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	An afternoon like any other, until…

	 

	 

	“O


	hh, that’s a big batch; you’ll make me rich!” Shoop exclaimed while pulling out a handful of clove flower buds from the small trees. She stashed them in her satchel; it was already halfway full and hefty. Her hand naturally reached for her brow and removed the sweat caused by the sun above. She looked back at the farmland, taking a short break; so few people collected wild clove, she was in no hurry. Tens of farmers busied themselves with a few horses, plowing the earth aside and planting seeds. A few men focused on removing the occasional big rocks unearthed by the animals.

	A glimmer in the sky caught her attention. It wasn’t the sun, it was coming up behind her and it wasn’t even midday. It was also not the duskmoon that lengthened their days. No, something strange was above. It looked like a multitude of small yellow tears in the fabric of space itself. 

	Miss Shoop’s instincts directed her to start heading back East to Miltontown, all the while being stuck staring at this unknown phenomenon. This small distance advantage is what would save her life that day.

	The tears widened into yellow, swirling portals, from them, water poured out wantonly. Along with the water came a large number of reflective, pearl-like, larger droplets. They fell more slowly, their surface rippling through the air’s friction. When they struck the ground, they compressed briefly on themselves before collapsing, bursting open with a loud snap.
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	That morning… after the rooster's crow.

	The imposing man woke and spun in his bed. The first thing he did was massage, then crack his stiff neck. A glance at the woman nearby gave him all the energy he needed to get through his day. He felt peaceful knowing what to expect in his near future, with her. 

	Jaireta still slept, but with him getting up, she immediately hogged all the covers. Her pudgy arms made him smile. He tickled one of them to wake her. She shooed him away, so he gave up and got dressed.

	Lorgan's first stop was the latrine, followed by the water barrel in the basement. He took a drink, then brought up a pitcher for the counter. After wiping the counter clean with a cloth, and stepping on the few rolly polies and roaches he saw scampering around, he unlocked the front door. 

	The morning milk delivery had come in; a large flagon had been left by the door. He picked up the heavy, liquid-filled, metal container with one arm and carried it into the kitchen. A croaking sound got his attention. He opened the lid of the previous flagon he had forgotten to take to the basement the previous day. The frog was still there, touching the bottom; only a liter or so remained inside.

	It did not mind being picked up and placed within the new, fuller milk container. Lorgan shifted various jars and containers around until he found a few bugs, then hand-fed them to the frog. She provided a vital service and deserved to be taken care of, in kind. 

	He glanced at the overnight milk, suspecting he needed to use it soon, and then at the stovetop. He would make a cream soup for lunch. 

	He was piling up twigs in order of size, with the goal of lighting up the fire for the day, when he heard, “Hello?”

	Lorgan made his way back to the main room and glanced at the open door. A familiar-looking man was creeping in. He paused when he noticed the tavernkeeper. 

	He waved casually. “Still haven't found a name for your tavern I see. When I asked around, the people just said ‘Lorgan’s place’.”

	Lorgan hesitated due to his trying to remember who this person was. He moved over and shook the extended hand. 

	Faced with his frowning face, the intruder introduced himself. “Oh, it’s me, Corvin! We were in the same dispatch in the war.”

	Lorgan’s face lit up, and he suddenly became more voluble. “Corvin! It’s been years! Are you still in the army? Why are you here? It’s too early for you to be here for breakfast.”

	Corvin smiled, then his face tensed. “Actually, I am here to offer you a job. I remember from the Civil War, what kind of man you are. They used to call you the Plow-”

	Lorgan stiffened up and interrupted, “Yeah, I remember. I do not need more work. I have a job.”

	Corvin smiled with a little embarrassment. He ran a hand on the side of his neck while speaking, “I’m sorry, you moved on from that life. Most of us haven't.”

	There was a brief silence while Lorgan looked down at the man. “For old time's sake, tell me what this is about.”

	“I am a mercenary now, but I mostly work for the Mancerine lords, go figure.” He paused briefly before his voice picked up right to the point, “A long-tailed Catoblepas was spotted somewhere. I am building a small team to take care of it. Obviously, this is within your skillset, Mr. Hunter.”

	“Where? I haven't heard of anything around here.”

	Corvin grinned, “That's for me to know. We would split the bounty three ways. I’m leaving in about a week.”

	“Can't say that I’m interested. Sorry.”

	The mercenary’s tone was dismissive, “Look, I am leaving in about a week, I'll stop by then, just to be sure you won't want to join. I’d feel safer with you there. And a few extra irons never hurt anyone.”

	Lorgan signed in acceptance. “You’ll waste your time. But when you do come by later, stop for a bite.”

	Corvin nodded and shook his hand again. As he left, the first morning’s customers were in sight, forcing Lorgan to rush back to light his fire.

	As he hustled by the corridor, Jaireta’s voice came out, “What was that about?”

	He answered loudly from the kitchen, “An old acquaintance wants help for a dangerous ‘vermin’ job. I don’t see a point in taking it.”

	The woman stopped by the kitchen’s entrance. She tapped her fingers in order against the doorframe. “But you’d like to have an excuse to go monster hunting again?”

	Lorgan froze briefly. He answered without moving, except for helping his puny fire grow. “We do not need more money right now; things are stable. My place is home.”

	Jaireta tapped the doorframe out of satisfaction as she turned. “I'll get started on the menu.”
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	Lorgan poured and placed a few cups of mead on the server tray. He finished by adding a piece of bread and tapped the counter so Jaireta would notice. The cheerful woman carried it off, talking to people as she went, while the tavernkeeper looked over his customers. Given that it was noon, the place was getting busy. A bit over half the tables were occupied. A lot of familiar faces crowded the place, this made him feel at ease. 

	Familiar faces such as little Timmy who drank his fruity milk, and Earl; they sat in the furthest corner, playing a combat Tafl game with handcrafted pieces.

	By the bar were two of his regulars, Mildey and Jeran, the town’s builder. They came in every noon for a mead and a meal. They always got an extra piece of pork in their stews, and they never complained.

	A tall woman, Yorina the baker, walked in and waved at the tavernkeeper, getting his attention, “Good day! Give me today’s special when it’s ready.” 

	His lips curved up in a reciprocal smile, but then, his eyes briefly wandered from her to the pieces of his grey, full body armor hung on the wall by the entrance. The damage from the civil war still soiled it, for a moment the horrifying screams of battle filled his ears. He looked away and resisted the emotions brewing within when he remembered his actions in that conflict.

	The large man stepped back to the kitchen and inspected the boiling leeks; they were well-cooked and soft. He added butter, a splash of citrus, and some leftover bits of meat. As he poured the milk in to make it a cream of leek, an explosive, booming ‘Thud’ sound reached the walls of the tavern. It caused him to spill milk all over the hot oven. He frowned and took a few steps back to the open area, but was interrupted by a multitude more of those explosive impact sounds. The repetition made them impossible to count and forced most patrons to cover their ears and scream. The noises came from the east; there were well over 20 of them. Like everything else, eventually they stopped, leaving the crowd bewildered. The crowd’s growing murmurs were now laced with fear. A few brave souls, along with the tavern owner, gathered around the single window pointing
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