, managed to run on for a few steps
further.

She had
finally arrived at the city’s gates.

Her desperate race was over.

Before her, shaking off the morning dew, were a collection of
travelers who had come to the city for one reason or
another.

They wore looks of wonder in their eyes, no doubt seeing the
city as a place of majesty which far outshone their humble
hovels.

And yet
their excitement was to be short lived.

Taking a deep breath, the woman shattered their world.

She shouted the words, voice cracking and throat burning as she did
so.

It was done.

Wait.

There, in the corner of the vision, stood a
man who wore several shades of black.

An assassin, perhaps?

But he too deserved to hear the words, for they affected every
life, from fisherman to farmer and banker to baker.

So she mustered the very last dribble of her strength and opened
her mouth.

Taking a deep breath, she repeated the words once
more, as she shouted,
“Hear ye, hear ye! Let it be heard, and let it be known! The king
is dead!”

And
thus did the world come undone…


Chapter 1: Mourning in the Morning






It should have been raining, Fade
thought, as he watched
the funeral procession wind its way through the twisting streets.
All of the best funerals happened in the rain.

And he should know.

He had been the cause of most of them…

It had been three days since his best friend had
died. Already the world
seemed like a drabber copy of itself. But the world would not stop
turning just because a single beggar met his end.

Even if
that beggar had happened to be the King of Brent.

He was standing in the lee of a
chimney, easily
concealed in its shadow. He was the only one standing atop the
rooftops and he shouldn’t have needed to hide. But at that moment
he didn’t want to feel the sun upon his face. He didn’t want to
feel warmth, or even the breeze.

He wanted to hide in the shadows and mourn for his lost
companion.

The city, thankfully, seemed to share in his ennui. The merchants in the
markets tried to sell their wares, but there was no energy there. A
few of the more enterprising vendors tried calling out to the
people as they passed by, but after only a few minutes their voices
fell silent.

No one was in the mood to buy anything.

The children, usually oblivious to the dealings of adults, had likewise
fallen silent. There were no peals of laughter or cries of
merrymaking from the youths of Dawnhold. Instead, they walked the
streets with aimless and vacant expressions.

Fade pitied them. But in the depths of his heart, he was gladdened by
their obvious discomfort. No one was treating You Bugger’s death as
a relief or the punchline to an overwrought joke. Even though he
had only been a king for a short time, he had managed to leave a
lasting impression on the people of Brent.

Glancing down, he saw a beggar nervously watching the procession.
Fade knew that the man below was not his friend, and yet for a
moment he paused. A few days ago he had caught You Bugger begging
close-by, despite the grievous injuries he had sustained while
defending the capital. You Bugger, when he had last seen him, had
seemed well.

He had lost an arm and an eye during the war with Lisare, but he
seemed to be recovering. And although he had been walking with a
limp and complaining of his fatigue, Fade had not thought that
anything was amiss.

Until a servant had found the king on the floor of his study,
dead.

No one
had been seen entering or leaving the study, and the royal guards
had sworn that no one had approached them. Fade, an expert in
death, had performed the autopsy himself, even as it had broken his
heart.

However, discounting the wounds You Bugger had
acquired from the war, there were no obvious causes of death. No traces of poison in his
system or signs of murderous implements.

As far as anyone could tell, You
Bugger had simply
dropped dead in the middle of the night.

The official story was that You Bugger’s accumulated injuries had
killed him, and that he had hid their severity from even his
closest allies in order to alleviate their worries. The Good Doctor
had confirmed that the wounds he had examined could have weakened
the Beggar King to the point of death.

But although Fade knew this, although he had seen You Bugger’s
body with his own eyes, still he could not believe it.

You Bugger had been killed.

Nothing else made sense…

*

Fade slowly made his way across the rooftops of Dawnhold, keeping
exclusively to the shadows. After a few minutes he came across
something unusual.

A bell,
wrapped up with black cord. It was just one of many dotted across
the city, used to announce the passing of another hour, the
commencement of a festival or, more recently, to announce an attack
by foreign forces. Now, however, it stood silent atop a tall stone
tower.

Every bell and gong in the city had been silenced in honour of the
fallen king. They would only be unbound in one week, when the
mourning period would be officially ended. Until then, the passing
of the hours was an insignificant thing.

For who
could care what hour it was when the world had just
ended?

Fade appreciated the sentiment. In his homeland a similar tradition
was observed, however, in his case it was the covering of every
mirror in the kingdom for one month. For the king’s spirit could
not rest peacefully if his subjects continued to gaze at their own
reflections instead of facing the world.

As he walked past the bound bell, Fade could not help but place
his hand upon the encircled metal. He had been an assassin for
years and had taken plenty of lives in that time. And yet those
deaths had never affected him.

Not when he had slain a Lord in Sertos for murdering his
wife.

Nor when he had killed One Eye, the cruel
leader of the largest gang on Alm.

Even the death of Buddy the
Butcher, the most
revered assassin in the Bureau, had not left a mark on his
soul.

But with You Bugger gone, he felt a part of him die. A part that
enjoyed the small moments of life. A part that made all of the
bloodshed and killings worthwhile. A part that kept his darker
thoughts in check.

The very same part that You Bugger had brought out in him.

Not for the first time Fade felt the tears come. Once more he wished
that the heavens would open up and rain down upon him, if only to
hide the signs of his grief…

*

Fade eventually left the rooftops and descended to the streets below. The
people took no notice of him.

They never did.

So he
walked on unheeded, as he followed the funeral procession towards
the heart of the city. A line of carriages bearing the royal sigil
and draped with black and white banners stood before him. Walking
alongside the procession, wearing looks of uncertainty, were a
group of beggars.

Beside the pomp and gilding they
stood out in their tattered
clothes and dirt encrusted faces, and yet they were some of the
highest-ranking men and women in the kingdom.

The Council of Nine, chosen by the king, had come to pay their
respects.

Fade slipped out of the shadows as he drew nearer. He had no
reason to hide from their eyes.

Indeed,
they seemed to perk up as he approached, with the Lord of Commerce
calling out, “Greetings, Shadowborn, how fare you this miserable
morning?”

“Greetings, Mound,” Fade replied, “I’ve had better
days, to be sure…”

“As have we all, I assume,” Mound responded, as he
gestured to the lords and ladies nearby, “I don’t suppose you have
any news to share?”

“What kind of news are you expecting from an
assassin?”

Mound looked uncertain as he replied,
“Well… Do you believe the
rumours? That King Osrik hired an assassin to kill You Bugger, even
after he agreed to a truce?”

“King Osrik hired me, for all the good it did him,
along with a man named Buddy the Butcher.”

“And you think that this… Buddy, could have killed
our lowborn king?”

Fade shook his head.

“Why? Did he not possess the
capability?”

“No, he doesn’t possess a head. I took care of him
long before You Bugger fell. Trust me, if an assassin had had a
hand in You Bugger’s death, I would know. But the Bureau claims
that no one has taken responsibility for his end, and Rule Nine of
the Assassins Code states that every assassin must acknowledge his
kills to the Bureau.”

Mound’s
face fell when he heard Fade’s words, and he replied in a soft
voice, saying, “So it’s true then? That You Bugger’s body simply
could not recover from his wounds?”

“Most likely,” Fade responded, even as his own
doubts continued to fester, “You Bugger was stubborn to a fault. If
anyone was going to hide the severity of his injuries, it would be
him…”

“But what will happen to us?” asked Matilda, the
Lord of Taxes, “You Bugger was the one who named us Lords of the
Council, so what are we now that he is gone?”

Her eyes were swollen and red-rimmed, no doubt from mourning her fallen
friend.

Aside from Fade, no one had known You Bugger better than the nine men
and women who had gathered in his name.

“I don’t know. According to the laws of Brent, your
positions can only be revoked by a king. So, if you choose to
remain here, you will keep your titles.”

“But do we want to?” asked Smelly Joe, the Lord of Defense, “I mean, we’re
beggars, right? We should be on the streets, asking for coins, not
deciding how the kingdom should be run!”

“Now now, Smelly Joe,” said Buck, the Lord of
Sails, “You Bugger wouldn’t have placed us on the Council if he
didn’t believe in our abilities. Remember what he said? We’ve
experienced life on the bottom, so now that we’re on top, we’ll
know what to do to help the citizens.”

It was then that Julio, the former Beggar Lord and current Lord of
Communication puffed out his chest and said, “Speak for yourself,
Buck! I spent most of my life crawling on my belly through mud and
filth! I won’t go back to that, and you can’t make me!”

“No one is suggesting such a thing,” said Queenie,
the Lord of Transport, “Matilda was simply asking a question. Now,
it is almost time for the royal eulogy, and it will look awful if
the king’s council misses that!”

The rest of the council grumbled a reply and resumed their march
towards the Hearth, where You Bugger’s eulogy would take place.
Michel, the Lord of Infrastructure, had argued that You Bugger
should be buried in Garn, but she had shriveled before the dowager
queen’s wrath.

A single lord, however, remained.

The Lord of Health.

“Good Doctor,” Fade said, dipping his cowl in a
gesture of earned respect.

“Fade,” the Good Doctor replied, before settling
into a casual stride alongside the melancholic assassin.

“I did the autopsy twice, you know,” Fade said, as
he watched the cobbles below change with every stride.

“I know, and I did it once myself after you had
left.”

Fade gave the man a sidelong glance.

“I had to be sure, you know,” the Good Doctor
blurted out, looking uncomfortable.

“And?”

“I came to the same conclusion you did. You Bugger
did not die from poison, or strangulation, or stabbing, or anything
like that. He simply… ceased to be.”

“So, you agree with the consensus? That his wounds
got the better of him?”

“I didn’t say that…” the Good Doctor replied,
sounding unsure.

Fade sighed in response.

You Bugger had always been an anomaly. A beggar who fought like a knight.
A common man who possessed uncommon knowledge. A peasant who could
command armies better than any king.

Even his death had been anything but simple.

“Do you think we’ll ever know the truth? About what
happened that night?”

The Good Doctor shrugged in response, saying, “Who knows? The only
ones who truly see everything in this world are the Gods, and they
aren’t talking…”

*

They had almost arrived at the Hearth when
the commotion broke out. A
group of men, drunks from the smell, had gathered in the street,
halting the procession.

Fade quietly slipped into the shadow of the carriage. He didn’t have
it in him to kill anyone at the moment, but he could probably
manage a few bruises at least.

“Oh, look at that, the kinggg of the
beggars
got what wassss coming for
him!” the largest man shouted, as he hurled his empty tankard at
the carriage bearing the former king.

It did not impact the wood, however. Instead, it was caught by a
gauntleted hand.

“My friends, I understand that you have turned to
the drink in order to drown your sorrows, but this is simply too
much…” said the owner of the gauntlet, as he approached the
drunkards.

Despite
their inebriation Fade could see recognition bloom in their
eyes.

“The Abyss take me, its Sir Aern!” one of the men
cried out, causing every eye in attendance to swivel and focus on
the armored man in their midst.

“D-don’t be daffft, Kyne, Sir Aerrrn hated the
-hic- king!
Everyone knowsss it! He wouldn’t show up to that bastard’s
ffffuneral, no matter what!” the leading man replied, words
crashing into one another as they fought to exit his
mouth.

“You are right, of course,” the armored man
replied, “I did hate the king. But he did have this kingdom’s best
interests in his heart, and he fought and bled for its people just
as well as any man in my command. It is my greatest shame that I
could not protect him, but I can at least protect his
name.”

A heartbeat later Sir Aern punched the man hard enough to break
bones. The unlucky drunkard crashed into his mutually unfortunate
crew, sending them to the ground. They lay there, heads spinning
and limbs entwined, as he approached.

“King Bugger was a great man, you sniveling worms,
and I will give you only one chance to apologize before I lock you
away for the rest of your miserable lives!”

“A thousand pardons, Sir Aern!” Kyne, the least
inebriated man, cried out, “Its as you said, we foolishly turned to
drink in order to drown our misery! Please, forgive us!”

The other men, after untangling themselves from their companions,
echoed Kyne’s words.

“Very well. Depart from this place, and sully our
good king no more,” Sir Aern replied, turning his back on the
wretches before him.

As one they promised, before they grabbed hold of
their unconscious friend
and dragged him from view.

“Anyone else?” Sir Aern asked the crowd.

But no further insults arose.

Stepping out from the shadows, Fade shook his head. You Bugger had only been
dead for a few days, but already the world was coming
undone.

As the funeral
procession resumed he took up a station alongside the
casket-bearing carriage.

“Even in death, you keep things interesting… my friend…”
said the assassin to the former beggar.

And thus did the end begin…







Chapter 2: The Man with No Name






Queen Claudia de Brent sat alone in the church, surrounded by
statues of her ancestors. The kings and queens of ages past stared
at her with eyes of stone, judging her rule.

She had married a beggar.

She had almost lost her kingdom to a
warmongering
tyrant.

And she had failed to protect her husband.

They would not sing songs about her, that much was
sure. And if they did,
she doubted they would be kind in their telling. She would be
labelled a fool and a madwoman, one whose strange and
incomprehensible actions had cost the lives of hundreds and almost
brought the kingdom to ruin.

Only a few weeks ago she had stood in the same spot and watched as her
husband accepted the crown. He had not been willing or wanting, but
he had taken it upon his head all the same.

All because she had named him her
royal consort.

Because she had been afraid of being forced to marry a stranger and
suffer under his rule, she had instead turned to the only man she
could trust.

A beggar she had known for a handful of
days.

Claudia
wanted to cry at her stupidity, but she had already run out of
tears. She had mourned and begged and pleaded and screamed until
her voice gave out. But no amount of tears or temper tantrums could
bring him back to her.

When he had returned from his confrontation with King Osrik, against all
the odds, he had spoken of a truce. A peace between the two
nations, signed in ink and won with blood. In that moment, she had
seen a future with him. A long and prosperous reign. A love that
grew stronger with every passing moment.

And perhaps… a child to raise together…

But now her dreams were as dead as her
king.

She stood, facing her forebearers.

“I do not regret it,” she said, speaking to the
kings and queens of old. Some of their reigns had been peaceful,
others… not. But none of them had run from their duties. None of
them had thrown away their crowns and headed for safer
harbours.

And neither would she.

She would face the future, even if that meant facing it
alone.

That is what You Bugger would have done…

*

Claudia left the Hearth with a heavy yet hopeful
heart. Before her were the people of Brent who had gathered in You Bugger’s honour.
Farmers stood side-by-side with nobles, wearing cloaks and dresses
dyed a deep black. Her own dress was comprised of black and white
elements which ran into each other and crisscrossed at every turn.
White for the Royal House of Brent.

Black for the Rion Family, who watched from on-high.

From where she stood she could see the Black Mountain, with the Sword
of the Mountain driven point-first into its blackened peak. The
Rion Family lived on the tallest mountain in Alm, ruling the world
from the shadows. Their whispers changed the fates of nations and
their shouts brought kingdoms to ruin. But they would not care
about the death of a single beggar, even if he had been a
king.

Such
was their motto: Strength Above All.

The strong would not care about the weak. But You Bugger had
wanted to change that. He had told Claudia that he envisioned a
future without beggars and poverty, where no one would have to
crawl on their bellies, chasing a few measly copper
coins.

That dream was now her dream. The last gift of a husband to his
wife.

Somehow
she would upturn centuries of societal conventions. For
him.

Walking forward, she saw that the people had
constructed a stage and
podium for her royal eulogy. It was her right and her duty to speak
the final farewell to King Bugger of Brent.

The people bowed and genuflected as she strode past them at a
dignified pace. The nobles, ever arrogant, gave the subtlest of
nods while the beggars, ever humble, touched their foreheads to the
ground. And yet they stood together in honour of the man who had
bridged their two worlds.

Ascending the wooden stairs leading up to the stage, she thought back
to the last royal address she had given. In the tiny town of Garn,
she had spoken to the crowd about her plans for the future. At that
time, she would have never imagined that she would soon marry the
beggar who had only just saved her life.

She smiled, but there was no joy
behind it.

Once she reached the stage, she turned and faced
her people. It was at that moment that the funeral procession rounded the final
corner and came into sight. A single carriage, gilded in black and
white, drawn by six white horses and attended to by scores of
servants. Following behind it, heads bowed, were the knights of
Brent, led by Sir Aern. Behind the knights were the Council of Nine
wearing looks of sorrow.

At the very end of the procession, however, was the only other
person in the kingdom who truly understood her loss.

Fade.

*

The crowd watched in absolute silence as the carriage slowly rumbled
into view. No children called out and no adults let loose even a
whisper. This was not yet the time for words.

The carriage eventually came to a stop before the
stage. Without a word the driver, an elderly man wearing a midnight-black cloak,
clambered down and walked around to the rear of the wagon. He was
assisted by his apprentice, a young man in his early twenties, and
between the two of them the royal casket was brought out into the
light. It was an ornate affair, covered in black and white motifs
that told the story of Brent’s history, from its founding to its
present.

The two men carefully carried the king’s coffin towards the stage,
where it was laid down before the queen.

Claudia felt her breath catch in her throat and she felt a fresh wave
of tears fill her eyes. She had thought herself emptied of liquid
grief, but apparently her stores were not quite dry. However, she
steeled herself as her parents had once taught her, suppressing the
droplets of lamentation for a few moments more.

She had to be strong for her people.

Once she had given the royal eulogy, the casket would be returned to the
carriage. She would then accompany it on its final journey towards
Sun’s Rest, where the Royal Tomb stood. There, she would lay to
rest the first man to steal her heart.

When she returned, she would be the dowager queen.

*

Claudia took a deep breath. It was time.

“Good people of Brent, I thank you for coming to
this solemn occasion,” she said, voice shaking slightly, “I only
wish that we were coming together for a more joyous reason. But
alas, this world is not so kind to us. Three days ago, we lost our
king.”

The silence below continued unabated. No one
said anything.

No one dared to.

“King Bugger was… a strange man. I first met him
when he saved my life, and I tell you now that he did not do so for
fame or glory. In fact, he did not even know my name at the time.
And yet he saved me all the same, risking life and limb for my
safety,” Claudia continued, recalling the surprise on his face when
he had first heard her name, “And, I must confess, I responded to
his aid with an act of selfishness. After he saved my life for a
second time, I forced him to travel at my side as we journeyed
across the kingdom. It was during this journey that I started to
realize just how strange You Bugger was…”

Claudia fought back the tears. It wasn’t time for them yet.

“Time and time again, he surprised me with his ways
and means. He taught me to beg and showed me a side of Brent I had
never known to exist. By the time we reached Sun’s Rest, I found
that I could not take my eyes from his form. And so, in yet another
act of selfishness, I forced him to ascend the throne and take a
crown he did not want.”

The people stared with expressions ranging from
shock to apathy. Those
who had known him, however, simply nodded at her words.

They had known exactly what kind of
person he
was.

“In truth, I did not expect much from him as king.
I thought that I had taken care of my royal obligations and that he
would be content to spend his days idly while I ruled in his name.
However, he surprised me yet again, as he transformed into a wise
and just king before my eyes. Even when King Osrik threatened the
kingdom, he did not flee or falter. Instead, he picked up a sword
and dove headfirst into danger in order to protect every single one
of us.”

Claudia
saw that a few eyes had begun to water. Most of the people knew
from second-hand accounts that You Bugger had fought to save them
from King Osrik. Only a few among them, however, knew just how much
he had sacrificed in order to do so.

“In the end, You Bugger emerged victorious, but
doing so cost him a great deal. He did not cry out, however, or beg
for aid. Instead, he soldiered on, even as his body failed
him…”

Claudia recalled the moment she had found
him, lying there on the
cold floor, as the servants and guards panicked and fled. She
remembered cradling his cooling body, begging for him to return to
her. She had promised and pleaded with the Gods of Alm, asking for
them to return her beloved. She would have accepted any price, be
it blood or coin, if it had meant his resurrection.

But instead she had felt the last of his warmth leave
him.

“We… we will never know who he really was… or where
he came from…” she said, as the tears breached her iron tight
defenses and started to splatter upon the casket below, “We will
never know these things… but I tell you now that they do not
matter!”

Every eye in attendance was wet. Even Fade,
the steadfast assassin, wept for his fallen friend.

“All that matters… all that truly matters… is that he was a good man and a good
king…” Claudia wept, “He may not have been born into greatness… but
he most surely passed as one of the greats!”

Claudia felt her knees buckle as
her grief sent her to
the wooden floor. She did not attempt to rise. Instead, she simply
cried for her lost love, as the people of Brent wept for their
fallen king…

*

Eventually, Claudia found the strength to stand. With gritted
teeth she forced herself upright and found a crowd bound by grief.
One by one the people started coming forth, walking towards the
royal casket. As each man, woman and child reached the coffin they
knelt down and bowed towards their king. As they rose, they placed
something atop the carved wood. Claudia, descending the stage, came
closer. When she was only a few feet away she caught sight of what
the people had given their king as a final tribute.

A heap of copper coins.

She wanted to laugh, despite her sorrow. You
Bugger would have been
astounded to know that his best begging haul had happened at his
funeral.

“Um… miss…” whispered a small voice.

Glancing down, Claudia found its owner. A small girl, no older
than ten and wearing a patchwork dress which contained several
shades of black.

“Yes, my child?” Claudia asked, as she knelt
down.

“Are we still in danger?” the girl asked, with wide
eyes, “Cause my daddy said that King Os…rank… wanted to hurt
us…”

“Worry not, little one,” Claudia replied, as she
wiped away her tears on the sleeve of her mourning attire, “You,
your father and everyone else is safe. The king… made sure of
that…”

“But… what if someone else tries to hurt
us?”

Claudia glanced towards the casket.

What
would You Bugger say?

Right.

“In that case, I will protect you,” she said,
standing tall, “I will protect all of you!”

This brought about a cheer that seemed to grow louder with every
passing second.

Claudia smiled, and for the first time since You Bugger’s death she
felt hope in her chest.

*

“That was a fine eulogy,” Fade said, as he leant
against the carriage.

“Thank you, Fade. I hope he liked it,” Claudia
replied, as she gazed towards the Black Mountain. It was said that
at the end of a person’s life they would be judged by the Gods of
Alm. If they had abided by the rules and paid recompense for any
transgressions the souls of all the departed would find themselves
in the endless fields of Accordia. Claudia had no doubt that You
Bugger was up there now, no doubt trying to beg from the Gods
themselves.

“What happens next? After the entombment, of
course,” the assassin asked.

“Life goes on,” the queen replied, “The kingdom
will mourn for a time, but soon enough reality will interject.
Infrastructure must be maintained, borders must be guarded, peace
must be upheld.”

“Even without a king to sit the throne?”

Claudia hesitated. Royal Rule Three: Only a king shall sit the
throne.

“You Bugger was fond of breaking the rules, was he
not?” she asked instead.

“Yes, but he always claimed that it didn’t count
since he broke the rules of everything except the Art of
Begging.”

Claudia nodded. That sounded like him.

“I guess he must have rubbed off on me then, for I
too plan to break the rules. I will rule alone or I will not rule
at all.”

“Why?”

Claudia looked at her slippered feet
before responding, “Can you
imagine a man who could take his place?”

Fade shook his head.

“Neither can I. Even if it means that I will spend
eternity in the Abyss, I will stand by my convictions. Although… it
might help to have a friend around…” she said, giving him a pointed
look.

Fade sighed in response and said, “I’m sorry, Claudia… I really
am.”

Claudia tried to keep the hurt from her voice as she replied, “I see… I
understand… Will you return to the Bureau then?”

“No. There is something that I must do. Something
that only I can
do…”

Claudia looked at the man beside her, once again realizing that she knew
as much about him as she did You Bugger.

“You plan to kill someone?” she asked. That
was
something that only he could
do…

“No, I’m going to tell You Bugger’s family about
his death…”

*

Time seemed to slow down.

“He- he told me that his parents were dead…” she
eventually said, voice trembling.

Fade nodded and said, “He had his reasons…”

“And what will you do afterwards?”

“Nothing,” replied Fade, with a strange
look.

“Nothing?”

“Well… after I tell them… they will probably kill
me…”

*

Time resumed its normal pace. Claudia opened her mouth but found no
words at the ready. What could she even say?

It was then that she noticed a change in the
air. She smelt copper
upon the wind.

Strange… the skies had been clear all morning.

A moment later the rain came.

“Ah… finally…” said Fade, as he turned his head
towards the sky.

*

Plink.

That was the sound that caught Claudia’s attention. She had heard the
soft pitter-patter of
the rain her entire life.

But she had never heard the rain go ‘plink’.

She turned to ask Fade, but he was still watching the sky with an
unreadable expression. Turning her gaze elsewhere, she found the
gathered mourners wearing matching expressions.

Confusion.

Glancing down, she saw the reason for their bewilderment. There were
hundreds of copper coins on the floor. At first she thought that
they must have spilt from the royal casket, but these coins were
different. As she watched the coins they started to vanish in tiny
bursts of light. And yet more still came.

Then it
finally dawned on her.

It was raining copper coins.

They
bounced off the carriage and spun away into the gloom. A few of the
more enterprising mourners began scooping them into their pockets
and hats, but after a few seconds the ethereal coins vanished as if
they had never been. A heartbeat later she felt a tiny amount of
pressure on her head and reached into her silvery locks. Her
searching fingers soon located the fallen coin and held it up to
the light. It looked authentic, and yet if she squinted, she could
see right through it.

“Fade, what is happ- she began, but her words died
as she stared at the assassin.

He was pointing at something in the sky. Following his finger, she
found an aberration in the heavens. A circle of light, independent
of the sun, had formed in the air above Dawnhold. From it came the
rain of coins, of that she was certain.

And then, as she watched, something larger came through the luminous ring.
It fell towards the earth, trailing embers.

Claudia should have run. But her
strength had deserted
her, and she found that she could only watch helplessly as the
object plummeted towards the stage. It impacted the wooden
structure with an otherworldly roar, shattering the construction
and vaporizing the royal casket. Claudia wanted to cry out in
renewed loss, but her words failed her as well.

The impact, however, did not stop at the stage. The moment the object
touched the earth a shockwave of light and sound erupted from the
point of impact, spreading outwards faster than the eye could track
it. It passed through the people and the buildings and raced
outwards in all directions. As it hit the belltowers it severed the
black cords holding them silent.

A moment later the air was filled with the sounds of hundreds of
bells ringing out across the city.

Fade and Claudia, driven by some mysterious force, finally took a step
towards the ruined stage.

Slowly, the dust and debris began to clear, revealing the figure of a
man within the fading smoke.

No…

It couldn’t be…

As the last of the smoke disappeared, Claudia and Fade let out a
collective gasp as they gazed upon the man before them.

“You- Claudia began.

-Bugger!” Fade finished.

The man in question, wearing robes
of white and sporting a cheeky
grin, stretched out his hands in response and asked, “Spare a coin,
kind sir?”


Chapter 3: The God of Beggars






You Bugger the beggar was dead.

This, however, did not seem to bother him all that
much. What did bother
him, in this case, was the goddess floating before him.

He was seated atop the crossguard of the
Sword of the Mountain
which itself was embedded in the Black Mountain. He was literally
at the top of the world.

He should have been terrified. A single misstep would send him plummeting
to the world below, but this mattered little to a spirit. After
all, you can’t kill that which is already dead.

Right?

So, instead of worrying about his death or precarious position, You Bugger
was focused on the words of the goddess before him. He had been
expecting judgment from her and an eternity in either Accordia or
the Abyss.

Instead, he seemed to have been offered a promotion.

“A God?” he repeated, unsure if his disembodied
ears had heard correctly.

Alma, the Mother of the Mountain, nodded.

“But there are only four Gods!” You Bugger replied,
sounding slightly panicked. This was worse than when Claudia had
forced him to become king. Much worse.

“Well, now there are… more,” Alma responded,
smiling brightly. She did not seem to be joking, which was worrying
in itself.

“I’m just a man, I can’t be a God!” You Bugger
pleaded. At this point he was willing to accept an infinite time in
the Abyss if it meant that things would make sense
again.

“You were a man. Now
you are… more…”

“Forgive me, Great Mother, but I do not understand.
I lived and then I died, the same as anyone else. That shouldn’t
qualify me for godhood, right?”

Alma
drifted closer, her emerald-green robe staying in place despite the
rushing wind. In her eyes was a kindness and warmth that You Bugger
had never seen before.

Well, apart from Claudia, perhaps…

“You are incorrect, You Bugger the beggar. As we
speak, a merchant in Rowhaven is breathing his last breaths after a
disagreement with a customer left a knife buried in his chest. In
Mera, in the Kingdom of Caem, an old man is closing his eyes for
the last time, after a full life of love and loss. And in Vaille, a
thief has just discovered that her mark had better protection than
she had anticipated. These people lived their lives, and now those
lives have ended. However, there is one thing that separates them
from you…”

“What?”

“They weren’t killed by a God,” Alma replied, with
a look of unbearable sadness.

You Bugger thought back to that dreadful
moment. Supremus, the
Son Who Stands Above, had approached him in his royal study.
Incensed by You Bugger’s actions and refusal to submit, the God had
struck him down. He could still remember the light which had
emanated from the God’s hand and the terrible cold he had felt as
it reached him.

“So, Supremus killed me… how does that translate
into me becoming a God?”

Alma drew closer still. Her expression, formerly one of sadness,
briefly transformed into a visage of rage.

With a heavy voice she intoned, “Even the Gods have rules. By killing
you, Supremus broke the first rule of the Art of Godhood: Do not
kill mortals.”

You Bugger was stunned. If even the Gods had rules…

“Wait, if a mortal breaks one of the rules, we
could end up in the Abyss. But a God-

“Is not so easily bound. Instead of being sent to
the Abyss, Codex, the Rulefather, created another rule. Rule Two:
If a mortal is slain, they are to be given the chance for
retribution.”

“You mean, I could get my revenge on the God who
killed me?”

Alma nodded.

“But he’s a God! He killed me just by raising his
palm!”

“Yes. Thus, we see fit to… level the playing field…
as the expression goes. In order for you to have a chance to defeat
Supremus, you shall be granted power equal to his. As he is a God,
so shall you be.”

“And what happens if I still can’t beat
him?”

Alma’s
expression softened slightly as she replied, “Then it will be seen
as Supremus’ victory. He will be judged to have acted righteously
in your execution, and you shall be removed from this
world.”

“To the Abyss?”

Alma
shook her head and replied, “No. To be killed by a God means that
your very existence has been seen as harmful to the natural order.
Your very being will be ripped apart and you will be as if you
never were. No ‘You Bugger’ will have ever been. Do you
understand?”

You Bugger nodded.

“Alright… so let’s say I accept. How does this
work? Do I have to face him now?”

Alma
shook her head.

“You will be returned to life and given twelve days
to prepare for your battle. When the sun sets on the last day, you
must face him. If you fail to do this, you will be declared to have
lost and will face erasure.”

You Bugger said nothing for a while. In his heart, he knew exactly what he
wanted to do. But when had he ever been allowed to do what he
wanted?

“Fine. I’ll face him. I don’t suppose you have any
advice on how to beat him?”

Alma opened her mouth, but a peal of thunder drowned out her
words. The skies above, previously unclouded, had suddenly formed
an almighty storm.

“We are out of time. You must go now, You Bugger
the God, to the world below.”

You Bugger felt something pulling at his white
cloak, dragging him down. Below him, hovering unsupported, now sat a ring of light.
Through it he could barely make out a city.

It looked familiar.

“Good luck, Son of the Mountain. May it guide you
to your fate,” Alma said, as the ring of light drew
nearer.

You Bugger did not have a chance to reply, however, as the pull
increased to the point where he was ripped from his place on the
Sword. He fell forward, feeling strangely light in the wind. A
moment later he passed through the ring, feeling his body fill with
a supernatural light.

Somehow he knew. It was time to go home…

*

You Bugger looked at his wife and his closest friend.

They looked back at him.

No one
said anything for a long time.

He could only hold his hands before him,
as the silence transitioned
from awkward to uncomfortable.

He knew
he had to break it.

“No? Well, Rule Sixteen applies then: Do not take
offense,” he said, chuckling under his breath.

This seemed to break the spell and a moment later Claudia reached
forward and embraced him. She felt solid and warm, and she smelled
of lilies.

He was really back.

Without hesitating, he returned her embrace. While he did so he shot a
look towards Fade, who seemed to be frozen in place.

“It’s good to see you. Both of you,” You Bugger
said.

Fade nodded, clearly not ready for
words yet.

After a
few more pleasant seconds Claudia untangled herself from his frame.
She had tears in her eyes but there was a confused smile on her
face.

“Are you… really… here?” she asked, stumbling over
her own words.

“I am.”

“How?” Fade asked, finally finding his
voice.

“It’s a long story,” You Bugger replied.

“I’m sure…” his friend replied, eyeing him with a
look bordering on suspicion. You Bugger understood his uncertainty.
He was used to taking lives, not seeing them return.

At that
moment You Bugger finally noticed that the world consisted of more
than just Claudia and Fade. There were several people standing
nearby, wearing almost identical looks of shock. Among them were
some that he recognized, including the Council of Nine and Sir
Aern.

“Sorry, did I interrupt something?” he asked,
feeling slightly embarrassed.

“Yes, your funeral,” Fade replied, with a small
chuckle.

“What?”

*

You Bugger faced his former subjects. They in turn stared at him.
Apparently, no one knew how to handle a situation like this. They
thought that they knew the rules. When a new king is crowned, you
cheer. When a king dies, you mourn.

But what do you do when a king comes back to life?

“Good people of Brent,” You Bugger started, hoping
that the words would come to him as he spoke, “I… um… thank you,
for your show of support. It warms my heart that you would all
gather in my name, but as you can see… I do not need to be mourned.
So… I relieve you of your obligation to be here. Go home, or to
work, or wherever else you choose…”

The people of the kingdom stared at their resurrected king. They
did not move.

So be it.

“Very well! In honour of my return, I am declaring
today a day of rest! You are all freed from your obligations for
the day, and I personally guarantee that you shall face no
repercussions for doing so!”

This seemed to break the spell. A moment later a great cheer arose
from the crowd, and a man shouted out, “All hail King Bugger of
Brent, may he reign forever!” This was quickly taken up by others,
and soon everyone was calling for an eternal reign.

You Bugger sighed. He had two options at this point, be erased from
existence or rule forever.

Neither one particularly appealed to him…

“You Bugger?” a familiar voice asked. You Bugger
turned and found the Council of Nine approaching him with a
hesitant gait. They looked happy to see him, but he could also see
plenty of apprehension in their eyes.

“My friends, it is good to see you,” he said,
keeping his hands hanging loosely at his sides as he did so, as if
to say, ‘I am not a threat’.

“We thought… we thought that you died…” Buck said,
spitting slightly.

“I did.”

“So you’re some kind of spirit then?” asked Scar,
with a face that did not seem particularly impressed either
way.

“A God, actually,” You Bugger replied, having no
reason to lie to his friends.

He heard Claudia gasp behind him.

“What, like one of the Ruling Family?” asked
Queenie.

“In a way. I’ve been made the God of
Beggars.”

“I didn’t know we had a God just for us…” muttered
Smelly Joe.

“Well, now you do,” You Bugger responded, feeling a
bit foolish.

Mound then asked, “Should we… bow? Or give you an
offering?”

“I don’t think so. I’m still me, you
know.”

The Council of Nine looked at You Bugger.

“You say that, but I’m sure your eyes didn’t used
to glow like that,” said Michel.

“And you seem to have two arms now… and two eyes…”
whispered the Good Doctor.

“Not to mention that no mere beggar would be caught
dead in a outfit like yours. Its so clean its practically shining!”
exclaimed Julio, who sounded somewhat jealous.

You Bugger found his reflection in a nearby carriage’s window. It was
as the Council said, he had changed since returning.

“Alright, maybe things are a bit different, but I’m
still You Bugger.”

“I don’t believe it,” said Claudia, who seemed to
have recovered from her shock.

“You think that I’m an imposter?”

Claudia
shook her head, saying “No, only you would make such an entrance
and ruin your own funeral. I’m saying that I don’t believe you’re a
God. That’s not possible!”

You Bugger shrugged in response. He felt like his old self, but at the
same time he could feel a light within himself that filled him to
the brim. He felt like he was towering over everyone else in the
square, despite being the same height as most of them.

Was this how the Gods felt all the time?

“So how do we prove it?” asked Fade, wearing a
mischievous smile. He seemed to be enjoying how things were
unfolding.

All eyes focused on You Bugger.

“I don’t know. I’m still new to godhood
myself…”

“We need someone who knows about the Gods…” Mound
murmured.

All
eyes refocused on the Hearth.

That’ll
do.

*

Vicar Oswald was having a good morning. As the head priest of the
Hearth, he was charged with the religious wellbeing of the capital.
He had spent the last few days helping to organize the king’s
funerary service and was currently relaxing after a job well done.
Soon he would travel to Sun’s Rest and perform the entombment, but
he had a period of time before that.

Kneeling before the altar, he contemplated his
good fortune. Although it was no doubt terrible that the beggar king had been slain, it
had been very good for
attendance. He had noticed far fewer empty pews since the beggar’s
untimely death, and more and more people were donating to the
Hearth, hoping for spiritual guidance in exchange.

Soon, the Queen would be forced to choose a new king from amongst
the populace, and another coronation would need to be organized.
But such a thing would not take place until the Queen’s mourning
period had ended.

It was at that moment that he heard a
knock on the door.

Another parishioner, bearing troubles and tribute,
perhaps?

“Enter!” he cried, as he rose and turned to greet
his troubled guest.

The man that entered, however, did not look
troubled.

Instead, he looked… divine.

Vicar Oswald had faithfully served the Gods for fifty years, the
longest recorded service in the kingdom. He had invoked their names
and asked for them to preside over everything from births to
weddings. He had always known, however, that they had not attended,
despite his summons. A God is surely too busy to attend the birth
of a farmer’s daughter.

And yet
here one was. He did not know how he knew, but he did.

The figure walking towards him shone
in his aged eyes, brighter than
any candle and fiercer than any flame. Was it Supremus, the Son Who
Stands Above? Or perhaps Codex, the Rulefather himself?

Either
would be a cause for celebration.

He was vaguely aware of other individuals entering the Hearth, and
he fancied that he saw the Queen amongst them, but in that moment
his attention was focused on the glowing individual standing before
him.

“Oh God of Alm, I place myself in your service!” he
cried out, placing his forehead against the cold marble.

What
commandment would the Gods give him? Would they ask him to spread a
new set of rules? Or carry out judgment on a rulebreaker so heinous
he had even managed to offend the Gods?

He heard the God take a breath.

Whatever he said next would be added to the holy
books and etched into the annals of history.

The God then opened his mouth and
commanded, “See,
I told
you!”

Confused, the priest raised his head. The God’s divine glow had
subsided enough to reveal his heavenly visage.

You Bugger the Beggar King stared back at him.

“YOU!” the priest screamed, before his strength deserted him
and he fainted.

*

You Bugger looked at the unconscious priest. The Council of
Nine, Fade and Claudia looked at him.

And then in a move that You Bugger had never
thought possible, they knelt before him.

“Yo- you were telling the truth… weren’t you?”
Claudia asked, voice shaking, “You really are a God?”

“I was, and I am,” You Bugger replied.

“But why? And how?” Claudia asked.

You Bugger took a deep breath before replying, “Because I have a score to
settle…”







Chapter 4: A Coin of Light






The God
of Beggars sat upon the Throne of Kings. In his hands was the
crown, the symbol of his reign. He had achieved a rank hitherto
unknown to the world of Alm.

A God-King.

This should have been cause for celebration or, failing that,
existential dread.

And yet, as he sat upon the throne, You
Bugger found himself
thinking of his first day as a beggar. He had spent it learning
scores of tips and tricks from Mound, an experienced beggar, and
savoring the newness of it all. That night, he had been brought to
the sewers of Garn and had participated in his first Beggar’s
Feast. Mound had introduced him to the beggars of Garn and he had
been instantly welcomed. No one had asked him about his past or his
real name. Instead they had helped him perfect his begging pose,
given him an outfit fit for a beggar and filled his belly with
mysterious meat and slightly-stale bread.

It had been one of the happiest days of his
life, and the years
following it had been filled with new discoveries.

And now
he was a God, and a King, and he had to face one of the Ruling
Family in immortal combat.

You Bugger sighed, deep and long, at the state he found himself
in.

If only he had fought harder against Claudia’s request for a protector.
Perhaps if he had, he would be sitting beside the east gate in
Garn, begging from everyone who crossed his path.

Looking up, he found his allies staring at him with a mixture of
curiosity and confusion. The Council of Nine, Claudia and Fade
stood before the throne. By now the news had spread across the city
and was no doubt making its way across the kingdom.

You Bugger was back.

“I suppose you all want to know how this happened?”
he asked the assembly.

After a momentary hesitation, Julio bowed and replied, “We would,
your majesticness.”

“Very well,” You Bugger said, with another sigh,
“Do you remember Arron?”

“King Osrik’s royal advisor?” Fade
asked.

“Yes. Although in truth he was anything but. Well,
he approached me the night I… died… and revealed his true name,
Supremus.”

“The Son Who Stands Above?” asked
Claudia.

“The very same. Apparently he couldn’t stand the
idea that a beggar had somehow managed to become king and took my
life.”

“So that’s why I couldn’t figure out what killed
you?” the Good Doctor said, with a gasp, “I completely failed to
check for signs of divine judgment!”

“Right…” You Bugger replied, “After that, I was
taken to the Sword of the Mountain. It was there that I met Alma,
the Mother of the Mountain. She informed me that since I had been
killed by a God, their rules stated that I deserved a chance at
retribution.”

“So even the Gods have rules?” asked
Matilda.

“They do, and by killing a mortal, Supremus broke a
big one. I’ve been given twelve days in order to prepare for our
battle. If I lose, I’ll be erased from existence.”

“And what happens if you defeat him?” Buck asked,
ever the optimist.

You Bugger opened his mouth to answer but found that no words escaped his
lips. After a moment he shrugged his shoulders and said, “Honestly,
I have no idea. At the very least my existence continues, and for
now, that’s good enough for me.”

Scar, wearing an evil smile that matched his grizzled appearance,
stepped forward and asked, “So, how do we beat the
bastard?”

You Bugger shook his head as he replied, “I don’t know. Until this
morning the thought of facing a God, let alone defeating one seemed
absurd.”

“Hmm, then perhaps we should ask someone
well-versed in battle?” suggested Mound.

“Such as?”

*

“You summoned me, your majes- er, your worship?”
said Sir Aern, kneeling before the throne. He looked anxious
despite his years of facing bloodthirsty bandits and terrifying
thieves.

“Just You Bugger is fine, Sir Aern,” You Bugger
said, hoping to relieve some of his anxiety.

“As you wish,” the knight replied, eyes still
staring adamantly at the tiled floor, “How may I assist
you?”

“I need to defeat the Son who Stands Above in
single combat. I was wondering if you had any wisdom to share that
might help me achieve this.”

Sir Aern noticeably paled.

“You want to fight… a God?”

“I don’t want to, I have to.”

“I see. And I don’t suppose surrender is an
option?”

“No, it’s not,” replied You Bugger, keeping a level
tone.

“Ah… that is a shame…”

“Yes… it is…” You Bugger agreed.

“Hmm… I don’t suppose your new… situation… has
afforded you any new powers? Perhaps you could simply smite
Supremus, as he smote you?”

You Bugger shook his head, saying, “I’m the same old beggar I’ve always
been.”

“With the addition of glowing eyes,” added
Michel.

“And your wounds have healed as if they had never
existed in the first place,” continued the Good Doctor.

“Let us not forget about the rain of magical,
disappearing coins!” exclaimed Queenie.

“Right. Well, aside from those things, I’m still
me.”

“Well then, I don’t see what the problem is,” Sir
Aern stated, finally looking up at his king.

“Pardon?” the God of Beggars replied.

“Well, you have already defeated King Osrik in a
one-on-one duel, and that was before you became a God. What more
could I teach yo-

Sir Aern stopped mid-sentence, his expression one of sudden
inspiration.

“Many years ago, when I first rose to the rank of
knight, I was challenged by a Lord from Theron. Lord Hrunth, as he
was known, had a habit of going around to taverns and… sampling…
the women who worked there. He tried to do this while I was out on
patrol and, after I freed the poor child from his clutches, he
challenged me to a duel to the death. He was faster and stronger
than I was, however, I knew something that he did not.”

You Bugger raised an eyebrow and gestured for the knight to
continue.

“You see, the child had managed to sneak in a
medicine into Lord Hrunth’s drink while the man had been… getting
himself ready… The medicine on its own was nothing special, and it
was mostly used to help the child’s father fall asleep after a long
day’s work at the tavern. So, when our duel began, I did not charge
in and attack. Instead, I waited and defended, evading Lord
Hrunth’s attacks until the medicine started to have an effect.
Eventually the man could barely stand, let alone swing his
greatsword. I felled him with a single blow, despite the difference
in our stature.”

“So, you would have me poison the Son who Stands
Above?” You Bugger asked, with an incredulous tone.

Fade immediately sidled into view, looking
eager. No doubt he was
already planning which poison to use on the God.

“No, You Bugger. I merely meant to imply that every
creature, be it man or God, has a weakness. If you cannot best
Supremus using pure skill, I would suggest you find out what his
weakness is and exploit it. I hope that helps…”

You Bugger nodded, saying, “Thank you, Sir Aern. You may leave
us.”

The knight bowed low before departing.

*

You
Bugger sighed, low and loud. Did the Gods even have
weaknesses?

But that was a question for another day. The sun had already set and the
night had begun.

“Thank you, my friends, for gathering here. But now
is the time for rest. In the morning, we will begin
anew.”

One by one the beggar lords departed. Each gave a slight bow as they did
so, and, in spite of himself, You Bugger did not stop
them.

They were beggars. He was their God. It
felt… right…

And that by itself made everything feel wrong.
Beggars had no
hierarchy, no matter what Julio said. One was equal to all, and all
were equal to one. A newly christened beggar had just as much of a
say as any veteran, such was their way.

And now his friends were bowing before
him.

He wanted to run away. He wanted to somehow travel backwards in time to a
simpler era. But that was impossible.

Hopefully sleep would at least ease his troubled mind for a few
hours.

*

Gods don’t sleep.

That was yet another new thing that You Bugger had
learnt in the course of the last few hours. Nor did they need to eat, apparently, as
his uneaten bowl of Squeaker Stew attested to.

So, instead of lying beside his wife with a full
belly, he found himself prowling the halls of his own castle. He felt like an intruder
in his own home, and that feeling had only grown stronger with
every passing hour. Again, the urge to run away wormed its way into
his divine heart. He pushed it down, but it did not sink far. For
the past five years he had embraced a life of simplicity, forsaking
every aspect of his old life. And then, in the span of a few weeks,
he had become a knight, king and God.

Why couldn’t he just be a beggar? Why did the universe keep
driving him towards a life he did not want to lead?

Shaking his head, he left the castle. The
guards, well-trained and
loyal to a fault, did not even try and stop them. They had seen the
expression on his face and had wisely decided not to bother the man
who could have them fired, executed or possibly sent to the Abyss
with a snap of his fingers.

Slowly, his feet carried him towards the market. With his mind
filled with existential questions, his body fell into old routines.
He was barely aware of where he tread, knowing only that his body
knew exactly where to go. Before long he found himself standing in
the market square. Dawn was still a few hours away and yet the
merchants were already setting up their wares. First come, first
coin, as the saying went.

*

You Bugger, head still burdened with unanswered
questions, slowly knelt to the cobbled street. His feet folded neatly beneath him and his
back sloped forward, as his hands came together and formed a cup.
The supplication pose, or the beggar’s pose as it was more commonly
known, had served him well for half a decade. He felt… comfortable,
despite the inherent discomfort the pose caused in the joints. His
body, despite being divinely renewed, apparently still remembered
its mortal ways.

It would be a while until the first customers made
their way to the merchant’s stalls, however, You Bugger was good at waiting. He had
once spent twenty-four hours in the pose, without moving a muscle,
while training with Mound.

A few hours meant nothing to him.

*

You Bugger sensed movement nearby. Not the hurried
pace of the merchant or the efficient footfalls of the night watch. No, he knew
this one.

Slow, plodding footsteps, with the worn
leather sandals
shuffling against the worn cobblestones on every fifth
step.

An old man, hoping to beat the morning
market rush.

Perfect.

“Spare a little kindness, oh wise one?” he asked,
arms fully extended.

The old man took one more step and
then stopped. “Oh… um…
well…” he muttered, sounding indecisive.

You Bugger said nothing further. He had made his sincere plea and by
the rules of Alm he could not ask again.

Rule Twelve: Do not pester.

There was a part of him that pointed out that, as a God, he was
no longer bound to the Art of Begging. The beggar in him, however,
told that part to sod off. It didn’t matter what Alma or any priest
said. He was a beggar, and a beggar’s rules he would
follow.

“Ah, there we are!” the old man exclaimed,
appearing as little more than a pair of weathered sandals and
calloused feet to the beggar below.

The old
man leant forward, knees popping as he did so, with a single copper
coin clutched in rheumatic fingers. You Bugger felt a rush of
euphoria start to build in his deepest depths. The same way a
hunter might take a deep breath upon seeing a mighty stag or a
thief might sport a cruel smile after spying a poorly guarded gold
purse.

But he did not reach out and take the coin. It had to come to
him.

Such
was the Art.

Rule One: Take only what you are given.

After what seemed like an agony, You Bugger felt the small coin
touch his exposed skin.

“Thank you, for your kindness,” You Bugger said,
bowing his head slightly. He couldn’t do more without headbutting
the ground.

Rule Two: Always say thank you.

“Of course,” the old man replied, slowly rising
with a chorus of pops and twinges, “Our dear departed king was once
a beggar, did you know? So who knows, perhaps you might sit the
throne one day, and if you do, I hope that you’ll be kind to
me…”

You Bugger, in spite of himself, glanced skyward. Could the old
man have figured out his secret?

But the elder had already moved on, heading deeper into the
market.

Shaking his head, You Bugger lowered his gaze towards the coin he had
been given. It was a tiny thing, worth barely more than dirt, but
it had been given by a generous heart. In a way, it showed the best
side of humanity.

But right now, it was glowing.

What?

The coin shone with an almost-blinding white light, illuminating
the shadowed cobbles and sending the nearby bugs scurrying for
safer stones.

And then, with a noise akin to a
plucked harp string, it
vanished. In its place was a feeling of warmth that radiated out
from his chest.

A moment later, that too faded.

*

You Bugger was angry.

He had been forced to leave Garn in order to
protect a
princess.

He had been forced to become a king and rule
the kingdom.

He had been forced to face a God and do the
impossible.

But he
had always had his begging, even in the darkest times.

And now that too had been taken from him.

“You Bugger!” cried a familiar voice. He looked up
and saw Claudia and Fade approaching.

In his heart, he knew that Claudia was not to
blame for his fate. He
had agreed to protect her during her journey across Brent. He had
chosen to return to Dawnhold, even if it meant sacrificing his
life.

And yet the anger remained. The warmth that had come from the coin of
light was quickly replaced by a burning rage in his
heart.

Why couldn’t he just be a beggar?!?

Why did
everyone try to elevate him to greater and greater
stations?!?

Why couldn’t they just LEAVE HIM ALONE!?!

“You Bugger?” Claudia repeated, sounding
concerned.

You Bugger stood, leaving the supplication pose which was now useless to
him.

He couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t eat. And he couldn’t even
beg.

The fire in his heart burned brighter
as his body was filled
with light.

“Its time to come home, alright?” Claudia said,
using a soft tone. And yet her words proved to be the final
straw.

His home was Garn.

Not here.

The urge to run away, previously a small yet
persistent thought,
suddenly grew to consume his thoughts. He could think of nothing
else but fleeing from the world around him.

“Are you feeling unwell?” Claudia asked, as she
reached out and placed a hand on his white cloak. Fade stepped into
view beside her, looking equally concerned.

“Friend?” he queried, placing his hand on You
Bugger’s shoulder.

“GET AWAY FROM ME!” You Bugger shouted, his anger
reaching its peak. At that moment, something in the world changed.
The market and its people blurred and became indistinct, while a
ring of light, just like the one which had unceremoniously dropped
him into his own funeral, appeared beneath him.

You Bugger had no time to react, no time to scream. He was dropped,
without another word, into the ring, disappearing from the
world.

*

Darkness followed light and light followed darkness. You Bugger was aware
of little during his unwanted journey, save for a feeling of
weightlessness and a rushing sound that seemed to reverberate
throughout his entire being. After a moment, or perhaps an age, he
dropped to his knees, finding solid earth below.

It took him a moment to collect his thoughts which had been blown
clear from his mind. When he finally looked up, however, he
immediately regretted it.

The land around him was desolate and dark. The earth itself was a
mottled brown which reminded him of bile and the sky above was
wreathed with blue-black storm clouds. The ground beneath him
somehow felt both dead and alive with the wriggling of thousands
of… things.

“Is this… the Abyss?” asked a voice that was
several octaves too high to be his. Turning his head to the right,
he found Claudia, white-faced and eyes wide.

“I wish it were,” replied a scratchy voice that did
not have his cadence. Fade, mouth kept in a grim snarl and hand
gripping his weapon, stood to his left.

“Then… where?” Claudia responded, still not letting
go of her husband.

“The Lawless Lands,” Fade replied,
grimacing.

As one they turned to look at You Bugger.

“Please… I don’t like it here…” Claudia whispered,
fingers digging into his arm, “Can you take us home?”

You Bugger shook his head, saying,
“I’m sorry… but I don’t know
how…”







Chapter 5: The Lawless Lands






Do not
steal, nor disrespect thy kin, for the sinners to the Abyss are
sent, but the worst to the Lawless Lands to repent.

That was the nursery rhyme sung in every home in Alm. It was meant
to be a warning: that there were worse things than
death.

The Lawless Lands, to be exact. The ancient home of humanity, now
abandoned and left to things that were best left
nameless.

No human had set foot on the desolate plains
for centuries.

Until now.

You Bugger looked left and saw desolation. He
looked right and saw an empty wasteland. Behind was a steep cliff with jagged rocks
at the base. That left only… ahead.

Straining his divine eyes, he saw
something man-made. It
rose from the wilderness like a tumour upon the land, but at least
it was better than their current situation.

“There!” You Bugger cried, pointing towards the
unnatural formation. The wind had picked up since their arrival and
the red sand it carried stung every inch of exposed skin. You
Bugger had given his cloak to Claudia, the most exposed between
them. Claudia, mouth covered by an errant strip of white cloth,
merely nodded in response. Fade, likewise draped in black
vestments, watched the surrounding wasteland for any sign of
danger. Slowly the group made their way towards the structure, as
the gust became a storm and the sand filled the air.

You Bugger was miserable.

Despite his earlier desires to flee Dawnhold, at that moment he would
have given any amount of coin in order to return to it. And for a
beggar, willingly parting with coin was almost tantamount to a
mortal sin.

But, try as he might, he could not summon another ring of light
to take them home. He had tried deep breathing, despite the
airborne dust. He had tried picturing Dawnhold in his mind and
forcing the ring to appear, but he had instead given himself a
headache.

He had even tried praying, only to
realize that the only
God who would be willing to help him was… him.

And yet he knew that Claudia and Fade
trusted him to find a
way home. They had not said so directly, but he could see it in
their eyes. This was just a slight detour, they knew, and soon the
cobblestones of Dawnhold would be underfoot once more.

You Bugger didn’t have the heart to take that hope from
them.

Not yet.

*

After what seemed like an age they arrived at
the structure. Now that
they were closer, You Bugger could see that it was a collection of
ruins, half-buried in the red sand and stripped of their grandeur
by centuries of neglect. He did not know the name of the town which
had once stood here, although he could see signs of its history.
Here, he reckoned, was an ancient stable, tamed stallions long
since fled. There, nearby, was the telltale shape of a granary,
although not even crumbs were left for the rats. Further in,
standing at the heart of the ruins, were the remains of a town
hall. This place had been alive once and filled with hopeful men
and women, going about their daily tasks and looking forward to
whatever the future held.

Until the Anarchysm.

The people of the Lawless Lands had been,
unsurprisingly, lawless. They followed no rules and suffered no masters except those
who had the strength and manpower to exert their wills. Instead of
a unified nation, numerous individual city-states -ruled by
self-made kings and vicious warlords- existed in a tenuous peace,
always a single mishap away from conflict. The spark, such as it
was, was a small one. In one of the city-states a woman fell in
love with the wife of a warlord. Blinded by love, the two decided
to elope and flee to a neighbouring city, hoping to start a new
life together. But the warlord, instead of accepting that his wife
was no longer beholden to him, gathered together his forces and
marched upon his neighbour.

Of course, similar things had occurred in Alm’s long history, but the
rules of Man had prevented such conflicts from escalating into all
out war. The Royal Rules, for example, had clauses which detailed
how to remedy such a dispute. But the men and women of the Lawless
Lands had no such tools at their disposal, and as such their only
recourse was violence. The neighbouring city, long simmering with
its own list of grievances, took the warlord’s march as an act of
war and replied in kind.

It wasn’t long after that the other city-states joined the
growing conflict as years of rivalries and frustrations boiled and
frothed. Without rules, and without consequences, the people of
that age had simply fought until the skies themselves turned red
from the ash and bloodshed.

The woman and her lover sadly perished during the ensuing war, and her
brother, seeing the destruction first-hand, had gathered together
the survivors and led them to a new land.

He had
been Sebastian the Black, the saviour of those who wanted to be
saved.

No one knew exactly what had happened
to the people who had
chosen to remain in the Lawless Lands. Had they continued to fight
amongst themselves until no one was left, or had some other
disaster befallen them in the centuries since?

No ship had ever arrived in Alm from
these forsaken lands,
that he knew. No one had ever tried to discover the truth either,
for the journey was fraught with peril and no sailor in his or her
right mind would dare attempt it.

“Do you think that there are any people here?”
Claudia asked, as they searched for a safe place.

“Perhaps,” Fade replied, still scanning the
horizon, “But I doubt it. There are no signs of life anywhere, and
I am something of an expert in spotting those.”

“Even if there were people, I don’t think they
would be found here. This place has been abandoned for centuries
from the looks of it,” You Bugger added, running his hand over a
crumbled outer wall. The rock fragmented at his touch, as if it
were made of sand.

“I suppose you’re right,” Claudia admitted, “I
learnt about the Lawless Lands as part of my training, but none of
the royal scholars had any idea about their current state. From
what I can see, the Anarchysm was every bit as deadly as I have
heard.”

Together they entered a large building which sat across from the town
hall. From its reinforced walls to its marbled floor it must have
been a place of great wealth. A treasury perhaps, or a merchant’s
home?

At the back of the building, towering over every
other piece of broken furniture, was a vault. The massive iron vault door stood ajar,
held to the frame by a single remaining hinge. Despite the danger
they were in, the assassin, queen and the God could not help but
peek inside. Most of the bank’s wealth had already been looted, but
enough remained to show just how wealthy the owners had been. Piles
of gold coins, bearing unfamiliar symbols, were strewn across the
metallic floor.

“That’s a lot of money…” Fade whispered, awe
quietening his already soft voice.

You Bugger closed his eyes and reached out with
his right hand. The
light inside him flared for a moment and a heartbeat later a
thought burst into his mind.

“Sixty thousand three hundred and seven gold
coins,” he said, to the surprise of his cohorts.

“Are you sure?” Claudia asked, eyes fixated on the
mounds of wealth.

“God of Beggars, remember?” You Bugger replied, “I don’t know how, but I
can somehow sense wealth.”

“And how is that helpful?” Claudia asked, sounding
slightly upset.

“I don’t know. I’ve only been a God for a short
time, and already I’d do anything to go back to how I was
before.”

Claudia
sighed and replied, “Only you, oh husband of mine, would be so
eager to give up godhood. For many people it would be the ultimate
gift and they would sooner part with their children than give it
back.”

“Perhaps. But so far being a God has only done two
things for me: send us here and force a showdown with the Son Who
Stands Above. Wake me up when it starts being useful for a
change…”

Claudia
had no response, choosing instead to kneel on the cold ground and
inspect the ancient coins.

“No Gods. No Rules. No Chains,” she read, turning
one of the coins over in her hands.

“And look where that got them,” Fade said, as he
gestured to the empty building.

“Come on, let’s try and find something to eat. And
no, you can’t eat coins… trust me…” You Bugger said, and together
they left the worthless piles of treasure.

*

“Nothing,” You Bugger called out, as he peered into
the empty cupboard. They had spent the past hour searching the
building for anything that might help them survive the Lawless
Lands. So far they had found a few pins, an old pot and a single
match.

Not
exactly a great haul…

Claudia, covered in grime and wearing an expression of
frustration, emerged from the cellar shaking her head.

“Unless one of you can figure out how to cook mold,
there’s no food here.”

“Or water,” Fade added.

Both of them looked at You Bugger.

“Sorry,” he said for what must have been the
thousandth time. They knew he needed no food or drink to sustain
him, and resentment had started creeping into their
words.

“Well, we’ve checked every room in the building. I
think we should check outside, perhaps we might come across
something we can burn at the very least,” Fade said.

The three of them looked out the nearest window. The sun, barely
visible in the hazy sky, was dropping precariously close to the
horizon. A night in the Lawless Lands with no fire, food or drink
was not something any of them were looking forward to.

“Good idea. Claudia and I will try and search the
town hall, hopefully we’ll have more luck there. I think I spotted
a park to the west of here that might have a few trees left, maybe
start there?”

Fade
nodded and said, “Very well. But let us try and be back here before
nightfall. I haven’t seen anything living so far, but we should
still be cautious.”

A moment later Fade slipped into
the shadows, before
heading out the door.

*

The town hall, if that is what it was, held more provisions than the
bank, to You Bugger’s relief. After a few minutes of searching they
had found matches, a cooking pot and even a few pouches of
salt.

“Well, at least we’ll be able to cook something, if
we can find something edible,” You Bugger mused, while he continued
his search of the building.

Claudia, however, was oddly silent. She
had not spoken a word
since leaving the bank.

“I know that I’ve already apologized a thousand
times, but I just wanted to say it again. I’m sorry for bringing us
here…” he said, hoping to bridge the gap between them. She was
standing by a window, watching the sunset.

“You don’t have to apologize,” Claudia said, with a
soft tone, “I know that you didn’t do this on purpose…”

He heard her take a deep breath before continuing, “I… missed you… you
know… Just a few days ago I thought that I had lost you forever,
and the world seemed to have lost its light. And then, in an
instant, you came back to me, only to tell me that if you can’t
defeat a God I will lose you again!”

“Claudia…” You Bugger began, but he had no more
words to say.

“I love you, You Bugger, and at times I wish that
wasn’t true,” she said, still facing the window, “If I didn’t, I
wouldn’t have to live with this fear that you could disappear at
any moment.”

You Bugger took a step towards his wife. He had
guessed that she felt
that way, ever since their kiss in the royal infirmary, but now he
had proof.

“I know that you have a past that you keep to
yourself, and that’s okay. I just wish that I could at least be a
part of your future…”

Reaching out, he placed a hand on her
shoulder and gently
turned her around.

There were tears in her eyes.

“I love being a beggar,” he said, as he pulled her
in for a tight embrace, “And for the longest time that was the only
thing I loved. But you have given me reason to add another. I love
you, Claudia, and at times I wish that wasn’t true. If I didn’t, I
could face Supremus without worrying about winning or losing. But…
I want to win… so that we can face the future…
together.”

Their lips found each other and for a long time no words were
exchanged.

In a land of death and sorrow, the king and his queen found time
for one another…

*

Night had fallen by the time the couple left the town hall. In their
hands was a litany of provisions, enough to last them at least a
few days. They had found a cask of water in the basement, sealed
and untouched for centuries. The water tasted strange, but it did
not seem to be foul.

They entered the bank expecting to see a pile of firewood and their
assassin friend. But the foyer was empty.

“He should have been back by now…” You Bugger said,
as his eyes peered into the deep shadows which suffused the room.
He had grown proficient at finding his friend even when he did not
want to be found, so after a momentary glance he could confidently
state that the assassin was not present.

“Stay here,” he added, facing Claudia.

“Not a chance in the Abyss,” Claudia replied, as
she picked up a piece of half-melted iron to use as a club, “We’ll
find him together.”

You Bugger thought about arguing but the look in
Claudia’s eyes vaporized
his nascent arguments.

Instead, he nodded and said, “Alright. Hopefully he hasn’t gone
far.”

The duo
left the building and headed in the direction of the park. They
found signs that Fade had been stripping the withered tree trunks
for burnable wood, but no assassin. However, upon closer inspection
they did find a trail
of strips of bark, leading deeper into the abandoned town. Beside
one of the strips they found a mound of dirt, rising to You
Bugger’s knee.

It looked… fresh.

Wordlessly they followed the path, as their eyes peered into
entryways steeped in darkness and down streets lined with broken
statues. After a few minutes of cautious progression, they
stopped.

They had found Fade.

And he was not alone.

*

“By the Gods…” Claudia exclaimed, as she took in
the monstrosity before them.

“I don’t think I can take credit for… whatever that
is…” You Bugger replied.

The…
thing… had cornered Fade in a dead-end street. A high wall lay
behind him, smooth and bereft of handholds. The beast, if that was
what it was, looked like a mass of writhing snakes, coloured red
and black. It moved across the broken cobblestones in an unnatural
manner, slithering and rolling with what seemed like an unstoppable
purpose. Several severed ‘heads’ lay in its wake, no doubt victims
of Fade’s black blade, and yet their loss did not seem to affect
the creature.

“Careful!” Fade called out, when he caught sight of
them, “Most of those heads are decoys!”

It took You Bugger a moment to figure out what Fade meant. When he did,
he took another look at the creature. The ‘heads’ were not heads as
first believed. Instead they appeared to be made up of a mixture of
cartilage and fine, needle like hairs which, when moved, gave the
appearance of a red-tipped head.

The creature, in its strange, awkward
movement, made it impossible to
tell where it would strike next. Fade had several bites on his
hands and face which told of the difficulty in predicting its
strikes.

The
beast, taking little notice of the God-king and Queen, suddenly
leapt into the air, multiple ‘heads’ striking in unison. Fade
brought up his blade and severed several, but the creature did not
show any fear or pain.

You Bugger raced forward, driven by fear for his friend. As he
did so, the world took on an unnatural hue. The muted colours of
the abandoned town drained away, leaving behind a world of black
and white. Only Fade and the creature remained in this
monochromatic world, locked in a deadly tableau. In that moment,
however, he saw something new. One of the ‘heads’ was glowing with
a soft, blue light. Cursing his misfortune, he dove forwards,
reaching for the odd-one-out. It tried to evade his grasp, but
years spent chasing down errant coins had given him superior
reflexes. He grabbed hold of the glowing tendril and pulled as hard
as he could, while he shouted, “Fade, now!”

His friend, without hesitation, sliced
through the held head in a
smooth, clean motion. Immediately the creature collapsed to the
floor, exposing a tiny body from which the ‘heads’ had sprung
forth.

“How… how did you know?” Fade asked, breathing
heavily. His wounds were not severe, however, it was impossible to
know if the creature had borne any venom in its bite.

“Well, it was glowing blue, wasn’t it?” You Bugger
replied, still holding the severed true skull.

Fade looked at him with a mystified façade.

You Bugger turned to Claudia, but she bore
an identical
countenance.

“Wasn’t it?” You Bugger repeated, sounding less
sure of himself.

“I only saw red and black, friend,” Fade replied,
as he gently pried the beast’s remains from You Bugger’s
hand.

“Right…” You Bugger responded, “It must have been a
trick of the light…”

“Most likely. But for now I’d suggest we grab the
wood I found and head back to the bank.”

“But we still haven’t found any food,” Claudia
interjected, stomach rumbling as if on cue.

“Haven’t we?” Fade asked, as he picked up the
creature’s body.

Claudia had no words, except for a muttered, “Oh not again…”

*

The creature, to no one’s surprise, tasted like ash and mud. But it was
digestible, and You Bugger, to his credit, had eaten worse. They
had spent the rest of the night tending to Fade’s wounds and
keeping watch for any signs of envenomation. Thankfully, no deathly
pallor or purple splotches marred his face, and the following
morning they awoke, not refreshed, but alive.

After gathering what few provisions remained, they left the bank,
heading deeper into the ruined town while keeping an eye or six out
for any more creatures. It was noon when they finally came to a
stop.

They
had found something that did not belong.

A message, carved into the crumbling supports
of a once magnificent statue.

“Never again,” You Bugger read, as he traced the
words written in the marble base.

“The rallying words of Sebastian the Black, uttered
to the survivors of the Anarchysm. It is said that he needed no
other words to convince thousands of men and women to follow him
across the sea towards a new land. Because of him, we did not share
in the fate of the people who once called this place home…” Claudia
said, with a forlorn look.

“Do you think he knew that Alm lay on the other
side of the ocean? Or was it worth the risk, even if he found
nothing but endless water?”

“I don’t know. Scholars have been debating just how
much he knew for centuries, and we can’t exactly ask the man
himself. Some believe that he knew what he was doing, while others
claim that he was merely lucky to find Alm just before their
supplies ran out.”

“Either way, our ancestors made the right decision
by leaving this place. I only hope that we can follow in their
footsteps… and soon…” You Bugger muttered, as he walked away from
the grim reminder.

*

It was
almost sundown by the time they reached the edge of the town. It
was much bigger than they had first realized, and was roughly the
size of Dawnhold, if not larger. You Bugger, as he walked towards
the crumbling town gates, mulled over the destruction which
surrounded him. Perhaps if things had gone differently… if the
Anarchysm hadn’t happened, who knew what kind of world he would be
living in? But that dreadful event had sent his ancestors to a new
land where they had been forced to start from scratch, erasing
untold centuries of technological and cultural progress. The
buildings around the gate only added to this sense of loss, as they
bore murals upon their facades which seemingly showed a much
grander world. Effigies of towering structures and miracles that
gave but a glimpse of how much had been lost stared down at
him.

But You Bugger had no time to mourn.

They had spent the day travelling aimlessly, searching for any hint on
how to return home. But now that nightfall was quickly approaching,
their thoughts turned towards the necessities of survival. They had
precious little water left and no food to speak of. Should they
press onwards into the wildlands around the town, hoping to find
something to eat; or should they stay another night in the town,
despite the monsters which could be lurking behind every
door?

“I say we head out,” Fade said, casting his vote.
He was standing beside the gate, half-hidden in shadow.

“And I would much prefer we stay,” Claudia said,
giving You Bugger the deciding vote. She was leaning against the
nearest intact building, looking exhausted.

The sun was touching the horizon
now, and there wasn’t time to
spare.

Stay?

Or go?

While
You Bugger was still debating the merits of each option, the sun
finally sank below the horizon. As darkness fell, something in the
air changed. It wasn’t just the chill of night or the absence of
light, no, this was something far more primal.

You
Bugger scanned the area, searching for something that he didn’t
even had words to describe. As he did so, he noticed the mounds
once more.

The soil around them looked fresh, in stark contrast to the
ancient, withered vines that clung to most of the buildings. But
they had seen no creatures, not even birds, during their traversal
of the town.

While he was still searching for an answer, the
mounds began to shake. A
heartbeat later they erupted in a cloud of dirt and ash. The world
instantly faded from view, obscured by the sudden cloud of dust.
However, You Bugger could still see a few shapes through the haze.
Two stood out, Claudia and Fade. But as he watched more shapes
appeared. Dozens of them.

And all of them had a glowing blue spot.

The dust settled a moment later, revealing the creatures to the
group. There must have been at least a hundred, red and black heads
stabbing the air as they lumbered towards his friends.

Claudia screamed while Fade drew his
obsidian blade and
started towards her, but they were separated by dozens of
creatures. You Bugger felt helpless, and in that helplessness he
found his brain working overtime. This place was a land of death
and despair, and they could not stay here a moment longer. Even if
they escaped this horde, it would only buy them another
day.

No…
they needed to go home.

But how?

How could he save them?

*

Despite the clear and present danger facing
him, You Bugger closed
his eyes. He needed to concentrate and find the answer.

Think back. Remember what had led
to this moment.

He had left the palace, determined to grab hold of his old life. He
had been angry, and confused, but mostly he had felt his world
slipping from his hands. He had tried to beg, but even that had
been taken from him.

Wait…
that made no sense.

He was the God of Beggars.

And yet he wasn’t able to beg for a single coin? That sounded…
wrong.

So, let’s rephrase the question…

Had he truly failed at begging?

The coin had disappeared, but perhaps it had
not vanished from the
world. As a mortal, he had used the coins he had acquired for food
and drink. But a God had no need for either.

So where had that coin truly gone?

Ah…

“Claudia, Fade, could you spare me a coin?!?” he
shouted, as his eyes snapped open.

“NOW?!?” Claudia screamed, in utter astonishment,
“IS THIS REALLY THE TIME FOR BEGGING!!!”

“Trust me!” You Bugger said, and in his heart he
knew that she did.

“Sorry, friend,” Fade called out, as he cut off yet
another false head, “I don’t have anything on me, and I don’t think
Queen’s carry small change…”

They both looked at Claudia, who looked… embarrassed?

“That’s not entirely… true…” she said, as she
struck one of the creatures with their cooking pot. It flew
backwards, a tangled mess of red and black heads.

Reaching into her dress pockets, she withdrew a
tiny golden disc.
Sighing, she tossed it towards You Bugger, who caught it with ease.
Any beggar worth his gruel could catch a coin speeding through the
air in almost total darkness. It was often a matter of life and
death.

“No Gods. No Rules. No Chains,” he read, holding
the coin with care.

“I just wanted to study it, if you must know!”
Claudia called out, cheeks slightly flushed.

“And I’m glad that you did,” You Bugger replied, as
the coin started to glow. A moment later it evaporated, sending
tiny particles of light into the night air. Yet again he felt a
momentary warmth in his chest, and he knew that his powers had been
refueled.

“I want to go home,” he said, reaching out his
hands towards his friends, “I want all of us to go
home!”

For a few terrifying seconds nothing
happened, and then, in a flash
of light, three identical swirling rings appeared beneath them. You
Bugger felt an inescapable pull but he did not try to fight it. He
allowed the force to grab hold of him, and he quickly disappeared
from the land of lawlessness.

If the Gods were at all merciful, he would never
return…







Chapter 6: A
Soot Point






“I am never, ever, doing that again!” Claudia
shrieked, as the trio lay on the familiar cobbled streets of
Dawnhold.

“Agreed,” spat Fade, as he slowly stood
up.

You Bugger, however, was already on his feet. Apparently divine
teleportation was easier for divine beings.

Who knew?

While Claudia and Fade cursed and crawled to their feet, You Bugger’s
mind was racing. Supremus had taken begging from him. But perhaps
he could take it back? If he could defeat the Son Who Stands Above,
maybe he could find a way to return to his old life?

It was worth the effort, at the very least.

Taking a deep breath, he said, “I need to defeat Supremus…”

“Yes, we know, you’ve already told us,” Fade
remarked, as he helped Claudia stand. Her eyes were crossed and her
knees were wobbling slightly, but she did not fall.

“I mean, if I want things to go back to how they
were before… I have to defeat him. No more running…”

“Alright,” Claudia said, facing the wrong
direction, “So let’s find out how to beat the bastard.”

You Bugger, taking his wife’s hand, said, “In the morning, I think.
For now, I think the two of you need a good bath and a great
feast!”

Claudia
squeezed his hand and replied, “Very well. Bath first, battle
later!”

She did not resist as he led her towards the
palace. The servants would surely have a million
questions, but somehow
he knew that they would never believe the answers they received.
Fade, smiling to himself, followed closely behind.

*

“The Lawless Lands? Are you sure?” asked Mound, who
had come on behalf of the Council of Nine.

“Pretty sure,” You Bugger replied. He was sitting
on the royal balcony, enjoying the night air, while Claudia sat a
few feet away. She had, without an ounce of pride, ordered the
guards to rouse the cook from his slumber and get to work on making
her one of everything. In
stark difference to her usual, stately eating manner; she had
abandoned her cutlery and was attacking a simmering duck as if it
had personally insulted her honour.

Mound shot a quick glance at his queen who growled in return. He kept
his gaze on You Bugger after that.

“So, how did you come back to us?”

You Bugger explained about the coin of light and
the swirling vortexes
which had carried them home.

“Begging as the source of power? In my day we just
used it to stave off starvation for another night…” his old friend
mused.

“And that is how I would like it to be again,” You
Bugger said, with a deep sigh, “But in order for that to happen I
need to defeat Supremus. I don’t suppose you have any suggestions in that regard?”

Mound thought for a time before answering, “Well, since you granted me
the title of Lord of Commerce, I have been trying to expand my
knowledge of our kingdom and its neighbours. I’ve spent many a late
night in the royal library, which is filled with all sorts of
useful information. Perhaps you might start there?”

“The library… that’s a good idea. I don’t suppose
you’d like to help me look in the morning?”

“My apologies, si- friend, but I have a very
important occasion to prepare for.”

“More important than helping your king prepare for
battle against a God?”

Mound nodded. There was no hint of dishonesty in his face.

“Very well. I’ll do it myself…”

“I wish you the best of luck, You Bugger. And… I
will see you again soon…” he said, with a mysterious
smile.

You Bugger was about to press the man for
information when he was
distracted by a low growling noise.

“Ah… I take it that you have finished the first
course?” he asked, facing his wife.

Another
growl was his only answer.

*

The royal library was a marvelous thing to behold. Thousands of books,
tomes and scrolls sat on rows of ornately carved oak shelves.
Several large tables filled the space between the shelving, and
there were a multitude of quiet nooks complete with comfortable
armchairs dotted throughout the expansive space. It was
mid-morning, and the white-walled library was fully illuminated by
the nascent sun.

Despite being a denizen of sewers and streets, You Bugger could not
help but feel at home.

You Bugger started in the section marked ‘The History of Alm’, reasoning
that Supremus had surely made his mark on history at least once or
twice. Judging by the God’s ability to take on the appearance of a
human, it would seem likely that he had meddled in other events
prior to his time at King Osrik’s side.

You Bugger spent the next few hours
pouring through dozens
of historical accounts and records. There were a few unusual events
that could have been the result of Supremus’ meddling, but as far
as he could tell no one had ever attributed it to the God himself.
The events mainly concerned conflicts between small forces and much
larger enemies and seemed to have no fixed pattern.

“Two hundred years after Sebastian the Black sailed
to Alm, a minor war broke out between the nations of Nowhe and
Sertos over a border dispute. Nowhe was led by the valiant King
Erson and, despite being vastly outmatched by the despotic King
Ryvos, was able to score a number of victories. Eventually, the two
kings met on the battlefield. During the battle, King Erson was
separated from his guard and became surrounded by enemies. He tried
to escape and regroup with his forces. Unfortunately, his saddle
came undone as he attempted to charge the enemy lines. King Erson
was thrown from his horse and landed before the enemy king.
Unwilling to give up, King Erson drew his sword which promptly
broke in half on the first swing. He then raised his shield, but it
too fell to pieces in his hands. Unyielding and holding half of his
sword, he charged King Ryvos, but was suddenly blinded by a small
dust storm. When the dust settled King Erson had met his end at the
hands of King Ryvos. To this day, King Erson is known by the
moniker ‘King Erson the Unlucky’,” You Bugger read, trying to
picture the scene in his mind.

Supremus had told him, shortly before killing him, that the
strong should rule the weak. But even if he had aided King Ryvos
centuries ago, that did not help You Bugger in the
present.

Leaving the history section in the past, he made his way over to ‘The
Gods of Alm’.

He had a bit more success here, as there were entire volumes
dedicated solely to Supremus.

Unfortunately, most of them read more like a guide on how to become a
fervent follower rather than a detailed record of his weaknesses
and failures.

“Supremus is supreme and if we wish to imitate him,
we must strive for supremacy as well,” You Bugger read, “Number One
Hundred and Eight: Do not give alms to lesser beings such as
beggars or bastards, and if touched by either, burn your cloak
before the day is done. To rule over all, we must rule over
ourselves. Number One Hundred and Nine: Limit yourself to one
expression of familial love per week, however, expressions of
self-love are without limit. Number One Hundred and Ten: If your
honour is impinged either directly or indirectly, rectify the
dishonour before the next full moon. If they strike your cheek,
strike both of theirs.”

You Bugger closed the book and stared at the leatherbound
cover.

‘One Thousand and One Ways to Become As Our
Mighty Supremus: Number Ninety-Nine Will Shock You!’

Sighing, You Bugger reached for the next
tome. If nothing else,
at least he was building up a newfound hatred for the Son Who
Stands Above…

*

The God in question was standing at the edge of a storm-blasted
cliff. He was in an unusually good mood and even the pelting rain
could not put a damper on his attitude. He was watching his
favourite play, which he called ‘The Weak Are Put In Their Place’.
Today’s actors were a young stableboy who had caught the fancy of
the local belle. Unfortunately for the boy, but fortunately for the
God, another man had already set his sights on the beauty. She had
resisted his advances and had tried to run away with the stableboy,
but to their great misfortune someone had alerted the
man.

Supremus chuckled to himself as he recalled the man’s face when he
had told him.

He was
the son of a minor noble and had used his influence to gather
together a small militia. The spurned man had spun a tale of theft
and kidnapping, painting the stableboy as a malicious monster who
was trying to flee with both his stolen riches and the poor lady.
And so, on the night of their departure, they had found themselves
surrounded by a mob of would-be vigilantes.

The nobleman’s son, with some prompting, had given the stableboy the
right to fight for his freedom and his love. If he managed to land
a hit on the man, all would be forgiven, and he would even give his
blessings to the woman and her new paramour.

What he
had failed to mention, however, was that he had been trained by the
finest swordsman in the kingdom. The stableboy, facing execution
for his imagined crimes, had accepted the terms of the
duel.

And now they stood apart from one another, as the
woman watched with bated
breath. A single strike, and they would be free to start their new
life together.

Supremus could almost see the hope in her eyes.

It
always excited him, watching that hope fade and die. Centuries of
watching variations of the same story play out, and yet he found
that it still filled him with joy. The strong must rule the weak.
The weak must serve the strong.

So was it written, so shall it be.

Supremus edged closer to the cliff face. Far below, standing on the
rugged beach, the stableboy and nobleman’s son had started circling
one another. The boy held a short sword in his trembling hands, a
fortuitous find that he had practically tripped over while
preparing for his escape.

It had been almost too easy to get the boy to take
the blade.

The God watched with a bemused look as the
stableboy desperately
tried to reach the older man. The nobleman’s son, possessing a
cruel nature, preferred to play with his adversary. He danced
around the stableboy’s blade, letting him think that he had a
chance to win.

And then things went awry. The stableboy, through
sheer luck, managed to
get into the right position. Aiming for the nobleman’s heir, he
stabbed forward, trying to score a hit on his armoured
legs.

But to his dismay, and to Supremus’ great joy, his short sword
came apart in his hands. The blade, failing to reach its target,
cluttered helplessly to the sand. The nobleman’s son gave a vicious
laugh and raised his own blade.

There was no mercy there.

Without hesitation he plunged his blade into the
stableboy’s chest.
Supremus almost started clapping, before remembering that he was
supposed to be an unseen observer. The woman, hope squashed and
lover slain, crawled to her lost love. Supremus savoured the moment
the same way a lesser man might savour a fine wine.

Satisfied, he left the cliffside as the nobleman’s son started
dragging the woman away from her so-called soulmate.

“So was it written, so shall it be…” whispered the
Son Who Stands Above. Soon, it would be his turn to take up a blade
and right a wrong. His bout with the beggar was quickly
approaching, and he could not wait to deliver true
justice.

Oh, what entertainment that would be…

*

It was
nearing sunset when You Bugger left the library. His head was full
of facts and figures, but he was no closer to figuring out how to
defeat a God. Feeling restless, he allowed his feet to carry him to
the harbour.

A few
minutes later, however, he faced a new mystery.

The beggars were gone.

True, at this time of day most of them would
be turning in for the
night, but there were always a handful of optimists who hung around
the market until the very last customer departed.

The early bird might get the worm, but the patient beggar gets the last
coin, or so the saying went.

But the market was empty.

And so was the square.

And the butchery. No beggar would pass up the chance to find a few
scraps of choice cuts missed by the waste collectors.

No…
something was wrong.

You Bugger was about to start
panicking when a face
popped up beneath him. It took him a moment to realize that this
face was connected to a body hidden by the sewer
entrance.

“You Bugger the beggar?” the man asked, looking
unsure.

“Yes?” You Bugger replied, feeling a bit
silly.

“You have been summoned. Follow me,” the man said.
His head disappeared a moment later.

“Summoned? To what?” You Bugger called after the
retreating mop of dirty brown hair.

The head reappeared for a moment, sighed, and then said, “To the
Soot, of course!”

*

You Bugger followed his fellow beggar through the
twisting sewers, never once feeling out of place.

This is where he belonged, not sitting atop a throne or living in
the clouds, he thought to himself.

The sewers, he noticed, were unnaturally
clean, lacking their
usual layers of filth and gunk that could often be traced back
centuries. This, however, was his fault. During the war with Lisare
he had been forced to purge the tunnels with fire in order to halt
an invasion. In doing so, he had scrubbed off years of built-up
dirt and debris.

He doubted it would take long for the sewers to regain their grimy
appearance. Not that the resident population of beggars cared
either way. The subsurface humidity kept them warm during the dry
winters and the stones above kept them dry during the wet summers.
No one would willingly descend into the darkness either, so they
were relatively safe from any overzealous guards who might threaten
them.

You Bugger had come to love the sewers of Garn, but the
subterranean passages of Dawnhold, like the city above, were far
grander than his humble home. After only a few minutes he came to a
massive cavern, half-made and half-hewn from the earth. Lanterns
had been hung from every open surface, illuminating the usually dim
space and revealing the inhabitants within. Even with a quick
headcount, You Bugger realized that the number of beggars present
far exceeded Dawnhold’s vagrant population.

But why had so many beggars gathered together?

As he entered the cavernous chamber, every
scab-encrusted face swiveled to
meet his gaze.

They had been waiting for him.

Feeling unusually uncertain, he slowly made his
way towards the centre of the room where a makeshift stage had been constructed. It was
a far cry from the royal platform that had been constructed for his
interrupted funeral procession. Bits of broken crate and old
barrels had been smashed together and then sanded down in order to
create a section of floor that was just slightly higher than its
surroundings. Atop this uneven stage stood The Council of Nine,
dressed in their beggar garments. Standing next to them were
several beggars whom You Bugger immediately recognized.

Half-foot Jon, from Sun’s Rest.

Mangy Karl, from Copp.

Vikrum the Aged, from Greenfields.

They were each leaders of their respective communities and would not have
travelled so far without good reason.

At that moment, Julio, the self-proclaimed
leader of Garn’s
beggars, spotted You Bugger. Opening his hands wide, he exclaimed,
“Vagrants, Varmints and Vermin, be at ease!”

Immediately every beggar in attendance
-sans You Bugger and those
standing atop the platform- knelt to the grey-bricked floor and
assumed the supplication pose.

Head down, knees bent, hands reaching out with fingers forming a
cup.

“I now open the proceedings, as is my right and my
privilege,” called Julio, voice echoing off the walls and growing
in volume, “I welcome you all, to the five-hundredth and sixth
Soot!”

The assembled beggars, barely moving, clapped their hands together
once.

Once the reverberating clap died down Julio
continued, “As most of you
know, the Soot is our most sacred event. Once a year,
representatives from every town and city in Brent come together to
discuss the most important matters at hand. This year, however, has
already born witness to a Soot not five months ago. So why then,
have we broken our most ancient traditions and called together this
second gathering?”

“To bear witness to the God of Beggars!” the
assembled beggars chanted with one voice.

You Bugger sighed.

He should have seen this coming.

*

“Only a few days ago, we mourned the loss of the
first, and probably last, beggar king!” Julio cried out, facing his
brethren, “And then, barely a moment later, the one known as You
Bugger returned to us, falling from the sky and bringing with him a
rain of coins!”

You Bugger shrugged his shoulders. He hadn’t meant to make such a
flashy entrance after all…

“So, after five centuries of worshipping the Ruling
Family, we now have a God of our own!” Vikrum interjected, causing
several beggars to raise a cheer.

“Yes, elder, which is probably a good thing,” Julio said, with a touch of
annoyance, “But what should we do with this turn of events? Should
we worship one of our own? Bow down to him?”

Julio swallowed hard before adding, “Give him… tithes?”

This brought a silence over the beggars. Life was hard enough with the
guards and the taxmen of Brent trying to take their hard-won coins.
Would they now need to give away even more to some voice in the
sky?

“I don’t want your coins,” You Bugger said, trying
to settle their minds, “Rule Seventeen: Do not beg from a
beggar.”

“I thought that Gods didn’t have to follow the
Rules of Man?” asked Mangy Karl.

“They don’t,” You Bugger agreed, choosing to leave
out the fact that they had their own rules to follow, “But I do. I
am a beggar first, middle and last. They can knight me, put a crown
on my head or even call me a God, but that will not change who I
am.”

This,
surprisingly, brought about yet another cheer.

“So, no tithes?” Julio confirmed. It was a serious
enough matter to warrant absolute certainty.

“None. And no bowing or worshiping either. Rule
Eighteen: No beggar is more important than any other.”

“And you won’t smite us?” Half-foot Jon asked,
limping slightly.

“I wouldn’t even know how,” You Bugger
replied.

The beggars seemed to think this over for a few minutes. After
a short time, Julio lifted his arms and exclaimed, “Brothers and
sisters, listen here and listen well! The beggar known as You
Bugger is not to be worshipped in any form! He is our brother, not
our master, and his godhood has not changed this irrefutable
fact!”

Julio looked at You Bugger who nodded in
response.

“Now, moving on to more important matters!” Julio
cried, firmly putting God of Beggars affair to rest, “We have
noticed an increase in the numbers of Goldmarks in Brent. We have
devised a roster system to ensure that everyone has the opportunity
to beg from them without causing pushback from the
guards!”

You
Bugger allowed the words to wash over him, and for a time his
thoughts were not of his upcoming duel against Supremus. Instead,
he was happy to just be a beggar once more…

*

Night had fallen by the time the Soot ended.
You Bugger, still
wrapped up in a happy trance, left the sewers feeling lighter than
air. He was almost skipping through Dawnhold’s streets when he came
across another familiar face.

He had been passing by the docks, which at this
time of night were
usually bereft of activity. However, on this cloudless evening,
with moon shining full and proud above, there was an unusual hustle
at one of the wharfs. Several sailors were hauling cargo aboard a
three-masted schooner with pointed focus. While they carried the
oddly shaped packages aboard, a group of men and women patiently
waited to the side. They wore expensive looking robes and carried
strange instruments that had no easily discernable
function.

In other words, You Bugger found himself staring at a group of
scholars. One of them, however, showed recognition when he spotted
the God walking past.

“Ah, yes, I remember you!” the man called out, as
he dodged several sailors carrying boxes and made his way towards
the Godking of Brent.

You Bugger froze.

“You… do?” he squeezed out, as the scholar came
closer.

Had he somehow discerned the truth? But You Bugger had been so
careful with his true identity…

“We met on the Highroad, did we not? You and your
beggar wife were travelling to Sun’s Rest for your honeymoon,
correct? I never forget a face you know!”

“Ah… yes! Yes, we did!” You Bugger exclaimed,
barely hiding his relief, “You said your name was… Agister, was it
not?”

“It was indeed, and still is, if you must know. I
am surprised to see you here, beggar,” Agister said, a curious look
stealing over his aged features, “I believe that you told me that
your home was in Greenfields?”

You Bugger debated telling Agister
the truth.

My name is You Bugger.

I’m a
knight, a king and a God.

And something far greater than any of those, but he couldn’t say
what.

No, at
best Agister would pass off his words as a joke, at worst he would
call for the guard.

So You Bugger lied instead, just as he always did.

“Well, begging in Greenfields is lovely, of
course,” he told the old scholar, “But with a wife to provide for I
needed to increase my daily yield. Dawnhold has the highest number
of Goldmarks, sorry, people with more coin than sense, and is thus
my best chance to support my family.”

“I see! Despite your low social stature you are
still trying to provide for another!” Agister exclaimed, a mixture
of joy and surprise flitting across his face, “You know, I could
see just how much you loved her, even during our previous meeting.
And, although women are not really my… area of expertise… I believe
that she felt the same way about you.”

“Thank you for your kind words,” You Bugger
replied, feeling uncharacteristically embarrassed. When he had last
met Agister he had been pretending to be Claudia’s husband in what
had turned out what a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts. Back then
he had been somewhat interested in her, but perhaps even then he
had been lying to himself…

In order to hide his embarrassment he asked, “It seems awfully late for
you to be embarking on a voyage? Could your departure not wait
until the morning?”

Agister shook his head in response and said, “Unfortunately not.
There is a counter-current tonight that will shave days off of our
trip to Rowdon and if we do not depart immediately we will miss
it.”

“Oh? And what brings you to Rowdon?” You Bugger
asked, expecting a reason revolving around science or
learning.

Agister smiled and replied, “The Gods.”

*

You Bugger almost choked.

“The… Gods?” he eventually asked, after reclaiming
his composure.

“Exactly. I am currently on leave from my tutoring
duties and have finally decided to embark on an expedition that I
have been planning for years. Tell me, do you know about the Divine
Temples?”

You Bugger shook his head and, for the first time
since their conversation
began, he told the truth.

“Figures,” Agister said, slipping easily into his
‘tutor’ method, “They are not well known even amongst those who
consider themselves well-read. The Divine Temples are a set of
ancient buildings that evidently pre-date any other structure on
Alm. They were certainly here before Sebastian the Black sailed
here, but there are very few clues as to who built them and when.
Regardless, within each Temple is a record of one of the Ruling
Family, detailing their achievements and history.”

You Bugger swallowed. This could be promising.

“Three of the four members of the Ruling Family
have already had their Temples discovered, although sadly none of
them have been properly studied. In Ahaz, on Alm’s southern flank,
lies the Temple of the Mother, although it is located beneath the
waves in the Bay of Ahaz. Alman is home to the Temple of the
Daughter, but it is closely guarded by the Assassins Bureau. I am
sailing north in an attempt to locate the Temple of the
Father.”

“And the Temple of the Son?” You Bugger asked,
feeling anxious.

“Ah, yes, it is located in a most ostentatious
place. Why, you can see it from here!”

You Bugger responded with a look of
confusion.

“Right, you don’t know what I’m talking about,”
Agister muttered, looking embarrassed for a half-second, “The
Temple of the Son is located in the Black Mountain, but
unfortunately-

-It is
guarded by the Rion Family,” You Bugger finished, feeling his
anxiety disappear into a pit of despair.

“Correct. Perhaps one day we will be able to
uncover the mysteries of the Temples! Can you imagine, knowing the
most intimate secrets of the Gods! Perhaps, after that, the only
mystery worth exploring would be the fate of the Lawless
Lands!”

You Bugger was momentarily
dragged away from his
despair.

“What?” he asked, confused.

“Well, we have almost no idea what happened to that
land after Sebastian the Black left it. It would be perilous, but I
would love to visit one day!”

“Trust me, you wouldn’t…” You Bugger said, shaking
slightly as he remembered the creatures and ruins that dotted the
dead landscape.

“Oh well, in any case it seems that our things have
been loaded aboard the ship. I wish you luck with your begging, my
dear fellow!” Agister exclaimed, as he clapped You Bugger on the
back, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to hunt down the
Gods!”

‘Me too!’ You Bugger thought, but did not
say…

You Bugger barely registered the scholar’s departure. His mind kept
circling back to the Black Mountain.

He should have known. Life goes in circles, he had been taught.

One day, he would have to face judgement for his past
sins.

And now that day had come…


Chapter
7: Pilgrimage






You Bugger watched the sunrise with weary resignation. It was
time.

Taking a deep breath, he turned and said,
“I don’t suppose you had any
luck with your search?”

“Unfortunately not, friend,” replied his
shadow.

“I’m sorry, You Bugger, but I didn’t find anything
either…” added his wife.

“That’s alright. I… thankfully… found a
lead…”

“Really? That’s great news! What did you learn?”
Claudia asked, standing a few feet away. They had gathered on a
balcony facing the sea at You Bugger’s insistence.

“Supremus has a Temple which might contain
information about his strengths and weaknesses.”

“That would be helpful, friend,” Fade
mused.

“Yes… it would certainly be… helpful…”

“So where is it?” Claudia asked, before shuddering
and adding, “Hopefully we won’t need to use your powers to get
there…”

“No. The Temple is only a few days
away.”

“Which direction? North, South?” asked
Fade.

“West.”

You Bugger heard Fade take a sharp breath. He knew.

“West?” asked Claudia, still catching up, “But the
only thing that way is-

-The Black Mountain… and the Rion Family,” Fade finished, before
adding, “Are you sure about this? Is there any other
way?”

You Bugger shook his head. If there was, he would
have taken it. Anything was better than facing the Rion Family. He could already
hear their accusations.

What happened to our son?

“Alright. I’m in,” Claudia said, after taking a
deep breath.

When You Bugger raised an eyebrow in her
direction she drew
herself up with regal poise and said, “I don’t care if we have to
face the entire Rion Family or the Gods. You are my husband, and I
will not lose you again.”

“Agreed,” remarked Fade, standing tall, “If you
need my blade, it’s yours. Whether we’re facing the most powerful
family in Alm or the Gods themselves, I will not let them harm
you.”

You Bugger felt the trust, almost visible in the air, which
connected them. He could not have chosen better
companions.

“Thank you, both of you. It will not be an easy
journey, and there is no guarantee we will find anything of value
at its end, but I will use every power in my possession to keep you
safe. I swear it.”

Together, the trio left the balcony, plans already
forming as they walked.
The sun, unnoticed but not unneeded, continued to rise
unabated.

For a brief moment, the light shone bright and clear.

But it would not last long…

*

Less than three hours later, You Bugger, Fade and
Claudia stood beside the
Western Gate, ready to depart. Claudia, after their meeting, had
sprung to action and had organized everything they would need for
their trip.

Their group was intentionally kept small so that
they could travel faster. Claudia had suggested bringing along half the city’s
garrison, just in case Supremus decided to attack before the
deadline was reached, but You Bugger had narrowly persuaded her to
let them remain in the city. Even the Council of Nine and Sir Aern
had volunteered themselves for the mission, but You Bugger had
reminded them that with him gone, the rule of the city fell to
them. Sir Aern, charged with the city’s defence, had sworn on his
knightsword that he would not fail in his duty.

“My friends, I trust that you will do the right
thing,” You Bugger said, as he faced the Council, “You are all
greater than you know, and I could not imagine better caretakers
for our kingdom.”

“You honour us, You Bugger,” Mound responded,
bowing low, “Were it anyone else, I would think it foolish to
challenge a God. But you are You Bugger, a man who should not be
underestimated! If anyone can accomplish the impossible, it is you.
We wish you luck, my friend.”

You Bugger lowered his head in response. According
to royal customs a king
should never lower his head, even in defeat. But the Council had
become his second family, and unlike his first, they had never
asked of him anything that he could not provide.

“Sire, I promise you that I will let nothing harm
this kingdom or its people while you are gone,” Sir Aern said, as
he knelt on the warm cobblestones, “Please walk unburdened, knowing
that we will be waiting here for your return.”

“Thank you, Sir Aern,” You Bugger replied, “I know
that you will not fail in your duty.”

It was then that Michel, the beggar cook and Lord of Infrastructure came
forward. In her calloused hands she held a package wrapped in white
cloth. She handed it to You Bugger who felt the heat emanating from
the package.

Could it be?

“Is this-

“Supreme Squeaker Stew, made fresh and with extra
tails,” Michel said, with a motherly smile.

“But I thought that this was only for special
occasions?” You Bugger asked, on the verge of tears. Michel’s
Supreme Squeaker Stew was legendary amongst the beggars of Brent,
and they had even had beggars visiting from other lands in order to
try it. It took a tremendous amount of effort to prepare and tasted
like nothing else on Alm.

“My friend and king is now a God and he’s going off
to fight against another God. What could be more special than
that?” Michel asked, with a hearty laugh.

“Scar’s birthday next week?” You Bugger responded,
without a trace of levity.

This, surprisingly, brought about laughter from everyone
present.

“Oh you silly thing,” Michel responded, “Now eat up
before the tails harden!”

You Bugger, despite not needing to eat, nevertheless felt his stomach
rumble.

Somethings were more powerful than divinity after all…

*

You Bugger sat atop the white carriage, watching his friends slowly
disappear from view. The Council, the knights and what seemed like
half of Dawnhold had spontaneously formed a procession leading out
of the city and into the countryside. It was only when Buck’s
energetic waving faded from view that You Bugger finally climbed
into the carriage. Fade was steering the royal wagon, leaving You
Bugger and Claudia in the compartment. She had changed into clothes
more suitable for travelling, consisting of a rough wearing blue
skirt and a white blouse. You Bugger was still wearing his white
cloak, to his great dismay. He had tried rubbing everything from
dirt to offal on the shiny material but nothing had stuck, leaving
him burdened with a garment unbecoming of a beggar.

Generosity, his Kingblade, sat on the seat beside him. It had felled a
mad assassin and defeated a warrior king, so hopefully it would be
up to the task of slaying an egotistical God. You Bugger, for a
moment, was reminded of the absurdity of his situation. When had
things started going off-track? He had been happy in Garn, spending
each day begging for coin and each night slipping off to sleep with
nothing on his mind. No troubling thoughts, no burdens, no
obligations had bound him.

Until
Claudia had arrived, bringing Nok with her. In one foul sweep she
had shattered his peaceful life and even after ensuring her
ascension to the throne she had not released her grip.

He looked at her and found that he could not hate
her for this, or anything else. Such was the power of love.

She was staring out the window, watching
the fields and farms
slip past. She had an pensive expression on her face, but You
Bugger could not figure out its meaning.

Was she
worried about her kingdom? Or perhaps her thoughts dwelt on her
husband and king?

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, unwilling
to spend ages guessing.

“Having children,” she replied, with a
matter-of-fact tone.

You Bugger felt his heart seize up. Words were formulated and
released, but between his brain and his lips they were transformed
into a series of pathetic puffs of sound.

“Wuh? Wai! Wut?” he stammered, likely bringing
shame on every God in Alm.

“Children, you know, those little humans that we
sometimes see running about the place?” Claudia responded, with a
bemused expression.

“I- I know what children are!” he spat, finally
finding better words.

“I see. So what seems to be the
problem?”

You Bugger faltered for a moment.
Beggars rarely got
married, let alone produced offspring. If two were struggling to
survive, what good would come from adding to that
number?

“Is this another Royal Rule?” he asked, remembering
that their marriage had stemmed from one such law.

Claudia
gave him a long look before shaking her head and replying, “There
is no rule about producing an heir, if that is what you are
implying.”

“Then why?”

Claudia shook her head again and said, “Is it really such a strange
thing? I want to start a family with the man I love.”

“Well… I feel like I should be part of that
conversation, don’t you?” he asked, sounding foolish to his own
ears.

“And you are.”

You Bugger thought about his own… difficult… relationship with his
father.

No. I will not be like him.

“Are you so opposed to starting a family with me?”
Claudia asked, and You Bugger saw the hurt and uncertainty he was
causing.

“No,” he replied, and he meant it, “It’s just… not
something that I’ve ever really thought about. Between Nok, King
Osrik and now Supremus, I guess I’ve been more focused on just
surviving to see my next sunrise.”

“Of course,” Claudia said, reaching out and taking
hold of his hand, “I didn’t mean to imply that I was deciding for
you. Once Supremus has been taken care of, we can sit down and talk
about it properly.”

You Bugger nodded.

“You really think that I can beat him?” he asked, a
moment later.

“I do. If it were anyone else, I would be worried.
But my husband befriends assassins, outsmarts kings and even
returns from the dead. Defeating a God after all that is merely a
formality…”

You Bugger said nothing more, not trusting his words. He could feel
the weight of Claudia’s trust and the warmth of her hand
invigorating him. In a world that contained nothing but each other,
the king and queen held one another. For a time, You Bugger forgot
about Supremus, Godhood and even begging.

Their peace lasted until Fade gently rapped
on the wooden frame of the gilded carriage.

“You Bugger,” he said, with a chuckle, “We’re
home.”

*

It should have felt different, You Bugger thought,
as he emerged from the royal carriage. He had been away for some time and had changed in
unimaginable ways during his absence.

And yet… Garn looked the same as it always had.

A small
town ringed by a thick stone wall. Houses, shops, green spaces.
Just as he had left them. He breathed in and smelt the distinctive
odours created by the local tannery. He closed his eyes and focused
his hearing, listening for the distinctive ding ding ding created by Jolson’s blacksmith hammer. He
took a step to the right, feeling the cobblestones beneath. He was
standing beside the eastern gate and if he took sixty-seven paces
forward and thirteen paces to his right he would arrive at his
favourite spot.

He could see it now. A wall close to
the market square but
off the main concourse. Close enough to get a steady stream of foot
traffic, but not so busy as to be trampled. The wall would heat up
from the morning sun and, at midday, he would take his break and
lean back against the toasty bricks.

You Bugger felt a few teardrops form in his eyes.

He had to see it. And so, without uttering a single word, he started
walking forward.

*

Sixty-seven paces forward, thirteen paces
to the right. He could
have walked the route with his eyes closed.

It was midday and the wall was warm to the touch. For a fanciful moment
he contemplated an alternate future. Instead of climbing the Black
Mountain and facing a God, he could simply kneel down, assume the
supplication pose and be a beggar again. He could forget about
Supremus, Dawnhold and even Claudia.

The ground pulled at him with an
almighty force. He so
desperately wanted to stop resisting it and allow the years of
familiarity to claim his body. It would be so easy, he reckoned, to
resume that position. His joints had been forged by the years of
toil and his hands trembled at the prospect of coming together in
search of coin.

“Spare a coin…” he mumbled, feeling lighter than
air.

And then a cruel, callous voice broke through his reverie.

“We’ve been keeping an eye on you, beggar,” said a
voice nearby, dripping with malice.

You Bugger felt the anger come. He held it off for a moment and
reached out with one hand to touch the warm bricks.

“I will come back for you, I promise…” he
whispered.

And then he turned around, filled with divine
rage.

*

He didn’t have to go far to find the voice’s owner. Captain
Kieran, enemy to all beggars, soon stood before him. He was
accompanied by several of his underlings and they had cornered a
young beggar in one of Garn’s cul-de-sacs. There was no escape for
the boy.

“I don’t have much, please!” he cried, voice
cracking as he did so. This earned a round of laughter from the
assembled men.

“Nonsense!” Captain Kieran exclaimed, with his
trademark sneer, “I saw how much the people gave you. And now,
you’ll share it with us, right?”

The man stammered, saying, “Bu- but the law says that-

“Fool, I am the law!” Captain Kieran shouted,
pounding his chestplate with his right hand, “And I say
that-

You Bugger felt his rage reach a tipping point. He did not even try to
hold back.

“CAPTAIN KIERAN!” he shouted, voice sounding
unnatural to his ears. The words ricocheted around the small space,
growing even louder as they did so.

Captain Kieran turned, sneer
half-transformed into a
rictus of confusion.

“You-

“ON YOUR KNEES, CAPTAIN!” You Bugger
bellowed.

The Captain, to both of their surprise, obeyed. His face tried to hold onto
his rage, but surprise kept stealing over his features.

“You- your arm- your eye- your voice-

“SILENCE!”

Captain Kieran fell silent immediately.

“CAPTAIN KIERAN, I HAVE WATCHED AS YOU TREATED THE
BEGGARS OF GARN AS FILTH TO BE CLEANSED, BUT I WILL WATCH NO
LONGER!”

“Oi, who do you think you are?” one of the dumber
guards asked, clearly not understanding what position he was
in.

“I AM YOUR KING AND YOUR GOD, FOOL!”

The men, without questioning his claim,
immediately sank to the floor.
Even the dim-witted guard had enough sense to lower his
head.

“What would you have us do, o’Lord?” one of the
smarter men asked, voice quivering.

“LEAVE.”

“The town, sire?”

“THE KINGDOM. I WILL NOT REPEAT MYSELF.”

The men did not ask any further questions. Instead, without hesitation,
they threw down their halberds, took off their armour and fled as
fast as their feet could carry them.

After a moment, only Captain Kieran
remained.

He eventually stood and walked forward, as if in a
daze.

“It… it can’t be… it just can’t…” he mumbled,
speaking the words of a broken man. You Bugger wordlessly stepped
aside.

When the former captain was long gone, the young beggar finally
approached.

“Why… why did you help me?” he asked, eyes filled
with awe.

You Bugger simply smiled and replied, “Rule Eleven: No beggar is a beggar
alone.”

And thus the world was made a slightly better place.

*

They left Garn not longer afterwards. Fade, who had no doubt been hiding
in the shadows nearby, said nothing. Claudia, who had witnessed
Captain Kieran’s cruelty firsthand during her brief time as a
beggar simply squeezed her husband’s hand.

Eventually the carriage reached a small inn and
the trio turned in for the night. They ate a simple meal and spoke
simple words.

Time passed. The sun rose and wandered across the sky, caring little for
the lives and struggles of the people far below it.

Eventually they reached the edge of
Brent.

Sun’s
Rest.

*

You Bugger stepped out of the carriage slowly. The sun was approaching the
horizon, as befit the name of the town. Fade, unasked but happy to
help, was busying himself with stabling the horses and arranging
rooms for the night. You Bugger, feeling restless, found his feet
taking him deeper into the town. Claudia, without saying a word,
placed her hand in his and walked beside him.

After a few minutes of peaceful silence they came across the town
cemetery. A handful of mourners knelt beside the tombstones of
their loved ones. They were illuminated by several coloured
lanterns, ranging from every colour in the rainbow. The effect,
when coupled with the fading light, turned the place of death and
despair into a celebration of life. You Bugger strolled between
ancient tombstones, coloured red and green by the flickering
light.

“It’s strange, being here again…” Claudia mused, as
they approached the imposing block of stone that was the Royal
Tomb. It was featureless and massive and would only open at the
last light of the day.

“Oh, and why is that?”

“Well, until recently I thought that I would be
holding your entombing ceremony here, and yet here you stand. I had
an outfit ready and everything,” Claudia said, with a put-upon
displeasure.

“I’m sorry that I ruined your plans then,” You
Bugger replied, with a chuckle.

“It wouldn’t be the first time, trust me, nor do I
think it will be the last,” Claudia responded, with a bemused
expression.

“What can I say, I am… unpredictable.”

“I know that too. When I first met you, I thought
that you were a bit strange.”

“And now?”

“Now I think that you are utterly bizarre. But that
unpredictability saved my life on several occasions. You freed us
from bandits, fished me from a river, fought against an assassin
and dealt with a treacherous council and yet you never asked for
anything in return…”

You
Bugger stopped. She obviously should have known about the bandits,
the river, and Nok but he had never told her about his dealings
with the former Council of Nine.

“Fade told me,” she said, somehow reading his mind,
“I always suspected that you had something to do with it, given the
timing, but I wasn’t sure. How did you convince them to give up
their positions and leave the kingdom without a fight?”

You Bugger shrugged his shoulders, saying, “I simply made them an offer
that they could not refuse.”

“Right, and I am Queen Hysterica, Ruler of the
Rainbow People,” Claudia replied, laughing and playfully pushing
You Bugger.

“Well, you were for a time, no?” You Bugger
responded, joining in her laughter.

After a while their laughter faded, but
the mood remained. Claudia drew
closer, holding his arm tight to her chest.

“When I first asked for your assistance, I promised
to give you all that your heart desired as a reward,” Claudia
whispered, cheeks slightly flushed from her earlier laughter, “You
replied, as I recall, that all you wanted was to be left alone to
beg in peace.”

Claudia hesitated before continuing, “Is that still…
all
your heart desires?”

You Bugger could have made a grand speech about
love and how a man could
have more that one desire, but it was getting late and there was a
simpler way.

“No, it’s not,” he said instead, before he leant
down and kissed his heart’s desire.

*

You Bugger, Claudia and Fade awoke early the next morning. Finally, they
were leaving the kingdom. The western road was busy, despite the
sun just peaking above the horizon. The paved path slowly climbed
higher and higher, taking them through the foothills of the Black
Mountain. It towered above them now, thirty-thousand feet of
jet-black rock which pierced the cloudless sky. At its peak,
created centuries ago, was the Sword of the Mountain. Upon its
surface was the motto of the House of Rion: Strength Above
All.

You Bugger swallowed.

They weren’t going to be happy…

In order to take his mind of future unpleasantries he closed his eyes
and tried to focus on the rhythmic rocking of the carriage as it
slowly climbed higher.

However, after a short time, that rocking came to an
end.

Surely they couldn’t have reached the Rion Estate
already?

Climbing out of the carriage, he found
something altogether
different. A line of men, women and children, stretching for as far
as the eye could see.

“Excuse me!” he called out, facing the nearest man,
“Is there some kind of blockage on the road?”

The man, gaunt of face and stout of
posture, let out a short
barking laugh and replied, “First timers, ey? Don’t fret, there is
no blockage. This is the queue, and you’re at the end of
it.”

“The queue? The queue for what?” You Bugger asked,
mystified.

“The queue to see the Lord of the Mountain of
course!” the man exclaimed.

There must have been hundreds of people ahead of them.

It was going to be a very, very long
day…







Chapter 8: Strength Above All






“I heard that Theon de Rion is twelve feet tall and
can breathe fire!” the woman exclaimed, with a look of
surety.

You Bugger sighed for what seemed like the thousandth time. It had only
been three hours but he had already heard dozens of tall tales
about the Rion Family.

Theon
de Rion could see the future.

Sebastian de Rion could turn himself
invisible.

Margeux
de Rion had never worn the same outfit twice.

Of those, only the last was even
remotely plausible.

He had tried to point this out to a young couple a few places
ahead of them. He had been summarily laughed at and called an
‘ignoramus’.

But the exaggerated claims were only half of the story. The rest
came from the reasons why so
many had gathered on the road. Most of the people before and behind
had come to plead their case to the Rion Family. Merchants hoping
for advantageous trade deals, lords requesting advice on matters of
state, families wishing to marry their sons and daughters into the
all-powerful family.

“Now remember Jofri, if you marry into their family
we will never have to work again!” a woman exclaimed, while tidying
the clothes of her son.

He couldn’t have been older than ten.

“Do you think that they’ll go for it?” a man asked
his trading partner, as they triple-checked the barrels securely
fastened to their cart.

“Of course! Cows and goats are overrated! Now is
the time for badger milk to take off!” his optimistic partner
bellowed.

“A hundred men. No, a thousand… Or perhaps two
thousand? Yes, a small number to spare from the Family Reserves,
surely? And with their spears I will finally be able to rid myself
of that pest Lord Widdershins!” a Lord muttered, as his hands
trembled and shook with dark anticipation.

You Bugger sighed for the
thousandth and first
time.

He had no desire to see the Rion Family, nor answer for past…
transgressions… but at this point he would be willing to face their
wrath if it meant escaping the delusional crowd around
him!

*

The sun had set by the time the carriage finally made it to the
Rion Estate. You Bugger felt that he was half-mad from the wait and
the never-ending chatter of the hopeful. But now they were finally
here.

The Rion Estate sprawled across the mid-flank of the Black Mountain,
perched atop a broad plateau. Spring-fed streams wound their way
through the Estate, providing drinking water and irrigation for the
alpine crops which were only grown on the mountain. A thick wall,
built centuries ago but regularly maintained encircled the Estate,
shielding its famous inhabitants from view. Its majesty and
grandeur, from what little was viewable, made the palace in
Dawnhold look like a bedazzled tent.

You Bugger slowly climbed out of the royal carriage, heart in his throat.
He really, really didn’t
want to do this.

But Supremus’ Temple lay further up the Black Mountain, and they needed
the family’s permission to ascend higher. Taking a deep breath, You
Bugger approached the massive, black-clad gates. He had only taken
two steps when Claudia suddenly grabbed hold of his arm and stopped
him.

“Hold on!” she cried, causing him to turn around,
“Um, darling, you know that I love you, right?”

“I do…” You Bugger said, nodding slowly.

“Well then, this should be easier,” Claudia
continued, taking a deep breath, “Your… personality, while unique,
could be a bit… off-putting… to the Rion Family…
probably…”

You Bugger raised an eyebrow.

“What I mean to say is… perhaps it would be better
if I… handled the diplomatic process?”

“You think that I’d make a fool of myself in front
of them or worse, cause an incident?”

Claudia hesitated for a moment before nodding.

“Did I not prove myself with King Osrik? That I
could handle speaking to the highborn?”

“You started a war, remember?”

Ah…
right.

Truthfully, You Bugger had no issue with Claudia speaking on his
behalf. The further he was from the Rion Family, the
better.

It was then that they heard a gong ring out,
deep and loud.

Together they turned to face the massive gates.

“Attention, would-be consultants of the Rion
Family!” a soldier, wearing armour the colour of midnight, called
out, “Today’s audience has ended!”

“This is outrageous!” a man cried from the crowd,
“We’ve been waiting all bloody day!”

“My apologies, good sir, but the ones who made it
through started queuing in the night.”

“But I am the Lord of Taxes! I deserve an audience
with Theon de Rion himself!”

The guard sighed and replied, “Listen, I’ve already had to turn away
two princes and a queen. No one gets special treatment!”

“This is unacceptable! I will have my army, and I
will not let some grunt stand in my way!” the Lord shouted, drawing
forth a ruby-encrusted sword and marching towards the
soldier.

You Bugger should have let things play out.

But something drove him forwards. Perhaps it was the sight of the
guard’s startled face, reflected by the moonlight. Perhaps it was
the Lord, trying to use his position to push around those beneath
him.

Or perhaps he was simply tired and annoyed, and the man had it
coming.

You Bugger slipped through the crowd like water through a sieve. Years
spent begging had taught him to find his way through a wall of
bodies in order to reach a fallen coin.

A moment later he was standing before the enraged Lord. The man’s
face, contorted into a grimace, found room for a look of surprise.
His blade, however, was already in motion, falling towards the
unlucky guard. You Bugger, in a motion that defied belief,
drew Generosity with
his left hand and brought it up, catching the falling blade. With
his free hand he reached out a grabbed the heavy chain which
symbolized the Lord’s office. He tugged on it while kicking out
with one foot and the Lord, now at the mercy of physics, flew
through the air.

It was over and done in a matter of seconds.

“Are you hurt?” You Bugger asked, facing the frozen
guard.

“No, I’m- he started before his jaw loosened and
his eyes widened. Without another word he turned around and hurried
inside the Estate.

Claudia, looking terrified, came forward, followed closely behind by
a smirking Fade.

“I told you, no incidents!” she
shrieked.

You Bugger could only shrug his shoulders in
response.

A few seconds later the guard, looking even more flustered than when he had
been attacked, reappeared.

“Um, the three of you have been invited to an
audience with the Rion Family,” he mumbled, sounding unsure of his
own words.

Looking
up, the guard took in the crowd and cried out, “And the rest of
you, bugger off!”

*

The trio was led by another guard
deeper into the Estate.
After passing through the massive gates, they found themselves
standing in a large courtyard, cleaved in two halves by a placid
stream. A small wooden bridge joined the two halves and was guarded
by more soldiers.

Standing on the bridge, wearing a cloak of purest night, was a tall
man. Piercing blue eyes stared at the approaching party. His face,
framed by a well-kept black beard and a mop of graying hair,
regarded them with a passive expression.

Claudia, taking a deep breath,
stepped forward. She
opened her mouth and started to speak.

“We-

“This is Theon de Rion, the Lord of the Mountain!”
one of the guards called out, cutting her off, “State your case and
state it clearly!”

Claudia paused for a moment in order to make sure that no further
words were coming. When it became clear that this was not the case
she took a deep breath and said, “Lord Theon, thank you for seeing
us. My name is Queen Claudia de Brent, and in my company are King
Bugger and the assassin, Fade.”

This brought a few odd looks from the assembled guards.

Theon didn’t even blink.

“We have travelled far in order to seek your
counsel. Our need is great, oh Lord of the Black Mountain, and I
fear that you would not believe me if I tried to explain
why.”

Finally, Theon spoke, saying, “Do you seek to mock me?”

His voice was colder than ice and twice as hard.

Claudia immediately flustered and stammered a
reply, “Um… no! No!
We’re just-

“DID YOU THINK I WOULDN’T KNOW?!?” the Lord of the
Mountain roared.

“I’m sorry!” Claudia cried out, tears in her
eyes.

“DID YOU THINK THAT I WOULD FORGET YOUR FACE?!?!”
he shouted, shaking the courtyard.

Theon took a step towards them. And then another.

Claudia knelt, almost instinctively.

Royal Rule Zero: Never oppose the Rion Family.

But the Lord of the Mountain passed her by without so much as a
whisper. He took a single glance at Fade before deleting him from
notice.

And then he looked at You Bugger. There was a fire in those eyes that
could burn a city to the ground.

“Did you think… that I would be fooled?” he
growled, like a bear on the cusp of a bloody meal.

You Bugger looked down at his feet.

His words had failed him.

And then Theon did something strange. He
reached forward, placing
his arms around You Bugger. The Beggar God heard Claudia gasp in
surprise.

Theon took a deep breath and bellowed, “WELCOME HOME, SON!!!”

*

You Bugger felt the wind escape his
chest, so powerful was
the hug of his father. He was lifted high into the air, from where
he had the perfect vantage point to see Claudia’s
reaction.

Her face went through an entire spectrum of colours.

White into pink into red into grey.

“You- He- Lord- Father- she gasped, struggling to
formulate her words.

And then, clearly overwhelmed, she fainted with a neat little
sigh.

“Oh… bugger…” said the Son of the
Mountain.

It was worse than he had feared…

*

Claudia
dreamt of her parents, watching them from the shadows of the throne
as they ruled the kingdom she had now inherited. She dreamt of the
day she had lost them, and the day she had vowed to rule in their
stead. And then her dream had shifted and warped as assassins,
beggars and knights stole into her life and turned everything
upside down. She had fought an assassin with no reason, faced a
king with no honour and lost a love with no name.

All of those things she could handle. She was a Queen, after
all.

But learning that her husband was the heir to the
Rion Family? That and that alone shattered her dream and
brought her back to a
confusing reality.

‘You Bugger’ the beggar, her husband, lover and
mystery made flesh, sat beside her.

“Sorry…” he said, with an ashamed
expression.

Claudia took three breaths before she replied, as her mother had
taught her.

“Are you really…” she began, before discovering
that she didn’t know what she wanted to hear.

Did she want to learn that You Bugger had been lying to her from the start?
That he was Lord Inherent of the Black Mountain and the most
powerful man on the continent?

Or would she rather learn that this was all some sort of
misunderstanding or practical joke? That You Bugger was still just
a beggar with some oddities to his mannerisms?

“I am,” You Bugger replied, ending her internal
debate with three simple letters.

Claudia
felt her chest grow tight. A part of her had wondered about his
true identity since their very first meeting. In the small hours of
the day she had lain in bed and wondered about who he really
was.

A disgraced prince, perhaps?

Or a convict, escaped from an unjust sentence?

But never, not even in her wildest theories, had
she believed him to be
Sebastian de Rion.

It was unthinkable.

And now it was true.

Without another word she sat up. She had been lying on the softest
bed she had ever felt, and as a Queen she was used to soft beds.
Looking around, she saw that she was in a bedroom. Dozens of books
covered the carpeted floor, bearing titles such as ‘Politics and
Power’ and ‘The Good Knight’. All of them were rare tomes, that
much she could tell at a glance. Turning her gaze, she found a
closet filled with fine garments that probably cost the annual
budget of a small city.

“Sorry it’s such a mess,” You Bugger said, with a
weary sigh, “It looks like no one has been in here since I
left…”

Claudia put two and two together.

“This was your room?”

You Bugger nodded.

The reality of what had transpired hit Claudia again but this time she held
fast to her consciousness.

My
husband is the Lord Inherent of the Black Mountain.

And then…

I am the most powerful Queen to
have ever
lived…

“Come on,” You Bugger said, helping Claudia to her
feet. She followed him as if in a daze.

*

The royal couple left the bedroom in silence. You Bugger seemed to be
struggling with his words and Claudia had lost all of hers to
shock. They walked forward, through a passage lined with fine
tapestries which apparently told the history of Alm. The floor was
carpeted and their footfalls made nary a sound as they travelled
further into Alm’s past.

The founding of the twelve kingdoms.

The great migration.

The Anarchysm.

Eventually they came to a small hall filled
with black
candles.

Before the glow of a hundred candles,
You Bugger finally spoke,
saying, “It feels…weird… being back here…”

“How long has it been?” Claudia asked, finally
finding her words.

“Five years. Not a long time, but a busy one. In
those five years I tried my hardest to forget about this place and
embrace life as a beggar. I tried… to be normal…”

Realization hit Claudia like a bucket full of glacier meltwater.
You Bugger’s reluctance to assist her when she had first requested
his aid. He hadn’t been afraid of Nok or travelling with her, as
she had once believed.

He had been trying to avoid anything that might lead him back to
his old life.

“I’m sorry,” Claudia said, with a soft tone, “For
bringing you back here…”

You Bugger shook his head in response, saying, “No, I brought us
here. I was foolish to think that we could simply sneak past my
family.”

“Are they truly so terrible? To make you want to
run away from so much?”

You Bugger shook his head again, saying, “I didn’t leave because they
abused me. I left becau-

“Master Sebastian,” cried a stern voice coming from
an approaching servant, “Dinner has been served and your father is
hoping you would attend.”

The servant glanced at Claudia before adding, “With your darling wife, of
course.”

You Bugger thought for a moment before replying, “Very well. Lead the
way.”

Taking a deep breath, Claudia followed her husband deeper into the
estate.

To meet his parents.

Again.

*

You Bugger was seated between Fade and Claudia. His father, Theon, sat
directly opposite him.

He was beaming a wide smile that easily reached his
eyes.

When the entire family, including cousins, uncles and in-laws were
finally seated he stood and, with a hearty laugh, proclaimed, “My
friends, my family, tonight we rejoice with great aplomb… for one
of our own has returned to us!”

The family, wearing matching expressions, clapped and
hollered.

“Five years ago, my firstborn, Sebastian, left us
under cover of night. He left neither note nor reason as to his
departure, but I knew that he would one day come home!”

More cheers from the family.

They were sitting in the great hall which lay at the heart of the Rion
Estate. A massive oak table ran the length of the enormous room
with more than enough places to accommodate a small
army.

“But know this, not once during the past five years
did I feel fear for my boy! Sebastian, despite his… peculiarities…
was always the best of all of us! If anyone could survive in the
lowlands for half a decade, it would be him!”

You Bugger put his head in his
hands. He would have
preferred shouting or condemnation. Anything, really, to
this…

He had forgotten just how nice his family was.

“So, my beloved son, tell us… what have you been up
to?!?”

Theon sat and leaned forward, facing his son. His face was filled
with earnest curiosity.

You Bugger swallowed and, after a momentary pause, said, “Well…
after I left… I became… a beggar…”

If he had expected jeers or laughter he would have been astoundingly
wrong. Instead, his family jittered and spoke with hushed tones
amongst themselves.

“A beggar, you say?” asked Theon, looking keenly
interested.

You Bugger would have killed for some criticism.

“And a knight,” added Fade, with a
smirk.

You Bugger shot him a look that would have
stopped a cavalry’s
charge dead in its tracks.

“And a king!” squeaked Claudia, looking like a
child who’d finally been invited to sit with the
grown-ups.

“Oh my!” his father exclaimed, “So… what are you
now?”

“A God,” replied You Bugger, staring glumly at his
meal.

“Ha! I would expect no less from my son!” Theon
shouted, with enough force to rattle the silverware.

*

Over the next hour You Bugger slowly told his story. His escape to the
lowlands, his meeting with Mound in Garn, his friendship with Fade,
and their encounter with Claudia and Nok. He told them about the
journey to Sun’s Rest, his fight with the mad assassin and his
unexpected coronation.

While dessert was being served he told them about
King Osrik and the many challenges he had faced while trying to protect the
kingdom.

And then, after the little ones had been sent off to bed, he told them
about his death.

Theon listened in silence, never
interrupting or
interjecting.

When You Bugger told his family about his resurrection and Godhood a
few of his cousins let out gasps of disbelief.

When he told them about the Lawless Lands and the creatures therein his
uncle almost fainted.

Eventually, You Bugger ran out of things to say.
He had spoken of the
past and had now reached the present.

Only the future remained.

After a long pause, Theon leant back in his chair and asked, as only a
father could, “This Supremus… he’s the one who hurt
you?”

“That’s right.”

“Hmmm…” Theon murmured, before looking up with eyes
filled with parental concern, “How do I kill him?”

“What?” You Bugger said, expressing true
surprise.

“Should I summon the army? Or would that require
some sort of crusade? Or maybe we just start with destroying his
churches and wiping out his followers?” his father said, with
deadly seriousness.

“No! No… thank you, but no. He isn’t someone you
can defeat with armies and weapons. It has to be me…”

“I see… Is there no way I can help?” Theon asked,
almost pleadingly.

“Well, there is something you can do…” You Bugger
started.

“Anything,” came his father’s reply.

“Alright. In order to defeat Supremus I need to
learn his weakness. We believe that it might be located in his
Temple, on the slopes of the Black Mountain. Thus, father, I humbly
ask permission to ascend the Black Mountain,” You Bugger said,
lowering his head until it touched the black silk
tablecloth.

Theon took a deep breath before replying, “No.”

*

You Bugger raised his head, confused.

“Plea- he began, but his father raised his hand and
silenced him.

“Five years ago, on the day before you left us, we
sat together in my study, did we not?”

You Bugger nodded.

“Do you recall our conversation, my son? I do. I
told you how proud of you I was, and how impressed we all were that
you had completed your training in record time. On that day, in
that moment, I proclaimed that you were ready to inherit my title.
I proclaimed you Lord of the Mountain and conferred all of the
powers and privileges that that title holds.”

Theon stood, face filled with pride, and said, “My son, you have no
need to beg for what is already yours. The mountain and everything
on it… are yours.”


Chapter
9: Birthright






You Bugger spent the rest of the evening in a daze. He had expected
anger and rage at his return. After all, he had abandoned his
family, his title and his home without so much as a word of
apology. And yet here he was, welcomed with open arms and no
repercussions?

It was enough to confuse even a God.

And so, as the night wore on and his family retired to their rooms,
You Bugger found himself wandering his ancient home. His father had
tried to keep the conversation going, but eventually the servants
had delicately informed him that his guests were falling asleep
where they sat. Claudia, despite being offered the finest guest
suite, had insisted on sleeping in his old room.

Why he
did not know.

Fade, as usual, had simply faded away into the
darkness.

Leaving You Bugger to roam alone.

It was past midnight, and yet, due to his divine shell, he did not feel
tired. Instead he wandered from room to room, drinking in the
memories that came with them. The library where he would spend
hours reading until his mother dragged him away for a bath. The
garden where he would sit with his father, learning about the
world. The courtyard where he would listen to Agister’s lectures
about politics and policies.

And yet… he felt no pull to remain at the Estate. If anything,
he felt drawn to the cliffside which lay before the homestead. From
there, on such a clear night, he could see tiny pinpricks of light
on the ground. The towns and cities of Alm, twinkling like stars,
lay before him. The Rion Family truly looked down on
everyone…

Stepping closer, he focused on one of the points of light. He had spent
enough time staring at maps to know what he was looking
at.

Garn.

For a moment it felt as if he could reach out and touch it. He could
almost feel the cobblestones beneath his feet and smell the scents
of his home.

But it was not to be.

Turning, he made his way further down the
cliffside. There, perched on a rocky outcropping in a rather precarious manner,
was a large rotunda. It looked new.

Drawn by a dual mixture of boredom and curiosity You Bugger made
his way over to the white marble structure. The floor was likewise
made of marble, polished to a mirror sheen. A single lantern,
suspended from the high roof, illuminated the strange
place.

You Bugger stepped inside, feeling oddly anxious.

At the other end of the rotunda, sitting with his
legs dangling over the edge of a thousand-foot drop, was a man.

It couldn’t be…

“Hmm… now there is a presence which I have not
detected in a very long time…”
the man said, unmoving.

You Bugger took a step forwards.

“What, no words for your old master?” the man
continued.

He still hadn’t moved.

“Forgive me, it has been a while since we last met…
Master Gladius.”

*

“Indeed it has, my former pupil. When was the last
time, hmmm?”

You
Bugger quietly unsheathed Generosity.

“I believe it was when we last fought,
Master.”

“I see,” Master Gladius replied. He was only a few
steps away.

And yet he still hadn’t moved.

“What was the cause of our fight, pupil?” he asked,
in a light-hearted tone.

You Bugger tightened his grip on
Generosity’s
hilt. “If my memory serves me
correctly, Master, I was tired after spending an entire day
juggling apples blindfolded and I… made an unkind
remark.”

You Bugger winced. He had been a brat back
then.

“Really? What did you say, I wonder?”

You Bugger stopped moving. Raising Generosity he reached forward and placed the tip of his
Kingblade on his master’s undefended back.

“I said… that I was tired of your lessons… and that
I no longer needed your tutelage. And so… we fought.”

Something was wrong. Taking a breath, You Bugger nudged the
body before him with his blade. Immediately his master fell
forward, tumbling to his death over the cliff’s edge.

Instead of panicking at his master’s untimely death, You Bugger
spun round and brought up his blade just in time to meet Gladius’
sword. They clashed, sparks lighting up the room.

“And who won, my pupil!?!”

You Bugger pushed Gladius back and, with a cry, charged forward,
saying, “I did!”

“Through trickery!” Master Gladius shouted, as he
spun and brought his golden-hilted blade around in a move that
could certainly sever head from neck. You Bugger, however, had
already moved, skidding across the slippery floor.

“You taught me that there are no rules in combat,
Master!” You Bugger cried as he brought his blade down upon his
former master. Gladius blocked it with ease and replied with a
counterstrike that almost removed You Bugger’s arm.

“There is one, and you broke it!” Master Gladius
retorted.

“A victory earned through deceit is still a
victory, my Master!” You Bugger called, as he dove forwards and
then spun around, whirling Generosity around in a deadly arc. Master Gladius caught the blade
with his own, but it was a close call.

“I lost to that deceit, pupil, and it broke me!”
Master Gladius shouted, pain evident in his voice. Stepping back,
he started to spin his sword in a complex figure-eight
pattern.

You Bugger jumped backward, landing dangerously
close to the cliff’s
edge.

“I’m sorry… my Master. But your ways are not my
ways. You taught me to fight, but I learned how to win on my own.
Forgive me…”

And then You Bugger broke Rule Zero.

Again.

He threw Generosity in a perfect arc. Gladius, smirking, drove his blade
forward, towards his defenseless pupil. Just before he landed the
final blow, however, Generosity impacted the singular lantern above and plunged the room
into complete darkness.

You Bugger, guided by his divine sight, saw his Master clearly.
Side-stepping the skewering blade, he stuck his foot out and
tripped Master Gladius. The strongest warrior in Alm was sent
flying, towards the cliff’s end. You Bugger, with lightning fast
speed, reached out and grabbed the back of his former master,
suspending him above the fatal drop.

“Do you yield, or should I let go?” You Bugger
growled. A second later Generosity fell, impacting the marble with enough force to leave a
sword-shaped indent.

“I yield, friend,” Master Gladius whispered through
gritted teeth.

You Bugger pulled his Master backwards, away from the edge. It was
done.

*

After replacing the lantern, the two men sat down at the edge of
the world. Former pupil and former master, now something altogether
new.

“You’ve grown stronger since your self-imposed
exile, Sebastian,” Gladius said, as he watched the lights above and
below twinkle and shine.

The master of the blade was wearing a simple blue
garment which covered his legs and chest but left his arms unrestrained. His white,
short-cut hair and beard was neat and meticulous, just like
him.

“Well, it wasn’t on purpose, trust me. I tried to
live a peaceful life, you know…”

“And where did that lead?”

“To a mad assassin, a warmongering king and an
arrogant God.”

Gladius chuckled and said, “Let me guess, you broke Rule Zero
again?”

You Bugger nodded, saying, “A couple of times, yeah.”

Gladius sat in silence for a moment before continuing, “You know,
Sebastian, it took me a long time to get over our fight. When I met
you, you could barely lift your sword. I thought that we still had
years left, as master and pupil… but it just goes to show that one
should never underestimate a Rion whelp.”

“I’m sorry, that things happened that way,” You
Bugger said, with a drawn out sigh, “I was feeling so conflicted
and confused about my path in life and I took it out on you, my
master…”

Gladius shook his head in response, saying, “I understand. I think
that, in truth, I already knew that you had surpassed me. I was
just a stubborn old man, refusing to acknowledge that my time had
come and gone.”

“Master- You Bugger began.

Gladius held up his hand, silencing his former pupil.

“Just… Gladius, Sebastian. You, of all people, have
earned that. And in a strange twist of fate it turns out that being
defeated was the best thing that ever happened to me. Before I
started training you I spent years honing my skills by challenging
anyone and everyone I came across. After you defeated me, I
returned to that lifestyle. I think that I was trying to convince
myself that I was still the strongest man in Alm. I fought everyone
I could find, anyone who could lift a blade whether they consented
or not. But with every victory I felt the hole in my heart widen.
It was only when I returned here, seeking a rematch, that I learnt
that you had left the Estate.”

Gladius held out his hand, reaching towards the stars above, and said,
“At first I was angry. I realized that with you missing I would
never know if your victory was a fluke or a display of skill that
transcended my own. But, while I was raging and lost, your father
approached me. He offered me a place here, as a trainer for his
army, and in doing so I realized the truth.”

Gladius closed his hand, and continued, “I realized that in all my
years of fighting, the most fun I ever had was when I was training
you. When you beat me, and when you left, I wasn’t angry because I
had lost a fight, I was angry because I had lost a friend. Training
others, Sebastian, and helping them grow stronger, is my true
calling…”

“What about our fight just now? Going through the
trouble of creating a strawman to fool me?” You Bugger
asked.

Gladius
shrugged his shoulders, saying, “Perhaps a small part of me just
wanted to discover if I could beat you. But the truth is that I
know about your Godhood. And hey, if you can’t beat an old man like
me, how could you possibly defeat the Son Who Stands
Above?”

You Bugger laughed, loud and strong. And
for a moment, he was a boy
again.

“So, Gladius, what is
your verdict?”

Gladius took a moment to answer, “Well… I think that Supremus is in
for one heck of a beating!”

*

Claudia
awoke in an unfamiliar bed. But this was the second time in one
day, so the shock was not as great. Rising, she saw that it was
still early in the morning. You Bugger hadn’t come to bed, not even
to pretend to sleep. This wasn’t alarming, but she would be a liar
if she didn’t miss his presence. So, instead of waiting for her
errant husband, she went looking for him. Dressing in a thick cloak
in order to ward off the mountain chill, she left You Bugger’s
childhood room.

Leaving
the room, she wandered through the Estate, hoping that she would
find You Bugger by luck alone.

However, a few minutes later she found something a bit
different.

His father.

*

Claudia wasn’t sure how she had found the small glade where she now
stood. She vaguely remembered a twisting and turning series of
corridors and walkways which had seemed never-ending until now. She
was standing in a small clearing at the back of the Estate. A small
waterfall added some ambience and a large, red-leaved tree sat in
the centre of the clearing. Before it, clad in his house’s colours,
was Theon de Rion. He was kneeling before the tree, one hand placed
upon its hardy bark.

Claudia was about to tip-toe in the
opposite direction when
Theon spoke, saying, “Sebastian… our boy… came back to us
yesterday…”

Claudia held her breath, aware that she was probably intruding upon
something extremely private.

“I know that many people thought that he would
never return, but I never doubted, not even for a moment. And what
a life he has lived, down in the lowlands. I tell you know, if I
had not heard it from his own mouth, I would not have believed half
the things I heard. Fighting assassins, ruling kingdoms, returning
from death itself… Jayna, he truly is everything we had hoped he
would be…”

Claudia took a step forwards, despite her better judgement. It was
strange, but she felt something approaching a kinship with Theon.
Despite having only just met him, they had something in
common.

Both of them loved You Bugger.

And both of them knew only half of his story.

“Good morning, Claudia,” Theon suddenly said,
without turning around.

“Good morning… Lord Theon…” Claudia replied, after
a startled pause.

Theon turned then, and took a moment to wipe his eyes before
responding, “Please, call me father, or Theon if that is too much
for you.”

Claudia took a step forward towards the most powerful man in
Alm.

“Very well… father…”

The word brought about a newfound warmth to her
chest, but it did not warm her body. She shivered in the frosty morning
air.

Without
saying another word Theon removed his heavy-looking black cloak and
approached her. She took it without question.

It held
a father’s warmth.

“Is this… the family grave?” Claudia asked, hoping
that she wasn’t prying too deeply into matters that did not concern
her.

“In a manner of speaking. According to custom,
members of my family are not buried in the earth. Instead, at the
end of our lives, we are cremated and our ashes are scattered from
the peak of the Black Mountain. This place is for… remembering
those who have left us. I come here to speak with Jayna de Rion, my
wife and Sebastian’s mother.”

“I see… My condolences for your loss,
father…”

“Thank you, Claudia, your words are appreciated.
Jayna left us six years ago, but every time the wind blows down
from the mountain I can feel her, if only for a moment. But enough
about those who have left, I wish to speak about those who have
returned.”

Ah.

“You want to know about You Bugger?” Claudia
asked.

Theon chuckled and replied, “I suppose I do. When he left here,
he was Sebastian, but in the time since it seems that he has found
a new name. Regardless of what he calls himself, my love for him
remains unchanged. But, please, tell me, what do you think of
him?”

Claudia
took a deep breath before replying, “You Bugger… Sebastian… is like
no other person I have ever met. When we first met he saved my life
without even knowing my name. When I gave him Brent’s throne, he
defended its people while sacrificing his own body. I never know
what he will do next, and I still do not know who he
truly
is… but that has not stopped me
from falling in love with him…”

“And thus your love is true,” Theon said, leading
Claudia over to the red-leaved tree, “It is unfortunately all too
common for people from the lowlands to approach me, asking to marry
members of my family. All they can see, truly, are the titles they
would gain or the power they would wield. But you fell in love with
Sebastian and married him without even knowing his true name. That,
Claudia, is remarkable and worthy of praise.”

Claudia did not know what to say, so she said nothing.

Theon, however, wasn’t finished.

“Do you know the motto of my family, Claudia?” he
asked, turning his gaze towards the mountain above.

“Strength Above All,” Claudia replied, without
hesitation.

“Correct, but between you and I it feels somewhat…
incomplete. Nevertheless, strength is what the Rion Family is known
for. We recruit veteran soldiers from every kingdom in Alm and have
an army stronger than any other. We use this army to keep the peace
in our lands, allowing safe passage across the centre of Alm for
any kingdom. All we ask in exchange is a small fee, which, over
time, has led us to accumulate a sizeable amount of wealth. But
this money is not for hoarding, instead we use it to facilitate
trade between the twelve kingdoms and invest it in places of
learning and growth. To be a Rion is to be a ruler, but we do not
rule, understand?”

Claudia nodded, recalling her own training at the
hands of the royal
scholars.

The Rion Family, despite their enormous power, had never once
attempted to exert control over any single kingdom. If they wanted
to, it would be quite easy for them to conquer any kingdom or
perhaps even all of them.

But they never had.

“It would appear that you have been taught well,
Claudia, but let me ask you a more difficult question. What ruleset
do the members of my family follow?”

Claudia opened her mouth to answer and suddenly stopped.

She had no idea.

No one did. For centuries the scholars of Alm had tried to figure out the
Rion Family rules, hoping to understand their strange and reclusive
ways. But no one had managed to figure out even a single
rule.

After a lengthy pause, Claudia shook her head and said, “Forgive me,
father, but I do not know…”

“And there is no shame in that, because the
question itself is a trick. The answer is that my family follows no
ruleset.”

What?

“But- how?” Claudia asked, in shock.

“The Gods, you see, seem to favour us. When
Sebastian the Black, my ancestor, first arrived in Alm, he climbed
the Black Mountain. Out of hundreds of followers, he was the only
one to reach the summit. There, he met the Gods of Alm and asked
for their aid. He told them of the Anarchysm and how the chaos of
the Lawless Lands had claimed the lives of so many of his people.
Hearing his pleas, the Gods gave him the Rules of Man, so that
order would prevail instead of chaos. But to Sebastian alone they
gave three gifts. A ring as a symbol of his accomplishments, a
mountain to call home and a rule made just for his
line.”

“A rule?”

“Rion Rule One: Forge your own destiny. It means
that we are free to choose any ruleset, any Rule of Man, and follow
it. I could follow the Way of the Sword today and the Baker’s Code
tomorrow, if I so chose. Sebastian, it seems, now follows the Art
of Begging, which I have always felt is one of the most overlooked
rulesets on Alm. Did you know that they have a rule about helping
princesses? How interesting…”

Claudia nodded. She was quite
familiar with
that
particular rule.

“Father, if this is some sort of test, please tell
me…” Claudia asked, feeling her earlier tiredness
return.

Theon chuckled and replied, “No test, Claudia de Brent. I am not the
kind of person who would interrogate my son’s wife in order to find
out if she deserved him. No… Sebastian… You Bugger, as you know
him, chose you. That alone means that your character is beyond
question. But let us retire for the night… daughter, for the
journey ahead is still long.”

Claudia followed Theon out of the glade.

You Bugger was still a mystery to her. But slowly she was filling in
the missing pieces.

However, the biggest mystery still lay unsolved: why had he left his
home?

*

You Bugger watched the sun rise over the kingdoms of Alm. He felt
oddly peaceful for a man running out of time.

In six
days he would have to face Supremus, weakness found or not. If he
lost, he would lose everything. And if he won… he would probably
remain a God.

Neither option appealed to him, unfortunately.

As he was pondering his future, his past
walked up to
him.

“Good morning, son,” Theon said. In his hands were
two cups of steaming honeymelt tea, made fresh from a plant which
only grew on the mountain. It was perhaps the only food he had
truly missed during his time in the lowlands.

“I know that you don’t need to eat or drink,
but-

“Thanks, dad,” You Bugger said, taking one of the
cups and tasting the sweet drink. It was better than he
remembered.

“Are you ready to ascend the mountain?” his father
asked, taking a seat beside him. They were sitting on a bench
overlooking the kingdoms below and from where they sat they could
see all the way to the distant ocean. It sparkled in the morning
light, a view that was theirs and theirs alone.

“Yes, although Claudia and Fade are making a few
final checks on our provisions.”

“I see. Are you sure you don’t want to take a few
guards up with you? In case Supremus shows up?”

You Bugger shook his head and replied, “Thank you, but no. I will
not endanger any more people for my sake. If I could do this
without Claudia and Fade, I would…”

“So why not leave them behind?”

“There are not chains strong enough to stop them
from following after, I’m afraid to say,” You Bugger said,
chuckling.

“Hmm, your mother, golden-haired and
golden-hearted, was exactly the same. When I embarked on a campaign
to destroy the bandit lords she could not be kept from my side.
That stubbornness is just one of the many gifts she gave
you.”

You Bugger said nothing for a time.

He tried not to think about Jayna, his mother, too
often. She had been the
light in his life, and when that light had been suddenly snuffed
out it had been almost too much to bear. Although it had not been
his intention, his escape and new life as a beggar had helped him
through his grief. To be a beggar meant letting go of things like
regrets and family, and focusing only on where your next coin was
coming from. The years he had spent on his knees, staring at the
unchanging cobblestones of Garn had allowed him to process Jayna’s
passing in a way that had restored some of the light to his
life.

Not all, but some.

But it was hard to explain that using mere words.

“You know, speaking of gifts… I was rather
surprised to receive your letter. Not so much as a word from you
for five years and then suddenly an Almani hawk arrives on our
doorstep with an unsigned letter asking for an army…”

“You knew it was from me?” You Bugger asked. He had
written it with his left hand and had purposefully worded it as if
it had come from one of their agents working secretly in the
lowlands, using a code of authenticity that only they would
know.

“Who taught you your letters, Sebastian?” his
father replied, with a laugh, “But truthfully it was nothing more
than a father’s hope. I thought… that if I authorized the army to
march on Lisare… it might somehow bring you back to us…”

You Bugger felt the guilt, always present but
usually well-tempered,
suddenly rise up until it sat at the back of his throat.

“Father… I’m sorry, but I cannot let this hope live
on for much longer…” he said, staring at his feet.

Theon raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

Taking a deep breath, You Bugger pressed on, saying, “When all of
this is over. If I somehow survive… I won’t return here. I’m sorry,
but I cannot become Lord of the Mountain… My place is down there,
not up here…”

You Bugger braced himself for words of anger or
disappointment. Instead, to his great surprise, his father reached out and placed a hand on
his shoulder.

“I know, Sebastian. You have built a life for
yourself and found both love and friendship in equal measure. I
cannot say that a large part of me hoped that you had returned to
us for good, but I suppose I shall have to be satisfied with the
knowledge that you are well. But know this, oh wayward son of mine,
there are three things that will not change, no matter what you
call yourself or where your feet take you. You, Sebastian de Rion,
are Lord of the Mountain. This I have spoken and this I decree.
Wherever you go, you carry that legacy with you. The second thing,
which needs to be said, is that I am proud of you. Whether you are
a beggar, a king or anything else, you have stayed true to your
convictions. You are kind, strong and carry the virtues that your
mother and I hold dear.”

You Bugger fought back his tears. He wasn’t ready for this.

It wasn’t fair.

“An- and the third thing that will not change?” he
asked, voice wavering.

Theon smiled and replied, “My love for you.”

*

A few hours later You Bugger, Claudia and Fade stood outside the Rion
Estate. They were leaving through a small, unremarkable black door
which bore a simple effigy of the mountain above. The entire family
had come to see them off, bearing gifts of food and blankets for
the harsh climb ahead. The route was well-marked with a series of
flags which bore the colours of the twelve kingdoms. Theon had also
given them a map which had been marked with the locations of the
rest huts. These small buildings contained additional food and
supplies which enabled the family to climb the mountain in any
season. No member of the family had ever died climbing the
mountain, and You Bugger wasn’t about to become the
first.

“Do you have everything?” Theon asked, as he helped
Fade check his pack. They would have to climb without any animals
to help bear the lode, as was the tradition. A Rion who could not
ascend unaided was no Rion at all…

“I think so,” You Bugger replied, hefting his own
pack. He had no need of food or drink, so he instead carried extra
rations for Fade and Claudia. It had been six years since he had
last climbed the mountain, when he had accompanied his father for
the scattering of his mother’s ashes. He had not seen anything
resembling a temple during that journey, but hopefully his divine
sight would help them to see that which lay hidden.

“Good. This mountain is your birthright, my son,
and it will bow before you. The blade which pierces its peak is
your blade, and the ground you tread upon is your ground. It will
not fail you,” Theon said, turning to face the trio.

Raising his arms, he exclaimed, “Most of you here already know this, but
in our family our names are chosen according to an ancient system.
My name, and my father’s name, and so on, are based on the names of
the children of our progenitor, Sebastian the Black. Every thirteen
generations, once each of his children has been honoured, we name a
child after Sebastian himself. The man you call You Bugger is the
second man to bear this honour, and from the moment he opened his
eyes his mother and I knew that he would live up to his namesake’s
legacy.”

Theon took a moment to catch his breath
and then continued, “No matter
what happens up there… we… I… could not be prouder. My son… it does
not matter what you call yourself. Wherever you walk, whoever you
face, whatever you do, this family will support you. Now go, and
show that bastard of a God what it means to pick a fight with the
Rion family!”

The family cheered at Theon’s words. You Bugger, at a loss for words,
simply walked up to his father and embraced him.

He had thought that he was fighting
against Supremus in order to
ensure that Claudia would not have to lose him. But he had been
wrong.

No matter what it took, he would defeat Supremus. He would climb every
mountain, break every rule, accomplish every impossible
task…

He would do anything, in order to keep
his father from losing
his only son…

This he swore.

So was
it written, and so shall it be.


Chapter 10: Ascension






“Can you pass me the water please, Sebastian?”
Claudia asked, with a barely concealed mirth.

“Are we still on the right track, Sebastian?” Fade
asked, not even bothering to hide his amusement at the
situation.

It had only been an hour, but already
his patience had run
out.

“Look, can we put that to rest already?” he asked,
with an exasperated sigh.

“No, Sebastian, we
can’t,” Claudia immediately replied, “It’s one thing to find out
your husband’s real name, and quite another to find out that he’s the bloody Lord of the
Mountain!”

“And what’s your excuse?” You Bugger asked Fade,
“You’ve known since the beginning.”

Fade shrugged and replied, “Maybe I just like seeing you
suffer, Sebastian.”

“This doesn’t change anything, you know that,
right?” You Bugger asked, directing his question to the Queen of
Brent, “I’m still just… me, okay? I told Theon-

“Your father,” Fade quipped.

You Bugger paused before continuing with an annoyed tone, “Yes,
alright, I told my father that I had no intentions to return to the
estate or take over from him. Once Supremus has been taken care of,
I’ll be back to begging before you can say: hey, where did You
Bugger go?”

“So you expect me to just pretend that you aren’t
the son of Theon de Rion, the most powerful person in Alm, and that
you aren’t the new Lord of the Mountain?”

“Yes.”

“Not happening,” Claudia fired back, “This is the
biggest news to hit Alm since, well, ever! The Lord of the Mountain
pretending to be a common beggar! No one will believe
this!”

“Good. I spent years covering my tracks, I have no
desire to become newsworthy now.”

“Oh, and how did that work out for you, Sebastian?
Even without the knowledge of who you really are, you are already
known across the continent. The beggar who became king of Brent,
the king who defeated the unbeatable King Osrik, and the man who
returned from death and became a God? Honestly at this point adding
the whole Lord of the Mountain thing seems a bit redundant, don’t
you think?” said Claudia, with a laugh.

I never asked for any of that!” You Bugger barked, before immediately
regretting it.

“And yet it would have happened regardless, old
friend,” Fade commented, “No one asked you to save Claudia from
Nok. No one asked you to return to the capital in order to face
King Osrik. You did those things because you, Sebastian or whatever
else you call yourself, are a good man. You could not ignore a
woman in peril, and you could not let innocent civilians suffer if
you could prevent it. You spent five years hiding who you were, but
threw away everything in a moment just to save a stranger’s
life.”

You Bugger had no recourse. It was true, that much he knew. But
that didn’t mean he had to accept it.

“Look, I might have done those things, but I tried
my hardest to stay out of trouble! At every turn I tried to stand
aside and let fate take hold, but every time I was thrust onto a
path that I did not choose! If you ask me-

You Bugger suddenly stopped.

There was a man on the path.

The path which had only one entrance.

The path which was guarded by the most powerful army on
Alm.

The only people who should be there were walking behind
him.

And yet
the man stood before them. He was dressed in a raggedy old cloak,
worn and patched up over a lifetime of use. It was badly faded,
with its original colour and sigils long since lost, leaving only a
bland black base. The man’s face was concealed by a messy black
beard and a mop of overgrown raven hair, leaving only a pair of
piercing slate-grey eyes which seemed to regard the world with
weary resignation.

You Bugger stiffened up. The only other things that could possibly
be on this mountain were the Gods themselves… and Supremus could
take on many forms.

Had he come to prevent You Bugger from learning
about his weakness? Or was he simply eager to get their battle over with?

“Who are you?!?” You Bugger called.

The black-clad man turned to face him.

“Son of the Mountain…” he whispered, and yet his
voice carried easily on the light breeze.

The Son Who Stands Above?

You Bugger quietly unsheathed Generosity. He wasn’t sure how much good it would do against a God,
but he had no other options.

“Have you come to claim your inheritance…” the man
continued. He bore no weapons but You Bugger knew all too well that
Supremus could kill using just a finger.

“Do not look above, look within…”

 “What do
you want?!?” You Bugger screamed. At least Supremus had been direct
during their last encounter.

Submit or die.

An easy, binary choice.

This, by comparison, was maddeningly obtuse.

“Learn the motto…”

“Speak clearly!” You Bugger bellowed,
bringing Generosity to
bear.

“When hope dies, look to the mountain…”

A moment later the man vanished, as if he had never
been.

Turning, You Bugger caught sight of his companion’s shocked
expressions.

“Do you think that was Supremus?” he asked, as he
sheathed his kingblade.

“My friend, who are you talking about?” Fade asked,
one hand on the hilt of his black blade.

“The man, the one who was standing over there!” You
Bugger replied, gesturing to where the mysterious stranger had
stood.

“Um, darling, I’m sorry about earlier, but this is
hardly a fitting response!” Claudia said, looking
shaken.

“What in the Abyss are you talking about?” You
Bugger snapped. He was starting to get annoyed.

“Well, friend, you suddenly started speaking to
yourself and waving your sword around. We were worried that
something had gone wrong… with your head…”

“I wasn’t speaking to myself; I was talking to the
man!” You Bugger responded, before the awful truth dawned on him,
“Wait, let me guess… you couldn’t see him?”

Fade
and Claudia nodded in unison.

You Bugger sighed and said, “Fine, never mind then. Let’s just climb
this bloody mountain and get this over with!”

*

They spent the rest of the day slowly
climbing the Black
Mountain. The path itself was not particularly difficult and had
been carved out by generations of Rion family members, but it was
arduous all the same. The air, already thin, became even thinner,
causing every step to feel heavier than the last.

Claudia struggled the most, and before the sun was even halfway to
the ocean she was already exhausted. Fade fared a bit better thanks
to his training, but even he was not immune to the seemingly
eternal climb.

Only You Bugger, with his divine body, suffered no ill effects. He
knew that he could continue to climb the mountain all day and
night, without stopping, but he could not leave his companions
behind. Therefore, when he spotted the first rest hut, constructed
at the foot of a sheer cliff, he almost jumped for joy.

*

Fade and Claudia ate a meal of preserved meat and
pure meltwater. The
moment her plate was empty Claudia’s eyelids dropped and she
entered a deep slumber that not even the end of the world would
shake. You Bugger carefully laid her down on one of the hut’s beds
and sat back against the stout timber. Fade, already finished with
his own meal, did the same.

The two old friends sat in silence for a time.
They had spent hundreds
of nights just like this, enjoying the quietness born from comfort.
Tonight, however, Fade was the first to break the
silence.

“How do you feel, now that she knows the truth?” he
asked You Bugger.

You Bugger could see the tiredness in his friend’s eyes, but he
answered him all the same, “In a way, I’m glad that she found out.
I have no more secrets to keep from her. She deserves that, and
more…”

Fade nodded in agreement before
continuing, “And your
father seemed to like her too.”

“I’m not surprised,” You Bugger replied, “She has
the same fire in her eyes that my mother had. I wish you could have
met her, my friend… She would have liked you… Perhaps we’ll all
find each other, in Accordia…”

Fade looked pensive before responding, “Accordia, huh? It would be nice,
if we all ended up there. But I broke the Assassins Code by killing
Buddy the Butcher. I think that, when my time comes, the Abyss will
be my home…”

“Fade…” You Bugger started, but what could he say
to that? An eternity in the lightless Abyss, just because he had
broken a single rule?

And by
doing so, he had saved You Bugger’s life.

It wasn’t fair.

Fade, however, did not look worried. Instead, he raised his hand and
said, “I do not blame you, old friend. I chose my path, and I will
choose my ending as well. All I want to know… is what was it
like?”

You Bugger replied with a look of confusion.

“What was what like?” he asked.

“Death,” Fade replied, with a serious look, “You
are the only person I know who has died and returned to life. I’ve
taken dozens of lives in my time as an assassin, but I still don’t
know what it’s like.”

You Bugger thought for a moment, recalling that fateful
evening.

“When Supremus killed me, I thought that I would
feel pain, anger or sorrow, but instead I felt… peaceful. All of a
sudden, all of my worries and concerns… melted away. When I sat on
the Sword of the Mountain, I was ready to be judged by the Gods of
Alm. I didn’t care about Brent, or begging, or what came next. I
simply accepted that whatever was about to happen was
inevitable.”

“Peaceful, huh?” Fade said, mostly to himself, “And
you had no regrets? None at all?”

“Well, I did have one regret. I regretted that my
family would never know what happened to me. I would simply… never
come home, and they would forever wonder what became of
me…”

“Is that why you kept the Black Ring? Because you
couldn’t fully let go of your family?”

You Bugger nodded. It would have been so easy to simply drop it into the
river and be done with it. But it was a part of him, a link in the
chain which stretched back to the first of his line.

Retrieving it from his secret pocket, he placed it on the ring
finger of his left hand. It had been five years since he had worn
it, and yet it still fit him perfectly.

No more would it be hidden away.
His family had welcomed
him back with open arms, and to refute their forgiveness was
unthinkable.

Together with the White Ring of Brent adorning
his right hand, he was
now complete. In his left hand, his past. In his right, his
future.

“Thank you, my friend, for never wavering,” You
Bugger said, and he meant every word, “Even after you discovered my
true identity, you did not leave my side. Your friendship and your
loyalty are both more than I deserve. Trust me, when I say this, if
any foolish God tries to put you in the Abyss… I will march in
there and drag you out, understand?”

Fade nodded, smiling a small smile. His eyes were heavy, and he did not
resist the sweet temptation of sleep. You Bugger, unburdened by
such desires, kept his eyes open. In the silence atop the world, he
watched over his two companions, ready to face anything or anyone
in order to keep them safe…

*

“Cut them down!” the Lord cried, as his soldiers
charged at the enemy. A few of the smarter men turned and ran at
the sight of the charging cavalry, but most of them stubbornly
stood their ground. The ones who ran would only live for a few
minutes longer than their brave companions, but for many that hope
was enough to send them running. While his soldiers slaughtered the
poorly equipped farmers the Lord raised his gaze, searching for
Domin.

The man, wrinkled and crooked, had appeared to him
recently, somehow slipping into his bedchambers without alerting a single guard. He
had told the Lord about a town on the edge of his claim that was
planning to break away from the kingdom of Caem over as silly a
reason as ‘years of exploitation and unfair taxation’. The Lord,
whose wealth had come from said ‘exploitation’ had immediately
rallied his men and formed a punitive force.

Somehow, the townspeople had received word of his coming,
and had assembled an army of the people. They had barricaded the
town and sworn to defend it at all costs. For a week they had held
out, even managing to score a few minor victories against the
Lord’s men.

But Domin, ever resourceful, had slipped in somehow and opened the
western gate, allowing the Lord and his army to breach the town’s
defenses and strike at its heart. Even now his men were approaching
the town hall, where the women and children had taken
refuge.

Once it lay in ruins, the survivors would surely
submit.

The Lord, after a cursory search, found his target perched atop a
belltower. Domin, upon noticing his gaze, gave a merry wave. The
Lord, after a moment’s hesitation, returned the gesture. He would
never say this in front of the man, but Domin unnerved him. No man…
no thing… had eyes like that… and despite his kindly face, it had
been his suggestion to focus the attack on the town
hall…

*

Supremus lowered his hand and dropped his merry expression the
moment the Lord turned away. It had been criminally easy to get the
man to attack the town, just as it had been trivial to convince the
townspeople to rebel. Humans saw what they wanted to see, so, when
they saw a kindly old man offering advice, they took it.

As he watched the Lord’s soldiers cut down the last defender he let
out a heartfelt laugh. Soon the town hall would be up in flames,
and the town’s weak and foolish would burn with it. The strong
would rule the weak, just as it should be.

Already, he was thinking about his next move. It had been a while
since he watched ‘The War of the Families’, but it did take a lot
of effort. He could also go with ‘The Healer and the
Plague’…

No, he
had done that one last year.

Hmmm…

It was then that Supremus
remembered a memory of
victory. The killing of the Beggar King.

Ah, how about… ‘The Cleansing Purge of the Undesirables’? He had not
watched one of those in decades!

However, as he leaned forward and prepared to savour the moment of
victory, an unusual thought stole across his mind. He could have
left it alone… but Supremus was a perfectionist. The thought grew
in his mind, unable to be forgotten or ignored.

It got so bad that Supremus couldn’t even enjoy the slaughter
below.

Eventually, he shook his head and stood. It pained
him to leave right before the moment of victory, but this thought could not be
refuted.

Where
was the beggar, and what was he doing?

Supremus knew that the beggar had no hope of actually defeating him,
but he had underestimated the man during his time as King Osrik’s
advisor. If there was even a miniscule chance that the man could
discover his weakness?

No, that was impossible.

But…
the thought would not go away until he was sure.

With a
cry of anger he left the battle, ready to hunt down the only man
who had ever opposed him…

*

You Bugger was running out of time.

But more importantly, he was running out of
patience.

“So then, he says, I placed them on their grave, an eternal symbol of
their love!” Claudia said, with a laugh.

“He didn’t!” Fade replied, with a chuckle of
his own.

“He did! I felt so sorry for him that I
nearly cried!”

You Bugger had spent the morning
enduring their
conversation. It had started innocently enough when Claudia had
asked Fade how long he had known about You Bugger’s real
name.

After that, the conversation had shifted to the lies You Bugger had
told in order to hide his true identity.

“Haha, I can’t believe he came up with that on the spot!” Fade
exclaimed, “He told me that he was the son of a farmer who lost all
of his money to gambling and he was sold into slavery in order to
pay back his family’s debts!”

They both turned to look at You
Bugger before laughing
even harder.

“I must say, I thought that he was some kind of disgraced noble when
he recited the Good Knight in Mound’s Inn, but I would have never
guessed that he was the Lord of the Mountain!” Claudia
chortled.

You Bugger said nothing.

“Well, if nothing else he is inventive with his lies,” Fade said,
with a wide grin.

“And it never stopped him from doing what was
right,” Claudia commented, with a slightly kinder tone, “He never
acted like he was the son of the Great Theon de Rion, and
not once has he ever
treated people like they were beneath him…”

“True, if he had stayed on the mountain he would have had an easy life,”
Fade added, laughter fading just as easily as its owner, “But
instead he ran away and left it all behind. And even then, with the
skills he possessed he could have easily become a successful
merchant or even a lord…”

The two of them looked at him. Their derisive
expressions had vanished entirely.

“From the highest to the lowest, huh?”
Claudia stated, looking contemplative.

“Indeed. I don’t think anyone else could give up so much and receive
so little in return. And even when fate handed him what he was
owed, he did not take it willingly.”

Claudia came closer then and placed her arm
on You Bugger’s shoulder.

“Sorry, for making fun of you earlier,” she
said, in a soft
tone.

“Aye, we were just having a bit of fun, friend,” Fade
added.

You Bugger, feeling playful, replied, “Oh, so the
mortals seek the
forgiveness of the Gods? Hmm, I am not swayed by your words, ye who
seek to mock the Beggar God!”

Claudia and Fade shared a look before replying in unison, “Oh God
of Beggars and Broken Things, please, grant us your
mercy!”

You Bugger pretended to think it over before nodding once and saying,
“Ahem, your pleas for mercy have moved me, mortals. I shall grant
you the forgiveness you seek!”

Claudia, trying to stifle a laugh, bowed low and said, “Thank
you, oh Great One, for your leniency!”

“May your hands be filled with coin and your stomach be filled with
Squeaker Stew!” Fade added, not even trying to hide his
amusement.

The trio, after a momentary pause, broke out into raucous laughter which
stayed with them as they ascended the Black Mountain.

*

The summit was still high above them when they decided to stop
and rest. You Bugger, unburdened by a mortal frame, decided to
wander ahead whilst Claudia and Fade ate and slept. As he did so,
he cast his mind back to the last time he had ascended the Black
Mountain.

Six years ago he had accompanied his father on a trip to the
summit. They had climbed its midnight-black surface in order to
scatter the ashes of Jayna, his mother.

But, beneath the Sword of the Mountain, there was nothing but black
rock. No temple, no monument, not so much as a hut stood atop the
world.

Agister had claimed that The Temple of the Son lay
in the Mountain, but he
had never claimed that it sat atop it.

What if they had been wrong?

What if the Temple was somewhere else?

“Do not look above, look within…” You Bugger said,
quoting the stranger who was only visible to a God’s
eyes.

Hmmm.

Perhaps a Temple to the Son Who Stands Above was not meant to be seen
with mortal eyes.

You Bugger looked at the mountain.

It looked solid and imposing, but barren. No Temple shimmered into
view.

Drawing
on the light which now dwelt inside him, You Bugger closed his
eyes.

And then, when he opened them, he
looked
at the mountain.

It looked almost the same, save for one crucial
difference. A pulsing blue sphere sitting at the Heart of the
Mountain. From the
sphere, extending like the tendrils of a vine, were pathways that
led outwards. One such pathway was only a short distance away,
hidden in a cleft of rock which shielded it from the main
path.

*

“A blue
sphere?” asked Claudia, sounding uncertain.

“Yeah,
right at the centre of the mountain. It has to be the Temple,” You
Bugger replied, as he led his companions towards the cleft. The
mountainside appeared normal, and there were no obvious markings or
indentations to indicate that there was an entrance to the Temple.
The rock was jet-black and unbroken, and soon doubt began to enter
his mind.

“Are you sure?” asked Claudia, as she stared at the
featureless wall of rock. They had reached the end of the cleft in
the mountainside.

“No, but I know that there is no Temple at the
summit…” You Bugger said, stepping forward. To his divine eyes the
rock before him shimmered with a deep blue light. Reaching out his
hand, he placed it upon the dark stone, expecting to feel solid
rock.

Instead, his fingers passed through
as if the mountain was not even
there. Pushing deeper, he allowed the mountain to swallow his
arm.

“Come on,” he said, gesturing with his other hand
for Claudia and Fade to follow him. He heard them taking deep
breaths before joining him. Steeling his nerves, he stepped through
and, once his eyes adjusted to the gloom, found himself in a narrow
passage. The walls had been clearly carved out by human hands and
sigils depicting the Gods adorned the passage walls.

Fade, ever resourceful, produced a torch and lit
it, bringing light into
the darkness. The way ahead seemed straightforward and safe, so
they followed it with only the slightest hesitation.

After a few minutes the passage began to widen before suddenly
terminating in a massive cavern. Three things immediately struck
You Bugger.

Firstly, the Temple lay directly
before them, consisting
of a large building surrounded by marble columns and finely carved
frescoes.

Secondly, the Sword of the Mountain had pierced the Temple, slicing
through the structure’s centre and carrying on deeper into the
heart of the mountain. This alone meant that the Temple was even
older than the Sword, which dated it to a time before Sebastian the
Black’s arrival in Alm.

And thirdly, You Bugger could just barely make out symbols carved
into the blade.

Strength Above All, that was the Rion motto. Those were the
symbols engraved in the metal which been visible for almost five
hundred years.

But…
what if that wasn’t the full motto?

What if the world was wrong?


Chapter 11: He Who Stands Above






Supremus approached the mountain with murder in his heart.

He knew
that the Divine Rules gave the beggar wretch twelve days to prepare
for their battle, but his patience had run out. If it meant that
the world would be rid of You Bugger even a moment sooner, he would
happily break the rules.

After all, he had done it before…

*

“I can’t believe that this has been here the whole
time…” Claudia said, in a hushed tone.

“It must be at least as old as the first settlers,”
Fade added.

“Older,” You Bugger said, staring at the massive
structure, “It was here long before us, hidden from view. If there
is anywhere on Alm where we can learn Supremus’ secrets, it’s
here.”

Together the trio approached the ancient structure. Its singular
entrance was flanked by giant marble columns which were decorated
with carvings and sigils.

“If only we could understand these symbols…”
Claudia said, as she traced her fingers over a symbol which looked
like an inverted wave.

You Bugger focused his attention on the symbol and used his divine
sight to see beyond the veil of mortal understanding.

“Praise the Son Who Stands Above, may he lead us to
great glory,” You Bugger said, a moment later.

“Of course, I should have known,” Claudia
commented, with a sigh.

“Well, that should make things easier,” said Fade,
as they made their way towards the oversized doors. An effigy of
Supremus, arms spread and mouth snarling, watched them as they
approached.

It was not a welcoming sight.

“He looks… powerful…” Claudia whispered, her words
swallowed up by the ominous atmosphere.

You
Bugger hesitated to take a step forward. It felt… wrong, like he
was a thief breaking into a nobleman’s home.

“Let’s try and not linger too long, alright?” he
asked his companions, as all three slowly approached the titanic
doors.

“Agreed,” Fade and Claudia replied in
unison.

Upon closer inspection, You Bugger found writing upon the door before
him.

“Ambition is the only true judge of character. A
man who lacks ambition is no man at all,” You Bugger
read.

“Well, he is the giver of action and ambition,
after all,” Fade commented, as You Bugger placed a hand upon the
ancient stone door and pushed.

It should have creaked and cracked as it slowly
opened for them, but it didn’t. Instead it easily swung open at You Bugger’s touch,
as if it had been expecting them. Beyond lay a room wreathed in
darkness and not for the first time You Bugger felt a strong desire
to turn around and flee.

But that wasn’t an option, so he led them deeper into the Temple of
the Son instead.

*

Fade’s
torch brought a small measure of light to the darkened chamber, and
it was just enough to see what lay ahead. A scale model of the
Black Mountain had been placed on the stonework floor, but it was…
different from the one Claudia had once shown him in the
palace.

For starters it lacked the Sword of the Mountain, dating it to a
time before the Anarchysm. Additionally, the lands around the
mountain were unknown to You Bugger. Forest where now stood bog.
City where now lay desert. Nations where now lay empty fields. This
was not Alm as You Bugger knew it.

But the
most unnerving detail was the way the mountain itself shifted and
moved. When You Bugger took a step to the left, it appeared grey
and twisted, when he moved to the right it became white and
resplendent.

“Ugh, that hurts to look at,” Claudia said, holding
one hand over her stomach and the other over her eyes.

“Look, more writing,” Fade said, pointing to a line
of symbols etched into the miniature mountain’s surface. They too
shifted and moved as You Bugger walked around the model.

It was enough to give anyone a headache.

But Gods do not get headaches, he had found, and thus after taking a
moment to focus his sight all three mountains coalesced into a
single peak.

The symbols, at the same time, merged and were rendered
readable.

“Look upon the mountain, the one true anchor, and
know the truth,” You Bugger read, moving in a counter-clockwise
direction in order to read the spiraling text, “In the beginning,
there was naught but the Void of Chaos. Into this Void was birthed
the mountain to serve as an anchor for all that followed. Codex,
the Father of Rules, used this anchor to fashion a world pleasing
to him. He created the Rules of Creation, and with these rules
created the three realms: Accordia, the Abyss, and Alm. The
mountain thus casts its shadow across the realms, and the resulting
shades bind the realms together. White, Grey and Black, forever
entwined. Codex, desiring more than empty worlds, created the
Ruling Family and gave unto them the Art of Godhood. Codex, almost
spent, then performed one final act of creation and created
Mankind, gifting them the Rules of Man. Thus Codex’s acts ensured
that we would never return to that chaotic nothingness and would
instead be guided by the rules for all eternity.”

You Bugger stopped. He had run out of mountain.

“So the Black Mountain is just a shadow?” Fade
asked, sounding contemplative.

“That’s what it says,” You Bugger replied.
Gesturing to Fade and Claudia, he moved deeper into the chamber.
The light they carried illuminated more of the room, revealing a
large relief set against the back wall. The intricate sculpture
seemed to show two groups of people at war, with a godlike figure
hovering overhead.

You Bugger couldn’t quite put his finger on why, but it looked…
out of place.

Leaning forward, You Bugger found more symbols
carved into the artwork
and read, “Listen and learn, you who seek the favour of our Lord.
Supremus, the Son Who Stands Above, is not without his
flaws.”

“That sounds promising,” Claudia whispered, as she
examined the large scene.

“For a time, all men and women of Alm dutifully
followed the Rules of Man and harmony was at hand. However, in this
society there were no greaters or lessers, and ambition was nowhere
to be found. Supremus, seeking to change this, took on a great many
forms and whispered into the hearts of mankind, stoking the flames
of desire. Alas, mankind’s ambition was greater than Supremus could
have anticipated, as men and women sought to prove themselves
mightier than their kin and before long war erupted between the
nations of Alm. The rules that had meant to keep the peace were
twisted and used as pretext for further bloodshed. Supremus,
however, did not see this as a failure. Instead, our almighty God
sought to use this war to separate the strong from the weak. He
stoked the flames further, bringing brother against brother and
father against son, until all of Alm burned. We, his faithful,
could but watch as our homes were consumed and our families
destroyed. Eventually, the war came to a close, but this place was
no longer fit to support those of us who remained. Ash now fills
the sky and dust mars the ground, killing all but the hardiest of
beasts. And so, when our work here is done and this Temple is
sealed, we will board our remaining ships and sail east, towards a
place where we can be free. But we have learned from our failings.
No Gods shall control us. No Rules shall shape us. No Chains shall
bind us. So it has been written, so shall it be.”

You Bugger took a step backwards.

His head was swimming with newfound
knowledge.

“You Bugger, I- I don’t understand…” Claudia said,
voicing the common opinion.

Shrugging his divine shoulders, You Bugger replied, “I think…
I think this is what led our ancestors to the Lawless Lands. We
fled the machinations of a God who could not accept that all were
equal, and founded new nations that would no longer be bound by
rules.”

“And where did that get us?” Fade asked, “The
Anarchysm? Without rules, we tore ourselves apart and ended up
returning to the homeland we had already destroyed. Before Supremus
ruined things, it sounds like our ancestors were happy…”

You Bugger nodded, saying, “He needs to be stopped.”

*

You Bugger looked at the relief.
Something about it bugged him.
He looked at the rest of the chamber and then back at the
carving.

“It doesn’t fit…” You Bugger said, placing a hand
on the delicately chiseled stone.

“What?” Claudia asked, looking confused.

“This sculpture, it doesn’t fit in with the rest of
the Temple. It looks like it was added after the Temple was
constructed…” You Bugger replied, noting that the stone did not
feel firm underhand, “Fade, help me move this.”

Without questioning his friend Fade moved into
position. Together, they
were able to slowly shift the relief away from the wall.

A few minutes later, they stared at something new:
a hidden
chamber.

You Bugger stepped forward, noting that the Sword
of the Mountain had pierced the roof of the room and had smashed a statue of Supremus into
countless pieces on the way down. The blade, forged in memory of
Sebastian the Black, was unmarked by rust or damage, despite the
centuries that had passed since its forging.

But that wasn’t the most surprising thing about the
Sword.

“Lead Us,” You Bugger read, staring at the cart
sized symbols adorning the blade.

“Strength Above All,” Claudia stated, “And Lead Us…
but from what, or to what?”

“So the Rion Family motto is wrong?” Fade
asked.

“Not wrong,” You Bugger replied, “Just… incomplete.
If we were able to see the entire Sword, perhaps we could find out
the truth…”

The trio looked at the titanic blade.
No one even knew how the
ancestors had managed to forge it in the first place, let alone
embed it into the tallest mountain in the known world. Removing it
was simply unthinkable.

“Perhaps we shall never know…” Claudia said, with a
sad tone.

Moving
around the Sword, You Bugger found something new: a series of
symbols etched into the walls of the chamber. The writing looked…
frenzied.

“Listen to the words of the faithless,” You Bugger
read, starting with the nearest carvings, “My family is dead. My
king is dead. My nation is dead. Supremus has abandoned us, and so
we have abandoned this land. But if you are reading this, it means
that we have returned to this accursed mountain. My friend, listen
well and listen true: Supremus is not as invincible as we once
knew. Our master, our God, has a weakness, just as a man might
tremble at the sight of a court jester, so too does Supremus have a
failing. This failing caused the Schism which tore apart our home
and killed my friends, but perhaps one day it will be turned
against the Son Who Stands Above. Supremus represents ambition, but
there is something even he fears. He, who is so possessed by the
belief that he stands above all, is in fact terrified of something
quite simple. You see, he is afraid of-

“What? What is he afraid of?” Claudia asked, voice
echoing in the ancient chamber.

“I don’t know,” You Bugger replied, feeling his
hope flicker and falter, “Someone has erased the final words and
replaced them.”

“Well, what words did they carve instead?” Fade
asked, looking at the scuffed writing.

“The strong must rule the weak,” replied a voice,
but it did not belong to the Beggar God.

As one the trio turned around, staring at the chamber’s newest
occupant.

Supremus, the Son Who Stands Above, had come
for them.

*

“And the weak must serve the strong,” Supremus
continued, voice filling the small space.

You Bugger swallowed, remembering
how easily the God before him
had ended his life.

“You seek my weakness, beggar?” Supremus asked,
taking a step forwards, “A foolish endeavour, let me assure you. I
was made without flaws, unlike you.”

“Why are you here?” You Bugger asked, forcing the
words out through gritted teeth. He had never been one for fear,
but the sight of the golden robed, pale skinned God before him sent
tremors throughout his frame.

“To kill you, again,” replied Supremus, speaking
with a matter-of-fact tone as if he had just been asked why the sun
rose in the east.

“I still have time.”

Supremus took a step forwards, glowing eyes shining in the deep
darkness.

“True, but neither of us is above breaking the
rules, right, beggar?”

You Bugger shifted slightly to the right,
placing himself between
the arrogant God and the Queen of Brent. Claudia, to her credit,
was standing firm despite the divine presence before her. Fade,
however, had vanished altogether, slipping into the shadows cast by
the dropped torch.

“You would go against Codex?” You Bugger asked,
while he desperately tried to think about a way out of what seemed
like a hopeless situation.

“The Rulefather?” Supremus asked, pausing for a
moment in his advance, “He is not all-knowing or all-seeing, you
know? I will present your corpse to my Family and tell them that
you attacked me first, and then you will be removed from existence.
That is the future I envision, and that is what shall
be.”

Drawing Generosity, You Bugger took a deep breath. He couldn’t beat Supremus,
not as he was, but perhaps he could somehow keep Claudia and Fade
safe. Stepping forward, You Bugger prepared to face his
end.

And then something beyond belief happened.

Fade tried to assassinate a God.

*

Fade emerged from the shadows with black blade in
hand. He made not a sound as he approached the Son Who Stands Above, nor was there any
evidence of his passage. Against any other foe, it would have been
the perfect kill.

Unseen, unheard, unknown.

But Supremus stood above all others.

Without warning he spun around,
lashing out at the
silent assassin. Fade had no time to dodge the divine strike and a
second later he was launched into the darkness, trailing
blood.

“NO!” You Bugger screamed, dashing forward,
Generosity
striking towards the heart of
God.

Supremus, turning back to face his immortal foe, smiled a wicked
smile and clapped his hands together. A golden light filled the
room a moment later, and when Supremus opened his hands a weapon of
alien design roared into life. It looked like a spear with blades
on either side, forged in sinuous ways that seemed to resemble a
pair of frozen flames. The god-blade spun and danced in Supremus’
grip, striking out in unpredictable ways that soon left You Bugger
bleeding from a dozen places.

You Bugger could do nothing but try and defend against the
unstoppable onslaught. From the corner of his vision he saw Claudia
run past him, towards the first chamber where Fade had
fallen.

Supremus, however, seemed to care little for the
fallen assassin or the Queen of Brent. Instead, he focused his full attention on
You Bugger.

“You truly thought that a mere assassin could
defeat me?” Supremus spat, as his blade moved and struck again and
again, “I am the ultimate being in this world, and I will not fall
to you or any other!”

For a moment You Bugger fancied that the God
before him had grown larger, but he couldn’t exactly ask for Supremus to stand
still and submit to being measured.

Supremus struck again, scoring a hit on You
Bugger’s shoulder that
dyed his white garment blood-red. You Bugger tried to block but
each time he was just a moment too late.

Supremus was good, great even, and
he was certainly leagues above
any other opponent You Bugger had ever faced.

“Do you not understand your position, beggar?!?”
Supremus shouted, voice filling the room and rebounding off every
surface until You Bugger’s ears were assaulted from every
direction, “This is not a fight you can win! You, your friends, all
of your miserable kind are like ants to me, nothing more than pests
to be crushed beneath my heel!”

Supremus seemed to grow taller with every boast,
but with the only light
coming from Fade’s flickering torch it was hard to be
sure.

You
Bugger was about to try and break rule zero -again- when he heard
Claudia cry out, “You Bugger, Fade needs you!”

You Bugger tried and failed to parry another strike from the spinning
god-blade and received a hole in his leg for his trouble. Stepping
backwards, he tried to put some distance between himself and the
God. Supremus, however, did not chase after him. Instead he simply
walked forwards, safe in the knowledge that You Bugger could not
escape his fate.

Moving into the first chamber, You Bugger tried to take in the
scene. There, laying against the miniature mountain, was
Fade.

His friend’s eyes were open, but unfocused, and his grey robes were
stained red with assassin blood.

As You Bugger approached he realized what had happened. Supremus had
crushed Fade’s chest with a single blow.

It was a fatal injury.

Fade had only minutes before he finally found
out what death was like.

“You… Bugger…” Fade wheezed, broken ribs piercing
his chest and blood marking his lips, “Get… away… from…
here…”

But that wasn’t an option. Kneeling beside his fallen friend, You
Bugger searched his mind for a way to do the impossible. But try as
he might he could not come up with a way to save his best
friend.

“You Bugger… we need to run…” Claudia said, placing
a hand on You Bugger’s bloody arm.

“No, we’re not leaving him!” You Bugger
shouted.

Was there truly nothing he could do to save his friend?

“Do not fret, beggar,” Supremus said, as he entered
the room, god-blade at the ready, “He is but the first of many to
die on your behalf…”

You Bugger stood, kingblade in hand. He had to do something, anything,
to save his friends.

“Claudia, take Fade and get out of here. I will try
and hold Supremus off for as long as I can,” You Bugger said,
levelling his blade at the God of Ambition.

“Well said,” said a voice, but it did not come from
his foe, “You possess great conviction, just as I did. But this is
not the time or place of your death, Son of the
Mountain.”

A heartbeat later a figure emerged from the
darkness.

You Bugger froze in his tracks. It was the spirit he had encountered
during their ascent, the one only he had been able to
see.

“Get out of my way,” Supremus growled, as he took a
step towards You Bugger.

“No,” replied the interloper, “This ends here.
Leave this place, Supremus, I will not ask twice.”

Supremus hesitated. There was uncertainty in his glowing
eyes.

“You think you can stop me, Sebastian?” he asked,
raising his god-blade. For a moment You Bugger wondered why the God
was addressing him by his old name.

And then he finally connected the dots.

“You… you are Sebastian the Black…” You Bugger
whispered.

The man nodded, saying, “I am. But there will be time for questions later.
For now we need to get you out of here and get your friend some
help.”

Supremus laughed then and shouted, “It doesn’t matter where you run,
Black Lord, I will find the beggar and end him! I will scour the
length and breadth of Alm until his blood stains the
earth!”

Sebastian the Black shrugged his
shoulders in response, and
said, “Very well. Try and follow us. We await you… in the
Abyss!”

A moment later a ring of light sprung into existence beneath You Bugger,
Claudia and Fade.

“NO!” Supremus screamed, as he lunged forward,
god-blade diving towards You Bugger’s chest. But he was not fast
enough, and the ring pulled the trio down into its radiance a
moment before Supremus’ attack landed.

You Bugger fell through a never-ending tunnel of alternating bands of
light and darkness. Looking around, he saw the universe expanding
before him, a sea of stars that twinkled and spun in a dizzying
array. Looking down, he found a star that stood apart from the
others. It was grey and shone with a deathly light. He could do
nothing but watch as he raced towards it, as the muted light grew
to envelop everything in sight…

*

You Bugger opened his eyes and found a world of
grey and black. Grey
skies above, grey land below, grey ocean around. A thousand shades
of grey made up all that he saw, but there was one thing that did
not belong.

Sebastian the Black, standing tall
and wearing a grim
smile, looked at him and said, “Well then, descendant, it seems
that I must welcome you on her behalf.”

“What?” You Bugger asked, head still
spinning.

“This is the land of death, where sinners face a
lightless eternity. Welcome, You Bugger, to the Abyss!”


Chapter
12: The Abyss






Fade was dying.

He had taken enough lives to know when his own was running out. And now
here he lay, breathing his last breaths on unfamiliar soil. He
could barely keep his eyes open, but through the encroaching final
darkness he was able to make out a few details of his surroundings.
He was no longer in the Black Mountain, that much was certain.
Instead of jet-black rock, grey sand lay beneath him, and when he
lifted his head -with effort- he saw an endless ocean of slate
coloured water. Turning his head, he saw a mountain towering above
him, clad in dull rock.

With a jolt of pain he realized where he was.

The Abyss lay before him.

How many men and women had he sent here, over the
years? And now he too was a prisoner for the rest of eternity, doomed to an existence
of suffering far from any light or warmth.

He should have felt fear.

And yet… for some reason he felt the opposite. This place, this
hell, felt… comfortable. Like an elderly man returning to his
childhood home, he felt completely at ease. Was this the peace You
Bugger had spoken about, a calm that only the dead
possessed.

But he wasn’t dead yet, the pain proved that much.

Closing his eyes, he thought back to his recent
actions. He had tried to
kill a God…

He wondered what his old master would say, if he were
around?

Well, in a few moments he would probably be able to ask the
bastard in person…

Opening his eyes, Fade sought out his friend. If
his sacrifice had
managed to save You Bugger, then he truly had no regrets. It took
him only a moment to find the Beggar God. You Bugger stood a few
feet away, speaking with… someone.

Claudia then came into view. She was kneeling above him, reaching out to
him with a worried expression.

“Fade, can you hear me?” she asked, tears welling
in her eyes.

“I’m glad… that you… are safe…” Fade replied, voice
weak and broken.

Taking a deep breath, he prepared to utter his
death words. He had chosen them a lifetime ago, when
he had been a different person.
Consumed with vengeance, he had chased after death itself. He had
not had the chance to speak them then, but now seemed like the
right time.

“And thus I go…” he wheezed, vision fading, “To the
eternal shadow…”

It was done. The words had been spoken.
Fade’s role in the grand
story of life had come to an end. It was time to let go, and
finally discover what came next…

Fade closed his eyes, for the last-

“MY DARLING, WHO DID THIS TO YOU!?!” came a voice
so infused with rage and terror that Fade’s dimming light was
temporarily reignited. His eyes snapped open, searching for the
voice’s owner.

It sounded… familiar…

But that was impossible…

A moment later a new figure entered his line of sight. She was…
beautiful.

Skin of charcoal, hair of golden braids, eyes of jet which glowed from
within.

For a moment Fade’s dropping heartbeat sped up, as he struggled to
lean forwards.

The woman immediately dropped to his side, cold hands reaching for
his bloodied face.

“HOW DARE HE, THAT BROTHER OF MINE!” the woman
snarled, anger momentarily distorting her stunning
visage.

Fade, despite being on death’s door, had enough sense to put two and
two together.

“Abyssa…” he whispered, raising a hand towards the
furious Goddess.

“I’m here, my darling,” Abyssa responded, leaning
forward and placing her cool forehead against his. Immediately Fade
felt his pain recede by a fraction.

“Are you… here… to judge… me?” Fade asked, as he
felt his heartbeat soften. He knew what awaited him. He was
prepared to accept his judgement.

He had no regrets.

Abyssa, however, responded with a look of confusion.

“Judge you?” she asked, “Would you ask a beetle to
judge the sun for shining? I am here to save you, my love. Our
time… our moment… has not yet arrived…”

Abyssa, the Daughter Who Waits Below, then placed a hand on Fade’s
shattered chest and intoned, “I am she who rules over the dead, I
do not accept the living. This man, this envoy of the shadow, has
no place in my domain…”

And then, in a whisper, Abyssa added,
“But I do look forward to the
day when we can finally be together…”

A moment later Fade felt warmth fill his ruined body. His breathing eased
and his vision cleared, and in no time at all he felt his old
strength return to him.

By the time Abyssa removed her hand, Fade was
back.

*

“Fade?” You Bugger asked, sounding as if he did not
believe his own words.

“You Bugger,” the assassin responded, standing with
the aid of the Goddess. Even after his feet found stable ground,
she did not remove her hands from his.

“Daughter,” stated Sebastian the Black, with a curt
nod.

“Black Lord,” replied the Goddess of the
Abyss.

“Um, I am sorry to intrude, but what on Alm is
happening?” Claudia asked, looking very much out of place amongst
the Gods and assassin.

“Ah, my apologies,” Sebastian said, turning to face
the Queen of Brent, “It would seem an introduction is in order. My
name is Sebastian the Black, although I am more often known as the
Black Lord. I am… the God of the Rion Family.”

Claudia immediately shot a look towards
You Bugger who shrugged
in response.

“Not only do you not have to follow any rules, you
even get your own God?” Claudia asked, with an exasperated
sigh.

“This is the first I’m hearing about it, trust me,”
replied the Beggar God.

“And that is the way I want it, descendant,”
Sebastian said, “I did not ask to become divine, but the Ruling
Family bestowed divinity on me all the same.”

“Yeah, they have a bad habit of doing that,” You
Bugger said, mainly to himself, “But why haven’t I heard of your
ascension before?”

“Because I have no desire to be worshipped, You
Bugger the beggar. Ever since I was granted this position, I have
kept out of sight, choosing to instead watch over the world and all
those who carry my blood. That, for me, is enough…”

You Bugger nodded, it made sense, given what he
knew of his
ancestor.

“But this is not my story, You Bugger, it is
yours,” Sebastian continued, “Unfortunately the Art of Godhood
prevents Abyssa and I from aiding you in your fight against
Supremus, but we can at least keep you safe from him until the time
comes.”

“You would have us remain in the Abyss?” You Bugger
replied, looking around the ashen land around him. It did not seem
particularly inviting.

“No, you cannot stay,” Abyssa said, still not
leaving Fade’s side, “This place is meant for the dead, not the
living. Even Gods have no right to be here, and the longer you
remain the weaker you will become, until you are but a shade of
your true self.”

“So what do we do?” You Bugger asked, “Go through
another ring of light to get home?”

Abyssa,
however, shook her head and said, “No, that will not work here. You
must instead travel towards the exit.”

You Bugger’s brain came to a crashing halt.

“Wait… the Abyss has an exit?!?”

“No,” replied the Daughter Who Waits Below, “It has
two.”

*

“Two?” asked You Bugger, with an incredulous
tone.

“If one wants to leave the Abyss, there are two and
only two ways to do so,” replied Abyssa, “First, if one were able
to somehow ascend the Grey Mountain, they would be granted the
chance to be judged for a second time. If their judgement showed
that they had truly repented for breaking the rules during their
lifetime, the way to Accordia would open to them.”

“But we don’t want to go to Accordia… do we?” asked
Claudia.

“No, you don’t. Thus there is only one other way.
You must cross the Sea of Sin and reach the other side. There, you
will find the Grey Door which will allow the living to return to
Alm.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound too difficult…” Claudia
said, stepping closer to You Bugger.

“On the contrary, it is almost impossible,” replied
Abyssa, squeezing Fade’s arm, “But I shall make an exception for
you, so long as you do me one favour.”

“Name it,” You Bugger replied, prepared to pay
almost any price for Fade and Claudia’s safety.

“Keep my beloved safe,” Abyssa responded, before
reaching up and placing her lips on Fade’s cheek, “Or the Abyss
will seem like a paradise in comparison to the hell I will inflict
upon you.”

It took You Bugger a moment to collect his jaw from the floor. Once the
shock had worn off he bowed his head and said, “I promise you,
Abyssa, I will keep him safe.”

“Thus it has been spoken, thus it shall be,” Abyssa
replied, before gently unwrapping her arm from Fade’s and stepping
forward.

Lifting both arms, she chanted, “Vessel of life, chariot of light,
carry swiftly my love, across the waters of sin…”

You Bugger watched in awe as the grey sand beneath
their feet was drawn up
into the stale air and twisted and moulded into otherworldly
shapes. The sand spun and danced despite the lack of a breeze, and
after a moment it began to take on a familiar shape. A ship made of
grey sand soon hovered in the air before them, complete with
shifting mast and grainy sails. Abyssa then brought her hands
together and clapped twelve times. On the final clap a bolt of
lightning descended from the grey skies and struck the ship of
sand, resulting in an explosion of dust and light. When it cleared,
You Bugger saw that the sand had been transfigured into the
clearest glass You Bugger had ever seen.

“Behold, Raflgan, the Ship of Life,” Abyssa intoned, as the crystalline
vessel gently floated down until it touched the still waters, “May
it carry you true.”

*

You Bugger stared at the divine ship before him.
It floated on the still
ocean before him, almost beckoning him to climb aboard. Turning, he
took in his surroundings, finally taking them in. They were
standing at the base of an enormous mountain which easily matched
the height and grandeur of his birthplace. Surrounding the pale
eminence was a beach of lifeless grey sand which slipped neatly
into the surrounding calm waters. Raising his head, he saw a few
splatches of grey land in the distance, no doubt islands in the sea
of sin. The sky above was consumed by featureless clouds that
stretched to every horizon. A tiny amount of light penetrated the
gloom, enough for a sinner to see just how barren their eternal
prison was.

You Bugger shivered, despite the lukewarm temperature. This was
not a place he wished to remain in for any longer than
necessary.

He was
about to summon his companions and depart when he caught sight of
something new. Something he had never seen before, despite his many
travels and experiences.

Fade…
blushing.

*

“I must thank you, my Lady,” Fade said, eyes glued
to the sand beneath his feet, “You had no reason to save my life,
and yet thanks to you I am able to continue my journey…”

“No reason?” Abyssa replied, sounding a bit
affronted, “Is love not reason enough, my darling?”

Fade raised his head, looking for any sign of mockery or
deceit.

He found none, however.

“My Lady, I do not understand. I don’t think we’ve
met before today, I think I would remember meeting a Goddess…
especially one as beautiful as you… nor do I think I have done
anything worthy of your affection. If anything, I am a sinner, like
your eternal charges, as I too have broken the very rules I swore
to follow…”

Abyssa looked at him, not with
scorn or suspicion, but
with something he had not seen in a very long time.

Love.

“You truly do not remember me?” asked The Daughter
Who Waits Below, “The day you became an assassin, I was there. You,
orphaned and filled with rage, and me, a Goddess of Death. In that
moment, we found each other, linked by the True Shadow for one,
brief, glorious time. It might sound silly, Fade, but for me it was
love at first sight…”

Fade thought back to that distant day. He remembered feeling afraid and
alone, and he had approached the Grey Door without hesitation. He
remembered opening the Door and seeing a darkness deeper than
anything he thought possible… and in that darkness, he had seen a
face, if only for an instant.

“I… remember you…” he said, recalling the moment
his loneliness and fear had been banished and replaced by a deep
sense of peace. It had been in that moment that his old self had
died, and Fade had been born.

“I am glad to hear that. But although I wish you
could stay, it is not yet time for you to join me. One day… I will
welcome you home… and perhaps you could find some place in your
heart for me…”

Fade opened his mouth, but the
Goddess placed one
slender finger across his lips and said, “No, don’t say it. One
day, if this love proves lasting, we will say the words. But not
now, and not here. So please, Fade, don’t forget me
again…”

*

A short while later the Queen, the Assassin and the Gods stood aboard the
Ship of Life. It was already moving through the still waters below
without need of wind or direction. They had only just left the Grey
Mountain and were now moving through the Sea of Sin.

You Bugger sighed as he thought about how
far away he was, both
physically and mentally, from begging at his favourite spot. He had
revealed his true name, climbed the Black Mountain and found the
Temple of the Son and yet he was no closer to finding out Supremus’
weakness. He had no other leads, and time was running
out.

Wait…

You Bugger raised his head, staring at the shore they had left from.
Abyssa was still standing there, watching their departure with an
unreadable expression.

She was Supremus’ sister, right? Who better to know about his
strengths and weaknesses?

“Abyssa!” You Bugger shouted, disturbing the
tranquil space, “Do you know how I can defeat your
brother?!?”

Raflgan, unfortunately, chose that moment to speed up. As
You Bugger waited for a reply he watched as Abyssa grew smaller and
smaller, until she was almost out of sight.

Only then, as she finally disappeared from view, did her voice
return as a faint whisper.

“Supremus is unbeatable,” the Goddess of the Abyss
replied, shattering You Bugger’s burgeoning hope, “Or so he
believes. You must show-

Show what?

But the Goddess was gone, and there was
no way to turn the vessel
around. Turning to the Black Lord, You Bugger asked, “I don’t
suppose you know,
Sebastian?”

But the Black Lord shook his head and
replied, “My apologies,
You Bugger, but I have spent my afterlife watching over my progeny,
not observing the Gods. I am afraid I do not know…”

“I see…” You Bugger responded, as he watched the
ship gather speed.

Looking up, he saw something that
temporarily rid his mind
of thoughts of Supremus.

“Do you see them, Fade?” You Bugger asked, turning
to face his friend.

“I do, and I suspect that they can see us as well,”
Fade replied, gesturing to the people in the distance.

The men, women and children turned their heads to
regard the ship as it
sailed past, no doubt it was the first disturbance to their grey
existences in quite some time. They each inhabited a small, sandy
island on the Sea of Sin, roughly the size of a nobleman’s
carriage. Despite the fact that the islands were within swimming
distance from one another, no person seemed eager to step into the
still waters. The people had few similarities, possessing every
shade of skin and colour of hair imaginable. Most of them wore
faded rags which showed glimpses of who they had been in
life.

A baker’s apron, a priest’s robes, a shepherd’s frock and even a
king’s crown.

The only true connection between them was a
shared look of misery.
Their gaunt faces told of unending torment, likely at the hands of
their own minds. Faced with an eternity in such a banal place, the
sinners imprisoned here had no need for whips or molten pits of
flame. No, their own guilt and regrets were enough to punish them
until the ends of time.

You Bugger found that he could not turn away. But then a small voice
reminded him that if he lost to Supremus, he would face an arguably
worse fate: removal from reality itself, as if he had never
been…

And so
You Bugger kept a silent vigil as sinner after sinner was passed,
until at last his concentration was broken by something
unexpected:

The sound of glass hitting sand…

*

You Bugger finally tore his eyes from the doomed denizens of the
Abyss and faced forward. Raflgan had made landfall, and yet it did not seem to have reached
its destination.

No Grey Door, nor any other colour
gate, lay before him. Instead
they had beached themselves on the edge of one of the countless
islands in the Sea of Sin. The island’s only resident, a scrawny
individual with his face hidden from view, barely seemed to react
to their presence.

“Now what?” asked Claudia, as she stared at the
island.

At the sound of her voice, however, the sinner twitched.

“Clau…dia?” it asked, voice raspy and
dry.

Claudia
immediately froze.

“Princess… of… Brent…” the sinner continued, slowly
turning around to face the stuck vessel.

“Who are you?” Claudia called out.

“I am… I was… a number. But numbers are meaningless
here… I am now… Zero.”

The sinner finally raised his face, revealing a familiar
visage.

“Nok…” Fade whispered.

“Once upon a time… yes,” the man formerly known as
Nok replied, “Now, just another sinner…”

“Why… why are you here?” You Bugger asked, facing
the former assassin and knight.

“Because I broke the rules, same as everyone else,”
Zero responded, “Before I picked up the assassin’s blade, I was a
knight. But I abandoned my oaths and broke the rules I had sworn to
follow, all in pursuit of vengeance… no, I broke the rules so that
I could kill without restraint, and this is where that path led
me…”

Zero had tears in his eyes as he
continued, “But here, in this
lightless place, I find that I can think clearly. The madness which
had gripped me for so long, my obsession with being even or odd… it
faded from my mind the moment I came to this hell. For that, I am
grateful…

“I am sorry to interrupt your reunion, You Bugger,
but we have company,” the Black Lord suddenly said, appearing at
You Bugger’s side.

You Bugger looked around and saw what he meant.
The sinners from nearby islands had started to move, taking to the
calm waters with great
trepidation but with an unshakeable determination. They did not
look like they wanted to chat.

“Do you think they want the boat?” You Bugger
asked, drawing Generosity. It
hadn’t done him much good against a God, but hopefully it would
have better luck against the dead.

“Most likely. I can only assume that they mean to
take it from us and strand us here, while they sail onwards towards
freedom…”

You Bugger looked down, through the
transparent transport and saw
where the craft had beached itself. It did not look too badly
wedged, but if they wanted to shift it enough to dislodge the ship
someone would have to leave the boat.

And face an eternity in the Abyss.

*

Before You Bugger could volunteer, someone else moved. It wasn’t Claudia,
Fade or even the Black Lord.

It was Zero, the man who had tried to kill both him and the heir of
Brent.

Without saying another word Zero threw his diminished frame against the
crystalline vessel, shifting it an inch.

As the sinners started to cross the water, Zero repeated his
action, again and again. Slowly, inch by inch, the ship started to
move.

It was then, as the sinners’ hands were almost within reach of the
stuck Ship of Life, that Zero called out, “You Bugger the beggar,
Princess Claudia, I was wrong to take so many lives while
attempting to claim yours! I did not kill as an assassin, but as a
blood-lusting monster! May this serve as proof of my
sincerity!”

And then Zero took three steps backwards before
throwing his full might
against the ship. Nothing happened for a moment, and then, slowly,
the boat started to pick up speed. The sinners, mere inches from
the vessel, cried out in frustration and anguish as the water
around them began to froth and swirl.

“Nok, or Zero, or whatever you call yourself!”
Claudia cried, from the retreating ship, “If you truly feel remorse
for your actions, climb the Grey Mountain and present yourself to
the Gods of Alm! May you find peace through them!”

And then, a heartbeat later, they were away,
leaving the cries of the
thwarted sinners behind them.

*

Silence had fallen over the crew as the
Ship of Life continued onwards
towards its destination. Claudia, deep in thought, sat in the
middle of the see-through vessel. Fade, ever vigilant, stood on the
bow, peering into the darkness ahead and scouting for any potential
obstacles. This left You Bugger alone with his ancestor as they
knelt by the ship’s stern.

The Black Lord, however, did not seem to mind. Instead he spent
his time with his eyes closed and his body in a relaxed pose. You
Bugger knew firsthand that their kind did not require sleep, so it
was probably something closer to meditation.

“Sebastian,” You Bugger eventually said, if only to
say something, “Are
the stories true? About you?”

Sebastian the Black did not open his
eyes, but he replied all
the same, “Which ones, You Bugger? Some of them, such as the tale
that I single handedly sailed my people to safety, are
embellishments to the truth. I was not alone, nor could I have done
what needed to be done on my own… But the story of how I was the
only one to ascend the Black Mountain and face the Gods… that is
true…”

“And did you know about Alm’s existence before
leaving the Lawless Lands?”

Sebastian paused before replying,
“We had myths of a land far to
the west where our ancestors had fled from after surviving a great
war, but no actual proof. When I gathered together those who would
follow me, I did not know if we would find anything but open ocean.
But with the cities burning and the people slaughtering each other,
I felt that even an uncertain fate on the ocean was better than a
certain one on land.”

“But… when you finally landed on Alm… how did you
know what to do?”

Sebastian finally opened his eyes and laughed,
saying, “I had no idea
what I was doing, You Bugger. I was a knight-captain when I left
everything behind and I was a nobody when we arrived. I kept
thinking that someone else was going to step forward and lead us,
but no one did… So I did what I could to help… At first it was a
few simple tasks, surveying our new home and solving problems, but
as time wore on the problems grew larger and I found that I was the
only one willing to face them. When they offered me the crown, I
fled. I ran away to the Black Mountain and ended up climbing it
rather than face my people below.”

“So you didn’t want to lead?”

Sebastian shook his head and replied,
“No, but I wasn’t given much of
a choice, just like you. And like you, I tried to run
away…”

You Bugger said nothing for a long time.

“But that was my story, You Bugger the beggar, not
yours. At the end of the day, no matter what path you choose in
life, I hope that you simply leave behind no regrets.”

“Thank you for the advice, Sebastian,” You Bugger
replied, feeling temporarily relieved, “I shall try to follow
it…”

It was then that Fade spoke up, saying, “You Bugger, Claudia, Black
Lord… we’re here.”

*

You Bugger couldn’t believe what he was seeing. They had reached the
end of the Sea of Sin and found… nothing. Just a dividing line
where water met emptiness, resulting in a great wall of water
falling endlessly into the void.

No door, grey or any other colour, lay before them.

“I don’t suppose we’ve gone the wrong way?” You
Bugger asked, as he stared at the rapidly approaching
rim.

But Fade shook his head, saying,
“No, Abyssa sent us to the
right place. And besides, we couldn’t steer this thing even if we
wanted to…”

“So what do we do? Jump overboard and make for one
of the islands?” asked Claudia, as she backed away from the ship’s
bow.

“We do nothing,” Fade replied, leaning one hand
against Raflgan’s figurehead -an Almani Hawk in mid-flight made out of glass-
and placing the other over his heart, “The Abyss is meant to serve
as a prison for those who disregard the rules, it surely is not so
easy a place to leave.”

You Bugger could do nothing but reach out for Claudia and take her into
his embrace. She was trembling, no doubt overwhelmed at her current
predicament, but she did not let her fear show.

Remarkable.

The ship was only a few feet away from the thundering edge and yet still
no path forward had appeared. You Bugger was about to start praying
before he realized that it would be a wasted effort. The only God
who would help him was standing next to him, and the Black Lord did
not seem particularly troubled by their situation.

So, despite the encroaching waterfall and certain doom, You
Bugger relaxed.

When he
did, he felt a change in the air.

Something was different.

Looking forward, he saw an endless void that made even the Abyss
seem lively. And there, in that pitch-black void, he saw something
glint in the darkness.

“There!” he cried, pointing towards the distant
object. Focusing his godsight, he saw it clearly.

A door, grey as ash and solid as a dream,
floating unsupported in the void.

He was about to ask how they would reach it
when the Ship of Life
finally ran out of ocean. Instead of plummeting down into the
eternal darkness, however, Raflgan continued sailing as if nothing had changed. If anything,
it picked up speed, heading towards the stationary door with a
frightful speed.

“Hold on!” You Bugger cried, as the ship quickly
crossed the void and reached the exit to the Abyss.

There was no time to change course, no time to plan an escape. The
door, looking very real and very solid, raced towards them at an
eye-watering speed. All they could do was cling to one another, and
hope that Abyssa had not lied to them.

And
then, a moment before boat and door became one, a voice called
out.

“Fade, son of Mikhael, I await your return and… be
safe, my love…”

Fade, facing the retreating Grey
Mountain, bowed his head and
whispered, “I will be back… I promise you…”

With the vow made between assassin
and Goddess, the ship
collided with the Grey Door. After the final pieces of glass fell
to the void below, the Abyss once more was home to the dead and the
dead alone…







Chapter 13: Almsgiving






Magret knelt in silence. For years she had trained in the art of death,
and at last she was facing her final challenge. She had passed her
exams, demonstrated her knowledge of murder and taken the oaths of
the assassins.

Her final task had been to travel to the deepest layer of the Temple
of the Daughter, located beneath the Assassin’s Bureau, and
retrieve a single Almani Black Rose which had been left there for
her to find.

It lay before her now, black petals closed tight in the gloom of the
crypt-like space. It wasn’t required, but there was a tradition
which had been passed down from assassin to assassin since the days
of the first settlers.

Place your hands upon the Grey Door and ask the
Goddess of Death to watch over your kills.

Magret took a deep breath. She had thrown away a lot to be here.
She had abandoned her family and forsaken her friends, all so that
she could master the arts of killing and achieve her
goals.

Slowly, she rose to her feet. She was
ready.

Looking ahead, she took in the Grey Door, the
unadorned metal gate
with neither handle nor hinges. It sat solemnly against the
unworked rock of the Temple’s deepest reaches. Despite thousands of
attempts, no one had ever managed to open it. According to rumour
it led to the Abyss, and it would only open during the final days
when those trapped within would finally be freed.

Magret, however, did not believe in such
things. The truth was
much simpler, she had decided. The first assassins had placed it
there as a joke, a prank to strike fear into the novices and weak
minded.

But Magret was neither, not anymore.

So,
without hesitation, she approached the unassuming
gateway.

“Daughter Who Waits Below,” she said, reaching both
hands towards the unmarked metal, “I ask that you watch over ever
life that I take, and judge them as you see fit.”

A moment later Magret’s hands reached the cool surface.

See? Nothing spec-

Without warning the world door flew open, knocking the would-be
assassin across the room. In her flight she saw an incredulous
sight: half of a glass ship which seemed to be shattering in slow
motion, carrying several people.

Magret impacted the rough stone floor a
second later, driving the wind from her body. She bounced once,
twice and then slammed into the far wall of the Temple.

Any other person would have chosen that moment to faint with a
neat little sigh.

But Magret was an assassin, and such a thing
was just not done.

Instead she jumped up, unsheathing her black blade with one smooth
motion. There was glass and dust everywhere, but she could also
make out a vague shape of a person approaching her.

A spirit, somehow escaped from eternal damnation. It seemed
to be wearing a beggar’s garb, but its eyes were glowing, signaling
its otherworldly origin.

“I’m sending you back to the Abyss, sinspawn!” she
cried, before lunging towards the escaped sinner.

In that
moment, a hand appeared from the shadows beside her, gripping her
wrist hard enough to cause her to lose her hold on her black
blade.

“It was a bit of effort to get out of there the
first time, young assassin,” a voice called, speaking from the
shadows, “So I think its best if we stay this side.”

Magret turned her head to scream defiance against the
dead.

And stopped.

“Master… Fade?” she asked, staring at the legendary
assassin gripping her arm.

“The very same,” Fade replied.

“Oh Gods!” Magret exclaimed, temporarily forgetting
about the escaped spirits, “I’m your biggest fan! Would you sign my
sword!?!”

*

You Bugger should have been nervous. Any other man
sitting at the same
table as a hundred assassins would probably be
panicking.

“Please pass the Death Cap Risotto,” You Bugger
said, instead. The assassin sitting beside him, after a momentary
pause and a glance towards Professor Expyr, acceded the Beggar
God’s request and handed him the steaming dish.

“Thank you, now, has anyone seen the Pufferfish
Pilaf?”

While another assassin scouted for the dish, You Bugger helped
himself to a large serving of the risotto. He didn’t need to eat,
of course, but he thought that partaking in the Butcher’s Feast
would ease the tensions which had been simmering since their
unexpected arrival. He was currently seated in the assassin’s
dining hall, an underground cavern which had been excavated
centuries earlier. The rest of the bureau was similarly underground
and connected by a series of maze-line tunnels which only assassins
could safely navigate. To the assassins, anyone foolish enough to
be caught up in a boobytrap was not fit to walk amongst them as an
equal.

Luckily Magret, the assassin-in-training who had been present during
their entrance had possessed the wisdom to summon the head
assassin, Professor Expyr, instead of calling for every man and
woman with a blade to deal with the inbound interlopers. It had
helped that she was apparently a big fan of Fade’s work, and she
had already managed to get him to sign her blade, poison kit and
codebook.

After the head assassin had been summoned and
informed of what had transpired, he had graciously asked his new guests to stay
for supper. Fortunately, he had taken Fade at the assassin’s word
and had not questioned how they had somehow managed to pass through
the Grey Door and escape the Abyss.

And now the assassin in question was at the head of the massive table,
giving an impromptu lesson to the assembled assassins.

“Yes, that is what the textbook says,” Fade said,
easily holding the attention of novice killers and master assassins
alike, “But in my experience if you leave the poison to air for a
few minutes before adding it the taste becomes almost
indistinguishable.”

Several assassins were furiously writing down his
teachings while others
simply stared at him with awe.

Fade had explained that, with the death of Buddy the Butcher, he was
now ranked number one amongst the assassins, but what this actually
meant had always evaded You Bugger. Watching his friend command a
room filled with people who had collectively killed thousands,
however, helped him to understand just how impressive Fade
was.

“Um, master Fade, is it true that you attempted to
assassinate Supremus, the Son Who Stands Above?” one of the novices
asked, with a voice that sounded doubtful.

Fade chuckled before replying, “I did, but killing a God is no
easy task. Indeed, I would have died if not for the assistance of
Abyssa…”

This earned a wave of oohs and aahs from the crowd.

It was then that You Bugger felt a small
tug on his white robes. Looking
down, he found a child who could not be older than ten. Behind him
was a slightly older girl, perhaps twelve years old.

‘Never too young to learn how to kill, huh?’ You
Bugger thought, as he reminisced on his own busy childhood learning
everything from self-defense to speech composition.

Um, mister Bugger,” the younger child asked, eyes wide and lip
slightly trembling, “I’ve been asked by my teacher to go around and
estimate the assassin fees for my homework… would you mind if I
work out your fee?”

You Bugger paused for a moment before nodding. It never hurt to find out
how much ones life was worth, unless your killer happened to carry
the receipt.

“Thank you!” the would-be assassin cried, before
taking out his black leatherbound notebook and quill, “Well, let’s
see… You’re a beggar, right mister?”

“I am, and proud of it,” You Bugger replied, with a
smile.

“Hmm, well according to my chart a beggar is worth…
one copper coin…”

You Bugger’s smile dropped by a fraction of an inch.

“One. Copper. Coin,” he repeated, as he was forced
to acknowledge just how little his kind’s life was
worth.

“Remember was our teacher said, Tomas,” said the
older girl, nudging her young friend’s back, “The fees are
additive, so you have to find out what else he does.”

“Right!” the boy exclaimed, looking somewhat
embarrassed, “Are you anything other than a beggar?”

You Bugger paused once more. A big part of him wanted to say
no.

But that part of him was also a liar.

“Well, I’m also a knight,” he began.

“That’s one hundred gold coins!” exclaimed the boy,
as he quickly jotted down the new figure.

“I’m also a king, technically,” he continued,
catching Claudia’s eye. She simply smiled and helped herself to
another helping of ackee pie.

“Wow, another ten thousand gold coins on the pile!”
the girl said, eyes widening.

“And… I am the Lord of the Mountain… supposedly,”
You Bugger finished, with a sigh.

The children shared a look of incredulity before consulting
their chart. It took them a moment to find the section that they
were searching for, and when they did they looked up and said, in
unison, “That’s… a hundred thousand gold coins… but no one has ever
even tried to kill a Lord of the Mountain…”

You Bugger nodded. No one was that stupid.

“Finally, in the interest of transparency, I should
mention that I recently became a God, although I am trying my
hardest to undo that one…” You Bugger said, mostly to
himself.

The children almost fainted on the spot. With shaking hands they
consulted the chart but as the minutes wore on and their scrunched
faces became frustrated, You Bugger opened his mouth to rescind his
claim.

It was at that moment that Professor Expyr came
over, a glass of Elderberry Fizz in hand.

The elderly assassin, head covered in scars and
grey eyepatch over one
eye, smiled and said, “You won’t find a God’s fee on any chart,
young killers. No one has ever thought about killing one, let alone
placing a price on their heads.”

The boy’s shoulders slumped as he replied, “So I can’t complete
my assignment? Mistress Nightingale is going to make me do the
obstacle course blindfolded… again…”

“Now now, just because something has never been
done before does not mean that it can never happen. Why don’t we
put our heads together and try to come up with something,
hmm?”

*

A few minutes later the
assassins-in-training
returned to You Bugger wearing matching looks of joy.

“We’ve done it!” the boy cried, waving his
notebook, “We figured out how much it would cost to kill
you!”

You Bugger forced himself to smile as he asked, “Oh? Well done, both
of you. So tell me, what is the cost of my life?”

Opening his notebook, the boy read, “So we figured out that a God’s life
would be worth at least a million gold coins and added that to the
other numbers. When we totaled it we got an amount of one million,
one hundred and ten thousand, one hundred gold coins!”

“And one copper coin!” the girl added, looking
pleased with herself.

“I… see… Thank you, for letting me know…” You
Bugger replied.

“Who should we do next?” the girl asked, as the
children hurried away from the disturbed beggar with matching
smiles.

You Bugger took the chance to leave the table, heading over to where
Fade was entertaining dozens of assassins. Fade, in stark contrast
to his usual high vigilance, looked entirely at home amongst his
fellow killers-for-hire.

“Um, Master Fade,” one of the assassins, a trainee
by the looks of it, nervously spoke up and asked, “Is it true that
your very first mission ended with the Anna Incident?”

There was an immediate icing to the warm atmosphere as several
older assassins tried to shush the novice. This was clearly not a
story fit for the current audience.

Fade, after a momentary pause, simply laughed and
replied, “That is
correct. I was the first person to invoke Rule Twenty of the
Assassin’s Code in over a hundred years.”

“Wow…” whispered the novice, “Do you… regret
it?”

Fade took a while to answer, and when he did he
had a far-away looks in
his eyes, “I… I do wish that it could have been avoided, but
unfortunately I was left with no other choices.”

You Bugger left his friend as the other
assassins came forward
with yet more questions.

*

A short while later You Bugger found himself thoroughly lost in the
tunnels of the Assassin’s Bureau. He had been attempting to find
his way to the guest quarters when he had taken a wrong turn and
things had only spiraled from there. He had tried to use his
Godsight, but it hadn’t done much good, so he had been forced to
rely on his beggar’s instincts instead. Surprisingly, they had
eventually led him towards one of the Bureau’s many training
halls.

And the Queen of Brent.

He found Claudia watching the students as they practiced their drills.
Today they were learning how to navigate a trap-filled room whilst
blindfolded. The traps were non-lethal, but from the looks of it
they still caused plenty of bruises and blisters.

“Copper coin for your thoughts?” You Bugger asked,
as he approached his wife.

“Like you would ever willingly give away money,”
Claudia replied, with a light chuckle, “But I shall answer you all
the same. I was heading towards our room when I found this lot,
practicing so hard despite the late hour. Watching them, I am
reminded of my own childhood in the palace.”

“You had to navigate a trap-filled room whilst
blindfolded?” You Bugger asked, with a chuckle, “Princesses are
tougher than I thought…”

Claudia shook her head, however, and replied, “No, I never had to
do anything like this. My training was… different. Daily lessons on
etiquette, politics, self-defense, law, you name it, I studied
it…”

She turned to look at him then, a sad look in her deep blue
eyes.

“I… I spoke to your father… about your
mother…”

You Bugger said nothing, choosing to instead come
closer until he was facing his equal.

“He told me she passed six years ago… and you came
to Garn five years ago… so I wondered… was she the reason you left
your family?”

You Bugger took a deep breath. He
hadn’t spoken to anyone else
about this, not even Fade.

“My mother’s death was part of it, but there is
more to my story…” he said, “You said that you spent your childhood
training, well mine was not so different. Almost every waking
moment was spent studying, or fighting, or learning how to lead Alm
without ruling over it… Since the moment I could speak, my father
started preparing me for what would one day be mine… But, even
though I could pass every test and beat every opponent, I never
found myself feeling any shred of happiness… I was living the life
that was expected of me, and yet I could not make a single decision
for myself. Even the poorest child on Alm had more freedom than I,
despite the fact that I was destined to one day wield ultimate
power.”

You Bugger sighed, thinking back to those
difficult days, before
continuing, “One day, during a break from my studies, I found
myself playing with the chef’s son. The boy was my age and yet he
had no responsibilities, no chains, no expectations. We simply
spent the entire afternoon playing silly, childish games. We
climbed the roof and rolled through the grass and for a moment I
felt true happiness. But when night fell, my mother came to fetch
me for my evening lessons. The chef’s boy, however, simply
continued playing whatever game his mind thought up next. It was a
simple thing, and yet it was then that I realized that I would
never be happy if I continued living the life that had been laid
down for me.”

“And so you left?”

“Not right away,” You Bugger replied, “I was still
too young, so I bided my time and waited. I continued to hone my
skills and play the part of a dutiful son and heir, but in my mind
I was already plotting my escape. After my mother died, I put off
my departure, if only to spare my father the heartbreak of losing
two of his loved ones at the same time. A year later, he invited me
into his study and spoke about how I had finally achieved mastery
of my studies and was now ready to inherit his title. I left that
night, with only the clothes on my back and the ring on my
finger…”

Claudia placed her hand on his arm.

“I think I understand,” she said, with a small
smile, “You found something that made you happy, even though other
people don’t understand it.”

It was then that she reached up and kissed him.

After a blissful moment she said,
“I married a beggar who turned
out to be the love of my life, so stranger things have happened,
no?”

You Bugger smiled and the lovers stood for a
while, simply enjoying
each other’s presence. For a moment, the world seemed like a
smaller, simpler place. You Bugger wished that he could trap that
moment and hold it tightly forever, but despite his wishes the sun
above did not pause its eternal trek across the sky.

A few hours later, a new day began. But for You Bugger, beggar turned
God, time was running out.

He had only three days until his confrontation with Supremus, and he
was no closer to figuring out the vile God’s weakness…

*

You Bugger sat alone.

He was running out of time.

He had visited the Lawless Lands, climbed the Black Mountain and
crossed the Abyss itself, and yet he had learnt nothing of value.
Even Sebastian the Black, his supposed ally, had disappeared the
moment they breached the threshold of the living world.

“What are you doing, You Bugger…” he whispered to
himself, “Reading books, climbing mountains, facing Gods… this is
not the life we wanted, is it?”

But while You Bugger’s mind had no answers, his body did. Slowly he
moved into position. Like a sailor navigating a familiar stretch of
water, his joints easily slid while his limbs bent and twisted.
Gradually the pose grew more refined. Feet behind, knees bent, head
bowed, hands cupped.

The supplication pose… the beggar’s way of life made
manifest.

You Bugger felt foolish, but not for the reasons most would give. He was
kneeling in the assassin’s bureau while an arrogant God prepared to
wipe him from existence, but more so than that, he had forgotten
who he was.

He was no knight.

He was no king.

He was no Lord of the Mountain.

And he was no God.

He was a beggar, and nothing, not Gods above or devils below could ever
change that.

And it was time he started acting like one. Not
by seeking knowledge or
power, but by asking for coin. From the rich, and from the poor
alike.

He heard someone approach. Soft footfalls, slowed by age but
guided by decades of experience. If he had not spent half a decade
listening out for Fade he would never have heard the man
coming.

“Professor Expyr,” You Bugger the beggar intoned,
“Would you spare a coin for a downtrodden man?”

The head assassin took a moment to reply, “Hmm, I do not believe
I have ever given a coin to a beggar, You Bugger…”

“Then I am delighted to be your first, oh master of
the blade,” You Bugger replied with natural ease.

This felt… right.

“Ha! I can see why Fade holds you in such high
regard, oh beggar of killers,” Professor Expyr said, with a low
chuckle, “Very well. I have only a single silver coin on my person,
payment for an abusive father’s head. I don’t suppose you make
change, do you?”

You Bugger shook his head.

“I see. Well in that case I suppose I have no
choice,” the master assassin said, before placing the silver coin
in You Bugger’s waiting palm.

Once again the coin vanished with a pop a few seconds later, but You Bugger didn’t mind. A moment
later he felt a burst of warmth fill his chest, substantially more
than when he had received a single copper coin.

Interesting…

*

A few
minutes later You Bugger gathered his companions in the assassin’s
main hall. A few assassins, probably relaxing between contracts,
watched the odd group with half-hearted interest.

“So, you have a plan?” Claudia asked, facing her
husband.

“I do,” You Bugger replied, with a large
grin.

“Alright, so how do you plan on beating
Supremus?”

“By begging,” You Bugger responded.

This earned a few raised eyebrows from the
assembled assassins.

Claudia, used to her husband’s ways, barely
reacted.

“I see, well, as they say, when in doubt, do what
you know,” she eventually said.

“Exactly,” You Bugger replied, “I’ve been going
about this all wrong. I tried to beat Supremus by fighting him as a
God, but that’s not who I am. I
am a beggar, and I will face him as one.”

“So you’re going to beg, but from who?” Fade asked,
with a smile.

“Everyone.”

“In Dawnhold?” Claudia asked.

“In Alm,” You Bugger replied.

“Of course, I should have known,” she said, with a
sigh, “I suppose you are able to go pretty much anywhere you want
with your powers.”

“That’s the plan. I know that my powers are
strengthened every time I receive alms, so if I can beg from enough
people, I might become strong enough to beat Supremus, even if I
don’t know his weakness.”

“And if you’re wrong?” asked Fade.

You Bugger, however, had no response.

If he was wrong, then Supremus won.

*

One hour later the buildings of Dawnhold loomed overhead. The trip had
been much easier than their impromptu visit to the Lawless Lands,
and You Bugger had found that he could simply picture a place in
his mind and the rings would take him there.

Luckily
between his studies and Claudia’s teachings he had a pretty good
idea of Alm’s geography and the locations of the major settlements
across the land.

“I wish we could go with you,” Claudia said, once
her legs adjusted to the new earth beneath her, “But I don’t think
I could do that all day without breaking something…”

“Don’t worry about us, my friend,” Fade added,
“While you are begging across Alm we will continue to search for
Supremus’ weakness. Perhaps we might find something you
missed…”

“Thank you, both of you. I will see you again, in
three days’ time. One way or another, that is when this will be
ended…”

“Where will we find you?” Claudia asked, looking
uncertain.

“My favourite spot. Fade will show you the
way.”

Stepping backwards, he opened his arms wide and exclaimed, “No
matter what comes, I will never regret meeting either of
you!”

A moment later a ring of light opened beneath his feet and he dropped
in, smiling as he went.

The
greatest act of begging in the history of Alm had begun…


Chapter 14: So Was It Written






“Spare a copper for a wretched thing?” You Bugger
asked, facing the middle-aged man.

“Get away from me, You Bugger!” the man cried out
in response, before hurrying away.

You Bugger was impressed. His name had somehow
become known in the
backwaters of Rowdon. He had spent the past three days begging
across the continent, from the courtrooms of Virtuz to the
fortresses of Caem, moving on as soon as he had received enough
coin.

He had begged from kings, children, soldiers
and thieves, receiving
both coins and condemnation aplenty. In three days, he had acquired
more wealth than he had managed in the last five years. If only
there was a way to retain his power to move across Alm with a
thought and give up his Godhood, he would become the most famous
beggar in all the lands.

And hopefully the last, but that was a dream
for another day.

It was almost time to return to Brent, judging by the sun’s position, so
he lowered his head one more time and said the words.

“A single coin, a single kindness, I beg of you,”
he said, words rolling easily off his tongue as if it were
oiled.

Which he had actually tried once, at Mound’s suggestion, only to
find that the older beggar had been pranking him. It had
taken days to rinse
off the last of the oil…

“Um, I’m sorry, I don’t have much… but…” a young
woman’s voice said, sounding uncertain. But there was something
else there, a hint of sadness and grief which crept into her
words.

You Bugger raised his head and found that he had been right. The woman
before him, wearing torn rags and holding her scant belongings
tightly to her chest, had clearly seen better days.

“No, I should still give something, right?” the
woman asked, speaking mostly to herself. She was kind-hearted, that
much was clear, but the world had not been so kind to her in
return.

With shaking hands, the woman proffered a single, dirty, copper
coin.

Rule One: take only what you are given.

But…

Rule Ten: no coin is worth more than a life.

And…

Rule Nine: if you see someone in peril, help
them.

You Bugger made up his mind.

“Forgive me, my lady, but I believe that coin would
be put to better use by your hands. I- I cannot accept it,” You
Bugger said, through gritted teeth, “Forgive me for prying, but it
seems as though life has not been kind to you of late.”

A moment later the woman broke down completely, tears falling freely
upon the cobblestones of the nondescript village. She told a story
of love, of a nobleman’s son who had desired her, and of a terrible
duel in which she had been cruelly robbed of her beloved. She had
been locked away by the man who had ruined her life, until
desperation had overcome her and she had hatched a plan to escape.
During her flight the man had attempted to restrain her, and she
had fought back, taking his life after a fierce
struggle.

And now she was on the run, with the nobleman’s men hounding her
relentlessly.

You Bugger, after hearing her tale, took her hand and helped her
stand. For the first time since his ascension, he felt as if he
knew what he had to do.

“My lady, my name is You Bugger, and I am the God
of Beggars and Broken Things,” he said, and immediately he saw the
confusion in her face, but he continued nonetheless, “I can take
you to a place where you will be safe, if that is what you
desire?”

The woman, tears still streaking down her
muddied face, nodded
once.

You Bugger reached for the tremendous light that now filled him to
bursting and thought of home. A second later a circle of light
appeared beneath them, ready to take him to where he truly
belonged.

*

You Bugger knelt beside the sun-warmed wall,
enjoying the moment. He had taken the poor woman to the beggars of Garn and instructed
them to clothe and feed her before teaching her the craft. It would
not be an easy life, but at least she would be safe. Having grown
the number of beggars in Alm, he felt a strange sense of
satisfaction. Was this what the shepherds felt, after rescuing a
lost lamb?

Lowering his head, he stretched out his
hands, possibly for the
last time. The hour of judgement was swiftly approaching, and he
only had time for one more petition.

“Spare a coin, kind miss?” he asked, as he felt the
soft footfalls of a child approaching. A heartbeat later a red hem
swept into his line of view.

“It’s you!” a young voice cried, filled with
relieved joy, “I finally found you!”

You
Bugger slowly raised his head, facing the young girl in the red
dress.

The girl, wearing the biggest smile imaginable, was instantly
recognized.

“Oliwia, isn’t it?” You Bugger asked, recalling the
young child who had almost lost her life at the wheels of Lord
Roth’s carriage.

Oliwia nodded vigorously, causing her
auburn curls to bob and
dance.

“I never got to say thank you…” she said, as she
reached for a small purse hanging from her hip, “I looked for you…
but I couldn’t find you…”

“That’s alright,” You Bugger said, as kindly as he
could manage, “I was just glad that you were unharmed.”

“Um, I got these from my mommy after helping her
with the housework,” Oliwia said, as she opened the small purse and
quickly emptied it out into You Bugger’s cupped hands, “I want you
to have them…”

Twenty-seven copper coins, You Bugger thought, likely representing
a great deal of chores.

“Thank you, Oliwia, for this most generous gift,”
You Bugger said, “And, because you are such a good girl, I will
show you a very special trick.”

Oliwia’s eyes grew wide as the coins in You Bugger’s hands
started to glow and move. He raised both hands up and held them
above the young girl’s head before opening his fingers and allowing
the coins of light to fall freely. The coins, weighing no more than
a dream, showered the girl with light, illuminating her
smile.

A few seconds later the light faded, but the smile did not…

*

Not long after Oliwia left, Claudia and Fade arrived. Both looked better
than when he had seen them last, being well-rested and well-fed
from what he could tell.

In Claudia’s hands was the crown of Brent.

“I can see why this spot is your favourite,” she
said, as she took in the secluded spot and its sun-drenched brick
wall.

“How did your journey across Alm go?” asked Fade,
as the duo approached You Bugger’s spot.

“The people of Alm have again impressed me with
their generosity,” You Bugger replied, rising from the supplication
position for what was hopefully not the last time, “I feel strong
enough to do whatever needs to be done.”

“Good, because unfortunately our own quest was not
so fruitful,” Fade said.

“Ah, that is unfortunate…” You Bugger remarked, as
he stretched out his tight joints.

Claudia came forward then, holding the crown tightly in her
hands.

“I thought… I thought that I should bring this,”
she said, “Supremus… he killed you because you put this on, right?
A beggar, daring to wear a king’s crown… But you have earned this
crown, You Bugger, even if you don’t want it, and I want you to
show that son of a bitch that anyone can rise above their
situation!”

You Bugger took the crown without a word. It felt… lighter… than
when he had held it last.

“Thank you, my friends. And now it seems that the
time has come. No matter what the result is, I am proud of every
choice I have ever made, and that includes befriending the two of
you,” You Bugger said, taking a moment to kiss Claudia and shake
hands with Fade.

“Humble the bastard,” Fade said, with a devilish
grin.

“Beat him, and I’ll let you beg as much as you
want!” Claudia exclaimed, tears in her eyes.

Nodding, You Bugger faced his friends and replied, “I’ll be back, so
keep a bowl of Squeaker Stew warm for me, alright?”

The trio shared one final embrace before You Bugger pulled
himself away. Turning, he walked towards the eastern gate, calling
out, “Supremus, it is time for your reckoning!”

*

You Bugger had only just cleared the gate when he saw his foe. The
Son Who Stands Above, one of the Ruling Family, stood before
him.

“I am impressed, beggar,” the God said, with a
vicious smile, “I thought I would have to raze this entire town in
order to draw you out. But here you are, willingly coming to face
your doom.”

“Enough prattling, God,” You Bugger said,
drawing Generosity with
a single, smooth stroke, “If you are going to fight me, fight me.
If not, get the hell out of my home.”

Supremus laughed in response, a cruel, barking laugh that shook
the earth beneath them.

“So eager to meet your end, beggar?”

You Bugger shook his head, saying,
“No, just eager to see
yours.”

Supremus’ laughter abruptly stopped and he replied, “I should
thank you, beggar, for helping me realize something
important.”

You Bugger said nothing.

“I have grown lazy, beggar. I have grown… content,
watching the strong destroy the weak. But watching you overthrow
the natural order, it has made me realize that I can no longer
remain as a simple observer. Once you are gone from my sight, I
will set about correcting this world. The strong
will
devour the weak, this I will
make so. Just as I once tore this land apart, I will break the
world of men anew. I will bring about a purge of the lesser beings
you call friends, and I will weed out those who have not the
strength to face me! The strong will rule the weak for the rest of
eternity, and no beggar will ever oppose me again!”

As he spoke, Supremus grew in size. But unlike their fight in his Temple,
he did not stop when he was merely a giant amongst men. Supremus
instead continued to grow as he shouted out, “I am the SON WHO
STANDS ABOVE, and I STAND ABOVE ALL! Face me, BEGGAR, and let this
be ENDED!”

You Bugger looked up in horror. Supremus now towered above the
land, dwarfing even the Black Mountain. You Bugger felt like an ant
who had been ordered to slay an elephant.

But despite the God’s supreme size, You Bugger felt no fear. The
light within him burned brightly and he suddenly knew what he had
to do.

Closing his eyes, he summoned the light
within. Instead of
wishing to be somewhere else, he pictured something new.

A moment later he felt something touch his foot. Opening his eyes, he
looked down and saw a coin lying against his wrapped limb. And then
another coin fell, tumbling from the overcast heavens and impacting
his shoulder. And then another, and another still. Slowly the
drizzle of coins became a deluge, and You Bugger felt something
change within him. He started growing taller, enough to see over
the roof of the tallest home in Garn.

And yet he continued to rise. As the rain of coins surrounded him, he
grew tall enough to challenge a God…

*

A few moments later, You Bugger found himself at eye-level with the
vengeful God. The land of Alm stretched out before him, with
distant cities and forests appearing close enough to
touch.

Raising Generosity, You Bugger took a step forward. Despite his enormous
size, he left no footprints upon the land below.

“You say that the strong must rule the weak,
Supremus, but I think that you are just afraid that someone might
prove to be your equal,” You Bugger said, as he took another step
towards the golden-clad God.

He still had no idea of what Supremus’ weakness was, but he had
been trained by the greatest swordsman on Alm and had the strength
of a God.

He could do this.

He had to.

“Is that what you think, beggar?” Supremus replied,
as he summoned his golden god-blade, “I am perfect in every way! I
have no equal on this land or above it, and it certainly won’t be
you who strikes me down!”

Supremus struck then, hard and fast with his death-dealing
blade. But You Bugger was ready this time and caught the attack.
Side-stepping, he pushed Supremus backwards and slashed
diagonally. Generosity, however, found only empty air as Supremus easily danced
around the beggar’s blade.

“Please, at least make this a challenge, beggar!”
Supremus cried out, before leaping into the air and bringing his
god-blade down in a flurry of precise strikes. You Bugger barely
dodged the strike in time, leaping to the side and ending up with
his face in the Black River. The sudden cold temporarily paralyzed
him, allowing Supremus time to follow up with a strike that found
divine flesh.

You Bugger let out a painful grunt as the blow sliced through his leg. It
wasn’t enough to fell him, but it sure felt that way.

“MORE!” Supremus screamed, as his blade fell again
and again, but You Bugger had already rolled out of harm’s
way.

Rising to his feet, You Bugger raised
Generosity
once more. Glancing below, he
found himself staring at what seemed like the entire population of
Garn. Every man, woman and child had gathered in the town square to
see the conflict of the Gods. Fade and Claudia, standing on a tiled
roof, watched in silence, their hopes and fears clearly
visible.

‘Come on, remember what you’re fighting for,’ You
Bugger thought. A moment later he dashed forward, blade leaving a
line in the earth before slicing upwards and striking Supremus’
unprotected arm.

“ARGH!” the God of Arrogance cried, facing the
unfamiliar pain.

For a moment, You Bugger fancied that the God lost a tiny portion of
his height, but it was hard to be sure.

“Not bad, beggar!” Supremus called, taking a step
backwards, “You are the first human to draw blood from me in
centuries! But that is all you shall achieve this day! I am
Supremus the Unbeaten, and I will not fall to anyone who spends
their lives in the dirt!”

Again, for an instant, You Bugger felt as though
the God changed size,
growing slightly larger after his latest claim.

Perhaps…

Moving forwards, You Bugger struck
again, slicing downwards
and then twisting his blade at the last second. It was a move that
Gladius had invented, and it had taken weeks to master.

But the God before him did not seem to care and easily dodged the
strike before retaliating with a kick to You Bugger’s chest. You
Bugger flew backwards, earth and sky merging into one and he
tumbled across the land of Alm. He finally came to a rest beside
the capital of Lisare, Kiros. He wondered for a moment if King
Osrik could see him, before returning to the task at hand.
Standing, he clenched his teeth and pounded his wounded leg, hoping
that it could still carry him for a while longer.

“I tire of this, beggar!” Supremus called, still
standing beside Garn, “You will never defeat me, so why not just
kneel before me and accept your fate! As soon as you no longer
exist I can move on to more important matters… like eradicating
your kind!”

Without answering Supremus’ provocation You Bugger took off,
crossing half of Alm in a single bound. Towns, rivers and forests
flashed beneath him as he sprinted towards his foe. Just before he
reached Supremus, however, he buckled his knees and slid to the
ground, slashing across the God’s legs, hoping to cripple
him.

But Supremus was fast, and he blocked the blow
with a single end of his god-blade before spinning it around and delivering a blow to
You Bugger’s left shoulder. You Bugger watched as his divine blood
fell to the earth below, staining it red for generations to
come.

Again, You Bugger charged forward, spinning around
and slashing in a
complex arc that no human opponent could have predicted.

And again, Supremus easily caught the blow and returned it,
scoring a wound on You Bugger’s right side.

Gritting his teeth to keep the pain at bay, You
Bugger dove forwards and rolled towards Supremus,
emerging behind the God
and stabbing behind him. But Supremus was always one step ahead and
parried the blow before slicing You Bugger across the back, leaving
a trail of burning pain and blood.

Rising, You Bugger took a step backwards.

This was impossible. No one, not Gladius, not Nok, not even King Osrik
had ever given him this much trouble.

And Supremus, the bastard, wasn’t even breathing
heavily.

*

“Well, this has been a fun little exercise,
wretch,” Supremus said, with a vicious grin, “But the sooner this
ends the sooner I can begin exterminating the undesirables of
Alm.”

A dark look then stole over the God’s twisted features.

“Hmm, perhaps I will start with this town. It
appears to hold some sentimental value to you, and I would oh so
enjoy listening to the screams of the townsfolk as they beg for
their lives… You like begging, don’t you, You Bugger!”

“NO!” You Bugger cried, leaping forwards in an
attempt to save Garn. His vision was darkening and the light within
was fading, but if he could just save those important to him he
could die with something akin to honour.

As he raced towards Supremus he watched in
horror as the God
brought his blade around and swung it towards the town with
unmatched ferocity. You Bugger somehow knew that while the strike
would take no lives, it would nevertheless ruin his adopted home,
leaving the people within destitute.

With a cry he brought Generosity up,
trying to deflect the blow. A heartbeat later the god-blade and
beggar’s sword met in a shower of sparks that ended with You
Bugger’s blade shattering into a thousand pieces. Before he had
time to process this loss Supremus reached down and lifted him high
into the air. With his crown touching the clouds he heard Supremus
exclaim, “The strong have ruled the weak, and we have found them
wanting!”

White-hot pain followed next as Supremus buried his blade in
You Bugger’s abdomen before tossing him away like a piece of
trash.

You Bugger impacted the Black Mountain a moment later, dying and
defeated.

*

You Bugger looked at the world through half-lidded eyes. He had lost
his sword; his fight and he was about to lose his home.

“Let this be a lesson to all!” Supremus cried,
gesturing to every watching soul with his blood-stained blade, “The
only place for the weak is beneath the boots of the strong! Grovel
before your betters, and they might let you live out the remainder
of your miserable lives!”

This
time there was no doubt. Supremus was growing larger with every
boast.

His strength… came from his arrogance… and perhaps… his weakness worked
in a similar way.

Despite the overwhelming pain, despite the voice in his head telling
him to simply accept his fate and fade away, You Bugger struggled
to his feet.

He had no weapon and was
dangerously close to
death, but he still had a chance.

Supremus, still calling out threats to the people of Alm, saw
him then. Surprise shot across his features as he turned to face
the risen beggar.

“HOW?!?” Supremus shouted, “HOW ARE YOU STILL
STANDING!?!”

You Bugger faced the God who would destroy every beggar, cripple and
misfit on Alm and replied, “I’ve finally figured it out, God. I
know your weakness…”

“LIAR!” Supremus roared, “I AM PERFECTION ITSELF!
WHO ARE YOU TO OPPOSE ME, BEGGAR!?!”

Taking a deep breath, You Bugger reached behind
him, feeling for the
weather-worn handle. Grasping the hilt, he drew the black blade in
one smooth motion as he exclaimed, “I am Sebastian de Rion, Lord of
the Mountain, I am hereby claim my birthright!”

The Sword of the Mountain in-hand, You Bugger readied himself for one
final charge. As he did so, however, he caught a glimpse of the
writing on the mountain-sized blade.

He had been right. The motto had been
incomplete.

For there, carved into the metal, were the words:

STRENGTH ABOVE ALL SHALL LEAD US TO RUIN

If You Bugger had any remaining doubts then the words before him
evaporated them. He knew then, what he had to do.

“You are wrong, Supremus, and you are flawed, just
like the ones you claim to stand above,” You Bugger said, taking a
step towards the God.

“NO!” Supremus cried, before suddenly sprinting
towards You Bugger.

But the
Beggar God was ready for him, and ducked beneath Supremus’ strike
before delivering one of his own, scoring a deep hit that elicited
a roar of pain from the God.

“You are weak, and misguided, and today you will be
beaten by the lowest of the low!” You Bugger cried as he rained
down hits upon Supremus’ exposed body. Supremus managed to block a
few, but not all, and soon his golden robes were stained red with
godly blood.

“I AM NOT LIKE YOU!” Supremus shouted, bringing his
blade around in a move that would surely decapitate his
foe.

You Bugger didn’t even bother dodging, instead he brought up the Sword
of the Mountain and easily blocked the attack before striking at
the God’s leg, sending him to the ground.

“No, you are much, much weaker than I,” You Bugger
said, as he kicked out, sending Supremus flying
backwards.

“You hide behind your arrogance and your power, but
the truth is you are afraid, Supremus!”

“SHUT UP!”

“You know, deep down inside, that you are not as
powerful as you claim! You use fear to intimidate people so that
they do not challenge you!”

“ENOUGH!”

“You know the truth, Supremus! Your power is an
illusion, and now all of Alm knows it as well!”

Supremus, instead of fighting back, flinched. The God seemed to
shrink with every accusation, until he was half of You Bugger’s
size.

“You do have a weakness, Supremus! It is a simple
thing… doubt! The moment you lost faith in your strength, your
ability to defeat me, your power waned! You doubted your supreme
might, and so it left you!”

“CURSE YOU, BEGGAR!” Supremus roared, as he stabbed
forward with his god-blade. You Bugger brought the Sword of the
Mountain down on the double-edged blade and shattered it in a
single hit.

“You have broken Rule Zero of the Gods, Supremus!”
You Bugger shouted, as the Son Who Stands Above became the Son Who
Knelt Below, “Do not bring shame upon the Gods of Alm, and yet you
have shamed yourself! From this day, let it be known, the weak
shall rule over the strong!”

Supremus, now barely bigger than a man, knelt in defeat and
grabbed at the earth with his hands, screaming, “NO! I REFUSE TO BE
BEATEN BY A MERE BEGGAR!”

“So was it written,” You Bugger replied, raising
his foot, “So shall it be!”

With a cry he brought his foot down on the once unbeatable God, squashing
him underfoot just as he sought to crush those he considered
inferior. You Bugger felt a slight resistance, and then…
nothing.

Stepping back, he found himself staring at a great
hole in the earth. He
watched as Supremus fell further into the darkness of the Abyss.
And there, waiting deep below, was Abyssa.

She did not look happy.

Her words, coming from across the void, still managed to reach the world
above.

“You hurt my beloved, oh brother of mine,” swore
the Goddess of Death, “A thousand years of darkness is just the
start of your punishment!”

A moment later the hole, and Supremus, were gone.

It was
done.

You Bugger turned to face Garn. He wanted to go
home, and yet, at that
moment, something seemed to take hold of him.

Before he could act, a ring of light appeared
beneath him, and as the
sun fell below the horizon, You Bugger of Brent disappeared from
the lands of Alm…


Chapter
15: The Choice






You Bugger opened his eyes.

He was somewhere… new.

An endless field of wildflowers surrounded him, flowing outwards in
every direction and reaching a series of towering mountains ringing
the horizon. A golden-orange sunset sat upon the world’s rim,
basking the world in tones of honey and amber. You Bugger squinted
and fancied that he saw several glittering cities in the distance,
shining in the light of the eternally setting sun.

Turning around he found something that defied belief.

A White Mountain, stretching up into the heavens.
Unlike the Black Mountain of Alm and the Grey Mountain of the Abyss it seemingly had
no end.

Black for Alm, Grey for the
Abyss… and White for
Accordia.

You Bugger was in the land of eternal bliss where every soul who
dutifully followed the rules would one day reside. Looking at the
White Mountain more closely revealed something that further
separated it from its lofty brethren.

Someone or something had carved words into the infinitely tall
peak.

They looked like… rules.

RULE ZERO: LET THERE BE THE MOUNTAIN

RULE ONE: LET THERE BE ORDER

RULE TWO: LET THERE BE LIGHT

RULE THREE: LET THERE BE TIME

RULE FOUR: LET THERE BE SPACE

RULE FIVE: LET THERE BE GODS

RULE SIX: LET THERE BE ALM

RULE SEVEN: LET THERE BE LIFE

RULE EIGHT: LET THERE BE GROWTH

RULE NINE: LET THERE BE DEATH

And…

RULE TEN: LET THERE BE MAN

You
Bugger took a deep breath. He was probably the first person to gaze
upon the Rules of Creation since they had been carved into the
White Mountain.

Turning away from the rules which governed reality
itself, he looked around, wondering what would happen next.

He had
somehow done the impossible and defeated Supremus, but no one had
ever told him what would happen to him if he did. There had been
plenty of talk of the consequences of failure, but no one had said
anything about a reward…

Would he simply remain in Accordia for the rest of
eternity?

That thought made him shudder. He doubted that begging was allowed in the
Rulefather’s domain.

It was then that he noticed a change in the
air.

Someone was coming.

Before he could ready himself they appeared, stepping out from
nothing and moving to surround him.

The Gods of Alm.

The Black Lord, his ancestor.

Abyssa,
lover of his best-friend.

Alma, giver of Godhood.

And there, facing You Bugger…

Codex,
the Rulefather himself.

He bore the appearance of a man in his
later years, with skin
of copper covered by light blue robes and a white goatee with a
matching patch of grey hair which rested above eyes that glowed
with a gentle light.

When he spoke, every word carried enough power to send ripples across
the multi-coloured wildflowers below.

“You Bugger the beggar, we welcome you to
Accordia,” Codex said, and in that moment You Bugger’s mind was
set.

Even the Rulefather himself recognized the man before him as a
beggar.

Nothing else mattered.

“Thank you, Rulefather,” You Bugger replied,
lowering his head in respect, “This place is…
beautiful…”

“Your words are well received, Beggar God,” Alma
said, with a motherly smile, “To tell you the truth I was hoping
that you would prevail over my arrogant child, but I must confess
that I thought such a thing impossible…”

“Didn’t I tell you, Alma,” the Black Lord said,
with a knowing glance, “Always bet on a Rion.”

Turning towards his descendant, the Black Lord added, “Well done,
You Bugger. You have achieved something that no one else can claim…
you have defeated a God of Alm.”

You Bugger chose that moment to turn towards Abyssa and ask, “He is gone,
right?”

Abyssa gave a curt nod and replied,
“My foolish brother has been
placed in the most isolated corner of the Abyss. He will spend the
next thousand years reflecting on his actions, I can assure you. No
more harm will come to you or… Fade…”

“Thank you, Abyssa, and you Sebastian, for
everything,” You Bugger said, bowing to each God in turn, “Without
your assistance I fear that things would have gone down a much
darker path…”

Turning back to face the Rulefather, You
Bugger knelt and lowered his head.

“Codex… Rulefather… I must ask you… what happens
next? I defeated Supremus, but where does that leave
me?”

“Rise, You Bugger the Beggar God,” Codex replied,
with a calm, soothing voice, “You have no need to kneel before me
or anyone else. You have earned the right to stand beside
us.”

You Bugger slowly got to his feet.

“You mean… become a God… permanently?”

Codex nodded.

You Bugger thought for a long time. He thought about his father, and
about how proud he would be to have a God for a son. He thought
about Claudia, and how she would feel about being married to a
God-king. He thought about Fade, and all of their conversations
about what lay in their future.

But no matter what he tried, he could not
shake an image from his mind.

A sunlit wall. A cobbled street. A familiar pose.

Anyone else would have leapt at the chance to become
immortal.

Sebastian de Rion was the Lord of the
Mountain.

Sir Bugger was a knight of the crown.

King Bugger was the ruler of Brent.

But…
You Bugger was just a simple beggar.

“So, tell me, You Bugger, what is it you desire
most in this world?” Codex, the Father of the Gods,
asked.

You Bugger smiled in response and said,
“All I want, all I
truly
want, is to spend my days
begging at my favourite spot in Garn…”

Raising his head, You Bugger found Codex in a state of
shock.

“You… you would refuse godhood? In order to remain
as a beggar??” he asked, eyes wide and hands trembling.

“Yes,” You Bugger replied, without
hesitation.

Codex had no response.

“Is that possible?” You Bugger asked, after the
silence grew awkward in nature.

“Anything is possible for a God of Alm, right?”
asked the Black Lord, with a laugh. He was probably the only other
person present who understood You Bugger’s odd wish.

“We… we have no precedent for this,” Alma said,
with an equal look of shock.

“I told you; my beloved wouldn’t befriend a
dullard!” Abyssa crowed.

“Are you… are you sure?” asked Codex, sounding
dumbfounded.

“I am,” replied You Bugger.

“I… see,” the Rulefather sighed, “Very well, I
shall accede to your wish. You Bugger the beggar; I charge you to
return to Alm and live a life in accordance to the rules you have
chosen.

You Bugger nodded. He knew that his words were not binding unless
they were said aloud.

“However,” Codex continued, as a ring of light
appeared beneath the erstwhile Beggar God, “There will always be a
place for you amongst us. No matter how much time passes, You
Bugger the Beggar God, you have earned your title and no force
above or law below shall rid you of it. Go well… and follow your
convictions to the end!”

A moment later the ring of light drew You Bugger
downwards. He watched the Gods slowly disappear from view, but at
that moment he felt no
remorse.

He had
fought assassins, kings and even Gods, but it had all been worth
it.

You Bugger was finally going
home…


Epilogue: Spare a Coin






A few months later…






“Spare a coin, kind sir?” You Bugger asked, facing
the irate merchant.

“Piss off, you bugger!” the man replied, not even
slowing down as he raced past the wall, heading towards the morning
market.

You Bugger nodded and lowered his hands.

Rule Twelve: do not pester.

A few minutes later a new opportunity arose in the
form of a man and his
son. They bore the look of farmers and had most likely come into
town to sell their produce.

“I’m telling you dad, I haven’t seen one in ages!”
the son exclaimed, as the duo approached You Bugger’s favourite
spot.

“That can’t be true, boy! When I was your age they
were on every corner!” the father replied, and yet there was no
malice there.

“It’s true!” his son pleaded, “Last time I came
through here I only found a handful, and this time I haven’t seen a
single one!”

“Oh, really?” the father asked, with a confident
tone, “Then how do you explain him?”

‘Ah, that’s my cue,’ You Bugger thought.

Clearing his throat, he asked, “A single copper for a lowly
wretch?”

The man and his son slowly came closer. That was a good
sign.

“Alright, so we found one beggar, but normally we
would have seen dozens by now!” the son protested, a tinge of
embarrassment mixed with youthful stubbornness in his
voice.

“Well, maybe the rest of them are on holiday?” the
father offered, with a small chuckle.

“Dad!” the boy whined.

“Alright, don’t fret boy, I believe you,” the
father replied, clearly taking pity upon his offspring, “It
certainly seems that there are fewer beggars in Brent than in times
of old.”

You Bugger said nothing. He had made his
plea and anything more
would be pestering.

“I hope that they’re alright…” the boy said, mostly
to himself.

“I’m sure that they are, son,” the father replied,
before reaching into his coin purse, “Our own king was once a
beggar, or so they say, and I’m sure he wouldn’t allow any of his
fellows to come to harm…”

A moment later You Bugger felt a single copper coin touch his palm,
sending a slight shock along his flesh that never grew
old.

The coin, bearing a visage of the Black Mountain, was quickly
pocketed. Even though the town guard would not bother him, it
appeared that some old habits remained. Mercifully the coin
remained solid within his coin purse.

You Bugger was back.

*

A short
time after the father and son left You Bugger decided to take a
break. Leaning back against the sun-warmed bricks he allowed his
mind to wander. There was a gentle breeze and a large tree on the
other side of the wall which provided just the right amount of
shade.

Life…
was good.

“I’m impressed,” said a voice emerging from a
nearby shadow, “I didn’t think you’d be able to get away this
time.”

You Bugger chuckled in response, saying,
“I doubt the guard would ever
think to check a cart filled with offal bound for the Highroad, nor
believe that a man could somehow squeeze his body inside
one.”

Fade said nothing for a time, instead choosing to simply enjoy the silent
peace.

Eventually he rose from the shadows and
stepped out into the
light.

“You know, when I met you I thought that you were a
fool,” the assassin said, staring at his friend, “No ambition aside
from wanting to beg all day, but seeing this I must concede that it
has an… allure.”

“Of course,” You Bugger replied, closing his eyes,
“A peaceful life will always be best. By comparison, I can’t
understand why so many choose to spend their lives chasing ever
greater glories. Supremus was wrong, I think… the strong shouldn’t
rule the weak… everyone should simply pursue a life where they can
live in peace.”

“Agreed, old friend, but I don’t think
she
thinks so,” Fade said, with a
chuckle.

Opening his eyes, You Bugger found the Queen of Brent marching towards
him. Her stomach was swollen with the blessing of life but that did
not slow her down. She bore the crown of Brent, his crown, in her hands.

She did not look happy.

“AGAIN!?!” she roared, drawing notice from the
nearby townspeople.

“Always,” replied You Bugger, as he slowly rose to
his feet.

West. West felt good this time.

“Come on, you have a meeting with the Council, and
you have to oversee Sir Aern swearing in the new recruits,”
Claudia, his wife and lover, wheezed, stopping for a moment to
catch her breath.

The Good Doctor had told her that the time of
birth was quickly approaching but that had not kept her from the throne or her
duties.

“Ready?” asked Fade, half-steeped in
shadow.

You Bugger nodded, tensing his legs.

“Don’t… you… dare!” huffed Claudia, but You Bugger
knew that her threat was empty. She had made a promise, after
all.

A moment later You Bugger took off, laughing while racing away from his
Queen. He could not run forever, but maybe he could squeeze a few
more minutes of freedom out of this beautiful day.

Claudia, after taking a deep breath,
raced after him, shouting out
with all her strength.

“Get back here, YOU BUGGER!!!”






THE END


In a tiny kingdom nestled between the mountain and the sea, there lived a beggar
with many names.

Some called him
Sebastian de Rion, the Lord of the Mountain. Others called him the
Lowborn King. He was even known for a time as the God of
Beggars…

However, if you were to ask him, he would surely reply that his name is,
and always will be… You Bugger.

This was his story.

May it endure.
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