[image: ]


Contents
Foreword
Chapter 1: Monday Mayhem, Murder, and the Barbarian
Chapter 2: The Blame and the Expedition
Chapter 3: Into the Woods and Captured
Chapter 4: The Duel and the Iron Secret
Chapter 5: Iron for the Dead
Chapter 6: The Bear, the Fog, and the Investigation
Chapter 7: Aftermath and Explosive Gifts
Chapter 8: Trial and Death at the Camp
Chapter 9: As the Golem Awakens
Chapter 10: Mammoth, Fire, and Final Blows
Chapter 11: The Eye and the End
Discover More by A.G. ZoderoT
Rate & Review
Copyright
Foreword
Some stories are born of purpose.
Others of pure accident.
And a few – the unholy ones – of laughter too loud to stay mortal.
Monday 'n' Mayhem began when five souls challenged a universe made of dice and irony. They sat around a crooked table, the air thick with smoke, cheap beer, and promises no one meant to keep. The dice clattered like bones of forgotten saints. Every roll dared the night to get stranger. Every sip made the impossible seem negotiable.
By dawn, the line between story and storyteller had blurred. The jokes began to answer back. The world they created decided it preferred to exist. What followed was no campaign – it was creation itself.
Blind, drunk, high, and unforgettable.
A story too alive to stay on the table.
A legend too stupid to die.
Chapter 1: Monday Mayhem, Murder, and the Barbarian
Monday nights were sacred in Mrkotín – sacred to the god of bad decisions and brutal entertainment. U Narezaného Stola, that unholy tavern in the village's rotting heart, stood ready to receive its faithful. Here, hope died choking on sweet smoke and bitter booze while men cheered. The floors were pre-sticky with yesterday's violence, the corners pre-darkened with a thousand nights of sin, everything pre-corrupted for efficiency. Four proprietors, long past questioning their choices, made ready for the weekly mayhem, moving with the practiced incompetence of men who'd turned barely surviving into an art form.
Kon, a dwarf cursed with shoulders too broad for doorways and pride too big for common sense, stomped across the makeshift ring like a man with a personal grudge against the floorboards. His knuckles wore fresh bandages – not for protection, but because bare bone against bone made an ugly sound when it connected. They called him Koriolan Orešný, when they were being formal, Kon when they were being friendly, and worse things when he collected debts. A scar split his left eyebrow like God's own punctuation mark, and his beard hung tight against his chin like he was afraid it might escape. "Form up, you beautiful disasters!" His voice could wake corpses, and had, especially on Mondays when the living at this so-called establishment walked on a fine line between living and dead. "First drink's cheap, first scream's cheaper!" At four-and-a-half feet of compressed violence, Kon had declared himself the undefeated bare-knuckle champion of Pochmúrno – a title no one had bothered disputing because disputing meant fighting, and fighting Kon meant learning what your own teeth tasted like.
Behind the bar, Mišo (or often called ‘Miško‘, when someone tried to buy in his favours) Kanis made love to a filthy mug with a rag that had given up on white sometime during the last king's reign. With a joint perpetually hanging from his mouth, his slim frame and slicked-back hair whispered respectability – while his eyes screamed larceny. The locals had baptized him "Two Groš" for his miraculous ability to birth money from money through methods that would make priests weep. He wore his charm like a weapon, smiling at approaching villagers while his mind performed dark arithmetic on their worth. "So many bets, so few brains," he muttered, a prayer to the patron saint of easy marks. Then louder, painting his face with a smile that had sold worse lies to smarter people: "Double or nothing on the shepherd, friend? Fortune favors the bold!" The farmer dropped two chickens on the bar – scrawny things that looked like they'd already given up on life. By midnight, Mišo thought, you'll be walking home wondering where your birds went, and I'll be calculating their value in tomorrow's stew. In Mrkotín, currency was whatever you were stupid enough to wager: chickens, sausages, teeth still warm from someone's mouth – Mišo's ledger had seen it all and converted it to profit.
In the corner where shadows bred with smoke, Filip Smutný hunched over a cauldron like a witch birthing nightmares. Gaunt as famine and twice as unsettling, his sunken eyes gave him the look of a man who'd died but hadn't noticed yet. They called him "Škvrna" – the Stain – because he was always cleaning something that would just get dirty again, or maybe because he moved through rooms like something you'd scrub off if you could. Officially, he mopped floors and burned soup. Unofficially, he was their chemist of catastrophe, the one who turned fighting brew into something that made men forget pain had consequences. His fingers danced over herbs that respectable people used to clean cauldrons, sprinkling them into mead where they'd clean consciences instead. ‘Bliss’ was the name of his special blend, of his signature touch. A bit more courage, he mused, adding enough to make brave men stupid and stupid men brave. The vapor that rose could strip paint or inhibitions, depending on the dose.
At the back where the kitchen pretended to be sanitary, Jakub "Kubo" Ťava performed crimes against cuisine with unearned confidence, clearly the kind you get from never meeting a vegetable you couldn’t ruin. He claimed to be a ranger turned chef, though his stew suggested he'd been neither – unless tracking meant following the smell of rotting meat, and cooking meant making it worse. Tall as regret and trice as lanky, his beard had earned him the name "Brada," though it looked less like facial hair and more like something that had crawled onto his face to die. He hummed tunelessly while adding salt to a pot that had long since lost all hope of flavor, then – in a moment of theological inspiration – mumbled last rites over whatever creature had donated its flesh to tonight’s meal. Kubo styled himself a man of many talents: ranger, cook, part-time druid, full-time fool. Most blamed his delusions on mushroom wine, but his loyalty ran deeper than his stupidity, and he'd defend his friends with crossbow, ladle, or terrible jokes as the situation demanded. "Soup's ready for whoever's left standing!" he called out, and the threat lingered in the air like the smell from his pot.
The common room pulsed with the anticipation of sanctioned violence. Lanterns threw shadows that danced like drunks, and pipe smoke turned the air into something you could chew. Tables had been shoved aside like good sense, clearing space for what passed as honor in this temple of terrible decisions. Villagers and the occasional lost travelers pressed close, their excitement thick as blood. Here, a blacksmith wagered iron nails on his cousin the bailiff – betting hardware on software, Mišo had called it. There, two ancients argued whether a shepherd's crook counted as divine intervention or just cheating with extra steps. In the corner reserved for those who'd made peace with damnation, Sister Karola cracked knuckles that had sent more men to God than her prayers ever had. The aging nun wore holiness like a disguise, and tonight her eyes held the particular shine of a lady who'd found where righteousness and violence kissed.
Kon mounted his crate-pulpit like a prophet of poor choices. "Welcome, degenerates and gentlemen!" The crowd's noise died to a respectful rumble. Kon's grin could have opened cans or throats, depending on his mood. "Mayhem n' Mead Monday is here! For the virgins among us – rules are simple as your mothers. Fists only. You pull steel, you eat steel; and I'm the chef serving that meal." Laughter rippled through the crowd like disease through a brothel. "Fight till one yields, passes out, or passes on. Try to keep the dying to a minimum – corpses are bad for repeat business." More laughter, darker this time. Kon's eyes found Mišo, who offered an elaborate shrug that said I'm just here to count money, not bodies.
“First drink’s cheap, first scream’s cheaper!” Kon’s roar prompted Mišo’s hands to slam mugs along the bar like a percussion section. Each mug foamed with Filip’s special brew – liquid courage cut with liquid stupidity. Fighters grabbed them like communion wine, downing their doses of blessed brain damage. Sister Karola crossed herself with one hand and drained her mug with the other, finishing with an “Amen!” that could have been a battle cry. The crowd loved it. God, presumably, had opinions.
Tonight's bracket decorated a slate behind the bar, names scrawled in chalk by someone who'd clearly already sampled the merchandise. Eight souls ready to trade blood for glory, or at least drinking money. Mišo hovered over the bracket like a corrupt angel, adjusting matchups whenever the betting looked too one-sided. Fair fights were bad for business. First blood would flow between Shepherd Jaro and Bailiff Bohdan.
The shepherd entered the ring smelling like his flock's nightmares and grinning like he'd found gold in goat shit. The Bliss had already turned his pupils into black coins, and his grip on his crook suggested he'd forgotten whether he was here to fight or herd. Across from him, Bailiff Bohdan lumbered in – broad as a barn, bald as truth, and slow as justice. He cracked knuckles that had subdued more drunks than Mišo's watered ale. Stone sober, he'd waved off the spiked mead like a man who preferred his violence unfiltered.
Kon raised his hand in benediction, then dropped it like a curse. “Fight!”
Jaro moved at a pace honed by a lifetime spent chasing things that didn’t want to be caught. His crook whistled through air, finding Bohdan's shoulder with a crack that made watchers wince. The bailiff grunted – pain converting to annoyance – and responded with a fist that rearranged Jaro's ribs. The shepherd coughed out what might have been a tooth or a piece of soul, but the Bliss kept him vertical and swinging. His crook found Bohdan's skull with the wet thud of wood meeting stupidity. The big man's eyes rolled back like they were checking for brain damage from the inside. He toppled backward with all the grace of a felled tree, out cold before he hit the floor that had caught so many before him.
The crowd erupted in the kind of cheer that made angels weep. Money changed hands faster than morals in a whorehouse. An old woman cackled like she'd stolen something from God himself, collecting eggs from her defeated neighbor. "The Lord provides," she crowed, though everyone knew the Lord had left this establishment unlisted in His directory.
They dragged Bohdan's unconscious bulk aside, propping him against a barrel like a warning to others. Kon clapped the victor's shoulder while announcing the next sacrifice: One of the Mason twins versus Sister Karola. Only one twin had signed up – whether from wisdom or cowardice, nobody knew or cared.
The mason entered the ring like a man approaching his own funeral. Dust-colored hair and carpenter's hands that had never hit anything that could hit back. He bowed to Sister Karola with the kind of respect reserved for natural disasters. The nun kicked off her sandals – in winter, because suffering brought you closer to God – and raised fists that had baptized more men in blood than water. "Come, child," she cooed with the sweetness of poisoned honey. "I promise your penance will be quick."
They circled like doubt around faith. The mason threw a feint that wouldn’t have fooled a blind man. Karola didn’t just see through it – she saw through him, into the place where his courage went to die. She struck like judgment, her fist finding his chin as unerringly as an answered prayer. He staggered back, more shocked than hurt, as if he’d just discovered God had knuckles. Men in the crowd exchanged glances that said the nun has reach and we’re all going to hell.
Embarrassment made the mason brave, which made him stupid. He charged. Karola flowed like black water, ducking one wild swing, catching another on her forearm like she was collecting sins. Then she delivered salvation directly to his solar plexus. He folded in half, wheezing out what might have been his soul. The nun finished her sermon by bringing clasped hands down on his skull – the same motion she used to ring bells, and with the same result. The mason crumpled into a heap of regret and unconsciousness.
Silence held its breath. Then the crowd exploded in unholy glee. Sister Karola planted one foot on her victim's back, a pose that belonged in stained glass windows or wanted posters. She crossed herself over the fallen man and murmured, "Go in peace," though he was clearly going nowhere but horizontal. Local boys rushed to drag the defeated mason away, one muttering promises to never miss Mass again, as if God kept attendance.
From the kitchen doorway, Kubo banged a spoon against a pan like dinner bells in hell. "Stew break! Last chance to eat something that fought back!" A few brave souls shuffled over, but most stayed glued to the violence like flies to honey. Or blood. In this place, they were often the same thing.
Mišo worked the bracket like a card sharp with a marked deck, massaging matchups for maximum profit. The fights blurred together in a symphony of broken things: the toothless miner who left the fletcher's nose pointing in new directions, the matches that ended in draws when both fighters forgot what they were fighting about. Then came the comedy intermission – Kubo versus Kon in a bout that was more theater than thunder.
"Brada the Butcher of Vegetables challenges our champion!" Mišo announced with the gravitas of a noble introducing kings instead of fools. The crowd ate it up as Kubo twirled a wooden spoon like it was Excalibur's stupid cousin. Kon flexed arms that had turned violence into a career.
They danced more than fought though. Kubo's spoon bonked harmlessly off Kon's head. Kon's response sent Kubo stumbling with all the authenticity of a street mime. They hammed through the performance: Kubo playing dead, then sweeping Kon's legs in a betrayal that surprised no one. The dwarf hit the floor with his dignity intact and his ass bruised. "Treachery in my own house!" he roared, spitting sawdust and picking splinters from his teeth.
They called it a draw, embracing like brothers sharing a joke instead of trading blows. Kubo slipped Kon a ladle of stew. The dwarf tasted it and gagged theatrically. "Poison! This could kill rats from the smell alone!" The crowd laughed. Filip looked offended on behalf of all tavern slop, everywhere.
The playful interlude ended just as the real show began.
Two figures at the door caught Mišo’s eye – hooded strangers so quiet they had slipped in like old news. One tall and lean, like hunger itself. The other massive, draped in furs that had seen better beasts. When the tall one pulled back his hood, pointed ears announced his otherness. An elf, young and uncomfortable, silver hair bound tight and eyes that measured everything twice. His companion stayed hooded, cradling a mug in hands that could crush skulls like grapes.
Mišo oozed over, a snake in merchant's clothing. "Welcome to our humble holocaust. Come for the culture?" He slid mugs of spiked mead across the table like loaded dice. "Fighters drink free. Everyone else pays in coin or consequences."
The elf sniffed his mead like a man well acquainted with poison. “I heard there was money in bleeding here.” His accent came from somewhere north, where they had different words for suffering.
Mišo's smile sharpened. Fresh meat for the grinder always improved the show. "Aye, coin for winners, poverty for losers. The ancient way."
At 'blood,' the hooded giant stirred. Dark eyes regarded Mišo from the depths of his cowl. He drained the spiked mead in one pull, like swallowing fate. No cough, no splutter – just a rumble from his chest that might have been satisfaction or threat. "I'll fight." His voice carried the gravel of distant storms.
Kon scented new violence and arrived like a happy vulture. "Fresh blood! An elf and whatever's hiding in that hood! Step up, step up!" The crowd parted, creating a path paved with violent intentions.
The elf introduced himself as Toguro, shedding his cloak to reveal a body built for speed and disappointing his enemies. He set aside a sword that whispered of better days and cleaner fights. Villagers laughed at the thought of an elf in their meat grinder. "Careful with those delicate bones," someone called. Toguro ignored them with the patience that heard worse from better.
The hooded one revealed his form. A barbarian, rising like a mountain. He towered over everyone, making Kubo look short and Kon look like a child’s toy. The fur cloak fell away, revealing a landscape of scars and tattoos that told stories in dead languages. Arms like tree trunks that had won arguments with bears. The crowd gasped appreciation for this monument to violence. He kept his weapons – a presumption Kon corrected with a grunt. The barbarian shed steel carelessly, but everyone saw the brand on his forearm: a black serpent fucking an axe, mark of the Rugorim tribes. Real mountain madness had entered their playpen. Mišo’s hands twitched with greed as bets poured in.
The bracket bent to accommodate fresh victims. Toguro would face Gerta, the blacksmith’s daughter, who was born angry and only grew angrier. The barbarian drew Vinegar Nik, whose nickname came from the time he’d improved a man’s vision by removing his eyes with pickle brine.
"Toguro versus Gerta!" Kon announced like a judge passing sentence. "Elf versus inevitability!"
Gerta entered the ring with the utmost confidence; after all, she was a vile woman who had never encountered a problem she couldn’t punch into submission. Built like disappointment – and goddamn heavy – she’d spent years making the forge her bitch and had the arms to prove it. “Come here, pretty boy,” she growled, raising fists that turned horseshoes into modern art. “Let’s see if elves break like everything else.”
Toguro nodded politely, as if she'd asked him to dance instead of die. He looked like a reed next to her oak, silk next to leather, hope next to experience. Kubo's pan-gong rang. Gerta charged like the concept of subtlety had personally insulted her.
But Toguro moved like water around a rock – there, then not there, then behind her with a palm strike that stole her breath. She spun, throwing haymakers that rearranged air. He flowed under them, through them, delivering touches that looked gentle but hit like prayers answered wrong. Two taps – solar plexus, chin – and her eyes went vacant as a politician's promises. She toppled backward, confused and concussed, wondering how the floor had jumped up to kiss her skull.
The crowd’s silence broke into bedlam. Their underdog had put their champion to sleep in seconds. Mišo’s smile grew fixed as he calculated odds gone sideways, but he declared Toguro’s victory with all the fervor of a professional liar.
Next: the barbarian versus Vinegar Nik.
Nik bounced into the ring like a ferret on stimulants, all nervous energy and bloodlust. The barbarian stood still as death itself, watching Nik with the interest a mountain shows an insect. When the signal came, Nik exploded forward in a blur of fists and fury. He might as well have been punching a castle. The barbarian absorbed hits that would have felled trees, then responded with a nonchalant backhand that sent Nik sliding across the floor like a flesh toboggan.
Nik scrambled up, spitting teeth and curses. He tried again – feinting, weaving, striking for the throat. The barbarian moved with minimal effort, as if swatting flies, caught Nik by his shirt, and lifted him like a mother cat with disappointing offspring. Nik dangled, cursing in three languages. The barbarian examined him with mild curiosity, then tossed him into a wall. The impact left a Nik-shaped dent in the plaster and a Nik-shaped heap on the floor. A pickle jar fell from a shelf, shattering beside him in what passed for comedy in this abattoir.
The final was set: speed against strength, finesse against brutality, elf against monster.
The crowd frothed with anticipation. Bets flew like curses at a wedding. Even Sister Karola prayed aloud – whether for the elf's safety or her wager's success, only God and her bookie knew.
Kon stood between the fighters, reaching up to the barbarian’s shoulder like a child trying to pet a horse. “Final bout! Toguro the elf versus...” He looked at the giant, who had offered no name. “...versus this mountain of meat. He’ll need a name if he survives!”
They squared off in the ring where hope went to die. Toguro flowed into a fighter's stance, weight on his toes, ready to dance with death. The barbarian stood like violence waiting to happen, knuckles cracking like breaking bones.
"Fight!" Kon dove aside like common sense fleeing a bar fight.
They circled. Toguro probed with quick strikes – a kick to the thigh, a jab to the ribs, testing for weakness in the mountain. The barbarian absorbed them like rain, swinging fists that could unmake faces. Toguro lived in the spaces between those swings, surviving on speed and spite. The crowd forgot to breathe, watching art fight avalanche.
But mountains learn. The barbarian began herding Toguro, cutting angles, reducing the ring to a trap. A missed punch splintered a support beam. Kon winced at future repair costs. Toguro seized the opening, unleashing a combination that would have killed normal men. The barbarian staggered one step – victory! – then caught the elf with hands like destiny.
He lifted Toguro overhead like offering him to cruel gods. The headbutt that followed sounded like of bones cracking. Blood painted patterns as Toguro's nose relocated. The barbarian hoisted his victim higher, muscles bunching with terrible purpose. With a roar that made the crowd's cheers sound like whispers, he drove Toguro through a table that exploded into kindling and regret.
Toguro lay in the wreckage, struggling to remember how to breathe. Kon moved to call it, but the elf stirred. Rolled. Rose. Stood on legs that barely deserved the name, blood making his face a war banner. The crowd screamed for mercy, for more, for both.
The barbarian nodded once – respect for the doomed. When Toguro tried one last desperate attack, the barbarian caught his leg like plucking a flower. He swung the elf in a complete circle and released. Toguro flew, landed hard, and finally stayed down.
Kon checked for life, found it, and raised the barbarian's arm as high as his height allowed. "Your winner – whatever the hell we're calling him!"
The barbarian accepted his meager winnings as if he had killed for far less. He took a stranger’s mug, drained it, and left as quietly as he’d come. Just another Monday night mystery with a body count.
Inside, the party continued its death spiral toward morning. Kon bragged about past glories. Mišo ensured tabs were paid in coin or shame. Kubo ladled stew for the walking wounded. Filip swept up teeth and dignity with equal efficiency.
Then Radko spoke up: "I'll fight the dwarf."
The words fell into the tavern like a turd in a punchbowl. Radko, the village woodcarver, stood swaying like a tree deciding which way to fall. Middle-aged, scarred by splinters and wrong life choices, forearms like knotted rope from years of making wood submit to his will. A friend to the tavern crew – which meant he was fool enough to drink here regularly and occasionally fixed their furniture after they broke it on someone’s skull. Tonight, he was drunk on violence and worse ideas, eyes glittering with the brave stupidity that comes from watching other men bleed.
Kon turned, surprise painting his scarred face. "Radko?"
The woodcarver stumbled into the ring, rolling sleeves like he was about to deliver a baby instead of a beating. "Come on, Kon! Let's see if Malý Rytier can still bite!" The nickname – Little Knight – came out teasing, but there was an edge underneath, sharp as the knives he used to carve angels from oak.
The remaining crowd perked up like vultures scenting fresh meat. They loved Kon, but they loved watching friends hurt each other more. It was the kind of entertainment that made you feel better about your own life choices.
Kon's hesitation lasted exactly as long as it took Mišo to calculate profit margins. "Ah, Radko, you've had enough. Let's not turn friendship into a funeral."
But Radko was already jabbing a finger at Kon's chest – well, forehead, because geometry was cruel. "What's wrong? Scared an old wood-whittler might whittle you down to size?" He laughed at his own joke. The crowd laughed because they were drunk. Somewhere, comedy died a little more.
Mišo's mind ran the calculations: Kon could accidentally murder Radko, bad for business. Radko could embarrass their champion, bad for reputation. But the crowd wanted blood, and blood meant money. Money always won. He caught Kon's eye, gave that subtle nod – the universal signal for 'make it quick and profitable.'
Kubo started drumming a pot like a funeral march played backwards. Filip gripped his mop like a man holding onto sanity in a madhouse, watching with those perpetually shadowed eyes.
"All right, friend," Kon sighed, forcing a grin that had given up on joy. "You want to dance? Let's waltz." He entered the ring like a man walking to his own execution, which – though he didn't know it – wasn't far from truth.
The crowd closed in, hungry for this final course of violence. They pressed closer, breath fogging in the tavern's smoky air, eyes glittering with the reflected light of anticipated bloodshed. Kon leaned close to Radko, whispering so only the woodcarver could hear: "Quick and clean, then I buy the drinks, eh?"
Radko nodded, but his eyes held a determination so fierce it denied his own mortality. There was something else there too – a need to prove himself, maybe, or just the desire to test himself against a legend, even such a small one.
Someone from the crowd – a joker with more ale than sense – offered Radko a woodcarving knife. "Use your tools, carpenter!" The crowd laughed. Comedy was apparently not dead, just dying. Radko took the knife, examined it with professional interest, then tossed it aside with theatrical disdain.
"I carve wood, not men," he declared, raising fists that had shaped beauty from dead trees. "But tonight, let's see if I can carve myself a reputation!" He flexed his fingers, knuckles cracking like dry twigs. "Carve me sharper," he quipped to Kon, and even drunk it was clever. He'd fight as a man, not a craftsman. Tools were for work. This was personal.
Kon chuckled, the sound rusty as old nails. "Then I'll be the whetstone." Affection colored the threat. They were friends, after all. Friends who were about to beat each other bloody for the entertainment of drunks, but still. The dwarf rolled his shoulders, muscles bunching under his shirt like coiled rope.
The tavern held its breath. No bets this time (well, almost) – this was intimate violence, the kind families don't talk about. Even Mišo held back from working the crowd, sensing the different energy. This wasn't sport; this was something rawer, more dangerous.
Radko moved first, throwing a hook that had more hope than skill. His fist cut through air where Kon's head had been, the dwarf ducking with an ease that spoke of countless similar encounters. Kon could have countered, could have ended it there, but instead he patted his friend's shoulder after the miss – patronizing and affectionate in equal measure.
"Good try, old oak," Kon said, using Radko's workshop nickname. The crowd laughed, but nervously now. There was something unsettling about watching friends circle each other like this.
Radko's face flushed darker – embarrassment mixing with alcohol and determination. He tried again, this time with more thought: feint left, jab right. Kon saw it coming like reading a children's book, but he let it connect anyway. A gift between friends. The punch kissed his cheek like a mother's disappointment, barely enough to sting.
"Nice one," Kon allowed, generous in his condescension. He touched his cheek theatrically. "I might even bruise."
More laughter, but it had an edge now. Radko's jaw tightened. He was being toyed with, and he knew it. The crowd knew it. Everyone knew it except perhaps Radko's pride, which had taken control of his fists.
"Fight me properly, damn you!" Radko snarled, real anger bleeding through the friendly competition. "I'm not some green boy needing coddling!"
Kon's expression shifted, playfulness draining away. He'd tried to make this easy, tried to let his friend save face. But Radko wanted truth? Fine. Time to end it.
Kon unleashed a combination older than sin: left jab to measure distance, right cross to punish presumption. His fist crashed into Radko's shoulder with the sound of meat hitting wood. The carpenter staggered back, nearly losing his footing, but somehow stayed upright.
Radko planted himself like a tree refusing to fall, teeth bared in something between smile and snarl. Pain bloomed across his shoulder – tomorrow it would be purple as summer plums – but the Bliss in his system and his own stubborn pride kept him standing. He swung wild, desperation replacing technique, and actually caught Kon's ribs with a glancing blow.
The dwarf stepped back, more surprised than hurt. Enough was enough. Friendship had limits, and so did patience. He'd given Radko every chance to yield gracefully.
"Last chance to walk away," Kon warned, but his tone suggested he already knew the answer.
"Fuck your chances," Radko spat, and charged.
Kon flowed like water around stubborn tree. He ducked under Radko's wild swing, pivoted on one heel, and drove his knee into the back of Radko's leg with surgical precision. The woodcarver dropped to one knee like he was proposing to the floor, a grunt of pain escaping through clenched teeth.
Now Kon could have ended it with a simple chokehold – should have ended it there – merciful and controlled. Safe. He moved behind Radko, thick arm sliding around his friend's throat like a python's promise. Not tight enough to truly choke, just enough to establish dominance. A warning.
"Yield, old friend," he whispered, and there was pleading in it. "Don't make me hurt you proper."
But Radko's pride was drunk too, pickled in years of being second-best, of fixing other men's broken furniture while they earned glory in the ring. "N-not yet!" The words came out strangled but determined.
He found reserves of strength in whatever place men store their stupidity – that deep well of masculine foolishness that has killed more men than all the wars combined. His elbow drove back hard into Kon's ribs with a craftsman's accuracy. The hold loosened just enough. Radko twisted, tore free, scrambled away on hands and knees before surging back to his feet.
The crowd gasped appreciation for this unexpected second act. Even some of the drunks who'd been nodding off perked up. A real fight! Not just Kon putting down another challenger, but actual competition!
They faced each other again. Radko breathing like a broken bellows, blood trickling from his nose where Kon's initial combination had clipped him. Kon shaking his head in admiration and annoyance, one hand pressed to his ribs where the elbow had found its mark.
"You've got stones, I'll give you that," Kon admitted. "But stones break against steel."
"Then let's see what breaks first," Radko wheezed back, raising his guard again.
They circled once more, but the energy had changed. This wasn’t play anymore. Radko had turned it real with his refusal to yield, and real had consequences. Kon’s eyes held a new light now – the cold calculation that comes when a fighter decides to stop holding back.
Time to finish it properly. No more gifts. No more mercy. As Radko charged again with the grace of a falling building, Kon set himself to meet him. He'd put his friend down with one clean shot to the chest – drive the air from his lungs, drop him gasping but safe. End this farce before someone got truly hurt.
Kon's fist drew back, aimed chest-high with mercy aforethought. A controlled strike from a controlled man.
But God loves a joke, and the devil times them.
Radko's worn boot found the pickle juice from Nik's earlier defeat – that puddle of brine and defeat that Filip hadn't yet mopped. His weight shifted wildly. His charge became a stumble. He slipped, dropping lower than physics or planning intended, his head dipping just as Kon's fist traveled its merciful trajectory.
What was meant for chest found temple instead.
The sound of knuckles meeting skull was wet and final as a period at the end of a life sentence. The crack echoed through the suddenly silent tavern, sharp enough to cut through drunk stupors and conversations alike.
Time stretched like taffy in hell. Radko's head snapped sideways with the kind of motion heads weren't meant to make. His eyes rolled back, showing white like a spooked horse. Every muscle in his body went slack at once – not the gradual collapse of a knocked-out fighter, but the instant ragdoll limpness of something fundamentally broken.
He dropped. Not like a fighter taking a dive, not like a man choosing to fall, but like a puppet with every string cut at once. The floor caught him with the indifference of wood that had caught too many bodies, and this time the thud had a different quality – heavier, more final.
Silence fell like a guillotine.
Kon stood frozen, fist still extended, as if he could take it back by not moving. As if the last second could be unwound by will alone. "Radko...?"
But Radko had left the conversation. He lay with limbs splayed at angles that suggested no one was home to arrange them properly. A dark pool began its familiar journey from his skull to the floor, but this wasn't the usual blood of split lips and broken noses. This was deeper, darker, carrying something essential away with it.
Someone in the crowd made a sound between gasp and prayer – probably Old Matka, who crossed herself reflexively whenever disaster struck. The sound broke the spell, and suddenly everyone was moving, pressing closer, voices rising in confusion and growing horror.
Kon dropped to his knees beside his friend, hands suddenly clumsy as he rolled Radko over. The woodcarver's face was slack, eyes half-open but staring at nothing with the intensity of someone seeing everything. Or nothing. Forever.
"Come on," Kon muttered, patting Radko's cheek with increasing desperation. "Come on, wake up. Stop playing." But even as he said it, his fingers were searching for a pulse at Radko's neck, and finding only the absence that weighs more than presence ever could.
Mišo appeared at Kon's shoulder, for once with his performance mask slipping. "Is he...?"
"Get back!" Kon snarled, but it was the snarl of a wounded animal, not a threat. His massive hands trembled as he tried to find some sign of life, pressing his ear to Radko's chest, listening for breath that wouldn't come.
"Gentlemen," Mišo said, voice artificially light as he straightened and addressed the growing crowd, "we appear to have misplaced a patron's pulse." He tried for his usual dark humor, the kind that defused tense situations. "Perhaps if we check his bar tab, we'll find it there?"
The joke died in the delivery. Nobody laughed. Even bad comedy had standards, and death in the ring wasn't part of the show.
“He’s dead...” The whisper came from somewhere in the crowd – might have been young Patro, never having seen a man die before. The words spread like plague through the assembled watchers. “Radko’s dead. The dwarf killed him.”
Radko’s cousin, Mira – quietly nursing her third ale in the corner until now – started forward with a wail that came from her gut and brought bile with it. “Radko! No, no, no!” She would have thrown herself on the body, but other hands held her back, everyone understanding instinctively that the scene shouldn’t be disturbed. Not yet.
Kon cradled Radko's head in his lap, his massive hands impossibly gentle now, as if tenderness could undo violence. His whole body shook – not with cold or exhaustion, but with the kind of shock that comes from accidentally destroying something irreplaceable.
"I didn't mean…" he started, then stopped. What good were words? "It was an accident. He slipped. I was aiming for his chest, just to wind him, but he slipped and…"
"We saw," someone said, but their tone suggested seeing and believing were different things.
Kubo stepped forward, abandoning his drum, his usual jovial face gray with shock. “Let me – maybe I can...” He knelt beside Kon, hands hovering uncertainly. He knew some hedge magic, could heal minor wounds, encourage bones to knit faster. But this? Even from across the ring, he could see the stillness that meant all the magic in the world wouldn’t help.
Filip drifted closer, mop still clutched in one hand like a talisman. His shadowed eyes took in the scene with professional detachment – he'd cleaned up enough violence to recognize the permanent kind. Without being asked, he began ushering people back, creating space around the tragedy.
The crowd's mood turned like milk in summer, fear and anger beginning their ancient dance. These were people who'd cheered for blood sports minutes ago, but death – real death – was different. It made them remember mortality, made them look for someone to blame.
"The dwarf went too far!" someone snarled from the safety of the crowd.
Another voice, slurred with drink and outrage: "Murderer! Killed him in cold blood!"
"It was an accident!" Mišo's voice cut through the rising murmur like a blade. He stepped between Kon and the crowd, hands raised. "We all saw it – Radko slipped on the wet floor. A tragic accident, nothing more."
"Accident?" Mira's tear-streaked face twisted with grief and fury. "My cousin's dead! That's no accident!"
The crowd pressed closer, ugliness building. These people had lost friends to barbarians, had seen too much death lately. They wanted someone to pay, and Kon was right there, guilty and available.
“String him up!” someone shouted – might have been Henrik the Baker, who had a long-standing grudge against the tavern for reasons involving his daughter and a regrettable evening.
"Now hold on…" Mišo started, but the mob mentality was building, feeding on itself.
That's when the door slammed open.
The barbarian stood in the doorway, massive frame blocking out the night. He must have forgotten something – coins, perhaps, or just drawn back by some instinct. His dark eyes swept the scene: Radko's corpse, Kon kneeling in blood, the crowd turning ugly.
He stepped inside, and his presence changed the very air. The crowd's attention split, uncertain now who to focus their anger on.
"More death," the barbarian observed, voice carrying that mountain rumble. "Your pit claims another." His gaze found Radko's still form. "He fell because he was weak."
The words were like oil on fire. The crowd erupted in fresh outrage – how dare this outsider judge their own? But Mišo's mind, always three steps ahead, saw opportunity in the chaos.
"Weak?" Mišo's voice climbed, theatrical outrage replacing calculation. "He was a good man! A craftsman! A friend!" He spun to face the barbarian fully. "And he'd be alive if not for you!"
The barbarian's brow furrowed. "I did nothing. The dwarf…"
"You did everything!" Mišo stepped forward, finger stabbing at the air between them. "Your violence, your bloodlust – it infected this place! Radko only fought because you showed us all how cheap life could be!" He was building to something, Kon could see it even through his grief. Mišo's greatest performance, born of desperation. "And then – then you couldn't even leave clean!"
"What are you talking about?" The barbarian's hand moved instinctively toward where his weapons would be, found only empty air.
"We all saw it!" Mišo spun to the crowd, voice carrying absolute conviction. "When you left – storming out like the beast you are – you shoved past Radko! Knocked him off balance as he was fighting for his honor in the ring!"
The lie came so smoothly, so perfectly timed, that several people found themselves nodding along. Had they seen that? In the chaos and drink, who could be sure?
"He was stumbling from the start because of you!" Mišo continued, tears appearing on cue – he'd always been able to cry on command, a useful skill for a professional liar. "If you hadn't barged past him, he'd have kept his footing! He'd be alive!"
"Lies." The barbarian's voice dropped dangerously low.
But Mišo was already working the crowd like a master puppeteer. "Is it? Is it lies when we can all see the result?" He gestured at Radko's corpse with a trembling hand. "First you come here, take our money, show our young men that life is worth nothing! Then you assault our people on your way out? And now…" his voice broke with perfectly calculated emotion, "…now Radko pays the price!"
The crowd was buying it. Fear needed a target, and a stranger served better than a neighbor. Kon watched it happen with a kind of sick fascination, even through his shock. The Big Lie, performed live. Make it grand enough, emotional enough, and people would believe anything rather than face the simple, stupid truth of an accident.
"You came here, brought your barbarian ways, and now our friend is dead!" The butcher stepped forward, knife suddenly in hand. Others growled agreement, hands moving to whatever weapons they carried. The mathematics of mob justice: one outsider plus one corpse equals one hanging.
The barbarian's eyes found Kon, perhaps hoping for warrior's honesty, for someone to speak truth. Their gazes met across the blood and madness, and for a heartbeat Kon's lips parted. The truth balanced on his tongue like a blade.
But then he saw Radko's blood painting his hands, felt the weight of what confession would bring. Not just to him – he could accept his punishment – but to Mišo, Kubo, Filip. His brothers in all but blood. The tavern that was their life. All of it would burn for one moment's accident.
His eyes dropped like stones in water. The truth drowned unspoken.
The barbarian's jaw tightened, reading the betrayal in Kon's silence. He was many things, this mountain warrior, but not stupid. He could see the trap closing, fashioned from lies and grief and the human need to blame the other.
"You dare…" he started, taking a step toward Mišo.
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